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Creed, Belief, and the Common Folk: 
Disputes in the Early Modern Maghrib (9th/15th-11th/17th c.) 

 
Abstract 

 

This dissertation examines the attitudes and arguments of Muslim scholars in the early 

modern Maghrib toward the creedal convictions of the broader, non-elite populace. Its particular 

focus is the career and legacy of a major Ashʿarī theologian in Tlemcen, Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-

Sanūsī (d. 895/1490). A hallmark of al-Sanūsī’s thought was his insistence that each and every 

Muslim must learn the logical proofs that undergird the main points of creed in order to be of 

sound standing in the afterlife. By analyzing both published and unpublished sources, ranging 

from theological treatises to short creeds to fatwas to ethical exhortations, the dissertation 

excavates the historical background of al-Sanūsī’s creedal program, its contested reception in his 

own time, and the variety of ways that it was invoked by scholars in the 10th/16th and 11th/17th 

centuries to bolster their own stances and activities. This contextualization of al-Sanūsī 

challenges previous portrayals of him as a Great Man figure whose theological writings were so 

influential as to homogenize all later theological production in the Maghrib. Moreover, the 

dissertation’s focus on discussions of īmān al-ʿawāmm (the belief of the common folk) exposes a 

hitherto underappreciated but significant dimension of Ashʿarī theology: the way that scholars 

debated the nature of religious belief for people beyond their elite, highly educated circles. 

Chapter 1 of the dissertation provides an overview of Ashʿarī stances on īmān al-ʿawāmm 

prior to the mid-9th/15th century that informed writings by al-Sanūsī and other later scholars. 
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Chapter 2 situates al-Sanūsī alongside a rival theologian, Aḥmad Ibn Zakrī (d. 899/1495), 

in order to identify and analyze which specific aspects of al-Sanūsī’s ideas were controversial in 

his own moment. 

Chapter 3 shows how scholars in the 10th/16th century curated al-Sanūsī’s writings to 

adduce him in support of both lenient and strict approaches toward the creedal convictions of 

non-elite Muslims. It focuses on the stricter creedal program promoted by members of the 

Jazūliyya Sufi order in rural northern Morocco. 

Chapter 4 uses a set of manuscript writings by the young scholar Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar 

Ibn Abī Maḥallī (fl. 1084/1673) to examine his efforts to teach, test, and discipline people’s 

creedal convictions in the oasis city of Sijilmāsa in southeastern Morocco. The chapter shows 

how he positioned these efforts as consistent with al-Sanūsī’s program and complementary to it. 

Chapter 5 analyzes the rebuttals of Ibn ʿUmar’s ideas and activities by contemporaries, 

especially by two towering figures of 11th/17th-century Morocco, al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī (d. 

1102/1691) and Abū Sālim ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī (d. 1090/1679), and by a little-known scholar 

of Sijilmāsa, Mubārak al-ʿAnbarī (fl. 1084/1673).  
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Introduction 
 
None of the ritual acts are valid until after determining the One being worshipped and assenting 
to Him. Thus, the first among the obligations is īmān in God Exalted, in His oneness, and in that 
which relates to Him vis-à-vis His attributes, acts, angels, books, Messengers, and all that they 
communicated from Him. 
 – Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, al-Muqaddimāt al-mummahidāt 
 

According to a persistent line of thought in Islamic Studies, scholastic theology (kalām) 

historically comprised a marginal discipline in Muslim societies. With theological 

preoccupations seen as dry, pedantic, and repetitive, historians have sometimes wondered at its 

endurance over the centuries.1 Indeed, it is not uncommon to encounter the claim that theology 

largely withered away after the early Islamic era. The alleged decline is sometimes attributed to 

the triumph of Ḥanbalī “traditionalism”2 around the 6th/12th century and sometimes to the 

proposal that since the most threatening heretical ideas were suppressed around the 7th/14th 

century, the discipline lost its alleged raison d’être as a defense against heterodoxy.3 To be sure, 

the decline narrative has been subject to substantive critique over the last two decades. Historians 

such as Robert Wisnovsky, Ayman Shihadeh, and Frank Griffel have, for example, begun 

examining the appropriation of Avicennian philosophy (falsafa) into theology from the 5th/11th 

																																																								
1 One historian has recently suggested that the field simply became an arena for scholars to prove their intellectual 
credentials by reiterating complex concepts: Lutz Berger, “Interpretations of Ashʿarism and Māturīdism in Mamluk 
and Ottoman Times,” ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 701. 
2 W. Montgomery Watt does not make explicitly make this argument, but his discussion of “The Stagnation of 
Philosophical Theology” is suggestively followed by a section on “The Vitality of the Ḥanbalites”: W. Montgomery 
Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology: An Extended Survey (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1985), 133–
41 and 142–47. For a more straightforward expression of this view, as well as a discussion of the term 
traditionalism, see George Makdisi, “Ashʿarī and the Ashʿarites in Islamic Religious History I,” Studia Islamica, no. 
17 (1962): 37–80; George Makdisi, “Ashʿarī and the Ashʿarites in Islamic Religious History II,” Studia Islamica, 
no. 18 (1963): 19–39; and George Makdisi, “Hanbalite Islam,” in Studies on Islam, ed. and trans. Merlin L. Swartz 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 216–74. 
3 This narrative not infrequently relies on an uncritical acceptance of a statement by Ibn Khaldūn (d. 808/1406) to 
that effect. See for example Louis Gardet and Georges Anawati, Introduction à la théologie musulmane: Essai de 
théologie comparée (Paris: J. Vrin, 1948), 313. Jeffry Halverson combines this argument with that of Ḥanbalī 
triumph; see especially Chapter 2, “The Demise of ʿIlm al-Kalām,” in Jeffry R. Halverson, Theology and Creed in 
Sunni Islam (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 34–57. For the appearance of a confused version of the decline 
narrative in a book for a general audience, see Christopher de Bellaigue, The Islamic Enlightenment: The Struggle 
Between Faith and Reason, 1798 to Modern Times (New York: W.W. Norton, 2017), xxxi–xxxvi. 
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century onward.4 Their work shows the ongoing vibrancy of the discipline into later centuries, 

including in the genre of commentaries, the proliferation of which in that period was long taken 

as a sign of stagnation. Khaled El-Rouayheb has also studied later trends in theology, pointing 

out, for example, the key role that formal logic came to play as a theological method.5 

This dissertation approaches the ongoing relevance of theology from another angle, 

asking what pre-modern scholars considered the significance of the discipline to be for the 

broader, non-elite Muslim populace. Historical studies have tended to gloss over this question, 

citing scholars’ concerns about the exposure of less educated people to the complex material of 

theology and suggesting that therefore no further discussion or activity took place.6 Curiosity has 

probably been further dampened by the outsized prominence given to legal discourse in Islamic 

Studies. To the list of assumptions about theology enumerated above may thus be added the 

assertion that the discipline simply did not matter that much in the formation of Muslims as 

Muslims. A succinct expression of this view appears, ironically but tellingly, in a work on 

Islamic creeds, where W. Montgomery Watt writes, “It should be emphasised that, in Islam, 

what Westerners would call legal matters take precedence, and that theology tends to be regarded 

as a subdivision of the law… It is thus inappropriate to use the word ‘orthodox’ when speaking 

about Islam, since Muslims are more concerned with right conduct or orthopraxy than with right 

																																																								
4 For representative work, see Robert Wisnovsky, “The Nature and Scope of Arabic Philosophical Commentary in 
Post-Classical (ca. 1100-1900 AD) Islamic Intellectual History: Some Preliminary Observations,” Bulletin of the 
Institute of Classical Studies 47 (2004): 149–191; Robert Wisnovsky, “Avicenna’s Islamic Reception,” in 
Interpreting Avicenna: Critical Essays, ed. Peter Adamson (Cambridge University Press, 2013), 190–213; Ayman 
Shihadeh, “From Al-Ghazālī to al-Rāzī: 6th/12th-Century Developments in Muslim Philosophical Theology,” 
Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2005): 141–79; and Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazālī’s Philosophical Theology 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
5 Khaled El-Rouayheb, “Theology and Logic,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 408–32. See as well the three chapters comprising Part II of Khaled El-
Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly Currents in the Ottoman Empire and 
the Maghreb (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 131–231. 
6 See for example a chapter on “Islamic Theology and Popular Religion,” in which the authors pronounce that, “The 
dry and abstract fare of kalam was beyond the interest of most Muslims” and then pivot sharply to a discussion of 
Sufism, apparently the only discipline with a “popular” element: Jacob Lassner and Michael David Bonner, Islam in 
the Middle Ages: The Origins and Shaping of Classical Islamic Civilization (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2010), 289. 
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belief.”7 The statements of pre-modern scholars – even some jurists – indicate that they saw 

matters differently. In addition to the assertion of the 6th/12th-century Andalusi jurist Ibn Rushd 

al-Jadd that appears in the epigraph, one may point to, for example, the opinion of a mufti in 

8th/14th-century Bijāya that someone who utters the shahāda, prays, and fasts and yet does not 

know basic creedal tenets “has no share in monotheism, not obtaining any bit of it, and he is not 

to be linked to Islam or īmān; he is, rather, among the damned and the unbelievers.”8 

The pride of place that many historians have given to Islamic law in defining the very 

concept of Islam has recently come under sharp criticism by Shahab Ahmed.9 In What Is Islam?, 

he argues that the prescriptive trajectories within Islamic history, such as law, were no more 

fundamental than what he calls the explorative trajectories, embodied in the discourses and 

practices of falsafa and Sufism in particular, and he calls for a reorientation toward the latter.10 

Without looking to adjudicate Ahmed’s general assessment, I would argue that there are 

prescriptive trends beyond law that are historically important and yet remain poorly understood, 

with the prescription of creedal theology (ʿaqīda) comprising one such desideratum. 

In this dissertation, I discuss a series of scholars in the Maghrib (present-day Morocco, 

Algeria, and Tunisia), and especially in Morocco, who during the 9th/15th-11th/17th centuries 

sought to prescribe right belief in their broader communities. This enterprise was tightly bound 

to the discipline of theology. Not only did the scholars’ arguments for the necessity of such 

prescription stem from theological discourse, especially the definition of īmān (belief), but 

moreover the prescription itself consisted in modifying the sophisticated explorations of 

																																																								
7 W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Creeds: A Selection (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 3–4. 
8 Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā al-Wansharīsī, al-Miʿyār al-muʿrib wa-l-jāmiʿ al-mughrib ʿan fatāwā ahl Ifrīqīya wa-l-Andalus 
wa-l-Maghrib, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1981), 2:383. I discuss 
both of these statements and put them in context in Chapter 1. 
9 Shahab Ahmed, What Is Islam?: The Importance of Being Islamic (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2016), 117–29. 
10 Ibid., 270–90. 
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professional theologians into short creedal statements meant to be accessible to less educated 

audiences.11 The dissertation also discusses contemporaneous scholars who criticized these 

prescribing efforts. I show that, significantly, the critics aligned with their colleagues in viewing 

right belief as crucial for each and every Muslim. Where they departed was in their view of how 

such belief occurs, arguing that it requires less proactive intervention and certainly less 

disciplining than that advocated by their opponents. 

Although the issue of theology’s relevance to the broader Muslim populace had a long 

history in the Maghrib, as will be shown in Chapter 1, my focus on the 9th/15th-11th/17th centuries 

reflects the heightened nature of the discussions and activities during that time, a shift owing in 

no small part to the influence of Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī (d. 895/1490). A scholar in 

Tlemcen (present-day northwest Algeria), al-Sanūsī composed a number of works in theology, 

and a hallmark of those writings was his insistence that each and every Muslim go beyond taqlīd 

(imitation) in creedal matters by learning a basic proof for each key point of doctrine. To 

facilitate that requirement, he wrote a series of increasingly simple creeds, all of them including 

proofs and meant for audiences of varying educational backgrounds and intellectual abilities. 

The impact of these creeds is evident from the great number of extant copies, which dominate 

the theology sections of regional manuscript libraries,12 and by the extensive tradition of 

engagement with them. In a handlist of commentaries and glosses on al-Sanūsī’s especially 

popular text, al-ʿAqīda al-ṣughrā (The Short Creed), also called Umm al-barāhīn (The Mother of 

																																																								
11 The connection between theology (kalām) and (ʿaqīda) is not an inherent one, as may be seen with the Ḥanbalīs, 
who rejected the enterprise of theology and yet produced short creeds. 
12 See, for example, the theology-specific catalogues of the Ḥasaniyya Library and the ʿAllāl al-Fāsī Institute, both 
in Rabat: ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. al-ʿArabī al-Ḥurayshī, al-Fihris al-mūjaz li-makhṭūṭāt muʿassasat ʿAllāl al-Fāsī, vol. 2 
(Rabat: Muʿassasat ʿAllāl al-Fāsī, 1992); ʿAbd al-Majīd Būkārī and Khālid Zahrī, Fihris al-kutub al-makhṭūṭāt fī l-
ʿaqīda al-Ashʿariyya, 2 vols. (Rabat: Dār Abī Raqrāq, 2011). 
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Proofs), Wisnovsky has so far counted a staggering 141.13 Despite this influence, al-Sanūsī has 

not received nearly the historiographic attention that he deserves. He is missing from several 

surveys of Islamic theology,14 and where his legacy is referenced directly, the assessment can be 

denigrating. For example, in a unique twist on the decline narrative, Joseph P. Kenny and Yūsuf 

Iḥnāna each portray al-Sanūsī’s writings as so influential among Maghribi scholars that they 

effectively stifled any further innovation in the field of theology.15 Happily, this negligence and 

unfounded pessimism seems to be giving way to more nuanced studies. El-Rouayheb has set the 

stage for some of the investigations undertaken here, with his analysis of al-Sanūsī’s stance on 

taqlīd and its echoes in a controversial 11th/17th-century creedal campaign that invoked al-

Sanūsī’s writings16 and which I examine in depth in Chapters 4 and 5. Further afield, studies can 

now be found that address al-Sanūsī’s impact on the theological scholarship of Sahelian Africa17 

and Southeast Asia.18 This dissertation contributes to such research. Chapter 2 focuses on al-

Sanūsī himself, examining his efforts to educate his broader community in creed and situating 

him in relation to a rival theologian who held more cautious views about intervening in people’s 

creedal convictions. Chapters 3 and 4 challenge the claim that the popularity of al-Sanūsī’s 

writings in later centuries constrained creative theological thought. A running thread through 

those chapters is the variety of ways that scholars interpreted and invoked his texts. I show how, 

by emphasizing certain passages and omitting others, later scholars adduced al-Sanūsī both in 

																																																								
13 Robert Wisnovsky, Islamic Analytical Theology, Volume II: The Post-Classical Period, ca. 1100-1900 – A List of 
Authors and Works, forthcoming. I am grateful to Wisnovsky for sharing this in-progress list with me. 
14 Halverson, Theology and Creed; Tilman Nagel, The History of Islamic Theology from Muhammad to the Present 
(Princeton, NJ: Markus Weiner Publishers, 2000). 
15 Joseph P. Kenny, “Muslim Theology as Presented by M. b. Yūsuf as-Sanūsī, Especially in His al-ʿAqīda al-
Wusṭā” (PhD, Edinburgh, University of Edinburgh, 1970), v; and Yūsuf Iḥnāna, Taṭawwur al-madhhab al-Ashʻarī fī 
l-gharb al-Islāmī, 2nd ed. (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2017), 235, 238–41. 
16 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 173–203, 204–14. 
17 Dorrit van Dalen, Doubt, Scholarship and Society in 17th-Century Central Sudanic Africa (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 
2016), 107–53. 
18 Philipp Bruckmayr, “The Šarḥ/Ḥāšiya Phenomenon in Southeast Asia,” Mélanges - Institut Dominicain d’études 
Orientales Du Caire 32 (2017): 27–52. 
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support of taking a restrained approach to creedal intervention and to argue for proactive 

teaching and disciplining. 

The impact of al-Sanūsī’s writings beyond the Maghrib should raise the prospect that 

versions of the theological prescription that I examine in this dissertation occurred in other 

moments and other places in the Islamic world. Indeed, it may already be observed that highly 

resonant activities took place contemporaneously in Ottoman lands. As shown by Derin 

Terzioǧlu and Tijana Krstić, the 9th/15th-11th/17th centuries in Anatolia and the Balkans witnessed 

a proliferation of short creeds, many written in Turkish.19 Although I see a number of parallels 

between their findings and mine, as I will explain further in Chapter 3, I am hesitant to adopt 

their proposed analytical framework of “confessionalization.” The term comes from studies in 

European history and is meant as a heuristic that calls attention to the coinciding of religious and 

political shifts during the Reformation and Counter Reformation. Specifically, the idea is that 

newly cohering states took on an increased religious identity, becoming confessionalized as 

Protestant or Catholic and wielding governmental power to enforce those boundaries. In the 

Ottoman context, Terzioǧlu and Krstić, along with Guy Burak,20 have accordingly highlighted 

the role of Ottoman state actors in promoting greater “Sunnitization,” or a Sunni confessional 

identity, in the face of the Shīʿī Safavid threat that arose in Persia at the turn of the 10th/16th 

century. I will, again, return to these claims in Chapter 3 and there show why I do not consider 

the emphasis on the state to apply in the Moroccan context. Here, I want to delve briefly into 

																																																								
19 Derin Terzioğlu, “Where ʻİlm-i Ḥāl Meets Catechism: Islamic Manuals of Religious Instruction in the Ottoman 
Empire in the Age of Confessionalization,” Past and Present, no. 220 (2013): 79–114; Tijana Krstić, Contested 
Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious Change in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire (Redwood City: 
Stanford University Press, 2011), 26–37; and Tijana Krstić, “From Shahāda to ʿAqīda: Conversion to Islam, 
Catechisation and Sunnitisation in Sixteenth-Century Ottoman Rumeli,” in Islamisation: Comparative Perspectives 
from History, ed. A. C. S. Peacock (Edinburgh: University Press, 2017), 296–314. 
20 Guy Burak, “Faith, Law and Empire in the Ottoman ‘Age of Confessionalization’ (Fifteenth-Seventeenth 
Centuries): The Case of ‘Renewal of Faith,’” Mediterranean Historical Review 28, no. 1 (2013): 1–23. 
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another aspect of my sources that resists the confessionalization framework, which is that the 

region I examine is mono-confessional. 

By the 6th/12th century or so, virtually every scholar in the Maghrib adhered to the 

Ashʿarī school of theology. This dynamic admittedly shifts in Tunisia and Algeria with the 

Ottoman capture of those regions in the 10th/16th century, which presumably triggered some 

influx of scholars and texts affiliated with the other major Sunni theological school, Māturīdism, 

although this phenomenon has not received much attention to my knowledge. I see little 

evidence, however, that the Ashʿarī Moroccan scholars studied in this dissertation were terribly 

concerned about their new Māturīdī neighbors, certainly not to the point that their presence 

prompted a “confessionalizing” impulse. Rather, the disputes that I analyze in the coming 

chapters take place within Ashʿarī circles, among scholars who are looking inward at their 

nominally Ashʿarī communities. Their worry is less the spread of heretical ideas or the 

possibility that people will affiliate with an alternative group and more how to properly 

understand and approach the layered nature of creedal knowledge in a society where most people 

do not have access to a formal education. 

The fact that all the authors to be discussed in this dissertation were Ashʿarī means that 

their disputes took place within a shared set of terms and concepts. I will introduce the specific 

contours of these concepts as they appear in the coming chapters, but here I alert the reader to 

some of the more important ones that they can expect to encounter. To begin with, it should be 

noted that the topic glossed by scholars as īmān al-ʿawāmm (the belief of the common folk) or 

īmān al-muqallid (the belief of the imitator) consists in a cluster of topics, some of which rise to 

the fore in a particular text and some of which the author may set aside. Perhaps the core issue is 

how to understand the occurrence of īmān for people outside the scholarly elite. Although the 
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Ashʿarī authors whose writings I examine coincide in defining īmān as assent (taṣdīq) to the 

veracity of a set of claims about God and His Messenger, they argue about how that assent takes 

place and how people come to know the creedal claims. One aspect of that debate deals with 

content, that is, identifying the minimal grasp that even the uneducated need to have of the divine 

nature. Another aspect relates to the process of assent. Some Ashʿarī authors worry that people 

who only engage in an act of imitation (taqlīd), asserting their assent to creedal claims because 

they have seen others do so, have not attained valid īmān. For them, assent must be grounded in 

at least a basic understanding of why, rationally, the claims are true. Other authors take different 

views on the process, finding ways to mitigate the demand that every Muslim assent to creedal 

claims on the basis of reason. In addition to these topics, scholars might address the degree to 

which it is necessary, or even possible, for humans to monitor and evaluate each other’s īmān 

and, further, whether people deemed ignorant ought to be subject to social or legal sanctions. It is 

worth highlighting again, given the aforementioned stance that pre-modern Muslim scholars 

cared more about orthopraxy than orthodoxy, that among this cluster of topics, there is none that 

involves questioning whether īmān matters. The scholars participating in these disputes agree on 

the crucial importance of right belief, which is to say īmān; where they depart from one another 

is over the way īmān occurs and the proper role for humans to take in facilitating its occurrence. 

Before leaving the treatment of terms, a word is due on the notion of the ʿawāmm, not 

least because it will lead into an explanation of some of the methodological principles guiding 

this dissertation. As has been discussed by Ahmed, the conceptual hierarchy of ʿawāmm or 

ʿāmma (common folk) and khawāṣṣ or khāṣṣa (elite) reflects what he characterizes as the 

widespread and even normative view among pre-modern Muslim scholars that different people 
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will access the truth about God in different ways.21 The ʿawāmm are those who partake in 

simpler modes of understanding God, while the khawāṣṣ are those who arrive at a more 

sophisticated understanding via more complex, exploratory methods. On a practical level, then, 

the categories differentiate between people who lack training and accomplishments in a 

particular area and people who have them. Yet because the terms do not map onto formal 

credentials, they have a strong rhetorical element. Thus, one of the 11th/17th-century Moroccan 

thinkers to be introduced in Chapter 5 writes bitingly of a contemporary that, “He counts himself 

among the scholarly luminaries, but others consider him as part of the ʿāmma.”22 One 

consequence of the flexible, rhetorical nature of the term ʿawāmm is that it reveals little about 

specific social dynamics. When the author of a 10th/16th-century fatwa states that a query came to 

him from “a group of my believing brothers and a large group from the Muslim ʿawāmm,”23 it is 

hard to know whom he means. Ultimately, the deployment of the term indicates only that the 

mufti views the latter group as uneducated; further details about who they are remain elusive. 

I should thus warn the reader that despite the many discussions to be analyzed in the 

coming chapters about īmān al-ʿawāmm, the ʿawāmm themselves very rarely come into view, 

and I primarily approach the dissertation as a work of intellectual rather than social history. 

Another, even more determinative constraint in this regard is the nature of my sources. There are 

no Moroccan court or church records of the type available to Ottomanist or Europeanist 

historians, which offer some degree of insight into the identities and actions of people beyond the 

elite. Rather, the majority of the sources that I examine are prescriptive: theological treatises or 

																																																								
21 Ahmed, What Is Islam?, 371–76. The reference to the normative nature of this view is at pg. 376. 
22 Mubārak b. Muḥammad al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf wa-l-tabyīn fī anna ʿibārāt Muḥammad b. ʿUmar fī takfīr akthar 
ṭalabat ʿaṣrihi wa-ghayrihim khāriqatun li-ijmāʿ al-muslimīn, ed. Jamāl Zarkī (Rabat, Morocco: al-Rābiṭa al-
Muḥammadiyya li-l-ʿulamāʾ, 2017), 164. 
23 Muḥammad Shaqrūn b. Aḥmad Ibn Abī Jumʿa al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn li-qitāl man kaffara ʿāmmat al-
muslimīn, ed. Hārūn b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Āl Bāshā al-Jazāʾirī (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2004), 22. 
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shorter creeds, exhortations toward creedal learning, a treatise on marriage, and fatwas. 

Sometimes these sources do contain remarks about the author’s perception of the ʿawāmm or 

even, as in Chapter 4, about interactions with individual, if nameless, people on the scholarly 

periphery. In general, however, these comments are vague and fleeting. Even in the case of the 

fatwas, which some historians of the Maghrib have embraced as a source base for social 

history,24 it can be difficult to glean many details about the circumstances in which they are 

embedded. Sometimes the query is framed in general terms, looking to elicit a widely applicable, 

prescriptive response. For example, a question directed at a 10th/16th-century mufti in Fez asks 

about “someone who is found ignorant of God and the Messenger, peace be upon him – is he an 

unbeliever or not?”25 The brief, tidy description is clearly not meant to describe a specific 

scenario. Thus, while the exchange certainly conveys that the creedal knowledge of the general 

populace was a source of anxiety for some Maghribi scholars, it has seemed prudent to me to be 

cautious in extrapolating from such sources to on-the-ground dynamics between scholars and 

their broader communities. 

Besides these practical considerations, I also contend that there is much to be gained from 

focusing on intellectual arguments. It is only by paying attention to such arguments that 

historians can gain a fuller understanding of why short creedal tracts were produced throughout 

Islamic history, who they were for, and how they were meant to be used – topics that have been 

glaringly absent from several past surveys of the genre.26 Moreover, I hope that my analysis here 

																																																								
24 David Stephan Powers, Law, Society, and Culture in the Maghrib, 1300-1500 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002); and Camilo Gómez-Rivas, Law and the Islamization of Morocco under the Almoravids: 
The Fatwās of Ibn Rushd al-Jadd to the Far Maghrib (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
25 ʿAlī b. ʿĪsā al-Ḥasanī al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, ed. al-Majlis al-ʿIlmī bi-Fās (Rabat, Morocco: Wizārat al-
awqāf wa-l-shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1983), 3:211. 
26 Watt, Islamic Creeds; A.J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development (1932; repr., 
New York: Routledge, 2008); Jon Hoover, “Creed,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam Three, ed. Kate Fleet et al. (Leiden: 
Brill, 2014); and Sabine Schmidtke, “Creeds,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe 
(Leiden: Brill, 2005). All four authors focus almost entirely on the form and content of the creeds they review. 
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contributes toward a greater appreciation for the fascinating intellectual contours of theological 

prescription, as I show the ways that Maghribi scholars grappled with such challenging issues as 

how to modify abstract and complex ideas for a broad audience, how to properly interpret and 

respond to cases of creedal ignorance, and the degree to which they as scholars were responsible 

for the beliefs of others in their community. 

The dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 provides an overview of Ashʿarī 

stances on īmān al-ʿawāmm prior to the 9th/15th century with the aim of demonstrating the long-

standing nature of concern with the issue. I begin with the early generations of Ashʿarī 

theologians in the Mashriq and then track key contributions to the discussion in the Maghrib. 

Chapter 2 focuses on the 9th/15th-century figure al-Sanūsī, analyzing his censure of taqlīd, his 

vocal pessimism about the creedal knowledge of the ʿawāmm, and his efforts to teach them 

simplified creeds. I suggest that these ideas and activities were sufficiently controversial in his 

home city of Tlemcen that a contemporary theologian, Aḥmad Ibn Zakrī (d. 899/1494), 

moderated his own stance on taqlīd and īmān al-ʿawāmm in response to them. Chapter 3 

proceeds to the 10th/16th century and the more interventionist approach to creedal teaching and 

disciplining promoted by ʿAbd Allāh al-Habṭī (d. 963/1556) and his companions in northern 

Morocco, who saw themselves as engaged in commanding right and forbidding wrong. While 

situating their efforts to Islamicize the rural populace as a reflection of their participation in the 

Jazūliyya Sufi movement, I argue that their particular concern with creed owes much to al-

Sanūsī. Yet their invocation of his creeds was far from straightforward. Through careful acts of 

curating, they deemphasized his condemnation of taqlīd in favor of focusing on cases of outright 

creedal ignorance, and they moreover adduced him in support of legal sanctions against people 

displaying such ignorance. Although some of al-Habṭī’s practices were controversial in his day, 
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they met with nothing like the condemnation that accompanied the episode that I analyze in 

Chapters 4 and 5. This episode took place at the late end of the 1070s/1660s in the oasis city of 

Sijilmāsa, in southeast Morocco. Chapter 4 draws on a set of hitherto unstudied manuscripts to 

present the perspective of a young man named Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar (fl. 1084/1673), who 

instigated a campaign of commanding people toward right belief and forbidding them from 

wrong. Similar to al-Habṭī and his circle, Ibn ʿUmar presented himself as carrying on the legacy 

of al-Sanūsī, even as he focused on redressing not taqlīd but rather outright creedal ignorance 

that he considered equivalent to kufr. His activities included not only disciplinary action against 

people deemed ignorant but also proactive questioning to identify such people. Chapter 5 

examines the horrified reactions to this campaign on the part of three contemporary senior 

scholars: al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī (d. 1102/1691), Abū Sālim ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī (d. 1090/1679), 

and Mubārak al-ʿAnbarī (fl. 1084/1673). I show how their critiques sought to dismantle what 

were deemed Ibn ʿUmar’s more extreme claims while preserving an important role for creedal 

pedagogy in the formation of the broader populace as believers. 

To the question, then, of theology’s ongoing relevance in later centuries, this dissertation 

contributes one answer. For the scholars studied here, Ashʿarī discourse demanded that all 

members of the Muslim community have right belief, defined as assent to a core set of creedal 

tenets. It was the scholars’ job to ensure that these tenets, derived from theological investigation, 

made their way to people through short, accessible creeds, which they taught – and sometimes 

enforced – as part of an ethical duty to their broader communities. 
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Chapter 1 
Ashʿarī Approaches to Īmān al-ʿAwāmm from the Mashriq to the Maghrib 

(4th/10th-9th/15th c.) 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter reviews the historical background to Maghribi discussions over īmān al-

ʿawāmm in the 9th/15th-11th/17th centuries. That is, it focuses on those earlier thinkers whose 

ideas inform later treatments of the topic. Given that all of the later figures adhered to the Ashʿarī 

school of theology, I begin here with the origins of Ashʿarism in the 4th/10th-century Mashriq. I 

show that from the beginning, Ashʿarī scholars were sensitive to the reality that people’s 

capacities to understand theological ideas vary greatly, and they described different levels at 

which people could attain īmān. Even so, the degree to which Ashʿarīs equated īmān with 

knowledge acquired through reasoning disturbed non-Ashʿarīs, who accused them of takfīr al-

ʿawāmm, or designating the common folk as unbelievers, an allegation that helped justify 

persecution of the school in early 5th/11th-century Nishapur. After reviewing that controversy, as 

well as the ideas of three subsequent Mashriqi thinkers – Abū Maʿālī al-Juwaynī (d. 478/1085), 

Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), and Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftazānī (d. 793/1390) – I turn in the 

latter two-thirds of the chapter to the Maghrib and Al-Andalus. These sections begin with 

opinions dating to the 6th/12th-century Almoravid era, from the Andalusi jurist Ibn Rushd al-Jadd 

(d. 520/1126) and the Ashʿarī thinker Abū Bakr Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 543/1148), and move from 

there to the practices of the subsequent Almohad dynasty, who propagated and enforced their 

own unique, non-Ashʿarī creed. I then return to Ashʿarī discussions, examining the way that 

scholars engaging with the legacy of al-Juwaynī addressed the issue of īmān al-ʿawāmm, as well 

as a fatwa from a scholar in Fez who witnessed the fall of the Almohad state. From there I turn to 

the creedal-pedagogical projects of a father and son in the scholarly Sakūnī family, who fled 
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from Al-Andalus to Tunis at the turn of the 7th/13th century; several fatwas proceeding from the 

coastal Algerian town of Bijāya in the 8th/14th-century; and the views of the towering 8th/14th-

century scholar of Tunis, Ibn ʿArafa (d. 803/1401). I conclude with an examination of fatwas 

penned by the chief muftis of Tlemcen and Fez in the early decades of the 9th/15th century. 

 In covering all of this material, I have several objectives. One is to introduce and explain 

many of the key terms that will recur throughout the rest of the dissertation, such as belief 

(īmān), assent (taṣdīq), conviction (iʿtiqād), reasoning (naẓar), and imitation (taqlīd), and to 

situate them in relation to one another. Another is to emphasize the long-standing nature of 

Ashʿarī emphasis on orthodoxy. As I will show, for all of the thinkers reviewed here, right belief 

not only takes salvific priority over right practice but moreover comprises a condition for the 

latter. A further aim of the chapter is to familiarize the reader with the names and ideas of 

scholars who will reappear throughout the dissertation. While figures such as al-Juwaynī and al-

Ghazālī are likely to be familiar, others, especially those from the Maghrib, may not be. The 

historiography of Al-Andalus and the Maghrib has long given outsized attention to a small 

number of figures, such as Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064), Averroes (d. 595/1198), and Ibn Khaldūn (d. 

808/1406), whose appeal sometimes has more to do with the unusualness of their ideas or the 

legacy of those ideas in European scholarship than with their influence on subsequent authors in 

the region. A different canon emerges when proceeding from the perspective of later Maghribi 

writings. In other words, the texts from the 9th/15th-11th/17th centuries make no mention of 

Averroes, but references to his grandfather Ibn Rushd al-Jadd abound. Whereas Ibn Khaldūn 

features hardly at all, his rival Ibn ʿArafa appears repeatedly. 

 Beyond the prioritization of orthodoxy, the main focus of this chapter is tracking how, 

within a set of shared terms and concepts, Ashʿarī scholars proposed various visions for the 
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minimal criteria that the broader, less educated populace needs to meet in order to attain valid 

īmān. Some, such as al-Bāqillānī and the Sakūnīs, insisted that a degree of reasoning, however 

basic, must underpin people’s assent to creedal tenets. Others, most prominently al-Ghazālī, 

argued for the sufficiency of learning creedal tenets through taqlīd, so long as the assent to them 

is unwavering. As for the content that people must learn, the chapter traces the influence in the 

Maghrib of a tripartite framework appropriated from a work by al-Juwaynī, which focuses on the 

attributes of God, dividing them into those that are necessary for Him, those that are impossible, 

and those that are possible. These three categories would come to be used by a number of 

Maghribi scholars to organize even the most basic presentations of creedal material. 

What happens when people fail to meet these variously construed criteria? Some 

scholars, such as al-Taftāzānī, view the question as moot, given the widespread nature of creedal 

knowledge in Islamic societies. Others look around their communities and see the situation as 

much more dire. The Sakūnīs, for example, are appalled at the faulty creedal convictions held by 

their contemporaries. Among this latter group especially, the further question emerges of the 

proper way to address the ignorance. One solution is the composition of short, accessible creeds, 

some of which are among the sources for this chapter. Scholars also indicate that people ought to 

be exhorted toward engagement with such creeds and toward creedal learning more generally. A 

more dramatic answer to ignorance emerges in 8th/14th-century Bijāya, where some jurists 

stipulate treating people deemed ignorant of creed by the so-called “judgment of the majūs.” As I 

discuss in two of the final sections of the chapter, this move entails the proposition that īmān is 

not only a matter for the next world but also for this human world, effectively collapsing a 

distinction that many earlier scholars made between īmān as an eschatological category and 

islām as a legal category. The judgment of the majūs places the creedally ignorant outside the 
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Muslim community, demanding, for example, the annulment of their marriages and prohibiting 

consumption of meat that they slaughter. From the outset, the application of this idea was 

extremely controversial, and, along with the other issues to be outlined in this chapter, it will 

continue to be fiercely contested into the 9th/15th-11th-17th centuries. 

The Mashriq 

Early Ashʿarīs and Controversy in Nishapur 

 The Ashʿarī school traces its origins to the turn of the 4th/10th century in Basra. According 

to hagiographical sources about the life of the school’s eponymous founder, Abū al-Ḥasan al-

Ashʿarī (d. 324/936), he began his career as a Muʿtazilī theologian before publicly renouncing 

this affiliation as a mature middle-aged scholar.1 Al-Ashʿarī’s intellectual project is usually 

represented, in both classical sources and modern historical studies, as seeking a balance 

between Muʿtazilī rationalist methods and the doctrinal stances of traditionalists. However, when 

it comes to defining īmān, the most apparent analog is to Murjiʾite thought.2 Similar to those 

earlier scholars subsumed under the Murjiʾite heading, al-Ashʿarī and his followers held that 

īmān has only to do with internal conviction to the exclusion of works (aʿmāl, sing. ʿaml) – a 

definition that is worth emphasizing, given my claims in the Introduction that this dissertation 

foregrounds concerns with orthodoxy. Early Ashʿarīs were clear that īmān takes precedence over 

ritual. For example, according to Abū Bakr al-Bāqillānī (d. 403/1013), a leading figure of third-

generation Ashʿarism who is credited with systematizing much of his forebears’ thought and 

who became an especially revered figure in the Maghrib,3 “If someone who assents to all that the 

																																																								
1 Jan Thiele, “Between Cordoba and Nīsābūr: The Emergence and Consolidation of Ashʿarism (Fourth-Fifth/Tenth-
Eleventh Centuries),” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 226–28. 
2 For an overview of the views among early Islamic groups on the meaning of īmān, see Toshihiko Izutsu, The 
Concept of Belief in Islamic Theology: A Semantic Analysis of Īmān and Islām (Tokyo: Keio Institute of Cultural 
and Linguistic Studies, 1965). 
3 Thiele, “Between Cordoba and Nīsābūr,” 230–33. 
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Messenger communicated forgoes prayer, fasting, zakat, or recitation in a situation where 

recitation or another of these obligations is incumbent on him, he is not characterized by kufr 

merely for that neglect, when the fullness of assent is established for him.”4 To be clear, al-

Bāqillānī’s point is not to deny the importance of ritual, only to assert that īmān is a graver issue. 

Two pages later, he articulates the primacy of īmān another way, by comparing it with islām, 

stating that, “All īmān is islām but not all islām is īmān.”5 He explains his meaning in part 

through the Gabriel hadith, in which the angel Gabriel comes in disguise to the prophet 

Muḥammad to ask him about the nature of īmān and islām. Muḥammad answers correctly by 

associating the former with doctrine (God, His angels, His books, His Messengers, etc.) and the 

latter with acts, specifically the five pillars of uttering the shahāda, prayer, fasting, pilgrimage, 

and zakat. As al-Bāqillānī notes, “The locus of īmān is the heart, and it is assent, while the locus 

of islām is the limbs [of the body].”6 While he is confident that all people with īmān will perform 

islām, he does not consider the reverse to be true. The implication is that muʾminūn, those with 

right belief, comprise a narrower and more rarified group than muslimūn, or those who perform 

right practice.7 

 What did the early Ashʿarīs hold īmān to entail? The standard definition was that it 

consists in assent (taṣdīq) to key theological claims conveyed to humankind through revelation, 

for example that God exists, that He created the universe, that He is knowing, powerful, and so 

on. As analyzed by Richard Frank, this assent is not merely agreement with such claims but 

																																																								
4 Muḥammad Abū Bakr al-Bāqillānī, al-Inṣāf fī mā yajib iʿtiqāduhu wa-lā yajūzu al-jahl bi-hi, ed. Muḥammad 
Zāhid al-Kawtharī (1950; repr., Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Azhariyya li-l-Turāth, 2016), 61. It is worth noting the title of 
this text: The Balancing Approach to What Must be Believed and Regarding Which Ignorance Is Not Permitted. 
5 Ibid., 63. 
6 Ibid., 64. 
7 Fred Donner has observed a similar semantic dynamic at work in the earliest days of Islam, arguing that muʾmin 
was a narrower category than muslim and designated greater righteousness and piety. The content of the categories, 
however, was different. According to Donner, īmān encompassed not only belief but also pious actions. See Fred 
Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2010), 57–74. 
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moreover an active, reflexive determination that they are true.8 There must therefore be some 

basis for the determination, which many early Ashʿarīs identified as a process of reasoning. 

Knowledge acquisition, by their thinking, occurs in one of three ways – by a priori necessity 

(ḍarūra), by sensory perception (ḥiss), or by reasoning (naẓar) and inference (istidlāl) – and 

since they considered that God is neither known a priori nor through direct perception, they 

asserted that people must have a rational understanding of the truth of claims about God. It is the 

process of reasoning that makes īmān and distinguishes it from mere conviction (iʿtiqād) in 

creedal claims. While iʿtiqād may well be correct and even firmly held, scholars worried that it 

was more likely to be shaky, subject to change. One particular state that concerned them was 

imitation (taqlīd), wherein someone affirms the correct creedal claims but only because they see 

the people around them doing so. Given these considerations, many scholars framed reasoning as 

an obligation (wājib), indeed the first obligation for which people are responsible after reaching 

the age of maturity. In the words of al-Bāqillānī, “The first thing that God, mighty and majestic, 

made obligatory for all servants is reflection (naẓar) on His signs and consideration of His 

creations, inferring Him from the traces of His power and visible testaments to His divinity.”9 By 

this formulation, the reasoning that underpins īmān constitutes an act of obedience (ṭāʿa) to God, 

while neglecting it comprises disobedience (ʿāṣiya). 

 From the beginning, this conceptualization of īmān had layers to it, corresponding to the 

layering of people’s capacities for reasoning. One way of articulating the different expectations 

consisted in identifying more advanced argumentation – the construction of formal and certain 

proofs, the anticipation and refutation of objections – as only a communal obligation (farḍ 

kifāya), where its fulfillment by at least one well-trained person in the community is sufficient. 

																																																								
8 Richard M. Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd: The Foundations of Religious Belief in Classical Ashʿarism,” Journal 
of the American Oriental Society 109, no. 1 (1989): 41–43. 
9 al-Bāqillānī, al-Inṣāf, 23. 
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The individual obligation (farḍ ʿayn) would then involve understanding the proofs in their 

general outline, without the details and formal structures.10 Another way of framing this 

distinction was to speak of knowing proofs in detail (ʿalā al-tafṣīl) or on the level of generalities 

(ʿalā al-jumla). A contemporary of al-Bāqillānī, Abū Bakr Ibn Fūrak (d. 406/1015), cited al-

Ashʿarī himself to this effect, reporting that he moreover warned people not to judge others if 

they cannot articulate proofs, since this ability is distinct from inner knowledge and īmān.11 

Another third-generation Ashʿarī, Abū Isḥāq al-Isfarāyīnī (d. 418/1027), went even further with 

the suggestion that in some cases God may intervene to rid an imitator of doubt and thus bring 

about īmān without the occurrence of reasoning.12 

 Notwithstanding this recognition for a layered approach, non-Ashʿarī scholars lambasted 

the Ashʿarī conceptualization of īmān as far too demanding. A frequent accusation was that by 

placing the criteria for īmān beyond the reach of most Muslims, the Ashʿarīs effectively do takfīr 

al-ʿawāmm, or designate the common folk as unbelievers. In 445-6/1053-55, this critique took on 

political consequences as part of a campaign against the Ashʿarīs undertaken by the ruling Seljuq 

dynasty in Nishapur and supported, perhaps impelled, by rival theological groups in the city, 

especially the Karrāmiyya.13 One of the targets of the persecution was Abū al-Qāsim al-Qushayrī 

(d. 465/1072), whose rebuttal is later invoked by Maghribi Ashʿarī scholars looking to defend the 

																																																								
10 Ibid., 22–23. 
11 Abū Bakr Ibn Fūrak, Mujarrad maqālāt al-Ashʿarī, ed. Daniel Gimaret (Beirut: Dār al-Mashriq, 1987), 251. And 
see Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd,” 48. 
12 Richard M. Frank, “Al-Ustādh Abū Isḥāḳ: An ʿAḳīda Together With Selected Fragments,” MIDEO 19 (1989): 
136; reprinted as Richard M. Frank, “Al-Ustādh Abu Isḥāḳ: An ʿAḳīda Together with Selected Fragments,” in 
Classical Islamic Theology: The Ashʿarites, Vol. III, ed. Dimitri Gutas (1989; repr., London: Routledge, 2008), XIV, 
136. And see Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd,” 51. 
13 On the theological details of the conflict, see Frank Griffel, Apostasie und Toleranz im Islam: die Entwicklung zu 
al-Ġazālīs Urteil gegen die Philosophie und die Reaktionen der Philosophen (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 200–215, 
especially 212ff. The conflict and context of Nishapur more broadly have been treated in several studies, including: 
Richard W. Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur:A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1972); Tilman Nagel, Die Festung des Glaubens: Triumph und Scheitern des islamischen 
Rationalismus im 11. Jahrhundert (Munich: CHBeck, 1988), especially 85-90; Heinz Halm, “Der Wesir al-Kunduri 
und die Fitna von Nīšāpūr,” Die Welt des Orients 6, no. 2 (1971): 205–33; and Margaret Malamud, “The Politics of 
Heresy in Medieval Khurasan: The Karramiyya in Nishapur,” Iranian Studies 27, no. 1 (1994): 37–51. 
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founders of their school from similar charges. Al-Qushayrī wrote about the conflict after having 

been summoned to a tribunal and spending a month in jail. In a short tract, he denies the 

imputation of takfīr al-ʿawāmm to the Ashʿarīs and claims that it is among the ways that the rival 

Karrāmiyya try to deceive the broader populace,14 giving some indication of how the scholarly 

elite jockeyed amongst themselves for the favor of their communities. Seeking to clarify the 

Ashʿarī position, al-Qushayrī writes, 

According to Abū al-Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī (may God have mercy on him), īmān is assent, and 
this is also the position of Abū Ḥanīfa (may God be pleased with him). We consider that 
all Muslim common folk assent to the claims conveyed by God Exalted and that they are 
knowledgeable of God, drawing out indications of Him through His signs. As for what is 
comprised in creedal tenets and what is concealed in the heart in the way of certainty and 
doubt, God Exalted has the most knowledge of it. It is not for anyone to inspect what is in 
the heart of another. Thus we judge all the common folk among the Muslims as believing 
Muslims on an exterior basis, thinking well of them and considering that they reason and 
draw conclusions about the actions of God and that they are knowledgeable of Him, 
praise be He. God knows best what is in their hearts. It is not the case that everything by 
which people are judged as Muslims is īmān itself. Within the Abode of Islam, if we 
encounter someone lacking the badge (ghiyār) of unbelievers, then we go ahead and eat 
meat slaughtered by him and pray behind him. If we find him dead, then we wash him, 
pray for him, bury him in a Muslim cemetery, and take him as kin, even if we do not hear 
from him the assertion [of īmān, i.e. the shahāda]. By agreement, his being outfitted as a 
Muslim (kawnuhu bi-ziyyi al-muslimīn) is not īmān, yet by that we treat him by the 
judgments of the believers. Similarly, we treat him by the judgments of the believers 
based on the assertion [of the shahāda], notwithstanding the fact that īmān is not identical 
to the assertion.15 

 
Frank Griffel has described al-Qushayrī’s explanation as confused, arguing that he dodges the 

issue of how Ashʿarīs view the eschatological status of the broader populace and focuses only on 

their legal status.16 I see matters differently. To be sure, al-Qushayrī acknowledges that the 

																																																								
14 The text, titled Shikāyat ahl al-sunna bi-ḥikāyat mā nālahum min al-miḥna (The Grievance of the Orthodox 
Against the Account of the Tribulation Conferred on Them), is preserved in Tāj al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Subkī, 
Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyya al-kubrā, ed. Maḥmūd Muḥammad al-Ṭanāḥī and ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Muḥammad al-Ḥilw (Cairo: 
Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Kutub al-ʿArabiyya, 1964), 3:409-23. For the claim about the Karrāmiyya, see pg. 418. 
15 Ibid., 3:419. 
16 Griffel, Apostasie und Toleranz, 213–14. In Griffel’s telling, al-Qushayrī’s confused reaction (konfuse Reaktion) 
is the first step in a broader shift among Ashʿarīs away from the youthful sin (Jugendsünde) of their school in setting 
such a high bar for īmān (ibid., 214, 208). It should be clear from the above discussion about the layering maneuvers 
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ultimate judge of people’s īmān is God alone and, as in al-Bāqillānī’s statement above, he 

differentiates between īmān and islām. Yet he also states unambiguously that Ashʿarīs have 

confidence in the īmān of the less educated people in their community, holding that they assent 

to the truth of divine communication and have knowledge of God. As he proceeds to state 

regarding the Ashʿarī criteria for īmān, “The objective is not the employment of the sayings of 

the theologians such as substance and accident, but rather the occurrence of the reasoning and 

inference that lead to knowledge of God, mighty and majestic.”17 While maintaining an emphasis 

on reasoning, al-Qushayrī reminds his audience that the demand is layered, allowing different 

people to engage in reasoning on different levels. 

 In the next sections, I examine three further Mashriqi authors who offered alternative 

approaches to understanding the common folk as believers. I turn first to al-Juwaynī, with his 

suggestion that the ʿawāmm are exempt from reasoning. Then I discuss the stance of his student, 

al-Ghazālī, who more explicitly upheld such an exemption and argued for the permissibility of 

taqlīd. The third, brief, section reviews the position of an 8th/14th-century scholar al-Taftāzānī 

which sees taqlīd as theoretically problematic but not a live problem in Muslim societies. All 

three of these theologians were widely studied and cited in the Maghrib in the 9th/15th-11th/17th 

centuries, the era that is the primary focus of this dissertation. Upon reviewing their ideas, the 

survey of Mashriqi authors will be complete, and the rest of the chapter focuses on the Maghrib. 

Al-Juwaynī: Exempting the Common Folk from Reasoning 

 Among the Ashʿarī scholars who suffered persecution in Nishapur was ʿAbd al-Malik 

Abū al-Maʿālī al-Juwaynī (d. 478/1085). A scholar of Ashʿarī theology and Shāfiʿī law, al-

																																																																																																																																																																																			
of early Ashʿarīs, as well as from the content of this dissertation in general that I disagree with his assessment. If the 
early Ashʿarīs were not straightforward hardliners, neither were many later Maghribi Ashʿarīs terribly permissive. 
17 al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyya, 3:420. 
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Juwaynī was born and educated in Nishapur.18 He fled to the Hijaz when anti-Ashʿarī activities 

shook the city, eventually returning home to become an acclaimed professor at the Niẓāmiyya 

madrasa, with his most renowned student being Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111). Al-

Juwaynī’s theological corpus comprises several texts of varying complexity, of which the mid-

level al-Irshād ilā qawāṭīʿ al-adilla fī uṣūl al-iʿtiqād (The Guide to Conclusive Proofs for 

Principles of Creed)19 became especially influential among Maghribi scholars. Here I discuss 

two aspects of his thought: not only his view on īmān al-ʿawāmm, but also a tripartite framework 

that organizes knowledge about God and which will be taken up in Maghribi writings. 

Al-Juwaynī’s statement in al-Irshād about creedal knowledge is deceptively 

straightforward. In the opening section of the text, after the preface, he writes, “The first 

obligation for someone of sound mind who has legally reached the age of maturity or puberty 

(ḥulum) is the intention toward sound reasoning that leads to knowledge of the createdness of the 

world.”20 This declaration has every appearance of comprising an injunction that for all, or at 

least most, adult Muslims, īmān must be underpinned by a process of reasoning, the idea being 

that one moves from an understanding of the createdness of the world to an understanding of its 

Creator and His attributes. Elsewhere in al-Juwaynī’s writings and teachings, however, he seems 

to make an exception for people deemed unable to undertake such reasoning. As reported by his 

student, Abū al-Qāsim al-Anṣārī (d. 511 or 512/1117-18), al-Juwaynī considered that to task the 

common folk with “reasoning and inference (al-naẓar wa-l-istidlāl) is to impose an obligation 

that cannot be borne (taklīf mā lā yuṭāq);” rather, “they are responsible for correct iʿtiqād, free of 

																																																								
18 On this figure, see Nagel, Die Festung des Glaubens; and Sohaira Z.M. Siddiqui, Law and Politics Under the 
Abbasids: An Intellectual Portrait of al-Juwaynī (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
19 ʻAbd al-Malik b. ʻAbd Allāh al-Juwaynī, Kitāb al-Irshād ilā qawāṭiʿ al-adilla fī uṣūl al-iʿtiqād, ed. Muḥammad 
Yūsuf Mūsā and ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Munʿim ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd (Egypt: Maktabat al-Khānjī, 1950). 
20 Ibid., 3. To be clear, by intention (qaṣd) al-Juwaynī means to identify the starting point of the obligation; he does 
not mean that the intention alone is sufficient.  
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doubt and uncertainty,” which he glosses as īmān and taṣdīq.21 Yet in a confusing maneuver, al-

Anṣārī also attributes to al-Juwaynī the statement that, 

The iʿtiqād which is sufficient for the ʿawāmm is weak, unstable, and indistinguishable 
from the iʿtiqād of someone who guesses, unless it proceeds from the bases of reasoning, 
namely that it relies on proofs in a general way, even if it is not well formulated and set 
forth and the specious arguments that arise against it are not dismissed.22 

 
The phrasing here is ambiguous. Is the iʿtiqād that resembles that of someone merely guessing at 

right doctrine weak but still valid? Or does it only become valid through a process of minimal 

reasoning? Al-Anṣārī interprets it in the latter way,23 but regardless, it may be observed that al-

Juwaynī is seeking to carve out a different set of expectations for the broader populace. The 

universal-seeming statement at the outset of al-Irshād about the obligation toward reasoning thus 

contains a number of layers. Nor are the layers so simple as a bifurcation between the educated 

and uneducated. As al-Juwaynī observes in a different text, even people who have some degree 

of religious training often struggle with the complex material of theology: “If those who are 

called imams, to say nothing of the ʿawāmm, were tested on the proof for a single doctrine, they 

would be left bewildered over it.”24 In his opinion, only a handful of people per generation may 

be said to truly have knowledge of theological matters, where that seems to entail the ability to 

formulate demonstrative proofs on one’s own and to refute new counter-arguments that may 

arise. For the vast majority of the population, some lesser degree of understanding suffices. 

 Another aspect of al-Irshād that must be discussed, owing to the great impact that it will 

have on Maghribi creedal writings, is the use of the three modalities necessary (wājib), 

																																																								
21 Abū al-Qāsim Salmān al-Anṣārī, al-Ghunya fī l-kalām, ed. Muṣṭafā Ḥusayn ʿAbd al-Hādī (Cairo: Dār al-Salām, 
2010), 1:245. Compare with Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd,” 53. 
22 al-Anṣārī, al-Ghunya, 1:245-46. Compare with Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd,” 54. 
23 al-Anṣārī, al-Ghunya, 1:246. 
24 Abū al-Maʿālī al-Juwaynī, al-ʿAqīda al-Niẓāmiyya fī l-arkān al-islāmiyya, ed. Muḥammad Zāhid al-Kawtharī 
(Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Azhariyya li-l-Turāth, 1992), 89. Compare with Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd,” 56. 
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impossible (mustaḥīl), and possible (jāʾiz) to discuss the nature of God.25 The tripartite 

framework appears in al-Irshād as follows: 

When the rational person has thoroughly grasped the createdness of the world and come 
to see that it has a Creator, then the next duty for him is to reflect on three principles. One 
of them consists in the designation of what among the attributes is necessary in regard to 
God Most High. The second comprises the designation of what is impossible in regard to 
Him, and the third consists of designating which of His predicates is possible. Upon 
statement of these principles, the creedal tenets will be concluded, God willing.26 

 
Al-Juwaynī means that to understand God, one ought to understand the attributes that are 

necessarily true of Him, such as His existence, uncreatedness, power, knowledge, and so on, as 

well as attributes that are impossible for Him, namely, the opposites of the necessary attributes 

(God cannot be non-existent, created, and so on). The category of possible attributes corresponds 

to acts that God chooses by His will to undertake or not undertake, such as any act of creation. In 

al-Irshād, al-Juwaynī’s discussion of creedal tenets is not, in fact, subsumed entirely within this 

framework, as he suggests in the above passage; he treats the nature of human voluntary acts 

under a distinct rubric, for example, along with a number of other topics. Nonetheless, the idea of 

the modalities as an organizational device exerts a profound influence on later Maghribi authors, 

as seen mostly prominently in the writings of al-Sanūsī, which I discuss in the next chapter, but 

also in the use of the modalities as a shorthand among Maghribi authors, where the phrase “what 

is necessary, impossible, and possible for God” comes to refer to the fundamental material of 

theological knowledge. 

																																																								
25 According to Robert Wisnovsky, the modalities were appropriated from Aristotelian thought by the philosopher 
Abū ʿAlī Ibn Sīna (d. 427/1037), or Avicenna, whence they were taken up by al-Juwaynī and other theologians. See 
Robert Wisnovsky, “One Aspect of the Avicennian Turn in Sunnī Theology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 14 
(2004): 92–93. The broader discussion begins on pg. 67, and see too Robert Wisnovsky, “Avicenna and the 
Avicennian Tradition,” in The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy, ed. Peter Adamson and Richard C. 
Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 113–32. But see as well a formulation from al-Bāqillānī 
that suggests an earlier usage. Describing the format of al-Inṣāf, al-Bāqillānī states that part of it will deal with 
“establishing God’s names and attributes, and mentioning what is possible for Him and what is impossible regarding 
His attributes (wa-dhikr mā yajūz ʿalayhi wa-mā yastaḥīl fī ṣifatihi)” (al-Bāqillānī, al-Inṣāf, 20). 
26 al-Juwaynī, al-Irshād, 29. He also uses the modalities as a framework in al-Niẓāmiyya. 
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Al-Ghazālī: Permitting Taqlīd 

 As mentioned above, al-Juwaynī’s most famous student is the towering figure al-Ghazālī. 

Born in the vicinity of Nishapur, al-Ghazālī conducted his advanced studies there and went on to 

spend a number of years in the service of local rulers followed by an appointment to a 

professorship at the Niẓamiyya madrasa in Baghdad, which he famously abandoned partway 

through his career. Although much of the recent historiographic interest in al-Ghazālī has 

focused on his engagement with falsafa, the work of Frank and Michael Marmura serves as a 

reminder that he remained an active, if critical, participant in Ashʿarī discussions throughout his 

life.27 His famed Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn (Revival of the Religious Sciences) includes an exposition of 

Ashʿarī creed,28 and he wrote several other texts dedicated to Ashʿarī thought and to theological 

issues: al-Iqtiṣād fī l-iʿtiqād (The Golden Mean in Belief)29 and al-Risāla al-Qudsiyya (The 

Jerusalem Epistle), later inserted into the Iḥyāʾ,30 are Ashʿarī creeds, while Faysal al-tafriqa 

bayna al-islām wa-l-zandaqa (The Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam from Masked 

Infidelity)31 and Iljām al-ʿawāmm ʿan ʿilm al-kalām (Restraining Common Folk from 

Theology)32 deal with passages in the Qur’an and hadith that call, in his opinion, for nonliteral 

interpretation, specifically the ramifications of such interpretation for agreement on core 

																																																								
27 See for example Richard M. Frank, Al-Ghazālī and the Ashʿarite School (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 
1994); and Michael E. Marmura, “Ghazali and Ashʿarism Revisited,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 12, no. 1 
(2002): 91–110. 
28 Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, ed. ʿAbd al-Qādir b. Shaykh ʿAydarūs (Jeddah: Dār al-
Minhāj, 2011), 1:331-41. 
29 Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, al-Iqtiṣād fī l-iʿtiqād, ed. Anas Muḥammad ʿAdnān al-Sharafāwī (Jeddah: 
Dār al-Minhāj, 2008); translated into English as Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Al-Ghazālī’s Moderation in 
Belief, trans. Aladdin M. Yaqub (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013). 
30 A.L. Tibawi, “Part II: al-Risalah al-Qudsiyyah, Edited Arabic Text,” The Islamic Quarterly 9, no. 3 (1965): 79–
94; al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:381-424. 
31 Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Fayṣal al-tafriqa bayna al-Islām wa-l-zandaqa, ed. Maḥmūd Bījū (Beirut: 
Dār al-Bayrūtī, 1993); translated into English as Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, On the Boundaries of Theological 
Tolerance in Islam: Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī’s Fayṣal al-tafriqa bayna al-islām wa-l-zandaqa, trans. Sherman A. 
Jackson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
32 Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, Iljām al-ʿawāmm ʿan ʿilm al-kalām, ed. Muḥammad al-Muʿtaṣim Baghdādī (Beirut: Dār 
al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, 1984). 
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theological principles (Faysal) and the proper way for the ʿawāmm to interact with that type of 

interpretation (Iljām). All of these works become known in the Maghrib, and al-Ghazālī’s 

position on how to understand the īmān of the broader populace is frequently cited in Maghribi 

writings on the issue. Here, I discuss, first, the importance that he assigns to right belief and 

creedal learning, and, second, his permissive stance toward taqlīd. 

 Al-Ghazālī’s criticisms of theology are well known, but they should not overshadow the 

functions that he assigns the discipline. Beginning with the criticisms, they comprise, on one 

level, a significant demotion of theology’s role in deepening elite thinkers’ understanding of 

God. Such a move can be seen, for example, in Book 35 of the Iḥyāʾ, on “Professing God’s 

Oneness and Relying on God,” where al-Ghazālī presents a four-level hierarchy with regard to 

knowledge of God, described through the metaphor of a walnut.33 The outer shell of the walnut 

corresponds to the intellectual shallowness that characterizes people who have no knowledge of 

the divine, who utter the shahāda without giving it any consideration or even with an internal 

denial of it. The inner shell represents the level of people who assent to the shahāda in their 

hearts; al-Ghazālī identifies it with “most Muslims” and refers to it as iʿtiqād. As for the nut 

itself, it is analogous to knowledge obtained through the more sophisticated path of unveiling 

(kashf), and finally, there is the oil pressed from the nut, which stands for the level attained by 

those whose very sense of self becomes subsumed in divine oneness. According to this four-part 

division, the entire enterprise of theology belongs on the second level. Since al-Ghazālī does not 

consider theology to partake in the method of unveiling, even accomplished theologians must go 

beyond their discipline to advance toward a more profound understanding of God. As for the 

other level on which al-Ghazālī criticizes theology, it relates not to elite thinkers but rather to the 

broader populace, whose exposure to the intricacies of the discipline greatly worries him, indeed 
																																																								
33 al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 8:202-03. 
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motivates his writing of Iljām al-ʿawāmm. While Marmura, for one, has rightly argued that the 

first line of criticism ought not obscure the role that al-Ghazālī does assign to theology, as an 

important step toward more sophisticated methods of knowing God,34 he shows less nuance in 

assessing al-Ghazālī’s second line of criticism. Referring to texts such as the Iljām, Marmura 

simply cites al-Ghazālī’s exhortation that the common people ought to be kept from theological 

argumentation.35 Yet as shown in previous sections of this chapter, al-Ghazālī’s stance in this 

regard is fairly unremarkable: I have yet to encounter an Ashʿarī text that advocates for teaching 

the details of theology to a broad audience. The more important question is whether al-Ghazālī 

thought people outside scholarly circles ought to engage with the content of the discipline on a 

simpler level. I would argue, following Frank,36 that he does. 

 Al-Ghazālī is clear that each person’s first and gravest responsibility is learning and 

assenting to creedal tenets. This perspective may be seen, for example, in a passage from Book 1 

of the Iḥyāʾ, on knowledge, where he enumerates what falls under the category of individual 

obligation (farḍ ʿayn). He asks the reader to imagine someone who just this morning reached the 

age of maturity and to consider what is incumbent on him. His first task, according to al-Ghazālī, 

is to learn the shahāda and “understand its meaning.”37 Although this statement may not seem to 

have anything to do with theology, one must keep in a mind a point from al-Ghazālī’s al-Risāla 

al-Qudsiyya, where he writes that uttering the shahāda “has no force or substance if 

comprehension of those axes and principles on which the shahāda turns is not verified,” 

specifying that the four pillars contained in the phrase are the affirmation of God’s being, 

																																																								
34 This is the thesis of Marmura, “Ghazali and Ashʿarism Revisited.” 
35 Ibid., 91–92. 
36 Richard M. Frank, “Al-Ghazālī on Taqlīd: Scholars, Theologians, and Philosophers,” in Zeitschrift Für 
Geschichte Der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften, ed. Fuat Sezgin, vol. 7 (Frankfurt: Institut für Geschichte der 
Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften, 1991), 208–41. 
37 al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:56. 
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affirmation of His attributes, affirmation of His acts, and affirmation of the truthfulness of His 

Messengers38 – in short, the tenets of creed. Returning to the newly mature person, al-Ghazālī 

stipulates that should he live until midday, it becomes incumbent for him to learn to purify 

himself and pray; should he live until Ramadan, he must learn the fast; if he comes to possess 

money, he must learn to give zakat; and if he lives until the time of pilgrimage, he must learn to 

undertake that ritual.39 Yet al-Ghazālī is clear that the most pressing, fundamental task is 

understanding the shahāda: Even if the person were to die before midday, he would die in a state 

of obedience and good standing with God for having fulfilled this duty.40 

 When it comes to how īmān occurs at its most basic level, al-Ghazālī departs from earlier 

Ashʿarīs by denying the need for reasoning. He reiterates across his writings that what matters 

for īmān is certain, unshakeable assent, even if grounded in taqlīd. What, then, does the process 

for arriving at assent entail? One articulation of it appears in Book 2 of the Iḥyāʾ, which deals 

entirely with creed. There, following an exposition of creedal tenets, al-Ghazālī writes, 

Know that what we mentioned in the interpretation of creed ought to be presented to a 
child at the outset of his development in order that he preserve it through memorization. 
Then, its meaning will become revealed to him in adulthood, bit by bit. Thus its starting 
point is memorization, then understanding, then iʿtiqād, īmān, and assent to it. This all 
obtains for the child without demonstrative proof. 
 
Part of the munificence of God, praise be He, is to open a person’s heart to īmān at the 
outset of his development without any need for evidence and proof. How can this be 
denied when the bases for all the creedal convictions of the common folk is instruction 
alone and nothing but taqlīd?41 

 
Two main points may be noted here. One is the indication in the latter half of the passage that 

God creates īmān quite readily. As discussed by Frank, a similar idea appears elsewhere in al-

																																																								
38 Tibawi, “al-Risalah al-Qudsiyyah,” 79; al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:381; and see Frank, “Al-Ghazālī on 
Taqlīd,” 210. 
39 al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:57-58. 
40 Ibid., 1:57. 
41 Ibid., 1:342. 
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Ghazālī’s writings, where he describes human fiṭra, or innate nature, as inclined toward 

knowledge of God and īmān.42 Importantly, however, the knowledge is latent; it needs to be 

activated through some effort on the part of the person, and moreover, once activated, it must be 

protected from corruption. It is in light of these considerations that the second point about the 

above passage may be noted, namely, that a method for drawing out a person’s fiṭra is creedal 

instruction. For most people, this learning will be basic, consisting in memorization and a simple 

grasp of core doctrine, taking place through a process that al-Ghazālī is comfortable labeling as 

taqlīd.43 Those who arrive at īmān this way are on solid ground and ought not be pushed into 

more detailed study. In a phrase from al-Iqtiṣād that appears frequently in later Maghribi 

discussions, “Their convictions should not be disturbed.”44 Of course, there may be some people 

whose convictions waver and require intervention. Even in those cases, however, the appropriate 

remedy is almost never exposure to proofs, which al-Ghazālī repeatedly describes as confusing 

and harmful to the vast majority of the populace. Rather, the person should embed themselves in 

pious environments, participating in recitation of the Qur’an and hadith, in prayer, and so on, 

which help to solidify creedal claims about the divine nature.45 To summarize, īmān in the 

Ghazālian view consists in firm assent to correct doctrine; such assent occurs when a person 

activates their fiṭra by participating in basic creedal instruction, while surrounded by people, 

practices, and institutions that reinforce right belief. 

 

																																																								
42 Frank, “Al-Ghazālī on Taqlīd,” 223–25. He is citing in particular a passage to found in Tibawi, “al-Risalah al-
Qudsiyyah,” 80; al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:384. 
43 Indeed, in an echo of his teacher al-Juwaynī’s skepticism that not more than one or two individuals per generation 
ever attain true mastery of demonstrative theological methods, al-Ghazālī suggests that the vast majority of people 
are effectively imitators – including professional theologians. As he explains, “There is no difference vis-à-vis taqlīd 
between learning proofs and learning what is proved, for instruction in the proof is one thing and drawing an 
inference [for oneself] through reasoning is something else, far from it” (al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:344). On 
al-Ghazālī’s idea of scholars as imitators, see Frank, “Al-Ghazālī on Taqlīd,” 231–34. 
44 al-Ghazālī, al-Iqtiṣād, 74; al-Ghazālī, Moderation in Belief, 10. 
45 al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 1:342-43. 
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Al-Taftāzānī: Muqallids on Mountaintops 

 Before leaving the Mashriq, one final figure merits mention, given the frequency with 

which post-8th/14th-century Maghribi authors cite his stance on īmān al-ʿawāmm and taqlīd. This 

is the Timurid-era Saʿd al-Dīn Masʿūd al-Taftāzānī (d. 793/1390). His theological writings 

include a lengthy auto-commentary titled Sharḥ al-Maqāṣid (Commentary on the Aims), which 

reflects the project of synthesizing theology and falsafa undertaken by Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 

606/1210).46 The relevant statement on taqlīd appears toward the end of the latter text and 

comprises a different perspective than any encountered so far. When it comes to the 

eschatological status of imitators, al-Taftāzānī seems ambivalent; he invokes a variety of stances, 

including that the imitator will meet the fate of an unbeliever in the afterlife, without clearly 

endorsing any of them.47 Yet he also indicates that, on practical level, the question is almost 

immaterial, since taqlīd in Islamic societies is extremely rare. Addressing the claim by many 

scholars that the īmān of an imitator is invalid, he clarifies, 

The dispute is not over those who grow up in Islamic territories, whether cities, villages, 
or the countryside, for whom the existence of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and the 
miracles he conveyed have become known ubiquitously (qadd tawātara ʿindahum). 
Neither is it over those who contemplate the creation of the skies and earth and the 
distinction between night and day, because all of them are among the people of reasoning 
and inference. Rather, it is over someone who grows up on the summit of a mountain, for 
example, and who does not contemplate the realm of the skies and earth. Then, someone 
informs him of the creedal tenets in which he must have conviction, and he assents to him 
regarding that which he has communicated solely on the basis of his communication, 
without any reflection or deliberation.48 
 

																																																								
46 Masʿūd b. ʿUmar al-Taftāzānī, Sharḥ al-Maqāṣid, ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ʿUmayra, 5 vols. (Beirut: ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 
1998). On al-Rāzī’s key role in the theology-falsafa synthesis, see Ayman Shihadeh, “From Al-Ghazālī to al-Rāzī: 
6th/12th-Century Developments in Muslim Philosophical Theology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 15, no. 1 
(2005): 141–79. On the place of Sharḥ al-Maqāṣid within the synthesis, see Heidrun Eichner, “Handbooks in the 
Tradition of Later Eastern Ashʿarism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 496, 503. 
47 al-Taftāzānī, Sharḥ al-Maqāṣid, 5:218-24. 
48 Ibid., 5:223. 
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Al-Taftazānī’s point here seems to be that life in a Muslim community, infused as it is with 

information about God and His message, not only facilitates knowledge of that information but 

also prompts some degree of reflection on it and its truthfulness. By this formulation, only those 

who grow up far from the Islamic message, encountering it and assenting to it unthinkingly on 

the basis of one source of information, count as imitators. Grim as the fate of such imitators may 

be, it is a fate from which the vast majority of Muslims escape. 

The Maghrib 

 To take brief stock of the Mashriqi trends before moving westward, I have reviewed here 

the way that early Ashʿarīs defined īmān as an act of assent to core creedal tenets and positioned 

it as the foremost obligation for each and every Muslim. Although some of these Ashʿarī thinkers 

worried about taqlīd and held that reasoning must underpin people’s assent, they posited that the 

reasoning could be quite basic for less educated members of society and that it might even occur 

without much effort, as with al-Taftāzānī’s stance. Other scholars suggested ways that the 

broader populace could be exempted from reasoning. Al-Juwaynī, for example, hinted that it 

might be a case of tasking people with a duty beyond their capacity and therefore impermissible. 

His student al-Ghazālī asserted more bluntly that taqlīd is perfectly permissible, the important 

thing being firm assent, however it comes about. 

 This range of positions is also apparent among thinkers in the Islamic West – the 

Maghrib and Al-Andalus – from the 6th/12th century onward, as I discuss in the coming sections 

and indeed in the coming chapters. There is moreover the striking development, which enters 

into historical view in the 8th/14th century, of scholars proposing that people deemed ignorant of 

creed be disciplined through legal means. While more research is needed, it may be the case that 

stricter views on the need for reasoning and the dangers of taqlīd, as well as a dim view of the 
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creedal state of the broader populace, were more widespread in later centuries in the Maghrib 

than among contemporaneous Ashʿarī thinkers in the Mashriq. 

Two Almoravid-Era Judges: Ibn Rushd al-Jadd and Ibn al-ʿArabī 

In accordance with the approach of this chapter, I begin here with the earliest era in 

which figures cited in later discussions may be found, the Almoravid era. The Almoravids 

(434/1042-530/1147) were an Amazigh-led state that emerged out of the southern Moroccan 

region of the Sūs and conquered territory as far north as the Iberian Peninsula and eastward into 

present-day Algeria.49 In 20th-century historiography, due in large part to uncritical readings of 

propagandistic writings by their Almohad rivals and successors, the Almoravids were commonly 

portrayed as hostile to the cultivation of theology. Several recent studies have largely put this 

misrepresentation to rest.50 In one of them, Delfina Serrano Ruano lists seventy-six Almoravid-

era scholars whose biographical entries indicate their engagement with theology. Among the 

seventy-six are two Andalusis who are the focus here for the frequency with which they are cited 

by later Maghribi authors: Abū al-Walīd Muḥammad Ibn Rushd al-Jadd51 (d. 519/1126) of 

Cordoba and Abū Bakr Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 543/1148) of Seville, both of whom served as judges in 

their home cities. While Ibn Rushd al-Jadd is one of the figures most responsible for shaping 

judicial practice under the Almoravids,52 Ibn al-ʿArabī absented himself from the region during 

																																																								
49 See Amira K. Bennison, The Almoravid and Almohad Empires (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016). 
50 ʿIṣmat ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Dandash, “Mawqif al-murābiṭīn min ʿilm al-kalām wa-l-falsafa,” in Aḍwāʾ jadīda ʿalā al-
murābiṭīn (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1991), 83–97; Delfina Serrano Ruano, “Los Almorávides y la teología 
Ašʿarí: ¿Contestación o legitimación de una disciplina marginal?,” in Identidades Marginales, vol. 13, Estudios 
onomástico-biográficos de Al-Andalus (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 2003), 461–516; 
and Delfina Serrano Ruano, “¿Por qué llamaron los almohades antropomorfistas a los almorávides?,” in Los 
almohades: Problemas y perspectivas, vol. 2 (Madrid: CSIC/Casa de Velasquez, 2005), 815–52. 
51 The moniker Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, or Ibn Rushd the Grandfather, distinguishes him from his grandson of the same 
name, Abū al-Walīd Muḥammad Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), better known as Averroes. 
52 See Camilo Gómez-Rivas, Law and the Islamization of Morocco under the Almoravids: The Fatwās of Ibn Rushd 
al-Jadd to the Far Maghrib (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
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the first decade of their rule in Seville.53 During that time he traveled to the Mashriq, where he 

studied “closely” with al-Ghazālī.54 Surprisingly, then, it is Ibn Rushd al-Jadd who takes the 

more Ghazālian stance on īmān al-ʿawāmm, with Ibn al-ʿArabī departing significantly from his 

teacher’s views. 

 Ibn Rushd’s relevant statements appear in a work of law titled al-Muqaddimāt al-

mumahhidāt (The Well-Ordered Postulates),55 as well as in a fatwa.56 He penned the fatwa in 

response to an anonymous petitioner who is anxious about claims that he has heard attributed to 

the Ashʿarīs: Is it true that all people must study Ashʿarī theological principles for their īmān and 

their legal status as a Muslim to be sound? In reading the fatwa, one’s attention will likely first 

be drawn to the vehemence with which Ibn Rushd rejects these statements. He is adamant that 

uneducated members of the community not be exposed to complex arguments that could confuse 

them and shake their creedal convictions. In a declaration that will be frequently repeated down 

the centuries, he goes so far as to say that those who do takfīr of people for their failure to learn 

proofs are the true unbelievers.57 The impression that Ibn Rushd exempts the uneducated from 

engagement with proofs finds further support in al-Muqaddimāt. There, in another much cited 

statement, he invokes an earlier Andalusi thinker, Abū al-Walīd al-Bājī (d. 474/1071), asserting 

that the notion of reasoning as the first obligation for all Muslims is originally a Muʿtazilī claim 

– and therefore, one is to understand, problematic.58 Moreover, Ibn Rushd himself considers that 

																																																								
53 On these dates and for a broader sense of his biography, see Kenneth Garden, “The Riḥla and Self-Reinvention of 
Abū Bakr Ibn al-ʿArabī,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 135, no. 1 (2015): 1–17. 
54 The assessment is that of Griffel in Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazālī’s Philosophical Theology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 62. 
55 Muḥammad Abū al-Walīd Ibn Rushd, al-Muqaddimāt al-mumahhidāt li-bayān mā iqtaḍathu rusūm al-
Mudawwana min al-aḥkām al-sharʿiyyāt wa-l-taḥṣīlāt al-muḥkamāt li-ummuhāt masāʾilihā al-mushkilāt, ed. 
Muḥammad Ḥajjī, 3 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1988). 
56 Muḥammad Abū al-Walīd Ibn Rushd, Fatāwā Ibn Rushd, ed. al-Mukhtār ibn al-Ṭāhir Talīlī (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb 
al-Islāmī, 1987), 966–72. 
57 Ibid., 971–72. 
58 Ibn Rushd, al-Muqaddimāt, 1:59. 



	

 

34 

īmān need not depend on reasoning, writing that, “it could obtain for someone whom God guides 

by way of taqlīd or at the very first instant of contemplating that which God Exalted steers 

people to contemplate…”59 

 However, as with al-Ghazālī, who also permitted taqlīd and warned vociferously against 

exposing people to ideas beyond their capacity for comprehension, it would be a mistake to think 

that Ibn Rushd dismisses the importance of creedal learning entirely. On the contrary, the 

opening line of the section in al-Muqaddimāt on īmān reads, “None of the ritual acts are valid 

until after determining the one being worshipped and assenting to Him. Thus, the first among the 

obligations is īmān in God Exalted, in His oneness, and in that which relates to Him vis-à-vis His 

attributes, acts, angels, books, messengers, and all that they communicated from Him.”60 It is not 

entirely clear how he thinks this learning will take place. While it would be helpful to examine a 

creed attributed to him,61 a passage from the fatwa may indicate the method that he has in mind: 

There is no need for anyone to establish divine oneness, and which of the divine 
attributes are necessary for God, which of them are permissible for Him, and which are 
impossible to use in His characterization beyond those signs that God sent down in His 
book and explained on the tongue of His Messenger, calling attention to them and 
commanding reflection on them. For example, the saying of God, mighty and majestic is 
He, “and in yourselves [there are signs], so can you not see?”62 is a gesture from Him 
toward the traces of creation and the gentle wisdom that exists there, both of which 
indicate the existence of a wise creator. They indicate as well that He is one, powerful, 
knowing, and willing; that “there is nothing like Him,” as indicated in a decisive passage 
of His book (muḥkam kitābihi);63 and that “He is the All Hearing, the All Seeing.”64 

 

																																																								
59 Ibid., 1:58. 
60 Ibid., 1:52. 
61 Delfina Serrano Ruano, “Ibn Rušd al-Ŷadd,” in Biblioteca de al-Andalus, ed. Jorge Lirola Delgado and José 
MIguel Puerta Vílchez (Almería, Spain: Fundación Ibn Tufayl de Estudios Árabes, 2004), 4:622. The creed remains 
in manuscript, and I have not been able to consult it. 
62 Qur’an 51:21. The previous line in the Qur’an reads, “In the earth are signs for those who are certain,” giving the 
quoted line the sense that in the addressees, too, there are signs. 
63 Ibn Rushd means that this Qur’anic passage is not open to multiple interpretations, as distinct from passages that 
are deemed polyvalent (mutashābih). The quoted text, “there is nothing like Him, and He is the All Hearing, the All 
Seeing,” comes from Qur’an 42:11. 
64 Ibn Rushd, Fatāwā Ibn Rushd, 969. 
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Notwithstanding the suggestion here that creedal learning ought to take place with reference to 

passages from the Qur’an, it is clear that the framework Ibn Rushd expects teachers to use is a 

theological one. This can be seen in the first line, where he glosses the required material to be 

learned by the drawing on the modalities necessary, possible, impossible – a comment that surely 

reflects the impact that al-Juwaynī’s Irshād was already having in Al-Andalus within, at most, 

several decades of its composition.65 It is even more striking that Ibn Rushd draws on the 

modalities framework not in a specialized theological treatise but in a fatwa.66 What this 

language indicates is that despite his permissive approach to taqlīd and his concern that people 

not be exposed to overly complex ideas, Ibn Rushd al-Jadd advocated basic creedal learning, 

indeed saw it as the first obligation for each Muslim. 

 In certain regards, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s approach to creedal learning in his theological treatise, 

al-Kitāb al-mutawassiṭ fī l-iʿtiqād (The Middle Way in Belief), resembles that of Ibn Rushd al-

Jadd. He too insists on the primacy of orthodoxy, writing in the preface to the text that, “It is 

necessary that knowledge come before action, since it is impossible to undertake the core of a 

matter without having knowledge of that matter.”67 He then identifies knowledge to specifically 

mean knowledge of divine oneness and related topics. This knowledge comprises three divisions: 

what is necessary for God, what is possible for Him, and what is impossible for Him – another 

early usage of the modalities.68 

 The similarities between the two Almoravid authors, indeed between Ibn al-ʿArabī and 

his teacher al-Ghazālī, fade after the preface. In the first line of the treatise proper, Ibn al-ʿArabī 

																																																								
65 For some observations regarding the transmission of the text, see J. M. Forneas, “De la transmisión de algunas 
obras de tendencia Ašʿari en Al-Andalus,” Awraq 1 (1978): 7–8. 
66 He does so again in another fatwa, twice-issued, about the legitimacy of Ashʿarī theology; see Ibn Rushd, Fatāwā 
Ibn Rushd, 805, 944. 
67 Muḥammad Abū Bakr Ibn al-ʿArabī, al-Kitāb al-mutawassiṭ fī l-iʿtiqād wa-l-radd ʿalā man khālafa al-sunna min 
dhawī al-bidʿa wa-l-ilḥād, ed. ʿAbd Allāh al-Tawrātī (Beirut: Dār al-Ḥadīth al-Kattāniyya, 2015), 106. 
68 Ibid. 
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declares, “Know, all of you – and may God make you know – that this knowledge with which 

you are charged does not occur innately, nor by inspiration. Taqlīd is not sound with regard to it, 

and it is not permitted for transmitted information to serve as a way to it. Rather, the way to it is 

reasoning.”69 Ibn al-ʿArabī then explains his rejection of taqlīd and transmission as having to do 

with the potential untrustworthiness of the person being imitated or relied on for information, 

and the inability of taqlīd to evaluate the accuracy of a person’s claims. Indeed, he expresses 

skepticism about the very nature of beliefs arrived at through methods other than reasoning: 

While we hold that knowledge is obligatory and that the reasoning that leads to it is 
obligatory, some of our companions assert that someone who has conviction in the truth 
about his Lord, with his iʿtiqād corresponding to it in a correct way as regards His 
attributes, is a believer and a monotheist. Most of the time, however, this only works well 
for someone engaged in reasoning. Were it to occur for someone who does not reason, 
his conviction would not be secure from shakiness. Thus it is necessary, according to us, 
that he knows each tenet of the creed by one proof. Only those convictions that issue 
from a proof of his knowledge in that will be of benefit to him.70 

 
Ibn al-ʿArabī entertains the idea that someone could arrive at correct iʿtiqād through non-rational 

means and argues firstly that it is uncommon for it to occur this way. Secondly, even if it does, 

such iʿtiqād will always be inherently unstable, more susceptible to challenge and change. The 

only solution is for people to learn a basic proof for each key point of creed. 

Although Ibn al-ʿArabī’s demand for reasoning seems unambiguous and universal, the 

earlier sections of this chapter showed how scholars such as al-Juwaynī carved out exceptions to 

apparently general statements. And indeed, Ibn al-ʿArabī proceeds to stipulate that people who 

die suddenly, with correct iʿtiqād but without the chance to learn proofs, and people who are 

simply not capable of reasoning count as valid believers.71 What remains unclear, however, is 

how he views the real-world capabilities of his fellow Muslims. Do many people qualify for the 
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exemption from reasoning, or are such cases rare? Given what he states about the infrequency 

with which correct iʿtiqād comes about through non-rational means, it seems unlikely that he 

considered the exempted to comprise a large group. 

To summarize, Ashʿarī discussions of īmān al-ʿawāmm and taqlīd were present in Al-

Andalus and the Maghrib from at least the early 6th/12th century. While Ibn Rushd al-Jadd 

demanded less of the ʿawāmm, permitting taqlīd, and Ibn al-ʿArabī demanded more, insisting on 

the need to learn basic proofs, they coincided in viewing creedal learning as the topmost priority 

for each and every Muslim and moreover in describing what must be learned through the frame 

of the modalities. The next section steps away from Ashʿarī sources to examine the Almoravids’ 

successors, the Almohads, a state known for its promulgation and enforcement of an official 

creed. Although later Maghribi scholars mostly avoid mentioning the Almohads in disputes over 

īmān al-ʿawāmm, perhaps due to discomfort with their more controversial claims,72 the Almohad 

effort to simplify, teach, and discipline creedal knowledge is too relevant to ignore. 

The Almohads: Imposing Creed on the Populace 

 The Almohads (Ar. muwaḥḥidūn, or those who proclaim the unity of God) rose to power 

under the leadership of Muḥammad Ibn Tūmart (d. 524/1130), a charismatic figure from the 

Amazigh Maṣmūda tribe in the Sūs region of southern Morocco.73 Ibn Tūmart’s public career 

began during travels in the eastern part of the Maghrib, around Bijāya and Tlemcen, and took the 

form of moral and social criticism, articulated through the precept of commanding right and 

forbidding wrong. Eventually he declared himself to be the mahdī, and within several years after 

his return to southern Morocco, he had rallied enough political and military support to overthrow 

																																																								
72 Émile Fricaud discusses the erasure of Almohad doctrine deemed by later scholars to be problematic, for example 
the status of the Almohad leader as the mahdī, as a process of “de-Almohadization;” see Émile Fricaud, “Les 
‘talaba’ dans la société almohade (le temps d’Averroès),” Al-Qantara 18, no. 2 (1997): 331–387. 
73 See again Bennison, The Almoravid and Almohad Empires. 
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the Almoravids and take over their territory, which extended from southern Morocco into the 

Iberian Peninsula and as far eastward as present-day Libya. 

 There are several creedal tracts attributed to Ibn Tūmart,74 one longer and referred to 

simply as al-ʿAqīda (The Creed),75 and multiple versions of a shorter text known as al-Murshida 

(The Guide).76 These creeds have historically defied tidy classification, with pre-modern scholars 

and contemporary historians alike debating their place within familiar doxographical categories, 

pointing out traces of Muʿtazilī thought here and Ashʿarī thought there, finding signs of 

Ismailism or falsafa elsewhere.77 At the risk of wading into these turbulent waters, I would 

simply echo here Griffel’s observations about the use of the modalities necessary, impossible, 

and possible in al-ʿAqīda, as well as its presentation of proofs, both of which are resonant with 

Ashʿarī trends of the time.78 The more pertinent comparison for the present study is, however, 

not an external one, between Almohad writings and those from other schools of thought, but 

rather than internal one, between the longer ʿAqīda and the shorter Murshida texts, asking what 

their contents and functions say about the Almohad approach to layered creedal learning. 

																																																								
74 For reasons to be skeptical of this attribution, see Robert Brunschvig, “Sur la doctrine du mahdī Ibn Tūmart,” 
Arabica 2, no. 2 (1955): 139; and Maribel Fierro, “El Mahdī Ibn Tūmart: Más allá de la biografía ‘oficial,’” in 
Política, sociedad e identidades en el Occidente islámico (siglos XI-XIV), ed. Manzano Rodríguez Miguel Ángel 
and Rachid El Hour (Salamanca: Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca, 2016), 87–89. 
75 Muḥammad Ibn Tūmart, Aʿazz mā yuṭlab, ed. ʿAmmār Ṭālibī (Algiers: al-Muʾassasa al-Waṭaniyya li-l-Kitāb, 
1985), 213–23. 
76 Two may be found in ibid., 225–26. But Dominique Urvoy mentions there being at least four versions: Dominique 
Urvoy, “Les professions de foi d’Ibn Tūmart: Problèmes textuels et doctrinaux,” in Los almohades: Problemas y 
perspectivas, vol. 2 (Madrid: CSIC/Casa de Velasquez, 2005), 745. 
77 For a review of these statements, see Dominique Urvoy, “La pensée d’Ibn Tūmart,” Bulletin d’études orientales 
27 (1974): 19; and Urvoy, “Les professions de foi,” 739–40. 
78 Frank Griffel, “Ibn Tūmart’s Rational Proof for God’s Existence and Unity, and His Connection to the Niẓāmiyya 
Madrasa in Baghdad,” in Los almohades: Problemas y perspectivas, ed. Patrice Cressier, Maribel Fierro, and Luís 
Molina, vol. 2 (Madrid: CSIC/Casa de Velasquez, 2005), 753–812. Griffel argues that these elements come from Ibn 
Tūmart’s studies in Baghdad when the influence of al-Juwaynī was significant, but others have argued convincingly 
that his alleged travels to the Mashriq likely did not take place, being instead part of an idealized account of his life; 
see for example Fierro, “El Mahdī Ibn Tūmart.” Many of Griffel’s observations about the Almohad ʿAqīda are 
nonetheless valid, since as indicated above, al-Juwaynī’s works were already known in the Maghrib during Ibn 
Tūmart’s lifetime. (I am grateful to Jan Thiele for making that point to me.) 
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The Almohad creedal project, while certainly political, also rested on views about the 

obligation toward right belief. Although the views are not as clearly theorized as those of the 

Ashʿarīs, a general sense of them may be drawn from the texts, including the ways in which the 

obligation will differ for different groups of people. Al-ʿAqīda, for example, begins with a saying 

from the prophet Muḥammad that emphasizes the importance of knowing God (“Whoever dies 

knowing that there is no god but God will enter heaven”), followed by two other sayings that 

situate this knowledge as prior to other religious obligations. The first is an enumeration of the 

five pillars: “Islam is built on five things, that God is one, the performance of prayer, the giving 

of alms, the fasting of Ramadan, and the pilgrimage.”79 Reflecting on the hadith, al-ʿAqīda reads, 

It is established from this that worship is not sound except through īmān and sincerity, 
which occur by way of knowledge. Knowledge occurs through seeking (ṭalab), which 
occurs through will, which occurs through desire and fear, which occur through the 
promise and the threat, which occur through divine law, which occurs through the 
truthfulness of the messenger, which occurs through the appearance of miracles, which 
occurs by the permission of God, blessed be He.80 

 
If the opening identification of īmān with knowledge and the prioritization of īmān over acts of 

worship are familiar from early Ashʿarī thought, the description of knowledge acquisition is 

unusual. The idea seems to be that the occurrence of revelation stimulates people’s seeking out 

an understanding of God, but what exactly such seeking entails is unclear. Based on the contents 

of the creeds, however, one may surmise that its demands depend on the level of the learner. The 

seeking appropriate for those with more education involves engagement with proofs, as included 

in al-ʿAqīda. As for the Murshida tracts, they contain no proofs but rather consist in short 

statements about the nature of God and His acts, emphasizing His status as the sole creator of all 

things and His utter unlikeness to anything else in the universe. It would thus seem that the 

“seeking” that brings the broader populace to right belief entails understanding but not reasoning. 
																																																								
79 Ibn Tūmart, Aʿazz mā yuṭlab, 213. 
80 Ibid., 214. 
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 The most striking aspect of Almohad creedal activities is that they not only stipulated the 

importance of right belief but also actively promoted and even enforced it. In a reflection of their 

layered approach, it was the Murshida texts that the Almohads promulgated widely, with al-

ʿAqīda presumably reserved for people with some theological training. A further gesture toward 

people’s varying abilities to access the material may be found in acts of translation: Ibn Tūmart 

was famous for preaching in the regional Tamazight language, and the creeds too were taught in 

Tamazight.81 These accessible creeds were required learning for everyone living under Almohad 

rule, both those who already identified as Muslim, as well as Christians and Jews, who were 

made to convert.82 While the threat of violence presumably loomed as an enforcement 

mechanism, the Almohads also disciplined people by excluding them from social and religious 

practices, stipulating for example that anyone who fails to learn the creed is an unbeliever who 

cannot validly lead prayer and whose slaughtered meat ought not be consumed by members of 

the Almohad Muslim community.83 For the Almohads, right belief thus mattered not only for 

people’s status in the hereafter but also here in the human realm. 

I mentioned above that later Maghribi thinkers rarely invoke the Almohads directly as 

precedent for their activities. Yet, versions of al-Murshida attracted several commentaries in 

post-Almohad eras,84 and both the Almohad concern with teaching in Tamazight and their 

																																																								
81 Maribel Fierro, “The Religious Policy of the Almohads,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. 
Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 681; and Saʿd Ghurāb, “‘Murshidat’ Ibn Tūmart wa-
atharuhā fī l-tafkīr al-Maghribī,” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 26, no. 105–106 (1978): 110. As noted by Fierro, there is 
no evidence as to the language of the “original” version of al-Murshida, and one should be cautious about assuming 
the direction of translation from Arabic to Tamazight or even about such a straightforward notion of directionality. 
82 Maribel Fierro, “Conversion, Ancestry and Universal Religion: The Case of the Almohads in the Islamic West 
(Sixth/Twelfth-Seventh/Thirteenth Centuries),” Journal of Medieval Iberian Studies 2, no. 2 (2010): 155–73; 
Maribel Fierro, “A Muslim Land Without Jews or Christians: Almohad Policies Regarding the ‘Protected People,’” 
in Christlicher Norden, Muslimischer Süden, ed. Matthias M. Tischler and Alexander Fidora (Münster, Germany: 
Aschendorff Verlag, 2011), 231–47. See too the chapters by Fierro and David Wasserstein in Mercedes García-
Arenal and Yonatan Glazer-Eytan, Forced Conversion in Christianity, Judaism and Islam: Coercion and Faith in 
Premodern Iberia and Beyond (Leiden: Brill, 2020). 
83 Ghurāb, “‘Murshidat’ Ibn Tūmart,” 110. 
84 See Ghurāb, “‘Murshidat’ Ibn Tūmart.” 
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enforcement of creedal knowledge through exclusionary measures echo down the centuries. In 

general, much more work remains to be done in understanding the Almohad theological legacy, 

not to mention its interactions with Ashʿarī thought, to which I return for the rest of the chapter. 

The Legacy of al-Juwaynī’s Irshād and al-Muqtaraḥ’s Dismay Over Creedal Learning 

As already seen in Ibn Rushd and Ibn al-ʿArabī’s use of the modalities to characterize the 

contents of creedal learning, thinkers in the Maghrib and Al-Andalus were swift to engage with 

al-Juwaynī’s Irshād. The impact of the text on regional Ashʿarism was moreover sustained. 

Almost three centuries later, for example, the historian Ibn Khaldūn (d. 808/1406) notes the 

foundational nature of al-Irshād for theological studies.85 Another indicator of its influence lies 

in the series of commentaries written on it by Maghribi authors,86 as well as the 6th/12th-century 

composition of al-ʿAqīda al-Burhāniyya, a sort of summary of al-Irshād written by a scholar of 

Fez, ʿUthmān al-Salālijī (d. c. 564/1169),87 and itself the basis for a further set of 

commentaries.88 Although al-Burhāniyya does not delve into the nature of īmān, its 

commentators do. Here, I look briefly at one of those commentaries, Sharḥ al-ʿaqīda al-

burhāniyya (Commentary on the Burhāniyya Creed)89 by Taqī al-Dīn Muẓaffar al-Muqtaraḥ (d. 

																																																								
85 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn Khaldūn, al-Muqaddima, ed. ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad al-Darwīsh (Damascus: Dār al-Balkhī, 
2004), 2:214; ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn Khaldūn, The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History, trans. Franz Rosenthal, 
2nd ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1967), 3:54. Ibn Khaldūn is in part promoting his own vision for 
appropriate theological learning, but I do not think that invalidates his observation about the text’s prominence. 
86 Yūsuf Iḥnāna counts eight of them: Yūsuf Iḥnāna, Taṭawwur al-madhhab al-Ashʻarī fī l-gharb al-Islāmī, 2nd ed. 
(Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2017), 185–96. 
87 On this characterization of al-Burhāniyya by pre-modern authors, see Jan Thiele, “Facing the Mahdī’s True 
Belief: Abū ʿAmr al-Salālijī’s Ashʿarite Creed and the Almohads’ Claim to Religious Authority,” Al-ʿUṣūr al-
Wusṭā: The Journal of Middle East Medievalists 26 (2018): 100. Thiele helpfully places the text in both an Ashʿarī 
and Almohad context. 
88 There are thirteen, as counted in Jamāl ʿAllāl Bakhtī, ʿUthmān al-Salālijī wa-madhhabiyyatuhu al-Ashʿariyya: 
Dirāsa li-jānib min al-fikr al-kalāmī bi-l-Maghrib min khilāl al-Burhāniyya wa-shurūḥihā (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf 
wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2005), 208–56. 
89 Taqī al-Dīn Muẓaffar al-Muqtaraḥ, Sharḥ al-ʿAqīda al-burhāniyya wa-l-fuṣūl al-īmāniyya, ed. Nizār Ḥammādī 
(Holland: Manshūrāt Maktabat al-Sunna, 2009). 
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612/1215). Although al-Muqtaraḥ was not Maghribi but rather an Alexandria-based Shāfiʿī 

scholar, his theological works spread westward and became popular there.90 

Al-Muqtaraḥ’s stance on īmān al-ʿawāmm generally emphasizes the importance of 

reasoning, but his discussion contains some strikingly practical considerations on how it should 

occur. The focus on reasoning appears first in a preface that al-Muqtaraḥ inserts prior to the 

commentary proper. Specifically, the preface consists in a presentation of the modalities 

necessary, impossible, and possible, since al-Muqtaraḥ posits that the ability to comprehend 

proofs rests on familiarity with these concepts.91 As for the need for reasoning to begin with, the 

logic is fairly straightforward; as he explains, “it has been established that one is not habitually 

brought to knowledge of the Originator Most High except by way of reasoning.”92 However, a 

later section on īmān itself suggests that matters become more complex when the need for 

layering is considered, as expressed in al-Muqtaraḥ’s question of whether reasoned knowledge of 

God comprises a communal or individual obligation.93 After citing a number of opinions from 

previous scholars, he forgoes a direct answer, stating that the soundness of a person’s īmān is 

ultimately an issue between that person and God.94 He nonetheless considers that learning proofs 

is at least a virtue, since he proceeds to discuss the appropriate ways to facilitate such learning. 

On one level, al-Muqtaraḥ is clear that expressions of right belief are sufficient for people 

to count as part of the Muslim political community, whether the person is internally an imitator 

																																																								
90 One of those works is an incomplete commentary on al-Irshād, but I have excluded it here because the statement 
in Sharḥ al-Burhāniyya gives a clearer sense of his opinion on īmān. The text is published as Taqī al-Dīn Muẓaffar 
al-Muqtaraḥ, Sharḥ al-Irshād fī uṣūl al-iʿtiqād, ed. Nazīha Imʿārīj, 2 vols. (Rabat: al-Rābiṭa al-Muḥammadiyya li-l-
ʿulamāʾ, 2014). His other popular theological text is also published: Taqī al-Dīn Muẓaffar al-Muqtaraḥ, al-Asrār al-
ʿaqliyya fī l-kalimāt al-nabawiyya, ed. Nizār Ḥammādī (Beirut: Maktabat al-Maʿārif, 2009). 
91 al-Muqtaraḥ, Sharḥ al-Burhāniyya, 31. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Ibid., 119. 
94 Ibid., 121. 
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or not.95 On another level, he lauds efforts to push people beyond taqlīd, so long as these efforts 

happen at the right moment and in the right way. Explaining the timing, he writes, 

Among the reasons that call for accepting mere utterance [of the shahāda] without 
investigating what is in [people’s] minds is the opening of the gate of Islam. When 
someone enters Islam, associating with the people of certainty and reciting the Qur’an, in 
which there is the command to reflection, inference, and giving examples, either God 
provides him guidance after that and he reflects, or else this [failure] becomes effective as 
a testimony against him. Demanding proofs from someone before his entry into Islam is 
to seal off the gate of Islam, especially at the outset, and all fortune is with God.96 

 
According to this passage, there is a proper order in which people ought to engage with Islamic 

precepts. The standard for inclusion in the political community should be low, in order to 

facilitate and encourage people’s membership. Once they are part of the community, however, 

al-Muqtaraḥ asserts that the Qur’anic message tasks them with reflection. Although this 

formulation seems to be addressing converts to Islam, presumably the same obligation to engage 

in reasoning applies to Muslim-born individuals upon reaching a mature age. As for the way in 

which creedal learning ought to be promoted, al-Muqtaraḥ addresses it at the end of this 

discussion in a long statement: 

There is no dispute that it is incumbent to summon people to correct creed and that it is 
not permitted to leave be each person and their convictions. Truth in matters of creed is 
established with certainty; someone making an error in it will not be forgiven. However, 
only those who are proficient in reasoning and the various aspects of admonishment are 
permitted to undertake summoning [people] to the truth. It is not for the ʿawāmm to 
command and forbid in the area of creed. If they were to embark on that, they would not 
be safeguarded from mixing truth with falsehood, since they do not know better. Then, it 
is proper for those scholars who are qualified to be gentle in the summoning and to 
comport themselves by the etiquette of God and the method by which it is most 
appropriate. God Exalted said to His prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, “Were 
you to be impolite and rough-hearted, they would disperse from you.” Except, by God, if 
some stubbornness appears among the innovators; in that case, what is called for is to be 
verbally tough with them. 
 
We have been prolix in this section, even though we have not brought out even a tenth of 
one tenth of what might be said about it. This is because it comprises a weighty precept in 

																																																								
95 Ibid., 121–22. 
96 Ibid., 122. 
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religion, and most people rely on taqlīd. If only the common run of people would imitate 
those whom they are meant to imitate, so that they have conviction in things as they truly 
are! In our time, we do not see, except in the most rare instances, anyone who inquires 
into what he is required to believe. Likewise, this era is utterly vacant of anyone who 
reminds people of this and guides them to it. They generally shun anyone with authority, 
whom the scholars of the time listen to. And those with a gift for guiding people to this 
and who are concerned with teaching them and correcting their creed are utterly obscure 
and without repute. God is the granter of correctness, and there is no power except with 
God, the supreme, the mighty.97 

 
Al-Muqtaraḥ is speaking here of an ethical obligation on the part of the elite to guide their 

broader communities toward correct belief. Only those with the proper theological training ought 

to undertake this task, and they moreover ought to do so in gentle fashion as dictated by the 

precepts of commanding right and forbidding wrong, so as not to drive people away. Al-

Muqtaraḥ does not indicate whether this outreach should include teaching proofs, though the 

passage suggests that he considers most people to be in need of more basic intervention, as they 

are not even imitating the right figures, meaning their creedal stances might not be correct. The 

closing tone is one of pessimism. Neither the ʿawāmm nor the elite are fulfilling their roles. Most 

of the community has little interest in creedal obligations or in heeding scholarly authorities. For 

their part, the scholars are generally apathetic in their responsibility toward the less educated, and 

those who do care seem not to enjoy any prominence. Al-Muqtaraḥ may be frustrated by this 

state of affairs, but he makes no prescription beyond the gentle summons to right belief, leaving 

any further disciplining to God. As will be seen in the closing sections of this chapter and in the 

chapters to come, some subsequent scholars would not take such a temperate stance. 

Ibn Abī Rāshid: A Fatwa on the Sufficiency of Taqlīd 

Back in the Maghrib, the Almohad state lasted until approximately the middle of the 

7th/13th century, when it was gradually displaced by several more regionally limited powers: the 

Ḥafsids with their capital in Tunis, the Naṣrids in Granada, the Zayyānids in Tlemcen, and the 
																																																								
97 Ibid., 123–24. 



	

 

45 

Marīnids in Fez.98 One scholar who likely witnessed the latter political shift firsthand was Abū 

al-Faḍl Rāshid b. Abī Rāshid al-Walīdī (d. 675/1276). Little is known about this figure except 

that his training and career took place in Fez, where he specialized in Mālikī law. He wrote al-

Ḥalāl wa-l-ḥarām (The Licit and the Illicit),99 which focuses on ethical issues, mostly related to 

financial transactions, and how to adjudicate them, and several legal opinions of his appear in the 

9th/15th-century collection of fatwas compiled by Aḥmad al-Wansharīsī (d. 914/1508).100 

 Among the fatwas from Ibn Abī Rāshid is one focused on creedal learning.101 In contrast 

to al-Muqtaraḥ’s laments that no one makes an effort in this pursuit, the anonymous petitioner 

appears deeply concerned about how to guide someone plagued by satanic whispers that plant 

doubts in their mind about the nature of God. The person has sought refuge in reciting relevant 

passages from the Qur’an about divine oneness, but the petitioner remains worried that it may 

also be necessary for them to learn proofs, even though the person does not think they are 

capable of doing so. What is the appropriate way to proceed? 

Ibn Abī Rāshid’s multi-page response does not shy away from asserting the sufficiency 

of taqlīd. In the opening line, he declares notably that the first obligation on the legally 

responsible person is in fact taqlīd. Paraphrasing Ibn Rushd al-Jadd’s Muqaddimāt, he explains 

that both taqlīd and reasoning can lead to certainty and īmān, even though the rank (martaba) of 

believers who engage in reasoning is higher because they acquire knowledge in the proper 

sense.102 This stance is summarized as follows: 

																																																								
98 Fernando Mediano, “The Post-Almohad Dynasties in Al-Andalus and the Maghrib (Seventh–Ninth/Thirteenth–
Fifteenth Centuries),” in The Western Islamic World, Eleventh to Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Maribel Fierro, The New 
Cambridge History of Islam 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 106–43. 
99 Rāshid b. Abī Rāshid al-Walīdī, al-Ḥalāl wa-l-ḥarām, ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-ʿUmrānī al-Idrīsī (Rabat: Wizārat 
al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1990). 
100 See the introduction to ibid., 39. 
101 Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā al-Wansharīsī, al-Miʿyār al-muʿrib wa-l-jāmiʿ al-mughrib ʿan fatāwā ahl Ifrīqīya wa-l-Andalus 
wa-l-Maghrib, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1981), 11:269-78. 
102 Ibid., 11:270; and for the original passage see Ibn Rushd, al-Muqaddimāt, 1:59-60. 
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If you know all of this, then you have the option to suffice yourself with taqlīd in the case 
that you do not have a gift for reasoning. This is because certainty obtains from it 
[imitation] as it does from evident reasoning (naẓar badīhī). The responsibility toward 
acts of worship is validated in either of these two ways. Fulfillment and compliance [of 
worship] on the part of the legally responsible person is validated, just like fulfillment is 
validated for someone who is led by reasoning to knowledge. However, the rank of the 
knowledgeable person (al-ʿālim) is superior to and higher than the rank of a resolute, 
certain believer (al-muʾmin al-jāzim al-qāṭiʿ) because in that case he becomes a resolute 
believer who rejects the doubts, suppositions, and ignorance such that they are banished 
from his heart.103 

 
There is a key qualification here: Ibn Abī Rāshid views taqlīd as a legitimate path only for 

people not capable of reasoning. Earlier he made the point even more explicitly, saying that 

reasoning comprises the next obligation for capable people after they have fulfilled the first 

obligation toward taqlīd. Regarding those who remain at the first level, the important condition is 

that the creedal stances they assume through taqlīd are correct and resolute. While some scholars 

worried that taqlīd is an inherently precarious state, making it inappropriate for even the lowest 

level in a layered approach to creedal learning, Ibn Abī Rāshid appears confident that it provides 

sufficient stability. It would thus seem that for the person beset with satanic whispers, bolstering 

their convictions through Qur’anic recitation is satisfactory. 

The Sakūnīs: Warning Against the Unorthodox Utterances of the ʿAwāmm 

Another scholar who witnessed the downfall of the Almohad state, albeit from the other 

side of the Strait of Gibraltar, was Muḥammad Ibn Khalīl al-Sakūnī (fl. 646/1248), who fled his 

hometown of Seville sometime after its conquest by Castilian forces in 646/1248. It is unclear if 

his son, Abū ʿAlī ʿUmar al-Sakūnī (d. 717/1317), was with him at that time, or whether he was 

born in Ḥafṣid-ruled Tunis, where the family ultimately settled. Back in Seville, the Sakūnīs had 

been a family of scholars, including leading theologians,104 and this father and son carried on the 

																																																								
103 al-Wansharīsī, al-Miʿyār, 11:271. 
104 On the family, see the introduction to Abū ʿAlī ʻUmar al-Sakūnī, ʿUyūn al-munāẓarāt, ed. Saʿd Ghurāb (Tunis: 
al-Jāmiʿa al-Tūnisiyya, Kullīyat al-Ādāb wa-l-ʿUlūm al-Insāniyya, 1976). For an analysis of both Sakūnīs’ writings 
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legacy in their new home, writing a number of works dealing with creed and creedal learning. 

Among the texts are commentaries by Muḥammad al-Sakūnī on a versification of al-Juwaynī’s 

Irshād,105 as well as a commentary on the Almohad Murshida.106 He also wrote a short tract 

titled Arbaʿūn masʾala fī uṣūl al-dīn (Forty Theological Matters)107 addressing key topics in 

simplified fashion. From Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī, there are two unusual texts. The first is ʿUyūn al-

munāẓarāt (Choice Debates),108 which presents 160 theologically oriented debates among 

historical figures, proceeding chronologically from an encounter between Iblīs and the angels 

through early prophets and onto Muḥammad, his companions, and the early generations of 

theologians, with several more contemporary accounts toward the end. The second is Laḥn al-

ʿawāmm fī mā yataʿallaq bi-ʿilm al-kalām (The Misstatements of Common Folk with Regard to 

Theology),109 which comprises a long list of everyday expressions that he overheard and 

considers theologically problematic, along with brief explanations of the errors contained in 

them. I will not delve too deeply into this family oeuvre because references to it are largely 

absent from later Maghribi writings,110 but their concerns are too resonant with this project’s 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
within the context of theological scholarship being produced in Ḥafṣid Tunis, see Jan Thiele, “Ashʿarism in the 
Ḥafṣid Era,” in Philosophical Theology in Medieval Islam: The Later Ashʿarite Tradition, ed. Ayman Shihadeh and 
Jan Thiele, Forthcoming, 301–6, 309–16. 
105 On the text, which remains in manuscript, see Thiele, “Ashʿarism in the Ḥafṣid Era,” 305–6. 
106 Muḥammad b. Khalīl al-Sakūnī, Sharḥ Murshidat Muḥammad Ibn Tūmart, ed. Yūsuf Iḥnānā (Beirut: Dār al-
Gharb al-Islāmī, 1993). 
107 Muḥammad b. Khalīl al-Sakūnī, Arbaʿūn masʾala fī uṣūl al-dīn, ed. Yūsuf Iḥnānā (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-
Islāmī, 1993). 
108 al-Sakūnī, ʿUyūn al-munāẓarāt. 
109 Abū ʿAlī ʻUmar al-Sakūnī, “Laḥn al-ʿawāmm fī mā yataʿallaq bi-ʿilm al-kalām,” ed. Saʿd Ghurāb, Ḥawliyyāt al-
Jāmiʿa al-Tūnisiyya 12 (1975): 109–254. 
110 The one exception that I have encountered is in the opening lines of a treatise by the protagonist of Chapter 4, 
Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar (fl. 1084/1673). He quotes a passage from Laḥn al-ʿawāmm but does not know the title of 
the work and refers to the author only as Ibn Khalīl, stating that the passage was transmitted by ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-
Shaʿrāwī (also al-Shaʿrānī) (d. 973/1565), an influential Egyptian scholar known best for his writings in Sufism. The 
reference suggests that al-Sakūnī’s work had some impact east of Tunis if not to the west. See two versions of Ibn 
ʿUmar’s text, still in manuscript: Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt (MS: Paris, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Arabe 5428, fols. 1b-47b), fols. 1b–2a; and Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī 
Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt (MS: Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Arabe 5500, fols. 119a-134b), fol. 119a. 
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themes to ignore. In the following, I first show the primacy they give to right belief and secondly 

address the anxieties about layered theological knowledge that motivate Laḥn al-ʿawāmm. 

Across their writings, the Sakūnīs emphasize the necessity of learning and assenting to 

the basics of creed in order to be in good standing with God. To take an example, the nature and 

stakes of īmān are laid out succinctly in the opening sections of Arbaʿūn masʾala. Explaining in 

the introduction that the text is meant to address all the creedal issues that believers should know, 

Muḥammad al-Sakūnī then anticipates and deflects an objection to his project: 

If someone among those who disavow theology (uṣūl al-diyānāt) were to say, “What is 
the need to speak about this art when it is the case that every person declares that, ‘There 
is no god but God and Muḥammad is the messenger of God, peace and blessings be upon 
him,’ that each person prays, fasts, and performs everything that is commanded, blessing 
God Most High and supplicating Him as regards all his needs?” 
 
I would say to him in response that according to the Qāḍī Abū Bakr b. al-Ṭayyib [al-
Bāqillānī], the mouthpiece of the creedal community (lisān al-milla) and the imam of the 
orthodox, along with all of the people of truth, someone who performs a prayer or any 
other act by which he comes close to God and yet who is not knowledgeable of God will 
not have his worship received by the Lord of the universe. This is because he engaged 
only in surmise (ẓann), and surmise is inadequate for truth.111 

 
To the mind of this objector, surely the performance of obligatory acts along with a pious 

attitude toward God ought to be sufficient. Muḥammad al-Sakūnī does not deny the importance 

of these activities, but, drawing on al-Bāqillānī, he argues that they are meaningless without 

proper knowledge of God. Orthodoxy, in other words, is prior to orthopraxy and a condition for 

it. Muḥammad al-Sakūnī explains the prioritization as follows: “Whoever supplicates God, 

Blessed is He, without being knowledgeable of Him has not actually supplicated Him at all. This 

is because that which has been conjured up in his imagination and his notions of likeness as a 

result of his ignorance is not the Lord Most High.”112 The worry here is that without a proper 

understanding of the divine nature, people come up with their own, mistaken idea of God. When 
																																																								
111 al-Sakūnī, Arbaʿūn masʾala, 53–54. 
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they have this entity in mind while engaged in supplication or prayer, those acts are invalid 

because they are not directed at the one true creator. Lest one think that the formulation here 

suggests that right belief matters only because of its role in legitimizing acts of worship, a 

passage two pages later gives a blunt statement of the importance of knowing God. Citing al-

Ashʿarī, Muḥammad al-Sakūnī writes, “People are divided into two categories, knowledgeable 

and ignorant. The knowledgeable are saved (nājin) and the ignorant are eternally damned 

(hālik).”113 This emphasis on knowing God leads into a discussion of taqlīd, the details of which 

I will forgo here. In brief, both al-Sakūnīs consider taqlīd insufficient even for the ʿawāmm. 

While making clear that the issue is one to be adjudicated in the hereafter, their creedal oeuvre 

indicates that they considered it appropriate and virtuous to urge people toward right belief and 

learning proofs. As indicated by Laḥn al-ʿawāmm, Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī moreover exhorted people 

to protect themselves from creedally corrupt elements in society. 

 Acutely aware that he lives in an environment populated by people of varying theological 

knowledge, Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī wrote Laḥn al-ʿawāmm not primarily, I would argue, to help 

those on the lowest, most ignorant level but rather to alert others to that group’s ignorance. The 

premise of the text is that among the everyday utterances of the ʿawāmm are many that comprise 

or imply theologically problematic claims. For example, in a moment of solace, someone may 

say to another, “God does not neglect what He created,” a formulation that wrongly suggests that 

God is beholden to act in a certain way toward humans.114 Or in another context someone may 

say, “None but God and your dirhams have mercy on you,” and thereby mistakenly assign causal 

power to dirhams, when God is the sole creator in the universe.115 All such statements ought to 

																																																								
113 Ibid., 57–58. 
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115 Ibid., 165. 



	

 

50 

be forbidden, by Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī’s thinking. Realizing, however, that such theological 

subtleties are beyond many people’s comprehension, he asserts that, 

… anyone among the people who does not differentiate between those utterances that are 
mistaken and others is not permitted to utter anything in regard to God, blessed and 
exalted is He, and in regard to His religion except for what divine stipulation and divine 
permission have introduced, to prevent his falling into those impermissible statements 
that run along the tongues of the ʿawāmm.116 

 
Since mistaken utterances are forbidden, those who are unable to judge what counts as mistaken 

ought to refrain from saying anything about God except what the scripture itself sets forth. That 

this category of people extends beyond the ʿawāmm is indicated by the third-person reference to 

them on the final line.117 My sense, then, is that Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī is addressing a middle group 

situated between expert theologians, fully equipped to interpret ambiguous statements, and those 

who are hopelessly wrongheaded.118 Based on references in the text, the latter category includes 

poets,119 scribes (kuttāb),120 Jews,121 preachers (khuṭabāʾ),122 rural folk (ahl al-bādiya),123 

women,124 market folk (ahl al-sūq),125 and faux medical doctors (mutaṭabibūn).126 Some of these 

people may make problematic statements out of true ignorance, others because they simply do 

not care to regulate their speech in the way Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī demands, but he sees all of them 

																																																								
116 Ibid., 138. 
117 The third-person treatment continues throughout the text, as Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī introduces expression after 
expression with lines such as, “Among what they say is…” “Someone among them says…,” and “They say…” 
118 This impression finds further support in the list of prohibited and recommended books provided at the end of the 
text, suggesting that the audience has some foothold in the scholarly realm (al-Sakūnī, “Laḥn al-ʿawāmm,” 208–16). 
119 Ibid., 145–51. His complaints focus on poets’ use of metaphorical language. 
120 Ibid., 151–52. Here the complaint is that in a preface to a text they sometimes praise the author with language 
appropriate only to God or prophets. 
121 Ibid., 148–49, 171. The first reference is to a particular Jewish man named Ibrāhīm al-Sahl, a resident of Seville 
who composed poetry filled with distorted passages from the Qur’an. According to Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī, part of the 
reason for the downfall of that city – his family’s hometown – was that no one put a stop to this practice. 
122 Ibid., 169. The specific story that he tells comes from his father, who once attended a funeral in the company of 
his shaykh where the preacher made a theologically problematic statement, noted by the shaykh to Muḥammad al-
Sakūnī. A version of the anecdote also appears in the latter’s Arbaʿūn masʾala: al-Sakūnī, Arbaʿūn masʾala, 62–63. 
123 al-Sakūnī, “Laḥn al-ʿawāmm,” 173. 
124 Ibid., 174. 
125 Ibid., 182. 
126 Ibid., 191. 
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as representing a threat. What Laḥn al-ʿawāmm therefore shows is that anxiety over layered 

theological knowledge could cut both ways: While many of the other thinkers reviewed here 

fretted most vocally about the hazards of exposing the ʿawāmm to overly complex and confusing 

ideas, Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī worries that others not be exposed to the ignorance and unorthodox 

ideas of the ʿawāmm. 

The Jurists of Bijāya and Ḥukm al-Majūs: Legal Consequences for Creedal Ignorance 

 If the Sakūnīs restricted their activities to censuring and rectifying creedal errors that they 

encountered, the 8th/14th-century jurist of Bijāya, Aḥmad Abū al-ʿAbbās Ibn ʿĪsā (d. mid-8th/14th 

c.),127 took his concern with creed a step further, into the legal sphere. A fatwa from him stands 

as the earliest instance that I have confirmed of someone applying ḥukm al-majūs (the judgment 

of the Magians) to people deemed ignorant of creed,128 a maneuver that some contemporaneous 

and later scholars find highly dubious but which is taken up and enacted by others, as will be 

seen both in the final section of this chapter and in the forthcoming chapters. In what follows, I 

discuss Ibn ʿĪsā’s fatwa, provide background on the term majūs in the context of Al-Andalus and 

the Maghrib, and review the reactions of several contemporaries to this use of the category. 

Ibn ʿĪsā wrote the relevant fatwa in response to an anonymous petitioner asking about the 

status of “someone who grew up among Muslims, who says, ‘There is no god but God and 

Muḥammad is the messenger of God,’ who prays and fasts, and yet does not know what is 

contained in the supreme phrase [the shahāda] in terms of his convictions due to his lacking 

																																																								
127 There is very little information about him, including his date of death. One of the few biographical notices on him 
states only that he was of the same generation as Abū al-ʿAbbās Ibn Idrīs (d. c. 760/1358), who will be introduced 
later in this section. See Aḥmad Bābā al-Tinbuktī, Nayl al-ibtihāj bi-taṭrīz al-dībāj, ed. ʿAbd al-Majīd ʿAbd Allāh al-
Harrāma, 2nd ed. (Tripoli, Libya: Dār al-Kātib, 2000), 100. 
128 A 10th/16th-century source cites a precedent that I have not been able to identify, a fatwa promoting the 
application of ḥukm al-majūs by one Ibn Abī al-Rijāl. Although the editor identifies this figure with the 6th/12th-
century Andalusi mystic ʿAbd al-Salām Ibn Barrajān (d. 536/1141), I have found no evidence for that claim. In a 
private correspondence, Yousef Casewit, who has written on Ibn Barrajān, expressed skepticism that his oeuvre 
includes such a statement. For the citation, see Aḥmad b. al-Ḥasan Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj fī ādāb al-azwāj, 
ed. ʿAbd al-Salām Zayyānī (Algiers; Beirut: Markaz al-Imām al-Thaʿālibī; Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2010), 1:216. 
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knowledge of them.”129 Is such a person – sound in their orthopraxy, faulty in their orthodoxy – a 

believer or not? Ibn ʿĪsā’s answer is unequivocal. For him, this person “has no share in 

monotheism, not obtaining any bit of it, and he is not to be linked to Islam or īmān. He is, rather, 

among the damned and the unbelievers.”130 Notably, Ibn ʿĪsā extends his judgment further than 

was even asked of him, dismissing the person from not only the realm of īmān but also the realm 

of Islam. As discussed above, scholars commonly distinguished between the eschatological 

category of believer and the legal category of Muslim. Ibn ʿĪsā does not explain why he 

considers the two categories to overlap in this case, but the move facilitates his next step, which 

is to assert the proper legal treatment of this person: “His judgment is the judgment of the majūs 

in all its rulings except killing. He is not to be killed unless he refuses education.”131 The 

implications of this judgment appear for him especially in the arena of marriage and divorce. 

Before turning to these particulars, however, it will be helpful to briefly discuss the category of 

majūs and its attendant legal judgments. 

In early Islamdom, majūs usually referred to Zoroastrians, who were conceptually 

distinguished from Jews and Christians, in part for not sharing a scripture in the Abrahamic 

lineage.132 As such, Muslims were legally prohibited from such acts as marrying them, inheriting 

from them, and eating meat that they had slaughtered. Although Zoroastrians were scarce in Al-

Andalus and the Maghrib, the category was carried into the region, raising the question of what it 

would have meant there. Some insights may be found in a set of sample conversion certificates, 

included in a 4th/10th-century notarial manual by the Andalusi jurist Muḥammad Ibn ʿAṭṭār (d. 
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132 See M. Morony, “al-Madjūs,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam Two, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill), published 
online 2012. 
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399/1008).133 Each certificate begins with a brief statement of creed, which correlates to the 

person’s background, whether Christian, Jewish, or “Magian,” and to the person’s gender. While 

the Christian converts, for example, must attest to the human nature of Jesus, the attestation 

required of the majūsī converts makes more general statements about the oneness of God, 

asserting that – taking language here from the woman’s certificate – “she has renounced any 

object of worship except God, great and majestic is He, and she professes that He alone is God, 

not having any partner, unique in His divinity and mighty in His oneness.”134 The certificate for 

the male majūsī convert makes a similar assertion and adds some supporting phrases, including 

one about the person breaking with idols.135 Overall, the impression of the documents is that 

majūs served as a catchall category for anyone deemed to not properly conceptualize and 

worship the God of Islam and who did not belong to Christianity or Judaism. It should be noted 

that unlike these latter categories, which corresponded to self-identifying communities, majūs 

seems here to only reflect an Islamic legal category; that is, there was likely no group in Al-

Andalus and the Maghrib who considered themselves majūs. With that in mind, the question of 

who counted as majūs remains unclear. Presumably, given the documents in the notarial manual, 

the category was not merely hypothetical. One group for whom the documents may have been 

used are foreigners, as Ann Christys has shown that Vikings, for example, were referred to as 

majūs.136 It may also be that the documents reflect the reality that the pre-modern institutions of 

Islam, Christianity, and Judaism lacked the resources and personnel to overtake what James 

																																																								
133 Muḥammad b. Aḥmad Ibn al-ʿAṭṭār, Kitāb al-wathāʾiq wa-l-sijillāt, ed. P. Chalmeta and F. Corriente (Madrid: 
Instituto Hispano-Árabe de Cultura, 1983). Maya Shatzmiller, in an analysis drawing on this text, translates 
majūsī/iyya as pagan but acknowledges the ambiguity of the term: Maya Shatzmiller, “Marriage, Family, and the 
Faith: Women’s Conversion To Islam,” Journal of Family History 21, no. 3 (1996): fn. 33, 262. 
134 Ibn al-ʿAṭṭār, Kitāb al-wathāʾiq, 417. 
135 Ibid., 414. It is worth noting that the usual heresiographical portrayal of majūs (Zoroastrians) as dualists who 
believe that two gods, one good and one evil, jointly created the world does not appear here. 
136 Ann Christys, Vikings in the South: Voyages to Iberia and the Mediterranean (London: Bloomsbury Publishing 
Plc, 2015), 15–21. 
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Grehan has called “agrarian religion,”137 especially in rural areas. Some of those categorized as 

majūs may simply have been members of the broader population whose beliefs and practices 

remained too untouched by the official religions to consider them as part of those communities. 

If the referent of majūs in the Andalusi-Maghribi context is ambiguous, the rules 

governing the category are not, coming as they do from long-standing legal doctrine. As Ibn al-

ʿAṭṭār reminds his reader in a note following the notarial document for a Magian male convert, 

marriage to people categorized as Magians is prohibited for Muslims.138 Another well-known 

ruling was the prohibition on eating meat slaughtered by a majūsī. Such are the types of 

restrictions that Ibn ʿĪsā would have had in mind when he calls for treating people deemed 

ignorant of creed by the judgment of the majūs: Muslims cannot marry the creedally ignorant, 

nor eat their slaughtered meat, and so on. Ibn ʿĪsā draws a distinction only when it comes to 

killing, stating that the creedally ignorant should not be killed, as permitted by the rulings 

appropriate to the majūs, unless they refuse creedal education. This distinction and the careful 

language used by Ibn ʿĪsā are worth consideration. Ibn ʿĪsā asserts that the way to deal with the 

creedally ignorant is by the judgment of the majūs, not that these people actually are majūs. In 

doing so, he establishes a sort of middle ground for the creedally ignorant: They are not full 

Muslims, but they are also not not Muslims. Guy Burak, in a study of 9th/15th-century creedal 

disciplining in the Ottoman Empire, has described this type of judgment as “a state of temporary 

excommunication,” from which the offender could return to the Muslim community once they 

showed themselves to have rectified their errors.139 
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Ibn ʿĪsā’s stipulation of this judgment was not merely theoretical but seems to also have 

been put into practice, specifically in the arena of marriage and divorce. Several decades later, in 

the regional Ḥafṣid capital of Tunis, the scholar Muḥammad b. ʿUmar al-Ubbī (d. 827/1423) 

reported hearing the following from one of Ibn ʿĪsā’s students:140 

I heard of the jurist and professor Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad Ibn ʿĪsā al-Ṣaḥābī that he used 
to question the ʿawāmm and some ignorant among the Bedouin (aʿrāb). If he saw him err 
in one of the tenets of monotheism, he would say to him, “You are an unbeliever,” and 
would relate the creed to him, making him acknowledge it. I even heard that he permitted 
someone in this condition to take back a wife he had divorced three times, since he 
divorced her in a state of unbelief, and divorce-in-unbelief is invalid.141 
 

Given the use of general terms like ʿawāmm and aʿrāb, it is hard to tell with whom exactly Ibn 

ʿĪsā would have been interacting, and the context is also unclear. Was his questioning proactive, 

or targeted at people who came to him with a legal request? Somewhat more straightforward is 

the functioning of this intermediate state, evident in the way that Ibn ʿĪsā would mark someone 

as in the condition of unbelief and then offer the opportunity for creedal education and full 

membership in the Muslim community. It moreover becomes apparent here that the judgment of 

unbelief can be retroactive, the idea being that a person’s true status has been found out and that 

any relevant legal acts in which they participated in the past must now be adjusted. This 

retroactive policy explains why Ibn ʿĪsā allowed people to restore marriages that had been 

subject to divorce three times over, a restoration that most Islamic jurists consider prohibited 

unless the man or woman first marries and divorces another person. Ibn ʿĪsā’s thinking is 

apparently that if the person is determined to have been in a state of unbelief at the time of the 

divorces, then they were not valid in the first place. Al-Ubbī states that he is not completely sure 

of the veracity of this report but considers the alleged practice to comprise “a pure error and not 

																																																								
140 The student is ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Abū ʿĪsā (d. ?), whom al-Ubbī describes as a madrasa professor in Bijāya. I have 
not yet found any further information on him. 
141 Muḥammad al-Ubbī, Tafsīr Ibn ʿArafa, ed. Jalāl al-Asyūṭī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2008), 2:130. The 
text is a recension of Ibn ʿArafa’s tafsir, recorded by al-Ubbī. 
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permitted.”142 It is not hard to imagine what he would have found galling about Ibn ʿĪsā’s stance. 

Given its ability to overturn past legal rulings on the basis of claims about hard-to-verify creedal 

knowledge, the stance could have wildly destabilizing consequences. 

 Al-Ubbī was not the only one to react to Ibn ʿĪsā’s opinion. Contemporaneous opinions 

come from two other scholars of Bijāya, Abū al-ʿAbbās Ibn Idrīs (d. c. 760/1358), described by 

one later source as the outstanding scholar of his time in the city,143 and ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-

Waghlīsī (d. 786/1384), a student of both Ibn ʿĪsā and Ibn Idrīs144 and ultimately the mufti of 

Bijāya.145 These two figures were sent the same query as Ibn ʿĪsā about the status of a person 

who performs ritual practices yet lacks knowledge of God. Ibn Idrīs’s response is available only 

through al-Waghlīsī, who states that when the query was sent to him, it included summaries of 

the other two opinions.146 In later discussions of īmān al-ʿawāmm, the three figures are referred 

to collectively as the jurists of Bijāya (fuqahāʾ Bijāya), with the implication being that they all 

upheld Ibn ʿĪsā’s fatwa. Such straightforward alignment is not, however, what the texts indicate.  

 According to al-Waghlīsī, Ibn Idrīs – in contrast to Ibn ʿĪsā – had asserted that the person 

described in the query qualifies as a valid believer. Al-Waghlīsī bluntly disagrees, calling the 

opinion groundless and incorrect (bāṭil lā yaṣiḥḥ) and declaring that someone who conceives of 

God as similar to created entities or in the form of those entities is unambiguously an unbeliever. 

The issue was not new to al-Waghlīsī or theoretical; rather, he states that, “We have encountered 

some among the ignorant like this and received correspondence about it and its like.”147 Al-

Waghlīsī was so troubled by Ibn Idrīs’s stance that he went to him to discuss it, laying out the 
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position that Ibn ʿĪsā had taken on the issue and apparently convincing him to change his mind. 

The alignment with Ibn ʿĪsā only went so far, however, as Waghlīsī clarifies to his petitioner that 

taking legal action in the realm of divorce is invalid.148 Al-Waghlīsī thus agrees with Ibn ʿĪsā to 

the extent that he denies a creedally ignorant person the status of a believer, but for him, the 

person’s ignorance ought not carry retroactive legal consequences. 

Ibn ʿArafa: Reasoning Within One’s Limits 

The above account from al-Ubbī comes from his recension of the Qur’anic exegesis by 

his teacher, Muḥammad Ibn ʿArafa (d. 803/1401). Although he has been overshadowed 

historiographically by his younger colleague and sometime rival, Ibn Khaldūn, Ibn ʿArafa was a 

leading scholar in 8th/14th-century Tunis.149 Unlike Ibn Khaldūn, who argued that theology no 

longer served a purpose in his era, given the banishment of heretical innovations, Ibn ʿArafa 

clearly considered right belief as important in and of itself. A vivid example of this stance 

appears in a story that, according to al-Ubbī, his teacher told to his students time and again to 

encourage their studies.150 The story deals with a grave sickness that he experienced. On the 

verge of death, Ibn ʿArafa would recount, he had a vision of two groups, one to his right and one 

to his left. The group to the right was the smaller one, weighted toward īmān in God. The group 

on the left was much larger, weighted toward kufr. A thorny theological question was posed to 

Ibn ʿArafa, presumably to determine which group he would join. He states that God granted him 
																																																								
148 Ibid., 2:385. 
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(716/1316-803/1401) Ibn Ḫaldûn (732/1332 - 808/1406),” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 35 (1987): 49–70. 
150 For the following, see Muḥammad al-Ubbī, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim maʿ sharḥihi al-musammā Ikmāl al-kamāl al-muʿallim 
wa-sharḥuhu al-musammā Mukmil ikmāl al-kamāl [=Ikmāl al-kamāl] (1910; repr., Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-
ʿIlmiyya, 1994), 3:61-62; and see Ghurāb, Ibn ʿArafa et le mālikisme, 1:355-56. A version of the story also appears 
in al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt fī l-adab wa-l-lugha, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī and Aḥmad al-Sharqāwī Iqbāl 
(Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1982), 1:135-36; al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, The Discourses: Reflections on History, Sufism, 
Theology, and Literature (Volume 1), trans. Justin Stearns (New York: New York University Press, 2019), 147. 
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the ability, “through my knowledge of creedal tenets,” to answer correctly, and finishes the story 

by declaring that knowledge carries both this-worldly and next-worldly benefits. Now, this 

anecdote may have been well and good for students on a scholarly career track, but surely 

aspiring to the ability to resolve complex theological challenges was beyond the reach of most 

people. What, then, did Ibn ʿArafa expect of them? 

The discussion of īmān in Ibn ʿArafa’s major theological work, al-Mukhtaṣar al-kalāmī 

(The Theological Compendium),151 is characteristically dense to the point of being cryptic, but 

there are two main points to mention. First, in an organizational schema that will be used by later 

scholars, including the protagonists of the next chapter, he sets out three possible ways that 

imitators might be judged in the afterlife, depending on one’s views:152 Either they are obedient 

believers, on the grounds that reasoning is not an obligation for all people; or they are 

disobedient believers, where reasoning is an obligation but not a condition for valid īmān; or, 

finally, they are disobedient unbelievers, if reasoning is considered a condition. Ibn ʿArafa does 

not explicitly endorse any stance, although his citations of other scholars on the topic suggest an 

inclination toward the second.153 However, and this is the second point to be made, he 

acknowledges that reasoning can take place at varying levels of complexity. Invoking a long-

standing distinction mentioned at the outset of the chapter, he indicates that both general proofs 

(dalīl ijmālī) and technical proofs (dalīl tafṣīlī) suffice to go beyond taqlīd, where the former is 

characterized by a lack of formal arrangement and the inability to address specious counter-

claims.154 In a later section of the text, the need to accommodate people of lesser intellectual 

abilities is made even more explicit with a quote from the 7th/13th-century Ayyubid scholar ʿIzz 

																																																								
151 Muḥammad al-Warghamī Ibn ʿArafa, al-Mukhtaṣar al-kalāmī, ed. Nizār Ḥammādī (Kuwait: Dār al-Ḍīyāʾ, 2014). 
152 Ibid., 110–12. 
153 Ibid., 113. 
154 Ibid., 110. 
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al-Dīn b. ʿAbd al-Salām (d. 660/1262). The passage suggests restraint in accusing non-scholars 

of unbelief even for the significant error of construing God as a body, “due to the difficult for the 

ʿawāmm to understand proofs that negate divine anthropomorphism.”155 Laudable and crucial 

though reasoning is, people’s limits need to be respected. 

The Fatwas of Ibn Marzūq al-Ḥafīd and al-ʿAbdūsī: Disputing Legal Consequences 

The final piece of background to be addressed here comes from two students of Ibn 

ʿArafa156 who went on to have illustrious careers in their own rights, with Muḥammad b. Aḥmad 

Ibn Marzūq al-Ḥafīd (d. 842/1439) becoming the chief mufti of Tlemcen and ʿAbd Allāh b. 

Muḥammad al-ʿAbdūsī (d. 849/1446) serving as the mufti of Fez and imam of the Qarawiyīn. 

Among the issues on which their opinions were sought is the status of someone who displays 

profound ignorance of creed.157 Specifically, they each received queries about what to do within 

the context of a marriage should it emerge that one or the other spouse understands next to 

nothing about the nature of God and the prophet Muḥammad. From the questions alone, it is 

apparent not only that people beyond Ibn ʿĪsā in Bijāya wondered about the need to legally 

sanction ignorance of creed, but moreover that the matter of proactive creedal examinations had 

become a live issue. As for the responses from Ibn Marzūq al-Ḥafīd and al-ʿAbdusī, they diverge 

sharply and show that the answers were far from settled. In subsequent centuries, as debate over 

these issues continues, their fatwas are taken as key precedents for varying perspectives. 

In the query directed to Ibn Marzūq, he is asked about a fatwa issued by someone else, 

according to which anyone with a wife has the obligation to question her knowledge of creed.158 

If he finds that she holds to notions that are impossible with regard to God, such as His existing 

																																																								
155 Ibid., 1052; and for the original passage, see ʿIzz al-Dīn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Ibn ʿAbd al-Salām, al-Qawāʾid al-kubrā, 
ed. Nazīh Ḥammād and ʿUthmān Ḍumayriyya (Damascus: Dār al-Qalam, 2000), 2:204-05. 
156 Ghurāb, Ibn ʿArafa et le mālikisme, 611, 619. 
157 al-Wansharīsī, al-Miʿyār, 3:86-88. 
158 Ibid., 3:86-87. 
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in a particular direction, then it is incumbent on him to separate from her on the grounds that she 

is a polytheist. The petitioner asks Ibn Marzūq if this judgment is correct and poses a follow-up 

question: What is the judgment of someone found to be ignorant of most all creedal material, as 

you know to be case for the majority of people? 

Ibn Marzūq declares this kind of questioning to be excessive and disruptive and reminds 

the petitioner of al-Ghazālī’s injunction to not disturb the theological convictions of the ʿawāmm. 

He then argues that were it incumbent to question a woman on her creed after marriage, it would 

also be incumbent before the marriage – something he seems to consider impermissible on its 

face. At the end of the short response, he concedes that if a false conviction makes itself apparent 

without any questioning, it should be considered by the judgment proper to it. Ibn Marzūq does 

not clarify what those judgments are, however, nor does he address the petitioner’s specific 

queries about the need for a husband and wife to separate and the status of someone found to be 

wholly ignorant of theological doctrine. To be clear, this vagueness and the overall cautionary 

stance do not mean that Ibn Marzūq was unconcerned with people’s creedal knowledge. On the 

contrary, he himself penned a short creed explicitly intended to help people go beyond taqlīd in 

their understanding of God.159 Yet it is one thing to encourage the teaching and learning of creed, 

and another thing entirely to require creedal examinations. 

Of the two questions brought to al-ʿAbdūsī, one resembles that posed to Ibn Marzūq: “Is 

it incumbent on a person to examine (yakhtabir) his wife on her creed, or not?”160 Al-ʿAbdūsī 

begins in a similar vein as Ibn Marzūq, stating that women ought to be treated by the outward 

manifestation of their creedal knowledge, with their inner consciences left to the judgment of 

God. Then, he lays out a caveat: If the person has good reason to suspect his wife of misguided 

																																																								
159 Muḥammad Ibn Marzūq, ʿAqīdat ahl al-tawḥīd (MS: Rabat, al-Khizāna al-Ḥasaniyya, 12080, fols. 146b-148a). 
160 al-Wansharīsī, al-Miʿyār, 3:88. 
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convictions, he should, in fact, investigate (yubāḥith) them. The difference here from Ibn 

Marzūq’s framing of his own caveat – that if the false convictions actually become manifest, not 

just suspected, the husband should look into them – may be subtle, but the impression that the 

Mufti of Fez was more willing than the Mufti of Tlemcen to support proactive examinations is 

borne out a sentence later. “Some among the jurists who are emulated,” al-ʿAbdūsī remarks, 

“ordered the witnesses of a marriage contract to test a woman’s creed at the time the contract 

with her was sought, due to the prevalence of falsity in their creeds. So they did that, and by it, 

God guided a great number of them [the women] to true convictions.”161 While not explicitly 

endorsing the practice of these anonymous jurists, al-ʿAbdūsī conveys to the petitioner that there 

is in fact precedent for the practice, as well as benefits to it. 

As for the other fatwa, its petitioner asks how to proceed once the false convictions are 

manifest. In the case of a man who marries a woman and then discovers her to have problematic 

convictions, is it incumbent on him to separate from her or not?162 Unlike Ibn Marzūq, who 

passed over this question, al-ʿAbdūsī gives a detailed response. He begins by stating that false 

convictions are of three kinds: those that, by consensus, comprise unbelief; those that represent 

an innovation rising to the level of sin but not unbelief; and those regarding which there is 

disagreement as to whether they are outright unbelief or not. In regard to the first, al-ʿAbdūsī 

declares the judgment to be that of a majūsiyya. It is not permitted to marry such a woman in the 

first place, and if the marriage does occur but then the wife’s unbelief is subsequently found out, 

the marriage must be subject not to divorce but rather annulment (faskh). The legal proceeding 

can take place in one of two ways. One option is through an evidentiary document (bayyina) that 

attests to her ignorance at the time of the marriage contract. The other option is through a 

																																																								
161 Ibid. 
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declaration (iqrār) by the woman herself, along with her husband’s assent that she is telling the 

truth. In the case that the husband does not consider her trustworthy, the proceeding should not 

move forward, on the suspicion that the wife is simply claiming problematic creedal convictions 

to attain a separation. Even so, it would be proper and pious for the husband to grant the 

separation. If the problematic convictions expressed by the wife fall into the second category, 

that of sinful innovation, there is no need for separation. Rather, the husband should offer 

guidance to his wife and teach her the material that will reform her creed. As for, finally, the 

disagreed-upon problematic belief, both spouses should be asked whether they want to proceed 

with accusations of unbelief or not. If they agree not to, then the marriage remains valid, whereas 

if they both agree on the accusation, they should separate. In the case that only one of them – 

especially the husband – upholds the accusation, a separation should occur. Should the husband 

deny the accusation while the wife affirms it, then the matter falls to the judge to decide. 

Depending on what the judge determines about the nature of the problematic conviction, the 

spouses will either separate or the woman will have to stay with her husband. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has provided an overview of how Ashʿarīs prior to the late 9th/15th-century 

discussed the nature of īmān and the minimal criteria that must be met for people to attain it. I 

began with the early Ashʿarīs in Baghdad and Nishapur, laying out their definition of īmān as 

assent to the key claims communicated by Muḥammad about God and their emphasis on 

reasoning as an important, perhaps necessary, method for arriving at that assent. Although from 

the beginning, Ashʿarī thinkers realized they lived in intellectually stratified societies and 

specified that people in the lower stratum need not engage the same complex arguments as elite 

thinkers, some opponents of the school accused them of doing takfīr al-ʿawāmm, with the 
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allegation becoming a political flashpoint in early 5th/11th-century Nishapur. From there, I 

addressed the thought of two major Mashriqi thinkers: al-Juwaynī’s suggestion that the ʿawāmm 

may simply be exempt from the obligation for reasoning and al-Ghazālī’s insistence on that 

point. For al-Ghazālī, taqlīd is wholly permissible; the important thing is that people assent with 

firmness to correct creedal stances, which they accomplish by activating their innate natures 

through creedal learning, a task that should not be too arduous in an Islamic society where 

information about God is ubiquitous. As for al-Taftazānī, he seizes on that ubiquity to draw a 

different conclusion: that the vast majority of Muslims are not imitators at all, a basic process of 

reasoning being triggered by their upbringing in a Muslim community. 

 Turning to the Maghrib, I began in the 5th/11th-century with the Almoravid-era judges Ibn 

Rushd al-Jadd and Ibn al-ʿArabī. Notwithstanding the latter’s studies with al-Ghazālī, he breaks 

with his teacher to promote the idea that even the ʿawāmm need to learn basic proofs for core 

points of creed, while his Andalusi contemporary asserts the sufficiency of taqlīd. Ibn Rushd al-

Jadd and Ibn al-ʿArabī coincide, however, in seizing on the modalities used in al-Juwaynī’s 

Irshād and use them to articulate the minimal creedal content that all people must know: what is 

necessary with regard to God, impossible with regard to Him, and possible with regard to Him. 

The chapter then steps back from specifically Ashʿarī discussions to examine the ideas and 

activities of the 6th/12th-century Almohad state. Especially notable is their promulgation of an 

official creed, which they translate into Tamazight and impose on all members of the populace, 

disciplining those who fail or refuse to learn it. 

 Returning to the cultivation of Ashʿarism, I explained the influence of al-Juwaynī’s 

Irshād and examined the commentary of the 7th/13th-century Alexandrian scholar al-Muqtaraḥ on 

the Irshad-inspired Burhāniyya. While al-Muqtaraḥ emphasized the need for īmān to be 
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underpinned by reasoning and lamented the apathy of his contemporaries toward creedal 

teaching and learning, his contemporary Ibn Abī Rāshid in Fez upheld the sufficiency of taqlīd 

for people who would struggle to go beyond it, as with the person whose doubts about God were 

assuaged through recitation of the Qur’an. The chapter then turned to the Sakūnīs, the Andalusi 

émigrés to Tunis who wrote a series of short and unusual texts directed at creedal learning and 

exhortation. I highlighted in particular Abū ʿAlī al-Sakūnī’s Laḥn al-ʿawāmm, arguing that it 

reveals a concern not with assisting the ignorant with their faulty convictions but rather with 

protecting others in society from them. From Tunis, I moved westward to Bijāya and the striking 

fatwa issued by Ibn ʿĪsā in which he advocates treating people at the level of rank ignorance by 

the judgment of the majūs, indicating that they are not valid Muslims. Although this position 

would come to be glossed as that of the “jurists of Bijāya,” Ibn ʿĪsā’s two contemporaries had 

some hesitations, questioning whether the deeply ignorant ought to be subject to retroactive legal 

action. Another scholar who was disturbed by Ibn ʿĪsā’s position was al-Ubbī, the student of Ibn 

ʿArafa, who learned from his teacher both to prize creedal learning and to moderate his 

expectations for the ʿawāmm in that arena. Notwithstanding these reservations, the idea of 

legally disciplining ignorance clearly gained traction over the coming decades, as evidenced by 

the queries posed to Ibn Marzūq al-Ḥafīd in Tlemcen and al-ʿAbdūsī in Fez. Their responses 

show the ongoing divide in opinion, as Ibn Marzūq disavowed the practice of probing into 

people’s creedal convictions and any attending punishments, while al-ʿAbdūsī suggested that 

they could be an appropriate and helpful way to ensure right belief in the community. 

 In the next chapter, I turn to the creedal project of the late 9th/15th-century theologian of 

Tlemcen, al-Sanūsī. Many of the elements in the Sanūsian project will be familiar from this 

chapter: his insistence on the need for even the ʿawāmm to engage with basic proofs for creedal 
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tenets, his use of the modalities, and his modification of creeds for layered audiences. The 

material here moreover helps to set the parameters of al-Sanūsī’s activities, as I show that while 

he was familiar with the fatwas issued by “the jurists of Bijāya,” he himself refrained from 

endorsing legal sanctions against people deemed ignorant of creed. Nonetheless, al-Sanūsī’s 

efforts at creedal instruction proved controversial amongst his contemporaries. The opposing 

stance of a rival theologian, which likewise draws on ideas now familiar from this chapter, helps 

to explain why. 
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Chapter 2 
Salvific Syllogisms: 

The Creedal Project of al-Sanūsī and the Criticism of Ibn Zakrī (9th/15th c.) 
 
I was struck with the blind man’s concern and the foolish man’s sympathy for the common run 
of Muslims – and more than that, for many of the learned students – owing to what I saw of 
falsity in their creedal convictions and their opposition to rational engagement with the proofs of 
theology, as well as their heedlessness toward many of their guides. Thus I began to recite this 
creed and others and to gently explicate for all of them the truth by way of demonstrative proof. 
 – al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā 
 
There was conflict and quarreling between the two on a number of matters, with each one 
responding to his colleague. 
 – Ibn Maryam, al-Bustān fī dikhr al-ʿulamāʾ wa-l-awliyāʾ bi-Tilimsān 
 
Introduction 

 During the second half of the 9th/15th century in Tlemcen, the scholar Muḥammad b. 

Yūsuf al-Sanūsī (d. 895/1490) composed a series of five creeds, the four longest of which he 

accompanied with a commentary. The texts vary in length and sophistication and address 

audiences of different educational backgrounds and perceived intellectual abilities, from a broad 

public to advanced scholars. This effort was motivated by al-Sanūsī’s view that all Muslims are 

obliged to rationally engage with their creedal convictions, and as such, even the shortest creed 

contains a logical proof for each point of doctrine. While these texts, and especially the one in 

the middle of the hierarchy, called al-ʿAqīda al-ṣughrā (The Short Creed), became tremendously 

popular in the centuries after al-Sanūsī’s death, they stirred up concern and opposition during his 

own lifetime. According to al-Sanūsī’s student and biographer, Muḥammad al-Mallālī (fl. 

897/1492), some contemporaries deemed their writing to be “among the greatest of heretical 

innovations.”1 One such discomfited contemporary was Aḥmad Ibn Zakrī (d. 899/1495), with 

whom al-Sanūsī was known to have argued over theological matters. The aim of the present 

																																																								
1 Muḥammad al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya fī l-manāqib al-Sanūsiyya, ed. ʿAllāl Būrbīq, al-Imām Abū ʿAbd 
Allāh Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī al-Tilimsānī: Ḥayātuhu wa-āthāruhu 5 (Bū Saʿāda, Algeria: Dār al-Kardāda, 
2011), 287. 
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chapter is to understand the perspective of both of these scholars and in doing so to situate al-

Sanūsī’s creedal project in its own moment, before subsequent chapters take up its legacy. 

 By analyzing al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī together, I hope to avoid two tendencies that 

bedevil much of the secondary literature on al-Sanūsī. The first involves dismissing al-Sanūsī’s 

shorter creeds out of hand as excessively intellectualizing, without situating them historically and 

without seeking to understand the intention and broader project of their author. An example of 

this approach is W. Montgomery Watt’s incredulity and bafflement upon reviewing the content 

of al-ʿAqīda al-Ṣughrā and in particular al-Sanūsī’s detailed list of God’s twenty necessary 

attributes and twenty impossible attributes: “… it is clear that the average believer is expected to 

be a philosopher! It is strange that one who was both pious and widely respected should have 

laid so much emphasis on abstract philosophy.”2 Yet far from al-Ṣughrā representing some kind 

of radical rationalism, this use of the modalities to organize the divine attributes was common in 

Maghribi writings, as shown in Chapter 1 and as will be seen again in this chapter, in a creed by 

Ibn Zakrī. While the inclusion of detailed aspects of the modalities in a shorter creed such as al-

Ṣughrā, and indeed in al-Sanūsī’s two shorter creeds, might occasion surprise, I will show here 

how they fit with the author’s commitment to redressing the creedal ignorance and reliance on 

taqlīd that he saw as rampant in his time. In doing so, however, I take care to avoid the second 

problematic tendency in studies on al-Sanūsī, which in some ways does the opposite of the first: 

Rather than pay too little heed to the self-representation of the author, it pays too much. One 

common manifestation of this tendency is the uncritical reproduction of al-Sanūsī’s complaints 

																																																								
2 W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology: An Extended Survey (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1985), 139. For other examples of this attitude, see A.J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and 
Historical Development (1932; repr., New York: Routledge, 2008), 248, 275; Louis Gardet and Georges Anawati, 
Introduction à la théologie musulmane: Essai de théologie comparée (Paris: J. Vrin, 1948), 77–78; Joseph P. Kenny, 
“Muslim Theology as Presented by M. b. Yūsuf as-Sanūsī, Especially in His al-ʿAqīda al-Wusṭā” (PhD, Edinburgh, 
University of Edinburgh, 1970), v. 
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about scholarship and belief in his era, along with his self-characterization as the lone champion 

against that decadence.3 Ibn Zakrī, himself a talented theologian, works against this Great Man 

image of al-Sanūsī, and his cheerier outlook on their historical moment further contributes to the 

suspicion that all was not doom and gloom in 9th/15th-century Tlemcen. Another example of 

taking al-Sanūsī’s rhetoric too seriously appears in an article by Ikrām Būlʿaysh where she 

emphasizes the moderation of his creedal program by quoting his statement that, “What suffices 

for extrication from taqlīd is the general proof (al-dalīl al jumalī), and there is no stipulation to 

arrange it in the way that scholars do.”4 In fact, the proofs that al-Sanūsī presents even in his 

shortest creeds are fairly technical, given in syllogistic form, and expressed in specialized 

language. To some degree, this observation partakes in the incredulity of Watt – a little 

incredulity not being a bad thing – but I seek here to ground my analysis historically, by paying 

attention to the particular criticisms and concerns voiced by Ibn Zakrī. 

 The chapter begins with an introduction to 9th/15th-century Tlemcen and an overview of 

al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī’s educational training and their careers. It then takes on a bookended 

structure, where the bookends are Ibn Zakrī’s two theological compositions, the first predating 

any of al-Sanūsī’s writings in theology and the second postdating them. In the first text, Ibn 

Zakrī articulates a position on taqlīd and īmān al-ʿawāmm that generally aligns with that to be 

promoted by al-Sanūsī. By the time Ibn Zakrī writes the second text, decades later, he has shifted 

his stance dramatically to argue for exempting the non-scholarly Muslim populace from the 

																																																								
3 One of the clearest expressions of this tendency is the claim, found in an otherwise useful article, that were al-
Sanūsī’s moment not so dominated by conservative thinking, he would have pushed his rationalist agenda even 
further. See Said El Bousklaoui, “Baʿḍ simāt al-kalām al-Sanūsī wa-ḥudūduhu,” in al-ʿIlm wa-l-taʿlīm fī bilād al-
Maghrib min al-qarn al-tāsiʿ ilā al-qarn al-thānī ʿashr al-hijrī, ed. Said El Bousklaoui (Oujda, Morocco: Centre 
d’Etudes et de Recherches Humaines et Sociales Oujda, 2016), 115–22, with the counterfactual on 119. See too 
Jamāl al-Dīn Būqlī Ḥasan, al-Imām Ibn Yūsuf al-Sanūsī wa-ʿilm al-tawḥīd (Algiers: al-Mawʾassasa al-Waṭaniyya li-
l-kitāb, 1985), 35–36, 51; Yūsuf Iḥnāna, Taṭawwur al-madhhab al-Ashʻarī fī l-gharb al-Islāmī, 2nd ed. (Rabat: 
Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2017), 238–40; Ikrām Būlʿaysh, “Īmān al-ʿawāmm fī mīzān al-fuqahāʾ 
wa-ʿulamāʾ al-kalām bi-l-Maghrib ilā ḥudūd al-qarn al-ḥādī ʿashr al-hijrī,” al-Ibāna 2–3 (June 2015): 161. 
4 Būlʿaysh, “Īmān al-ʿawāmm,” 162. 
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obligation to rationally engage with creedal tenets. I argue that the explanation for this shift lies 

in the intervening writings and activities undertaken by al-Sanūsī. Thus, between these 

bookends, I address three aspects of al-Sanūsī’s creedal project, seeking to understand them both 

on their own terms and in the ways that they likely irked contemporaries, including Ibn Zakrī. 

The three aspects are al-Sanūsī’s tone regarding taqlīd, which is exhortative and pessimistic; his 

approach to modifying creedal material for his shorter texts, which remain fairly technical; and 

his teaching activities, which brought those short, technical texts to the Tlemcen public. I show 

that al-Sanūsī saw his creedal project as urgently necessary and himself as a conscientious 

teacher who kept his work within careful pedagogical bounds, notwithstanding the recent 

historical precedent of disciplining creedal ignorance in the legal sphere. At the same time, I 

explain how his ideas and activities were sufficiently controversial among some contemporaries 

as to provoke their opposition and specifically to induce Ibn Zakrī’s shift in thinking. 

Intellectual and Religious Life in 9th/15th-century Tlemcen 

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, the disintegration of the Almohad dynasty in the middle of 

the 7th/13th century was followed by the rise of four new political powers in its former territory: 

the Naṣrids in Granada; the Marīnids, with their capital in Fez; the Zayyānids, seated at Tlemcen; 

and the Ḥafṣids, based in Tunis. Of these locales, Tlemcen – the setting of the present chapter – 

is likely the most unfamiliar to modern-day readers, but for many centuries it was a well-known 

economic and intellectual center, albeit not fully on par with Fez and Tunis. Located inland of 

the Mediterranean, about 100 miles southwest of the port city of Oran, Tlemcen acted as a hub 

for trade and travel on the routes not only between Fez and Oran but also between sub-Saharan 

Africa, coastal North African towns, and southern Europe. When the famed traveler al-Ḥasan al-

Wazzān (d. c. 961/1554), better known as Leo Africanus, visited Tlemcen in the early 920s/late 
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1510s, he noted that merchants frequently traveled south for their work and that among the city’s 

sometime residents were trade negotiators from Venice and Genoa.5 

Tlemcen also boasted a thriving scholarly culture. It was home to five madrasas, all of 

which had been built in the course of the 8th/14th century, three of them by the Zayyānid dynasty 

and two by the Marīnids, who conquered the rival capital for around a decade on two separate 

occasions. According to Leo Africanus, these beautifully decorated madrasas helped to support 

the many students he encountered in the city.6 Another testimony to the city’s standing as a 

scholarly center comes from Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī al-Qalaṣādī (d. 891/1486). Born and raised in the 

increasingly constricted world of Al-Andalus, al-Qalaṣādī crossed to the southern shore of the 

Mediterranean in search of further educational opportunities. He arrived in Oran but stayed no 

longer than necessary, just several days, describing himself as eager to move along quickly to 

“the intended [destination] itself, distinguished by the most perfect of attributes: Tlemcen.”7 Al-

Qalaṣādī remained in the city some eight years, writing that, “The market for knowledge at that 

time was brisk, the commerce of students and teachers profitable. Ambitions for its acquisition 

were radiant, and zeal for serious endeavor was on the ascent.”8 In a natural feedback loop, the 

attraction of itinerant scholars such as al-Qalaṣādī to Tlemcen and their long-term sojourns there 

only increased the educational opportunities available in the city. As I will discuss in the next 

section, al-Sanūsī – himself a student of al-Qalaṣādī9 – and Ibn Zakrī were able to complete 

advanced studies in a range of disciplines while hardly venturing at all beyond their hometown. 

																																																								
5 Leo Africanus, Description de l’Afrique, trans. Alexis Épaulard, Nouv. éd. trauite de l’italien par A. Épaulard, Th. 
Monod, H. Lhote et R. Mauny. (Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1956), 2:333-34. 
6 Ibid., 2:334. 
7 ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Qalaṣādī, Riḥlat al-Qalaṣādī, ed. Muḥammad Abū al-Ajfān (Tunis: al-Sharika al-Tunisiyya 
li-l-Tawzīʿ, 1978), 95. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Entries on al-Sanūsī appear in many biographical dictionaries, but the main source, on which many of those entries 
are based, is the lengthy biography-cum-hagiography by his student al-Mallālī. For the mention of al-Qalaṣādī, see 
al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 52–53. 
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Besides the briskness of the scholarly scene, there are two features of religious life in 

9th/15th-century Tlemcen that ought to be part of the backdrop for the story at hand. The first is 

the city’s proximity to the religious and political turmoil brought about by the Catholic 

“reconquest” of Al-Andalus. Not only did the uneven but ongoing loss of territory to 

confessional rivals cause a general sense of unease and anxiety among Maghribi Muslims, but 

moreover, Tlemcen was among the common landing sites for Andalusi Jews and Muslims 

fleeing persecution and perhaps bringing with them unfamiliar and suspect religious practices.10 

The second, related feature is that the Jewish refugees were joining an already substantial Jewish 

community in Tlemcen, so substantial that the city was known as the “Jerusalem of the West.”11 

While relations between Jews and Muslims could be cooperative, as with the service of several 

Jewish Andalusi emigrants at the Zayyānid court, they could also be tense.12 The most studied 

episode of violence is an anti-Jewish riot that took place sometime in the 880s-90s/1480s in the 

oasis town of Tamanṭīt, nearly 700 miles south of Tlemcen on the route to Timbuktu.13 The main 

instigator of this riot, which resulted in the destruction of the synagogue and the massacre or 

dispersal of the Jewish community, was a contemporary of al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī and a fellow 

son of Tlemcen named Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Maghīlī (d. 909/1503-4). In the build-up 

to the violence, al-Maghīlī had written to these acquaintances, among others, seeking their 

endorsement of his program; al-Sanūsī granted it, signing onto a strict fatwa written by the 

																																																								
10 H. Z. Hirschberg, A History of the Jews in North Africa., 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 1:386-87. 
11 Susan Slyomovics, “Geographies of Jewish Tlemcen,” The Journal of North African Studies 5, no. 4 (2000): 81. 
12 Hirschberg, A History of the Jews, 1:387-88. 
13 John Hunwick has undertaken the most thorough analysis, with three publications related to these events, albeit 
with substantial repetition between them: John O. Hunwick, “The Rights of Dhimmīs to Maintain a Place of 
Worship: A 15th Century Fatwā from Tlemcen,” Al-Qantara 12 (1991): 133–55; John O. Hunwick, “Al-Mahîlî and 
the Jews of Tuwât: The Demise of a Community,” Studia Islamica, no. 61 (1985): 155–83; John O. Hunwick, Jews 
of a Saharan Oasis: Elimination of the Tamantit Community (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2006). For a list 
of other scholarship, see Hunwick, “Al-Mahîlî and the Jews of Tuwât,” 158, fn. 5. See now, as well, Élise Voguet, 
“Les communautés juives du Maghreb central à la lumière des fatwa-s mālikites de la fin du Moyen Âge,” in The 
Legal Status of Ḏimmī-s in the Islamic West (Second/Eighth-Ninth/Fifteenth Centuries), ed. Maribel Fierro and John 
Tolan (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2013), 295–306. 
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Zayyānid court historian, Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Tanasī (d. 899/1493-94), while Ibn Zakrī 

did not.14 As observed by John Hunwick, it seems likely that the issuance of the unfavorable 

fatwa “had an overall adverse influence on Muslim-Jewish relations in Tlemcen.”15 Be that as it 

may, it is hard to know how or even whether these interreligious – or, in the case of Muslim 

Andalusi refugees, intra-religious – anxieties influenced al-Sanūsī’s promotion of creedal 

teaching and learning, whether they were a motivation, for example, to fortify the state of belief 

within his community. There is nothing explicit in the sources to suggest that they were. I 

mention them therefore not as some kind of mechanistic explanation but rather as part of the 

religious milieu in which he and Ibn Zakrī found themselves. The incident is moreover an 

example of the way that the individual temperaments of these two scholars, as well as their 

intellectual, ethical, and professional commitments, could steer them in different directions. 

The Sources and Their Authors 

 Al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī were close contemporaries, the latter somewhat older.16 Both 

men had illustrious careers and legacies, without ever venturing much beyond Tlemcen, and they 

were laid to rest some 300 paces apart in the same cemetery. Here is where the similarities end. 

Al-Sanūsī’s family seems to have had some social status: His father came from the regionally 

well-known tribe of the Sanūsiyya and boasted a maternal sherifian genealogy linking him back 

to the prophet Muḥammad. He was a teacher in a Qur’anic school (maktab), and thus, between 
																																																								
14 Hunwick, “The Rights of Dhimmīs,” 141–42. 
15 Ibid., 138. Hunwick notes that Tlemcen witnessed its own instances of anti-Jewish “depredations” upon the death 
of the judge Muḥammad al-ʿUqbānī (d. 871/1467), who had condemned the behavior of the local Jewish population, 
and again upon the death of the Zayyānid sultan, Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad, in 921/1515-16. 
16 Neither of their birth years is certain. For al-Sanūsī, I take two contemporaneous reports that he was close to fifty-
six or fifty-seven years old when he died to be the most reliable, which would put his year of birth around 838-
9/1435-6. The reports come from al-Mallālī and from an Andalusi scholar named Aḥmad al-Wādī Āshī (d. 
938/1532) who was staying in Tlemcen and attended al-Sanūsī’s funeral. See al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 
372; Aḥmad al-Wādī Āshī al-Balawī, Thabat Abī Jaʿfar Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Balawī al-Wādī Āshī (Beirut: Dār al-
Gharb al-Islāmī, 1983), 437–38. As for Ibn Zakrī, I am basing my estimate on the fact that his first teacher, Aḥmad 
Ibn Zāghū, died in 845/1441, at which point he went on to another teacher and training at a local madrasa. He 
therefore cannot have been either that young or that old in 845/1441. If he were, say, fourteen, then he would have 
been born around 831/1427, some eight years before Sanūsī. 
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his father and a maternal half-brother, ʿAlī al-Tālūtī (d. 895/1489-90), with whom al-Sanūsī 

remained close throughout his life, al-Sanūsī was able to begin his education from an early age, 

within family circles.17 In contrast, Ibn Zakrī grew up fatherless.18 His own childhood was spent 

in apprenticeship to a weaver, and it was only a chance encounter with a local scholar that pulled 

him into the scholarly realm. He became a student, eventually at the madrasa in ʿUbbād, just 

outside of Tlemcen, where Zayyānid patrons funded his lodging and provided him with a 

stipend, furnishings, and supplies of cooking butter, oil, meat, and coal. 

 Biographical sources report that al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī trained in the usual array of 

disciplines – grammar, arithmetic, rhetoric, hadith, law – and moreover that each of them, in one 

of their rare journeys beyond Tlemcen, traveled to Oran in order to undertake initiation into the 

Shādhilī Sufi order at the hands of Ibrāhim b. Muḥammad al-Tāzī (d. 866/1462).19 Yet the 

sources are almost entirely silent when it comes to theological study, which is surprising given 

that the majority of al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī’s writings are in that area. The most that the sources 

reveal is that al-Sanūsī studied the Risāla of Ibn Abī Zayd al-Qayrawānī (d. 386/996), the first 

part of which focuses on creed, with his half-brother ʿAlī al-Tālūtī,20 and that the two of them 

together studied the Irshād of Juwaynī with an otherwise unknown figure, Abū al-Qāsim al-

Kanābashī (d. ?).21 Clearly, al-Sanūsī’s theological study went beyond these two texts, as even a 

cursory glance at his longer writings – and those of Ibn Zakrī as well – reveal quotations from 

other works, including al-Muqtaraḥ’s commentary on the Irshād, and the Mukhtaṣar of Ibn 

																																																								
17 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 43-48 (on his father), 55-64 (on al-Tālūtī). For the identification of al-Tālūtī 
as a half-brother through their mother, see ibid., 71. 
18 For the following information, see Muḥammad Ibn Maryam, al-Bustān fī dhikr al-ʿulamāʾ wa-l-awliyāʾ bi-
Tilimsān, ed. Muḥammad Ibn Abī Shanab (Algiers: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Thaʿālibiyya, 1908), 38–41. 
19 al-Balawī, Thabat Abī Jaʿfar, 426 (for Ibn Zakrī); al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 76–77 (for Sanūsī). 
20 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 56. 
21 Al-Kanābashī seems to have been a visitor to Tlemcen, since al-Sanūsī’s wife ʿĀʾisha states that he lodged with 
the family during the thirty days it took the men to work through the text (ibid., 71).  
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ʿArafa. None of their teachers, however, are known to have taught any of these materials, nor 

any others in theology, so for now at least, the matter will have to remain something of a puzzle. 

 The divergences in al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī’s trajectories continued as they became 

mature scholars, although both were well respected. When the Andalusi émigré Abū Jaʿfar 

Aḥmad al-Balawī al-Wādī Āshī (d. 938/1532) was asked about his experience studying in 

Tlemcen, he selected the two of them, along with the Zayyānid court historian al-Tanasī, for 

special acknowledgement, remarking that, “Knowledge (maʿrifa) is with al-Tanasī, righteousness 

(ṣalāḥ) with al-Sanūsī, and leadership (riyāsa) with Ibn Zakrī.”22 The 10th/16th-century 

biographer who recorded that assessment made his own, similar observation: 

In sum, the scholars of Tlemcen invoke the shaykh al-Sanūsī and esteem him for taḥqīq, 
saintliness, and worldly asceticism. They esteem the shaykh Ibn Zakrī for his profound 
exploration of the sciences, his capaciousness in authoritative transmission, and the 
loftiness of his rank in transmitted and rational sciences, saying that he is the most erudite 
person of the era. The people of the Far West favor al-Sanūsī from the perspective of 
taḥqīq and unswerving devotion to God Exalted, while Ibn Zakrī had a far-reaching 
reputation and venerable standing among kings and others, may God have mercy on them 
both.23 

 
The domains of virtue assigned to each figure align with the respective paths they followed. 

While Ibn Zakrī remained tied to the Zayyānids by serving as head mufti of Tlemcen,24 al-Sanūsī 

maintained a pointed distance from the political elite. He was known to change course in order to 

avoid crossing paths with them and to hide out in the days prior to a major banquet so as not to 

be invited.25 These temperamental and vocational differences are consistent with each figure’s 

stance on teaching creed to the broader populace, as will become clear later in the chapter: 

Generally speaking, Ibn Zakrī takes a position more conducive to public order, while Sanūsī 
																																																								
22 Ibn Maryam, al-Bustān, 248. The quote appears in the entry on al-Tanasī. Al-Balawī recounts his studies with 
each of the three figures in his CV-cum-biography: al-Balawī, Thabat Abī Jaʿfar. 
23 Muḥammad Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir li-maḥāsin man kāna bi-l-Maghrib min mashāyikh al-qarn al-ʿāshir, 
ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī, 4th ed. (Casablanca, Morocco: Markaz al-Turāth al-Thaqāfī al-Maghribī, 2015), 110–11. 
24 Aḥmad Bābā al-Tinbuktī, Nayl al-ibtihāj bi-taṭrīz al-dībāj, ed. ʿAbd al-Majīd ʿAbd Allāh al-Harrāma, 2nd ed. 
(Tripoli, Libya: Dār al-Kātib, 2000), 129. 
25 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 268–70. 
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shows a willingness to suffer some opprobrium from his colleagues in pursuit of what he sees as 

a righteous project to save people from eternal hellfire. Notwithstanding these differences, both 

scholars left behind an esteemed legacy, as evidenced in the above quotes about their virtues and 

in the fact that each of their theological works continued to be studied for centuries. As I will 

show in later chapters, some authors were so committed to al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī’s intellectual 

and ethical authority that they even found ways to harmonize their positions on taqlīd and īmān 

al-ʿawāmm.  

 In terms of scholarly output, al-Sanūsī was the more prolific of the two. He composed 

works in hadith, Qur’anic exegesis, inheritance law, astronomy, and medicine.26 He was highly 

regarded as a logician, and one of his treatises on logic would become a curricular staple of the 

discipline for more intermediate students, while his commentary on Ibn ʿArafa’s Mukhtaṣar was 

popular for advanced studies.27 The commitment to logical argument appears as well in al-

Sanūsī’s writings in theology,28 the discipline to which he devoted the most attention. As 

mentioned above, his theological oeuvre includes a series of five creeds, written for a hierarchy 

of audiences, from advanced scholars down to women and children, with each text shorter and 

simpler than the last.29 These texts are generally known as al-ʿAqīda al-kubrā (The Long 

																																																								
26 Ibid., 343–71. For an English version of the list, see Kenny, “Muslim Theology,” 35–48. 
27 For a list of al-Sanūsī’s writings in logic, see Khaled El-Rouayheb, The Development of Arabic Logic (1200-1800) 
(Basel: Schwabe Verlag, 2019), 130–35; and for a description of how those writings fit into the Maghribi and 
Egyptian curricula, see Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly 
Currents in the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 131–47. 
28 Khaled El-Rouayheb, “Theology and Logic,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 425–26. The chapter shows that the fusion of logic and theology was far 
from unique to al-Sanūsī but rather quite typical by the 8th/14th-9th/15th centuries. 
29 Here I will only discuss the theological writings that can be attributed to al-Sanūsī with confidence, but it is worth 
noting that among his less certain compositions is a commentary on the short Murshida creed of the Almohad leader 
Ibn Tūmart (al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 365; Kenny, “Muslim Theology,” 44–45). On this alleged 
commentary and other Maghribi commentaries on al-Murshida, see Saʿd Ghurāb, “‘Murshidat’ Ibn Tūmart wa-
atharuhā fī l-tafkīr al-Maghribī,” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 26, no. 105–106 (1978): 108–36. 
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Creed),30 al-ʿAqīda al-wusṭā (The Middle Creed),31 al-ʿAqīda al-ṣughrā (The Short Creed) – also 

called Umm al-barāhīn (The Mother of Proofs )32 – Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā (The Concise Creed),33 and 

al-ʿAqīda al-Ḥafīda (The Granddaughter),34 a play on its standing two “generations” removed 

from its mother text. Al-Sanūsī accompanied all but the Ḥafīda with an auto-commentary, and to 

supplement al-Ṣughrā, which he intended for an audience of students embarking on a scholarly 

career,35 he wrote a guide and auto-commentary to the key concepts of theology called Sharḥ al-

Muqaddimāt (Commentary on The Principles).36 Finally, as Sanūsī’s fame as a theologian 

spread, other scholars wrote to him asking if he would compose commentaries on their treatises. 

From these exchanges resulted two texts: al-Manhaj al-sadīd fī sharḥ Kifāyat al-murīd (The 

Correct Approach to Commenting on the Sufficiency of the Novice), better known as Sharḥ al-

Jazāʾiriyya (Commentary on the Jazāʾiriyya)37 after the author of the versified lemma, an 

Algiers-based scholar named Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad al-Zawāwī al-Jazāʾirī (d. 884/1479), and 

Sharḥ Wāsiṭat al-sulūk (Commentary on the Means for Following the Right Path),38 where the 

																																																								
30 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-ʿaqīda al-kubrā al-musammā ʿaqīdat ahl al-tawḥīd, ed. al-Sayyid Yūsuf 
Aḥmad (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2006). This edition of al-Kubrā is mostly reliable, but I have read it 
alongside one of the many editions published at the turn of the twentieth century: Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, 
ʿUmdat ahl al-tawfīq wa-l-tasdīd fī sharḥ ʿaqīdat ahl al-tawḥīd [=Sharḥ al-Kubrā] (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Jarīdat al-
Islām, 1898). Unless otherwise noted, citations refer to the former. 
31 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, ed. al-Bashīr al-Fūrtī (Tunis: Maṭbaʿat al-Taqaddum al-
Waṭaniyya, 1909). Here too there is a modern edition, also published in 2006 by Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, but its 
formatting is too distorted for it to be used. 
32 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Kitāb Umm al-barāhīn: Sharḥ al-ʿaqīda al-ṣughrā, ed. Muḥammad Ṣādiq 
Darwīsh (Damascus: Dār al-Bayrūtī, 2009). 
33 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā fī ʿilm al-tawḥīd, ed. Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Fūda (Amman, 
Jordan: Dār al-Rāzī, 2006). 
34 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Thalāth ʿaqāʾid Ashʿariyya, ed. Khālid Zahrī (Rabat, Morocco: Markaz Abī 
Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī, 2012), 129–35. The text appears in a collection of what the editor considers al-Sanūsī’s three 
shortest creeds, including an even shorter text called al-ʿAqīda al-mufīda (The Useful Creed), apparently aimed at 
women and children. The attribution to al-Sanūsī is uncertain, however. Al-Mallālī mentions no such text, and the 
editor reports only having found one manuscript copy of it (see his note in ibid., 107). 
35 al-Sanūsī, Umm al-barāhīn, 36. 
36 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Muqaddimāt, ed. Nazzār Ḥammādī (Beirut: Maktabat al-Maʿārif, 2009). 
For the identification of the text as a companion to al-Ṣughrā, see al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 350. 
37 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, al-Manhaj al-sadīd fī sharḥ kifāyat al-murīd: Sharḥ li-l-manẓūma al-musammā 
bi-l-Jazāʾiriyya [=Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya], ed. Muṣṭafā Marzūqī (ʿAyn Malīla, Algeria: Dār al-Hudā, 1994). 
38 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ Wāsiṭat al-sulūk, ed. Nizār Ḥammādī (Tunis: Dār Imām Ibn ʿArafa, 2019). 
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lemma is a versified treatise for Qur’anic school students written by one Abū ʿAbd Allāh 

Muḥammad al-Ḥawḍī (d. 910/1504-5). 

 As for Ibn Zakrī, besides a composition on the terminology of hadith, he wrote the two 

theological treatises relevant to the present study. The first is Bughyat al-ṭālib fī sharḥ ʿaqīdat 

Ibn al-Ḥājib (The Purpose of the Student in Commenting on the Creed of Ibn al-Ḥājib),39 a 

commentary on the mid-level creed of the Egyptian scholar Abū ʿAmr ʿUthmān Ibn al-Ḥājib (d. 

646/1249), whose writings in both Ashʿarī creed and Mālikī jurisprudence were popular among 

Maghribi scholars.40 The second is a more complex work, a versified treatise of over 1500 lines 

titled Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid mimmā tuʿtabar bi-hi al-ʿaqāʾid (The Acquirer of Aims Among That 

by Which Creedal Tenets Are Contemplated).41 

 While it is impossible to date most of al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī’s writings with precision, 

the basic observation can be made that Ibn Zakrī’s two treatises comprise chronological 

bookends to al-Sanūsī’s oeuvre. On the early end, al-Sanūsī’s biographer al-Mallālī reports that 

the first theological composition produced by his shaykh was his longest creed and auto-

commentary, Sharḥ al-Kubrā.42 In that text, al-Sanūsī refers several times to “a contemporary 

commentator on the creed of Ibn al-Ḥājib,” which indicates that Ibn Zakrī had already written 

Bughyat al-ṭālib (I will return to these references momentarily). As for Ibn Zakrī’s versification, 

Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid, it is dated to 890/1485, five years before Sanūsī’s death.43 Given that most 

																																																								
39 Aḥmad b. Muḥammad Ibn Zakrī, Bughyat al-ṭālib fī sharḥ ʿaqīdat Ibn al-Ḥājib, ed. ʿAlī Farīd Daḥrūj (Algiers, 
Algeria: Dār al-Khaldūnīya, 2013). 
40 Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint: Power and Authority in Moroccan Sufism (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1998), 127, 129. 
41 Aḥmad b. Muḥammad Ibn Zakrī and Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Manjūr, Mukhtaṣar Naẓm al-farāʾid wa-mabdiʾ al-fawāʾid 
fī sharḥ Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid mimmā bi-hi tuʿtabar al-ʿaqāʾid, ed. ʿAbd al-Razzāq Daḥmūn, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dār Ibn 
Ḥazm, 2014). The text is published with the shorter of two commentaries written on it by Aḥmad al-Manjūr (d. 
995/1587), a scholar of Fez and Marrakesh. 
42 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 345. 
43 Ibn Zakrī and al-Manjūr, Mukhtaṣar Naẓm al-farāʾid, 2:1354. 
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of Sanūsī’s theological output can be roughly dated to at least fifteen-to-twenty years prior,44 it 

seems likely that they predate Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid. At the very least, Ibn Zakrī would have been 

amply familiar with his contemporary’s writings and theological project by the time he wrote 

that second text. 

 More than being familiar with each other’s ideas, al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī actively 

skirmished over them. Later biographical sources record that, “There was conflict and quarreling 

between the two on a number of matters, with each one responding to his colleague.”45 

According to another biographer, the rivalry centered in particular on theological topics, and the 

personal dynamic could be edgy: 

Between the shaykh Ibn Zakrī and the shaykh al-Sanūsī there was competitive vying and 
investigation (mujārāt wa-mabāḥith) in theology. The shaykh Ibn Zakrī was of the 
opinion that the shaykh al-Sanūsī was among his students. When this was told to al-
Sanūsī, he exclaimed, “By God, I only ever studied one topic with him!”46 

 
As far as the substance of these discussions, al-Sanūsī’s references in Sharḥ al-Kubrā to Ibn 

Zakrī’s Bughyat al-ṭālib reveal dissatisfaction with his peer’s arguments relating to God’s 

oneness47 and to the matter of whether God can see non-existents.48 Another area of 

disagreement was over taqlīd and the proper demands to make of the ʿawāmm in regard to creed. 

Some glossators on Sharḥ al-Kubrā indicate that Ibn Zakrī and al-Sanūsī were already at odds 

over taqlīd at the time of that text, al-Sanūsī’s first in theology, because its discussion of taqlīd 

includes a rebuttal to “a contemporary” who holds that Muslim ʿawāmm ought not be responsible 

																																																								
44 Al-Sanūsī’s one dated text is Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, which he completed in 875/1471 (Kenny, “Muslim Theology,” 49). 
Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya must also have been written around that time, since the author of the lemma who requested the 
commentary died in 884/1479. Joseph Kenny has noted that the latter text contains unacknowledged quotations from 
Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā, indicating that it too dates to this period (ibid., 50). 
45 Ibn Maryam, al-Bustān, 41; al-Tinbuktī, Nayl al-ibtihāj, 130. 
46 Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir, 109. 
47 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Kubrā, 2006, 279. 
48 Ibid., 331, 43. On this topic, there is apparently a privately held manuscript transcript of a debate between the two 
scholars, which is analyzed by Yūsuf Iḥnāna in Iḥnāna, Taṭawwur al-madhhab al-Ashʿarī, 256–64. 
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for verbal articulation of their creedal convictions.49 As noted by one of the glossators, however, 

and as I will show momentarily, Ibn Zakrī does not advocate this position in his first theological 

work.50 Furthermore, when al-Sanūsī does criticize his rival in Sharḥ al-Kubrā, he refers to him 

more specifically, as “a contemporary commentator on the creed of Ibn al-Ḥājib,” not simply as 

“a contemporary.” While it is possible that by the time al-Sanūsī wrote Sharḥ al-Kubrā, Ibn 

Zakrī had already changed his approach to taqlīd, conveying the new stance through his lessons, 

perhaps, or in correspondence, I think it more likely that al-Sanūsī has another contemporary in 

mind at that early stage. On this basis, I argue that Ibn Zakrī’s stance on taqlīd shifted over the 

course of his career, and I posit that al-Sanūsī’s ideas and activities explain that shift. In the 

remainder of the chapter, I begin by presenting Ibn Zakrī’s early stance on taqlīd in Bughyat al-

ṭālib, then delve into the details of al-Sanūsī’s anti-taqlīd project, highlighting those aspects of it 

that Ibn Zakrī and others likely found worrisome. I then return to Ibn Zakrī to take stock of his 

later position on taqlīd and explore how it undercuts the validity of al-Sanūsī’s program. 

Ibn Zakrī’s Early Stance: Prohibiting Taqlīd 

 Ibn Zakrī’s first theological work, Bughyat al-ṭālib, reflects a firm but sympathetic 

prohibition on taqlīd in creedal matters. His proactive concern with the issue is apparent from the 

outset, as he inserts an opening discussion prior to the commentary proper that addresses 

preliminary topics such as the definition, background, and legal standing of theology. In 

describing the use (fāʾida) of the discipline, he states that it provides knowledge (maʿrifa) of 

those core creedal tenets that rational people are tasked with knowing by way of the reasoning 

																																																								
49 Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Manjūr, al-Ḥāshiya al-kubrā ʿalā sharḥ Kubrā al-Sanūsī, ed. Nūr al-Dīn ʿAjrūd (Rabat: Mb 
Arts, 2012), 45; al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Ḥawāshī al-Yūsī ʿalā sharḥ Kubrā al-Sanūsī, ed. Ḥamīd Ḥammānī (Casablanca: 
Dār al-Furqān li-l-Nashr al-Ḥadīth, 2008), 1:287; and Ismāʿīl b. Mūsā Ḥāmidī, Ḥawāshin ʿalā sharḥ al-Kubrā li-l-
Sanūsī (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1936), 85. Reflecting this assumption about the identity of the 
contemporary, the 2006 edition of Sharḥ al-Kubrā has interpolated Ibn Zakrī’s name into the text (al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ 
al-Kubrā, 2006, 61). The 1898 edition only says “a contemporary”: al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Kubrā, 1898, 36. 
50 al-Manjūr, al-Ḥāshiya al-kubrā, 45. 
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and inference that lead to eternal felicity.51 Ibn Zakrī is clear that such reasoning is necessary 

because it is not God’s habit for this knowledge to occur innately, nor by sensory perception or 

communication or other means. In the following section on the legal standing (ḥukm) of 

theology, he quotes a statement from the Egyptian Mālikī scholar Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī (d. 

684/1285) that attributes the stance of “obligating reflection and prohibiting taqlīd” to illustrious 

figures of early Mālikism and Ashʿarism: Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796) himself, along with al-

Juwaynī and al-Isfarāʾīnī, who appeared in Chapter 1.52 

Ibn Zakrī reiterates this stance as he turns to commenting directly on Ibn al-Ḥājib’s creed. 

Addressing the opening line of the lemma, which states that, “The first obligation of the legally 

responsible person is holding correct doctrine,” he clarifies the meaning to be that the legally 

responsible person must have knowledge (maʿrifa) of that doctrine.53 By knowledge, he 

explicitly intends that which occurs through reasoning. Thus, in rephrasing Ibn al-Ḥājib’s 

statement, he writes, “The first obligation of the legally responsible person in fulfilling the 

conditions of his legal responsibility is to obtain knowledge of God, blessed be He, through 

proof, and taqlīd does not suffice for it.”54 Part of the reason that Ibn Zakrī feels comfortable 

interpreting Ibn al-Ḥājib in this way is that the Egyptian scholar himself remarks on the 

insufficiency of taqlīd later in the creed. Ibn Zakrī affirms that this is the most correct of the 

positions among the Ashʿarīs, and he offers a syllogism in support: “Taqlīd is the neglect of 

knowledge, and neglecting knowledge is prohibited (ḥarām); thus, taqlīd is prohibited.”55 

Analyzing the major and minor premises of the syllogism, Ibn Zakrī runs through several 

arguments, one of which is particularly noteworthy since he will later reverse course on it so 

																																																								
51 Ibn Zakrī, Bughyat al-ṭālib, 75. 
52 Ibid., 75–76. The cited text by al-Qarāfī is al-Dhakhīra fī furūʿ al-Mālikiyya. 
53 Ibid., 84. 
54 Ibid., 84, 87. 
55 Ibid., 118. 



	

 81 

dramatically. He anticipates the potential objection that the example of the prophet Muḥammad 

does not support condemning taqlīd, since the prophet accepted anyone who utters the shahāda 

into the fold of Islam. Ibn Zakrī’s response is to dismiss the point as irrelevant. The prophet’s 

precedent has to do with this-worldly judgments, whereas the present discussion is about “that 

which is between the servant and his Lord and that which saves him from eternity in hellfire.”56 

Thus, while uttering the shahāda suffices to be considered a Muslim in the human, legal realm, 

only knowledge grounded in reasoning can render one a believer in the afterlife. 

As clear and consistent as these condemnations of taqlīd are, it could still be the case that 

Ibn Zakrī only intends them to apply to a small part of the Muslim population. After all, his 

commentary is for fellow scholars, and in his preliminary discussion he defends theologians by 

saying that their work comprises a communal obligation (farḍ kifāya), which they undertake on 

behalf of the broader Muslim community.57 Perhaps, then, Ibn Zakrī’s insistence on knowledge-

by-proof is not meant to be a blanket generalization. He refutes this idea as follows: 

If you were to say: Upholding the obligation of reasoning entails legal responsibility for 
what is impossible (al-taklīf bi-l-mumtanaʿ) because among the ʿawāmm are those who 
cannot engage in reasoning. Then I would say: The reasoning that is obligatory for all 
people (al-wājib ʿalā al-aʿyān) is that by which knowledge occurs for the legally 
responsible person, and the proof that leads to it occurs for him by the easiest of 
reasoning (aysar al-naẓar). The meaning of “reasoning” according to those who make it 
obligatory is the formulation of proofs comprised of premises that require painstaking 
consideration and the rebuttal of obscure doubts and difficult sophisms, such that it 
comprises a duty for each legally responsible person. The obligation for that kind of 
reflection is only for a select few (al-kifāya). On account of what the questioner 
mentioned, one of the commentators on al-Irshād drew a distinction, upholding the 
obligation of reasoning only for those who can engage in reasoning and inference, not for 
others. But the verified position is that which has preceded, and God knows best.58 

 
Whereas Ibn Zakrī acknowledges that of course the broader populace is not expected to learn and 

produce the same kinds of technical, sophisticated proofs as scholars, he refuses to excuse them 
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57 Ibid., 78. 
58 Ibid., 120. 
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entirely from engaging in reflection, as he notes one of the commentators on Juwaynī’s Irshād 

has done.59 It is not clear what constitutes the sort of reasoning Ibn Zakrī has in mind for the less 

educated broader populace, but apparently it will be easily undertaken and not present a terribly 

onerous burden. The tone here is one of reassurance. Ibn Zakrī is not looking to frighten people 

about the consequences of imitation, raising the specter of eternal hellfire, but rather to gently 

insist on their capacity to carry out a necessary duty. 

Ibn Zakrī takes seriously the need for proofs as he proceeds with his commentary, adding 

them to Ibn al-Ḥājib’s short and proof-less creed. He moreover arranges his discussion in 

accordance with the modalities framework that was so prominent in Maghribi theological 

writings. Loosely following Ibn al-Ḥājib’s list of creedal tenets, he first sets out the necessity of 

God’s existence, then addresses those attributes that are impossible with regard to God and 

returns to other necessary attributes.60 The attributes that are possible with regard to God appear 

as part of the section on prophetic matters.61 

Between the proofs, the modalities, and the censuring of taqlīd, Ibn Zakrī’s Bughyat al-

ṭālib has much in common with al-Sanūsī’s theological works, as will become apparent 

momentarily. Yet by the time Ibn Zakrī writes Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid several decades later, he will 

have curbed his demands on the broader Muslim populace with regard to creedal learning. I 

suggest that al-Sanūsī’s writings and teachings are the explanation for this shift, that Ibn Zakrī 

thought al-Sanūsī pushed the anti-taqlīd project and the use of proofs too far. In the following 

																																																								
59 Perhaps he has in mind the scholar of Tunis known as Ibn Bazīza (d. 662/1264), who does make just such an 
exception at the end of an other forceful argument against the permissibility of imitation: ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. Ibrāhīm 
al-Tamīmī Ibn Bazīza, al-Isʿād fī sharḥ al-Irshād, ed. ʿAbd al-Razzāq Basrūr and ʿImād al-Suhaylī (Kuwait: Dār al-
Ḍīyāʾ, 2014), 53. On this text in the context of theology under the Ḥafṣids, see Jan Thiele, “Ashʿarism in the Ḥafṣid 
Era,” in Philosophical Theology in Medieval Islam: The Later Ashʿarite Tradition, ed. Ayman Shihadeh and Jan 
Thiele, Forthcoming, 307–9. 
60 Ibn Zakrī, Bughyat al-ṭālib, 120–43. 
61 Ibid., 221. In the intervening pages, apparently dissatisfied with this piecemeal approach to the attributes, Ibn 
Zakrī departs from direct commentary to insert a lengthy section explaining them more systematically with regard to 
the modalities (ibid., 144–220). 
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sections, I analyze three aspects of al-Sanūsī’s work. First, I examine his pessimistic tone and 

dismay about the state of creedal learning in his time. Second, I focus on al-Sanūsī’s shorter 

creeds to explore what he expected of non-elite learners and how he presented proofs to them. 

Third, I show that al-Sanūsī not only called for widespread creedal learning in his writings but 

also took up the mantle of teacher, provoking consternation among his contemporaries. 

Al-Sanūsī’s Creedal Project 

Exhorting an Ignorant Populace to Learn Creedal Proofs 

 All but al-Sanūsī’s shortest creed, al-Ḥafīda – which lacks an auto-commentary – open 

with statements about the insufficiency of taqlīd in creedal matters, and he also includes 

harangues against taqlīd in Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya and Wāsiṭāt al-sulūk, his commentaries on 

contemporaries’ versified treatises. The more substantive the work, the longer and more 

vehement the statement is. Khaled El-Rouayheb has already provided a detailed analysis of al-

Sanūsī’s stance on the issue and pointed out his references to earlier authorities, including some 

of those discussed in the previous chapter: the Almoravid-era judge Ibn al-ʿArabī and the great 

scholar of Tunis, Ibn ʿArafa, both of whom al-Sanūsī invokes in support; as well as al-Ghazālī, 

whose injunction to “not disturb the creedal convictions of the ʿawāmm” he interprets to apply 

only in moments when faulty convictions have not appeared.62 El-Rouayheb also discusses the 

uncompromising nature of al-Sanūsī’s arguments against taqlīd. My aim here is not to repeat or 

revise his work but rather to situate al-Sanūsī’s position alongside that of the young Ibn Zakrī, 

noting where they align and where already there are some signs of contrast and potential for 

friction. I also take a look at a passage in Sharḥ al-Wusṭā that El-Rouayheb does not address and 

which is useful for showing the ambiguous limits to al-Sanūsī’s anti-taqlīd program. 
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Similar to Ibn Zakrī’s statement in Bughyat al-ṭālib, al-Sanūsī holds that knowledge of 

God is neither innate nor sensory and must therefore take place through a process of acquisition. 

Moreover, the only type of acquisition that can produce the certainty required for sound īmān is 

reasoning. In Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya, al-Sanūsī rejects the idea that imitators with correct 

convictions ought to be left undisturbed. His argument is that taqlīd is inherently unstable, that 

an imitator is immaʿa, or someone without his own perspective who is susceptible to the whims 

and wrongs of others: “If they [the imitated parties] affirm īmān in the Noble Master, then he 

will affirm it with them, and if they retreat [from it], he will retreat with them.”63 What about 

someone who is fortunate enough to imitate a person with correct creedal stances? Does that 

person have sound īmān? Again similar to Ibn Zakrī, al-Sanūsī remains agnostic on this point, 

namely, whether reasoning is a condition (sharṭ) for īmān, rather than merely a reliable means to 

it.64 If reasoning is a condition, the serious conclusion follows that imitators are outright 

unbelievers – a possibility that al-Sanūsī explicitly leaves open and for which he expresses a 

preference.65 Even if it is not a condition, al-Sanūsī considers that imitators can only ever rise to 

the level of disobedient believers, since God has clearly ordered humans to engage in reflection 

and reasoning. For al-Sanūsī, then, as for Ibn Zakrī in Bughyat al-ṭālib, taqlīd is undoubtedly 

problematic. The only open question is just how problematic, whether imitators are disobedient 

believers or lack īmān entirely. 

 Al-Sanūsī also aligns with the early Ibn Zakrī in interpreting God’s command to reflect as 

universal and in refusing to carve out exceptions for the broader populace, while acknowledging 

																																																								
63 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya, 58–59. The suggestion about not disturbing imitators is introduced on pg. 54. 
64 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 178–79. 
65 In al-Ṣughrā, for example, he writes, “The truth indicated by the Qur’an and the sunna is the obligation of sound 
reasoning, with uncertainty (taraddud) as to its being a condition for the soundness of īmān. The most likely stance 
(al-rājiḥ) is that it is a condition for its soundness” (al-Sanūsī, Umm al-barāhīn, 31). The editor is uncomfortable 
with this statement and in a footnote emphasizes al-Sanūsī’s hesitation on the status of imitators. 
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that simple, non-technical proofs suffice for them. Yet whereas Ibn Zakrī stressed the ease of 

acquiring such proofs, al-Sanūsī generally strikes a more demanding tone. In Sharḥ al-

Jazāʾiryya, he emphasizes that engaging in reflection requires effort and cites the jurisprudential 

maxim that, “A matter of worth does not obtain through easy means (shāʾn al-ʿaẓīm lā yaḥṣul bi-

l-ṭuruq al-sahla).”66 With regard to another maxim, however – that there is no legal 

responsibility for what cannot be borne (lā taklīf bi-mā lā yuṭāq) – al-Sanūsī rejects its relevance 

in the realm of theology, writing in Sharḥ al-Wusṭā that when it comes to creed, people are 

responsible for even those tasks that they find impossible. To support this point, he quotes the 

Egyptian Mālikī scholar, al-Qarāfī: 

The Lawgiver has been extremely stringent regarding creedal tenets, such that if a person 
exerts himself and exhausts his capability in ridding himself of ignorance with respect to 
one of the attributes of God Exalted or some other point of creed in which conviction is 
required and if he does not remove that ignorance, then he is a sinner and unbeliever, 
according to the well known opinion from the [Mālikī] school. Even though he brought 
the effort to its limit and even though ignorance became necessary for him, it not being 
possible for him to drive it away, he will not be forgiven, to the point that this necessity is 
among that which is considered as an occurrence of legal responsibility for what cannot 
be borne.67 

 
Thus, the ʿawāmm are tasked not only with making an effort at reasoning but moreover with 

arriving at the correct result. The fact that this endeavor may be quite arduous for some people, 

indeed beyond their capacity, is irrelevant to al-Sanūsī but will later prove to be a demand too far 

for Ibn Zakrī. 

 If engaging in reflection is a difficult task to begin with, al-Sanūsī has little faith that his 

contemporaries are up to the challenge. Time and again he bemoans the state of learning in his 

moment, displaying a cynicism that contrasts sharply with Ibn Zakrī’s optimistic assurance that 

general proofs are within most people’s reach. Thus, in the introduction to Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā, 

																																																								
66 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya, 55. 
67 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, 29–30. The cited text is al-Furūq, but I have not yet located the passage. Ibn Zakrī also 
cited al-Qarāfī, in Bughyat al-ṭālib, but a different text. See fn. 52. 
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having emphasized how crucial it is to learn creed, al-Sanūsī laments, “How rare is the one who 

has mastered that in this difficult time, in which the sea of ignorance overflows and falsehood 

spreads far and wide, when the waves of denying the truth, loathing its representatives, and 

dressing up falsity with alluring finery crash everywhere on the earth.”68 While fulminating 

against the decline of the times (fasād al-zamān) is of course a trope among pre-modern Muslim 

authors, other complaints made by al-Sanūsī are more specific: 

We ourselves have seen that many among those who do not study this discipline 
[theology] but who have excellence in other disciplines lack proficiency in creedal 
matters even by taqlīd, to say nothing of being proficient in them through reflection. 
Indeed, we have even seen something similar among those who have studied this 
discipline without mastering it. As for the ʿawāmm, most of them are among those who 
have no interest in attending the lessons of scholars nor in associating with the people of 
virtue. There has been verified among them conviction in anthropomorphism, 
directionality, the efficacy of natures, that the actions of God occur with an objective, that 
the speech of Him, Mighty and Majestic, is a letter and a voice, such that sometimes He 
speaks and sometimes He falls silent, just like humans, and so on among the convictions 
of the people of falsity. Regarding some of their convictions, scholars are agreed on the 
unbelief of one who holds them, while on others, they disagree.69 

 
Al-Sanūsī takes aim here at both the educated elite and the ʿawāmm. According to him, most 

people from each of these groups are failing at their creedal duties: Far from learning the proofs 

that would dislodge them from a state of taqlīd, they have not even attained correct convictions. 

Some of the ideas expressed by the ʿawāmm are so problematic as to comprise outright unbelief. 

Al-Sanūsī repeats this assessment about his contemporaries several times in the introductory 

section of Sharḥ al-Kubrā,70 as well as in Sharḥ al-Wusṭā,71 and it is worth emphasizing not only 

because it likely irked fellow scholars in al-Sanūsī’s own time such as Ibn Zakrī but also because 

these comments specifically will form part of the intellectual basis for the creedal campaigns to 

be introduced in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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71 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, 40. 
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 Al-Sanūsī is well aware that he is walking a fine line between, on the one hand, warning 

against the perils of taqlīd and ignorance and, on the other, stoking excessive anxiety and 

antagonistic behavior. This balancing act and the ambiguous limits to his demands can be clearly 

seen in a long passage from Sharḥ al-Wusṭā. Perhaps because the passage is not from the 

introductory discussion of taqlīd, it seems to have been missed by El-Rouayheb. The passage 

appears approximately halfway through the text, when al-Sanūsī turns to the topic of God’s 

oneness (waḥdāniyya). Remarking on the way that the shahāda, while implying all of God’s 

attributes, ultimately comprises a statement on His oneness, al-Sanūsī addresses the importance 

of understanding the meaning of the shahāda and returns to the themes of taqlīd and ignorance. 

The initial tone that he strikes is severe, and he even brings up a new, demanding dimension to 

his thinking. This new dimension emerges out of a reference to the fatwas issued by the 8th/14th-

century “jurists of Bijāya,” reviewed in the previous chapter. While al-Sanūsī’s summary omits 

Ibn ʿĪsā’s recommendation that someone oblivious to the meaning of the shahāda ought to be 

treated by the judgment of the majūs, he approves of the determination that such a person “has 

no part in Islam (lā yaḍrib la-hu fī l-islām bi-naṣīb),” expanding on that approval as follows: 

What they issued as fatwas in regard to this person and others in his same state could not 
be clearer; no two people could disagree over it. Rather, the dispute among scholars is 
over someone who knows the subject matter of the shahāda and has a firm determination 
of how it encompasses the tenets of creed, but the cause for his determination of that is 
taqlīd, nothing more than growing up in a community of believers, without any 
knowledge of demonstrative proofs or otherwise.72 

 
According to this passage, imitators ought not be subject to this-worldly sanctions, perhaps given 

the lack of clarity over their status, i.e. whether they are unbelievers or merely disobedient 

believers, and perhaps because their status is a matter for God alone. When it comes to people 

deemed to be outright ignorant of key creedal tenets, however, al-Sanūsī displays no such 
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compunction. The judgment that the creedally ignorant do not count as Muslims, in combination 

with al-Sanūsī’s repeated statements that many contemporaries are at just such a level of 

ignorance, hints at weighty consequences. While this connection remain unaddressed, al-Sanūsī 

does seize the opportunity to remind his audience of the next-worldly consequences for 

ignorance – and for taqlīd as well. The vehicle for his message is a lengthy quotation from a 

6th/12th-century commentary on al-Irshād by the Andalusi scholar Ibn Dihāq (d. 611/1214-15), 

where he categorizes imitators among the hypocrites (munāfiqūn) who will be punished on the 

Day of Judgment. Ibn Dihāq describes the state of the panicky imitators by invoking a Qur’anic 

verse in which the hypocrites protest to the believers of their community, “Were we not with 

you?” He adds that the imitators will contend, “We uttered the shahāda just as you used to utter 

[it], we prayed just as you used to pray, we fasted and went on pilgrimage and engaged in jihad 

and did everything as you used to do.”73 Yet these bewildered, desperate souls will not be saved. 

 At this point, al-Sanūsī realizes that he has perhaps pushed the warnings and admonitions 

too far. He imagines someone pleading to him that, 

This which you have repeated over and over in censuring taqlīd and making it out to be a 
terrifying thing has imposed on us great fear and pessimism (sūʾ ẓann) toward our creedal 
convictions and the convictions of most Muslim ʿawāmm. What can provide deliverance 
from this (mā al-makhlaṣ min dhālika)?”74 

 
Al-Sanūsī responds by encouraging people, especially those who consider themselves 

knowledgeable, to focus on their own internal states, to strive to understand the distinction 

between taqlīd and knowledge and evaluate their own convictions, seeking out reliable creeds to 

ensure that they do not hold faulty ideas. As for judging others, “It is not proper for us to think 

poorly of any Muslim’s īmān, whether he is an ʿāmmī or otherwise, because the site of 
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knowledge is the heart.”75 In brief, humans cannot know what is in another person’s heart or 

mind and should thus tend to their own convictions without worrying about those of their 

neighbors. Al-Sanūsī goes on to emphasize that the general proofs which suffice for extricating 

people from taqlīd are really quite easy and that moreover, it is all right if people cannot verbally 

articulate them. Even scholars struggle sometimes to put words to their thoughts, so how much 

harder will expression be for the uneducated?76 It must be said that some of these efforts to 

assuage people’s fears ring rather false, given that elsewhere al-Sanūsī explicitly contradicts 

them. His aforementioned statements about the difficulty of creedal learning cast doubt on the 

claim that proofs can be learned easily, and as mentioned above, he lambastes a contemporary 

precisely for differentiating between knowledge and the ability to articulate it. Even in the 

present passage, al-Sanūsī concludes on a pessimistic note, lamenting how abysmal his own 

moment is in comparison with earlier ones, when even the ʿawāmm were impressive.77 

 If these particular efforts to soften his tone are less than convincing, it must be said that 

al-Sanūsī does moderate his program in other ways. To begin with, despite his approval of the 

fatwas issued by the “jurists of Bijāya,” there is no indication that he actively promoted this-

worldly discipline against people deemed ignorant of creed. He moreover refrains even from 

framing his concern with creed as a matter of commanding right and forbidding wrong. He 

comes close to doing so in the passage from Sharḥ al-Wusṭā just discussed. Having established 

that people’s internal states are inaccessible to other humans and warned against thinking poorly 

of others, al-Sanūsī brings up a scenario in which a faulty conviction has explicitly appeared on 

someone’s tongue. “In that case,” he writes, “the obligation is to be kind in teaching him and to 

																																																								
75 Ibid., 170. 
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77 Ibid., 171–73. 
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treat his ailment by whatever is feasible, and God is the one to turn to for aid.”78 According to al-

Ghazālī’s popular conceptualization of ḥisba, kind teaching is one of the most basic forms of 

commanding right and forbidding wrong,79 but al-Sanūsī does not identify the faulty conviction 

as a wrong (munkar), nor explicitly invoke the practice. I do not think this is an insignificant 

silence. Rather, I would argue that al-Sanūsī wants to keep his program a pedagogical one that 

takes place within formal teaching settings and with his own oversight. These parameters will 

become clear in the next two sections, where I discuss the conscientious ways in which al-

Sanūsī, first, composed his hierarchy of creeds, and, second, taught them to contemporary 

learners in Tlemcen. 

The Challenges of Simplification: Modifying Creed for Non-Scholars 

In this section, I set aside al-Sanūsī’s commentaries on the treatises of al-Jazāʾirī and al-

Ḥawḍī and focus on his own series of five creeds, since I take these to be the clearest reflection 

of how he envisions his varying audiences engaging creedal material. I argue that even al-

Sanūsī’s three shortest creeds – al-Ṣughrā, Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, and al-Ḥafīda – are fairly 

technical, and it is not hard to imagine why their presentation to a broad audience might have 

made some of his contemporaries uncomfortable. To demonstrate their technical nature and to 

show more broadly how al-Sanūsī modifies creedal material for his less educated audiences, I 

analyze this hierarchy of creeds from three angles: the consistent use of the modalities as an 

organizing principle, the consistent deployment of logical proofs, and, as an example, the way 

that al-Sanūsī presents one creedal tenet, God’s self-sufficiency. 

																																																								
78 Ibid., 171. 
79 Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 439. On the indebtedness of ḥisba manuals written by Mālikī scholars in the Maghrib to al-
Ghazālī’s formulation, see ibid., 369–72. 
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Before proceeding, I want to point out two ambiguities. The first has to do with 

chronology, the order in which al-Sanūsī wrote these texts. As noted earlier, Sharḥ al-Kubrā 

comprises al-Sanūsī’s earliest theological composition, but beyond this starting point, it is hard 

to piece together the precise chronological flow. I will thus mostly set aside the matter of 

chronology, besides mentioning several regards in which Sharḥ al-Kubrā differs from the other 

creeds, as if Sanūsī had not yet settled on the framework that he would then apply across the 

remaining writings. The second ambiguity is Sanūsī’s intended audience for each creed. In the 

beginning of Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, he remarks that he wrote it for those who considered Sharḥ al-

Kubrā too long and difficult,80 and indeed the text is somewhat shorter and more streamlined 

than the first treatise, albeit still meant for experienced scholars. As for Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā, the 

exhortation in its auto-commentary about finding a qualified teacher and the reference to a 

beginner (mubtadiʾ) suggest that its target audience is students embarking on a scholarly career.81 

Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā and al-Ḥafīda are harder to situate. Al-Sanūsī’s student al-Mallālī 

reports that the former work was written at the request of al-Mallālī’s father, who studied al-

Ṣughrā with al-Sanūsī several times yet found it too long and challenging.82 Given that nothing is 

known about the father, the most that can be said about Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā is that al-Sanūsī 

meant it to be more accessible than Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā; he may well not have had any 

demographically coherent audience in mind. The same goes for al-Ḥafīda. Later versions of the 

text identify its audience as women and children,83 but the text itself gives no indication of the 

people whom al-Sanūsī anticipated would engage with it. One explanation, then, for the 

																																																								
80 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, 4. 
81 al-Sanūsī, Umm al-barāhīn, 36–38. 
82 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 350. 
83 Ibn Sharḥabīl al-Daraʿī al-Būsaʿīdī, Sharḥ al-Ḥafīda (MS: Rabat, Ḥasaniyya Library, 6470), fol. 1a. According to 
the editor of al-Ḥafīda, the scribe of one manuscript copy of the text – MS 11341 at the Ḥasaniyya Library – notes 
that it is for “women and weak in memorization” (see al-Sanūsī, Thalāth ʿaqāʾid Ashʿariyya, 79). 
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complexity that I am about to argue characterizes even al-Sanūsī’s shortest creeds is that he did 

not in fact intend them for broad swathes of non-scholarly society. I will return to this possibility 

at the end of the section. For now, my goal is to show how al-Sanūsī attempts to simplify the 

material from creed to creed, while juggling his commitment to the modalities, as well as to the 

use of proofs and technical terms. 

In the lemma of Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, al-Sanūsī underscores the centrality of the modalities – 

necessary, impossible, possible – by stating that, “All the investigations of the science of kalām 

turn on the pivot of these three.”84 As shown in the previous chapter and indeed as evidenced by 

Ibn Zakrī’s Bughyat al-ṭālib, there was a long history among Maghribi authors of using the 

modalities to organize and present creedal material, or as shorthand for referring to the key 

claims that believers need to know. Even against this backdrop, the systematic degree to which 

al-Sanūsī deploys the modalities as a framework is noteworthy. His creeds are arranged into 

discussions of God’s necessary attributes, impossible attributes, and possible attributes, followed 

by discussions of the necessary, impossible, and possible attributes of God’s Messengers. Core 

topics of Ashʿarism such as the nature of voluntary human acts do not comprise stand-alone 

sections, as they often do in theological treatises, but rather are tucked into treatments of a 

relevant attribute – human acts into the necessary attribute of God’s oneness.85 This systematic 

use of the modalities gives Sanūsī’s creeds an appealing tidiness and consistency. Everything 

																																																								
84 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, 51. 
85 Additionally, al-Sanūsī makes little to no room for divinely revealed points of creed (samʿiyyāt), meaning tenets 
such as resurrection, the questioning in the grave, and the prophet’s intercession. In many Ashʿarī compendia, a 
discussion of these revealed doctrine comprises a substantial closing discussion; the idea is that once a person has 
rationally derived core attributes of God such as His oneness and His speech, as well as the necessary truthfulness of 
His Messengers, then God’s communication about, say, resurrection can and must be trusted. Al-Sanūsī does 
address some revealed doctrine in al-Kubrā and al-Wusṭā, while dealing with the truthfulness of God’s Messengers, 
but he leaves them out entirely from the shorter texts (al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Kubrā, 2006, 433–60; al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-
Wusṭā, 299–326).  
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that a Muslim needs to know fits into six categories: the necessary, impossible, and possible 

attributes of God and of His Messengers. 

The modalities are foundational concepts for al-Sanūsī, and he explains them thoroughly 

even in his shorter creeds, the exception being al-Ḥafīda, lacking an auto-commentary. In Sharḥ 

al-Ṣughrā and Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, he introduces the terms in an opening section, after 

describing the nature and importance of reasoning (naẓar) and the need to go beyond taqlīd in 

creedal matters. He identifies the modalities as the three divisions of a rational judgment (ḥukm 

ʿaqlī), which occurs on the basis of reasoning and which he differentiates from a revelation-

based judgment (ḥukm sharʿī) and from a judgment grounded in everyday experience (ḥukm 

ʿādī). Al-Sanūsī then defines the terms, using language that remains strikingly similar across the 

creeds, from al-Kubrā to Ṣughrā al-Ṣughrā: The necessary is that whose non-existence cannot be 

conceived in the mind; the impossible is that whose existence cannot be conceived in the mind; 

and the possible is that for which either existence or non-existence is conceivable. In both Sharḥ 

al-Ṣughrā and Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, he delves into considerable detail, to the point that it is 

hard to see how the latter represents a simplification of the former. In some regards, the 

additional explanations in Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā are understandable; one can see how a less 

educated audience might require more information than those with background training. It makes 

sense, for example, that al-Sanūsī delves there into the workings of the sort of demonstrative 

proof (burhān) required to underpin rational judgments.86 Yet al-Sanūsī also cannot seem to 

refrain from including details that one might consider non-essential in a basic text. For example, 

he clarifies that the knowledge resulting from such a proof does not occur through any innate 

power in the proof but rather through the habitual exercise of God’s power and will87 – a point in 

																																																								
86 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, 33–35. 
87 Ibid., 36–37. 
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keeping with Ashʿarī notions of causality, certainly, but one that reflects a fair amount of nuance. 

What these details indicate is that the three modalities are not a casual framework; al-Sanūsī 

expects the audiences of even his shorter creeds to engage deeply with their meanings. 

Not only do the framework of the modalities and their thorough explanation remain a 

constant across al-Sanūsī’s creeds, so too do the lists of attributes.88 Even in al-Ḥafīda, God’s 

necessary attributes number twenty: 1) existence (wujūd), 2) uncreatedness (qidam), 3) 

unendingness (baqāʾ), 4) unlikeness to created entities (mukhālafa li-l-ḥawādith), 5) self-

sufficiency (al-qiyām bi-l-nafs), 6) oneness (wahdāniyya), 7) power (qudra), 8) will (irāda), 9) 

knowledge (ʿilm), 10) life (ḥayāt), 11) hearing (samʿ), 12) sight (baṣr), and 13) speech (kalām). 

These thirteen increase to twenty because it is necessary to construe the final seven attributes 

adjectivally, holding that God is powerful (qādir), willing (murīd), knowing (ʿālim), and so on. 

As for the attributes that are impossible with regard to God, they are the twenty opposites of the 

necessary ones, and al-Sanūsī again lists each of them in al-Ḥafīda: non-existence (ʿadam), 

createdness (ḥudūth), cessation (fanāʾ), and so on. The attributes that are possible comprise any 

and all of God’s acts, which He can do or not do. In al-Ḥafīda, al-Sanūsī leaves his description at 

that,89 whereas in the longer creeds he gives examples of such acts, such as God’s sending of 

prophets, His punishment and reward of humans in the afterlife, and the possibility that He can 

make himself visible to humans. Applying the modalities to God’s Messengers is a more 

efficient business. Messengers have three necessary traits: 1) truthfulness (ṣidq), 2) security from 

sin (amāna), and 3) reliability in transmitting divine communication (tablīgh). It is impossible 

for them to embody the opposites: to lie or sin, or to withhold or distort God’s message. Besides 
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these qualities, they are like any other humans, and it is possible for them to become ill, get 

married, eat food, fall asleep, and so on.  

 One simplification of these lists that al-Sanūsī explores in Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā is to bracket 

the adjectival formulations of the final seven attributes that are necessary for God, gesturing to 

them but not giving any substantive treatment. This absence fits with another simplifying move 

in that text, to not discuss the various ways in which the twenty attributes relate to God’s essence 

and their corresponding sub-division into ṣifāt nafsiyya, ṣifāt salbiyya, ṣifāt al-maʿānī, and ṣifāt 

maʿnawiyya. These sub-divisions come under close scrutiny in the three longer creeds. There, al-

Sanūsī explains the first sub-division, ṣifāt nafsiyya, as referring to God’s attribute of existence, 

which is taken to be identical to His essence. The second sub-division, ṣifāt salbiyya, is for 

attributes that have no external existence but rather provide a description of God by what He 

lacks, namely, a lack of createdness, endedness, similarity to created entities, need for a sub-

stratum, and partner in divinity. As for the ṣifāt al-maʿānī and the ṣifāt maʿnawiyya, they are, 

respectively, numbers 7-13 in the above list and their adjectival counterparts, which comprise 

attributes that are super-added to the divine essence, neither identical with it nor wholly distinct 

from it. Al-Sanūsī mentions these categories only in passing in Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā,90 and as 

stated above, he leaves off the seven ṣifāt maʿnawiyya to such a degree as to effectively render 

the list of God’s necessary attributes a list of thirteen instead of twenty. Yet when it comes to al-

Ḥafīda, a shorter and presumably simpler text, there is the full twenty-attribute list. Without an 

auto-commentary on al-Ḥafīda and without more information on the chronology of al-Sanūsī’s 

writings, it is hard to interpret this difference. Did al-Sanūsī change his mind about leaving out 

the ṣifāt maʿnawiyya and add them back to al-Ḥafīda? Or did he write Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā after al-

Ḥafīda, deciding that the ṣifāt maʿnawiyya were in fact unnecessary for his broader audiences? 
																																																								
90 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, 56–57. 
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Regardless, the fact remains that his shortest creed contains material that even he himself at some 

point considered to be beyond the basics of what people need to know. 

 Another consistent feature across al-Sanūsī’s creeds is the inclusion of logical proofs that 

demonstrate each attribute, especially the necessary attributes, to which he devotes the most 

attention. Al-Sanūsī is well aware that other, respected authors choose not to present proofs in 

their short creeds. In Sharḥ al-Kubrā, following one of his mournful remarks that most people 

are not even at a state of taqlīd but rather rank ignorance, he observes that, 

The orthodox scholars (may God be pleased with them), such as Ibn Abī Zayd, Ibn al-
Ḥājib, and others, have composed abbreviated works in which they limit themselves to 
enumerating the creedal tenets, stripped of proofs, in order that the ʿawāmm and anyone 
whose mind is not up to reasoning memorize them and so they progress from knowing 
them by taqlīd to investigating their proofs. And what reason can there be for this but that 
they have seen that most ʿawāmm lack proficiency in creedal tenets even by taqlīd? They 
intend, by way of their counsel, to move them from a level at which it is feared for them 
that they have convictions comprising unbelief-by-consensus to a level over which there 
is disagreement and which perhaps can serve as a step to knowledge.91 

 
If, as explained earlier, al-Sanūsī considers many people in his moment to lack even correct 

creedal convictions, then why not meet them at their level? Why not follow the examples of Ibn 

Abī Zayd and Ibn al-Ḥājib and leave out the proofs in his simplest creeds? The answer must have 

to do with al-Sanūsī’s unusually fierce condemnation of taqlīd and his unwillingness to exempt 

anyone from its demands. While acknowledging that the eschatological status of imitators is not 

known with certainty, he sees their salvation as unlikely. Given this probable and pending peril, 

the right thing to do is make basic proofs accessible to all Muslims. 

 In his three longer creeds, similar to Ibn Zakrī in Bughyat al-ṭālib, al-Sanūsī reassures his 

more educated audiences that the sorts of proofs that he has in mind for the ʿawāmm will be easy 

and accessible. In Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā, for example, he writes, 
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What is stipulated is not knowledge of reasoning in the way of the theologians, vis-à-vis 
formulating and arranging proofs and rebutting specious arguments that arise against 
them. Nor is it stipulated to be able to articulate those general proofs that occur in the 
heart and by which tranquility obtains.”92 

 
Granted, al-Sanūsī quickly returns to his complaints that knowledge of even such general proofs 

is lacking in his woeful era, but not before insisting that at least theoretically this type of 

reasoning should be within reach for most people. It is something of a surprise, then, to find such 

technical, logical proofs in his shortest creeds. To demonstrate what I mean, I spend the 

remainder of this section analyzing the presentation of God’s self-sufficiency in Sharḥ al-

Ṣughrā, Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, and al-Ḥafīda. Specifically, and at the risk of taking the 

generic description of general proofs too seriously, I will point out that the proofs in these texts 

involve both formal logical arrangement and the rebuttal of specious arguments. 

 Even before arriving at the proofs, the very meaning of divine self-sufficiency presents a 

challenge. By self-sufficiency (al-qiyām bi-l-nafs), al-Sanūsī means that God is not in need of 

any other entity to exist as He does. More precisely, He does not require a substrate (maḥall) in 

which to exist, nor a particularizing agent (mukhaṣṣiṣ) to bring about His existence in its specific 

contours. This type of self-sufficiency makes God unique from everything else in the universe, 

which are composite creations called bodies (ajrām, sing. jirm) consisting in substances 

(jawāhir, sing. jawhar) and accidents (aʿrāḍ, sing. ʿaraḍ). According to the Ashʿarī ontology at 

work here, the substances function as substrates for the accidents. For example the accidents of 

whiteness and roughness might inhere in the substance-substrate of a piece of cloth; the result is 

a body that is a white, rough cloth. Given that bodies cannot randomly spring forth into 

existence, this white, rough cloth must have a particularizing agent that determines its specific 

traits – not only its whiteness and roughness but also its length, width, density, etc. – and creates 
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it. Only God is utterly self-sufficient, and necessarily so. It is not clear from where al-Sanūsī 

expects the audiences of his shorter creeds to have learned these ontological concepts. While he 

does make some effort to define key terms as they arise, the definitions can be as technical as the 

terms themselves, as with the statement in Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā that bodies are “magnitudes 

that occupy a void, each one of them taking from out of the void the measure of itself in terms of 

length and width and the attributes that are located in it, such as colors, states, and the like.”93 

One can imagine why some scholars might be anxious about such complex ideas being exposed 

to broad audiences. 

 Of course, in addition to grasping this ontology, the audiences of al-Sanūsī’s short creed 

need to learn the proof for why exactly God’s self-sufficiency is necessary for Him. As with all 

of the proofs that al-Sanūsī deploys across his creeds, it appears in syllogistic form. This 

particular proof is the longest one in al-Ḥafīda, reading, “If He were not self-sufficient, then He 

would have need of a substrate and a particularizing agent. If He needed a substrate, then He 

would be an attribute, and if He needed a particularizing agent, then He would be created.”94 The 

syllogistic form here, like that of the proofs for all the other attributes besides God’s existence, is 

that of modus tollens, which states that, “If P, then Q,” where not-Q entails the conclusion not-P. 

Al-Sanūsī forgoes the latter part in al-Ḥafīda, namely the statement that God is not an attribute 

and not created, and thereby not in need of a substrate or a particularizing agent. Presumably, 

were there an auto-commentary, al-Sanūsī would use it to supply the rest of the proof, but even 

so, it seems like a key statement to withhold from one’s least educated audience. He has assured 

his audiences, after all, that general proofs ought not entail the learner’s ability to formulate and 

arrange them. 
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In al-Ṣughrā and Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, the full articulation of the modus tollens proof 

appears in the lemmas, with further detail in the auto-commentaries. Surprisingly, given that 

more general audiences are supposedly not meant to deal with specious arguments (shubuhāt), 

among those details are references to the false ideas of various groups. Even more surprisingly, 

al-Sanūsī devotes the most attention to them in the supposedly simpler text, Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-

ṣughrā. There, he frames his discussion around refuting two claims: that God is an attribute, as 

held by Christians (presumably a reference to the Godhead), and that God is merely another body 

among bodies, as held by Jews and scriptural literalists (ḥashwiyya).95 In introducing the proofs, 

al-Sanūsī thus not only affirmatively demonstrates what he considers to be the orthodox view of 

God as self-sufficient, without need of substrate or particularizing agent, but also invalidates 

opposing stances that people might encounter. While one can see the value in this teaching, it is, 

again, not hard to imagine that al-Sanūsī’s contemporaries might worry about bringing up false 

ideas and arguments, planting them unnecessarily in people’s minds. 

To summarize, I have argued in this section that even al-Sanūsī’s shortest creeds are quite 

technical and demanding. They involve understanding the specialized definitions of necessary, 

impossible, and possible, and learning the lists of attributes for both God and His Messengers 

that fall into each of these categories. More than that, they present the audience with proofs 

corresponding to each attribute, which entail at least something of a grasp on syllogistic logic. In 

the case of the proof for God’s self-sufficiency – and, I should note, this proof is not uniquely 

sophisticated – there are also references to ontology and confrontation with counter-claims made 

by rival groups. How to make sense of this complexity? One explanation is that, as anyone who 

has ever regretted asking basic questions of a specialist knows, simplification is hard. Especially 

considering al-Sanūsī’s commitment to certainty and precision, perhaps he felt it too 
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inappropriate to forgo the syllogisms, the technical terms, and the nuanced definitions. Another 

explanation is one to which I alluded at the beginning of this section, namely, that Ṣughrā al-

ṣughrā and al-Ḥafīda are not meant for truly broad audiences but rather for those already on the 

periphery of scholarly circles. Possible though this intention is, it would have been beside the 

point for al-Sanūsī’s concerned contemporaries, since his teaching sessions were open to the 

public. These lessons and the reaction to them are the topic of the next section. 

Salvific Pedagogy: Teaching Proofs to the Public 

Al-Sanūsī appears to have been a tremendously popular teacher, not only among students 

but also the broader populace. One account of the atmosphere at his lessons comes from the 

Andalusi émigré Abū Jaʿfar Aḥmad al-Balawī al-Wādī Āshī (d. 938/1532), mentioned earlier as 

the scholar who reported of his studies in Tlemcen that, “righteousness is with al-Sanūsī and 

leadership with Ibn Zakrī.” Al-Balawī arrived in the city only a year before al-Sanūsī’s death, in 

the summer of 894/1489, and found the renowned theologian engaged in an active teaching 

program. He describes attending lessons at the mosque near al-Sanūsī’s house on a small street, 

Darb Msūfa, in the inner core of Tlemcen. With students and ʿawāmm alike in attendance, al-

Sanūsī covered some Qur’anic exegesis and sections of al-Bukhārī’s hadith. Although al-Balawī 

had hoped to recite to him, he was unable to do so: 

Reciting to him was not possible for me, despite my desire for this and eagerness for it. 
The reason was that his students swamped the time he spent at the lesson, to the point that 
as they recited to him, one of them would have an hourglass (ramliyya) in hand. Once it 
emptied, he cut off [the speaker].96 

 
This portrayal of al-Sanūsī’s teaching sessions as exceptionally crowded appears as well in the 

accounts of al-Mallālī. In these reports, however, the people swamping his time are not the 

students but rather the ʿawāmm in attendance: 
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You would find that everyone who attended his teaching circle and wanted to ask him 
about something would ask [it], even if they were of the ʿawāmm. [This is] in contrast to 
others’ lessons, in which the ʿāmmī was not able to ask a question of the teacher due to 
the teacher’s impatience toward his abundance of questions and due to his receiving him 
much of the time with an off-putting posture of gravitas and with a disparaging word. 
[This is] in contrast to the teaching circle of the shaykh, may God be pleased with him, as 
they knew that the shaykh would be patient with the question of each person who 
approached him. The fact that he did not receive anyone in an off-putting way made it 
easier to pose a question. None of them feared denigration toward them from the shaykh, 
may God be pleased with him, and because of that, they dared to converse with the 
shaykh about trifles, to the point that the lesson would become wholly occupied with that. 
Nonetheless, the shaykh, may God be pleased with him, faced it with great tolerance.97 

 
Unfortunately, the use of the term ʿawāmm obscures any more fine-grained sense of who was in 

attendance: Shopkeepers? Farmers or herders from the Tlemcen hinterlands in town to sell their 

goods? Women? Enslaved people?98 The most that can be said is that the lessons were open to 

non-students, apparently providing a welcoming atmosphere for them. It should be noted that al-

Mallālī’s portrayal of his teacher as uniquely warm and accommodating compared to his 

contemporaries is likely exaggerated. Ibn Zakrī, too, was noted for his devotion to teaching, such 

that “he used to repeat a single topic for three or four days until the khāṣṣ and ʿāmm alike 

understood it.”99 Al-Mallālī’s comments may thus be intended to emphasize the virtues of his 

teacher, or perhaps al-Sanūsī took a usual practice to unusual lengths. Regardless, the description 

here evokes an extremely popular teacher, in high demand among the non-scholarly public. 

Among the materials that al-Sanūsī taught at these well-attended sessions were his own 

creeds. In Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, he recounts the impetus for teaching the texts: 

I was struck with the blind man’s concern and the foolish man’s sympathy100 for the 
Muslimʿawāmm – and more than that, for many of the learned students – owing to what I 

																																																								
97 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 313. 
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saw of falsity in their creedal convictions and their opposition to rational engagement 
with the proofs of theology (tawḥīd), as well as their heedlessness toward many of their 
guides. Thus I began to recite this creed and others and to gently explicate for all of them 
the truth by way of demonstrative proof… intending by that – and God knows best – to 
rescue them from wrong creedal conviction and the peril of taqlīd, alerting them time and 
again to the dangers, hidden from them, into which they have fallen even as they consider 
themselves to be in the right. I persisted in this matter for a time and during it defied the 
damned Satan, confounding him and dispersing his clouds, which he had flung over 
mankind, by way of those clear demonstrative proofs that cast aspersions on him.101 

 
Now, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā is the only theological work by al-Sanūsī that is dated, having been 

completed in the spring of 875/1471, when he was in his mid-thirties. According to the account 

in this passage, he had already been teaching various creeds “for some time,” although it is not 

clear which creeds he means besides al-Wusṭā itself. At some point, however, he began teaching 

al-Ṣughrā to a broad audience, since by the time al-Balawī arrived in Tlemcen at the end of al-

Sanūsī’s career, the text was well known among his students and followers. Al-Balawī describes 

its recitation as a weekly activity, taking place on Friday afternoons: 

 On the day that we greeted him, just after praying the afternoon prayer behind him, we 
attended [a session on] his short creed, which was recited in front of him. His students 
and a group of ʿawāmm devoted to his teaching sessions recited it to him by heart, 
uttering it in one voice.102 

 
While, again, it is impossible to know who exactly makes up the ʿawāmm, this report shows that 

al-Sanūsī’s presentation of creedal material reached a non-scholarly public. They would have 

thus been exposed to his warnings against taqlīd and to the technical language and rigorous 

logical proofs that characterized even a shorter creed such as al-Ṣughrā. For al-Sanūsī, this work 

was necessary to ensure people’s wellbeing, in this life and especially in the next. 

None of this is to say that al-Sanūsī was naïve about the pitfalls of engaging a broad 

audience. From his days as a student, he had learned from mentors how to wield his scholarly 

authority with care. He once recalled to al-Mallālī, for example, how his Arabic instructor, the 
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otherwise unknown Naṣr al-Zawāwī (d. ?), used to urge his pupils to be on guard for the many 

people who come to scholars supposedly seeking their advice on a matter but already having 

their own stance in mind. If the scholar gives an answer in conflict with that stance, such a 

person might declare it incorrect and even go around sharing his own misguided positions with 

others. According to the counsel of al-Zawāwī and later al-Sanūsī to his own students, when a 

scholar knows a petitioner to be obstinate in this way, it is forbidden to respond to them.103 Al-

Zawāwī likewise cautioned against complying with people’s requests to write out bits of the 

Qur’an to put in protective amulets (ḥurūz, sing. ḥirz). As evidence of how problematic this 

practice could be, he told al-Sanūsī’s half-brother ʿAlī al-Tālūtī an anecdote: 

I was passing one day by the garbage pile near Bāb Kashūṭa [in the southwest of 
Tlemcen] and lo and behold there was a paper discarded on the garbage pile. I picked it 
up, unfolded it, and looked at it, only to find that it was verses of the Qur’an in my own 
handwriting! I put it in my pocket and swore to God that I would not write another 
amulet (ḥijāb) containing the Qur’an.104 

 
Having passed this story along to al-Mallālī, ʿAlī al-Tālūtī concludes: “We advise you, 

Muḥammad, not to write the Qur’an for amulets (ḥujab), since many people do not take care of 

them, especially women.”105 Both stories – discarding the fatwa and the amulet – indicate a dim 

and suspicious view toward the non-scholarly populace and the need to be on guard when 

interacting with them. Even in more formal pedagogical settings, al-Sanūsī considered it a 

scholar’s responsibility to pay close attention to knowledge dissemination by scrutinizing his 

students and anticipating how the material was being received. If the teacher detects, “by the 

signs pointing to it,” that an audience has grown weary of listening, then he ought to stop for the 

day and resume the lesson when the students are more alert and eager.106 Al-Sanūsī was thus part 

																																																								
103 al-Mallālī, al-Mawāhib al-qudūsiyya, 48. 
104 Ibid., 49. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid. 



	

 104 

of a scholarly community that was highly attuned to the ways that knowledge dissemination can 

go wrong, especially among the broader populace, and he was far from cavalier about his 

pedagogical strategies. Surely he brought this carefulness to bear as he undertook the delicate 

and high-stakes task of teaching creed. 

Some of his contemporaries, however, seem to have considered that the broader populace 

ought not be taught creed at all, regardless of the care with which it is done. Al-Sanūsī raises and 

quickly dismisses this criticism in Sharḥ al-Wusṭā: 

As for the claim of some who have no insight (baṣīra) and no verification (taḥqīq) that 
the tenets of the creed should not be taught to the ʿawāmm and their proofs should not be 
mentioned to them, without making a distinction between those proofs that are clear and 
understandable to them and those that are not, this is clearly wrong. If reasoned 
knowledge is an individual duty . . . then how can it not be the case that one should teach 
them what leads them to this? And if it is legitimate to recite the Qur’an and hadith of the 
Prophet in their presence without explication, even though there are apparent meanings 
there that by consensus must be understood non-literally and the literal understanding of 
which has led many people astray, then it is all the more legitimate to teach them the 
creed along with the proofs that they are able to comprehend.107 

 
Al-Sanūsī does not deny that aspects of creeds and their proofs would be confusing for people 

who lack the proper training, but he insists that this complex material is not what he presents to 

people. Rather, he focuses on appropriate, comprehensible proofs. He moreover points out that 

creed is not the only subject matter that has the potential to confuse people. The Qur’an and 

hadith, which his opponents apparently deem more appropriate for the ʿawāmm, likewise contain 

ambiguities and raise questions that can only be properly addressed by trained scholars. Given 

what I have argued above about the technicality of al-Sanūsī’s shorter creeds, how can one make 

sense of al-Sanūsī’s insistence that he teaches accessible material? Perhaps part of what he 

means is that he, as a qualified and talented teacher, makes it accessible.  

																																																								
107 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, 39–40. Translation from El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 187. 



	

 105 

Since he saw himself as so cautious in his teaching, and because he considered his project 

to be so urgent, al-Sanūsī was hurt by the hostility coming from his contemporaries, but he 

ultimately persevered. Al-Mallālī describes the difficult period as follows: 

When he wrote one of his creeds, bringing it forth with the intention of benefitting the 
Muslim community, many of those among the scholars of his time who do not know his 
abilities disavowed him and spoke in opposition to him. Some of them attributed to him 
[qualities] not suited to his rank. They considered, out of their failure to verify 
information and the falsity of their imaginings, that what the shaykh had done in setting 
forth the creeds was among the greatest of heretical innovations and that abandoning this 
is what constitutes piety. When the shaykh heard this, he underwent a great change, and 
he remained saddened and depressed for around three days. Then, the shaykh – may God 
be pleased with him – saw the Commander of the Believers, ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb – may 
God be pleased with him – in his sleep. He was standing at the shaykh’s head and in his 
hand was a sword or a staff. He shook it at the head of the shaykh, menacing him with it 
as if to say, “What is this fear and anxiety over [the opinions of] other people?” or 
something like that. Thereupon the shaykh – may God be pleased with him – awoke and 
his sadness and his change in disposition had disappeared. His heart became forceful 
toward his dissenters. Then God struck them dumb and they could not say a thing against 
him because God Exalted, in knowing the truth, makes man subservient.108 

 
Clearly, the purpose of this story is to convey al-Sanūsī’s righteousness. Al-Mallālī gives no 

credence to the criticisms made against his teacher and makes no effort to recount them, beyond 

noting that they relate to al-Sanūsī’s creedal writings. For a more nuanced perspective, the next 

section will turn to Ibn Zakrī’s later stance on taqlīd. While Ibn Zakrī does not comment on al-

Sanūsī’s writings or activities directly, his discussion shows how someone could thoughtfully 

take a different position on the need to teach creed to a broad audience. 

Ibn Zakrī’s Later Position: Exempting the ʿAwāmm from Reasoning 

 In the previous sections, I sought both to understand al-Sanūsī’s perspective on his 

program and to point out the likely ways in which that program was provocative for some of his 

contemporaries. First, al-Sanūsī was adamant about the perils of taqlīd, warning imitators that 

they are likely bound for eternal hellfire, and he moreover complained repeatedly that most 
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people in his time are not even at the level of taqlīd but rather outright ignorance. Although he 

made some effort to attenuate this stance, urging people not to think poorly of others, for 

example, these gestures are outweighed by statements of lament and admonition, which likely 

caused some anxiety in the community. Second, al-Sanūsī acted on his anti-taqlīd stance by 

writing several short creeds that explain proofs to people in accessible terms. Yet it is not hard to 

imagine some contemporaries seeing those creeds as too sophisticated, with their nuanced 

explanations of the modalities, comprehensive lists of divine and prophetic attributes, specialized 

language, syllogistic proofs, and explanations of opposing doctrinal claims. Third, al-Sanūsī 

brought his creeds to the public through his lessons. Especially considering the precedent of legal 

action, specifically marriage annulment, against people deemed ignorant of creed, al-Sanūsī’s 

pedagogical approach appears restrained and careful. The redressing of taqlīd and ignorance took 

place under his careful supervision as a theological expert. Some contemporaries considered 

even these activities inappropriate, however, presumably for exposing people to ideas that would 

confuse them. In surveying these three aspects of al-Sanūsī’s creedal project and their attendant 

anxieties, a fourth aspect emerges. Al-Sanūsī’s insistence on the dangers of taqlīd and on the 

salvific benefits of his proof-filled creeds gives him a unique authority that he surely considered 

his due but which other scholars may have found disturbing or simply irritating. 

 These, then, are the dynamics in which Ibn Zakrī’s later, altered stance on taqlīd and 

īmān al-ʿawāmm should be situated. In this section, I explain the stance and contrast it with that 

he held in his youth, as well as with arguments made by al-Sanūsī. As a reminder, Ibn Zakrī’s 

early position on taqlīd, as expressed in Bughyat al-ṭālib, was effectively the same as that of al-

Sanūsī. Both of them understood that they have several interpretations of taqlīd available to 

them. They can see reasoning on creedal matters as a condition for valid īmān, such that 
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imitators are outright unbelievers. Or, they might consider such reasoning a command from God 

but not a condition for īmān, which makes imitators disobedient but, given their correct 

convictions, still believers. Another option is to understand God’s command to reason as 

applicable only to scholars or those with the capacity for it; taqlīd would then be perfectly 

acceptable and sufficient for the broader Muslim populace. In Bughyat al-ṭālib, Ibn Zakrī – like 

al-Sanūsī, throughout his writings – is clear that he places imitators in one of the first two 

categories, though he refrains from a final verdict. Anticipating the objection that the prophet 

Muḥammad made no such stipulation about reasoning, Ibn Zakrī concedes in Bughyat al-ṭālib 

that uttering the shahāda suffices to qualify one as a Muslim in legal, human terms, but he 

rejects that it alone, without reflection on creed, will be adequate before God. Of course, the sort 

of reasoning expected of non-scholars is different, more rudimentary than that required of 

scholars. In one contrast with al-Sanūsī, who despairs that the ignorant, apathetic people in his 

time cannot even meet the low bar of general proofs, Ibn Zakrī emphasizes that these proofs are 

wholly accessible and that most Muslims can and do engage with them. There is thus already a 

hint in Bughyat al-ṭālib that although Ibn Zakrī found these intellectual stances on taqlīd 

compelling, he would not be comfortable with the implications that al-Sanūsī draws out of them. 

 Ibn Zakrī’s later position on taqlīd and īmān al-ʿawāmm appears in Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid, 

the versified treatise on theology that he finished in 890/1485, five years before al-Sanūsī’s death 

and some nine before his own. Of the over 1500 lines of versification comprising the treatise, 

132 are dedicated to the issue of taqlīd. From the outset of that section, it is clear that he has 

shifted his position toward the three possible interpretations of taqlīd mentioned above. To begin 

with, rather than hover between the first two views, that imitators are either unbelievers or 

disobedient believers, he discards the first entirely: 
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 That by which one exits from taqlīd 
  is an individual duty, without restriction. 
 One obtains the objective through the most accessible of reasoning, 
  and the capable duty-bound person is disobedient for neglecting it. 
 It is said: Among all the stances, there is none 
  that upholds the judgment of unbelief for forgoing inference. 
 Specifically, to Ibn Jubbāʾ 
  Sayf al-Dīn has attributed this stance. 
 Any attribution of it by someone to al-Qāḍī [al-Bāqillānī] 
  and to the Shaykh [al-Ashʿarī] is not without opposition. 
 Al-Qushayrī has said that its transmission is a false fabrication 
  against him, and this is not [truly] attributable to him. 
 I say: This is like someone’s attribution of it 
  to the majority of scholars, out of confusion. 
 Rather, what should be attributed to the majority 
  is the denial of taqlīd in the way just mentioned. 
 As for the saying of al-Qāḍī to the contrary, 
  that there is no believer but that he is knowing, 
 Interpreting this to indicate the unbelief of someone who forgoes inference 
  and yet has conviction in the truth is immoderate. 
 Al-Āmidī has reported on the agreement of the Prophet’s companions 
  as to the denial of unbelief in this regard. 
 Thus, they held that there are only two stances: 
  obedient and disobedient, and this is no lie.109 
 
Stating that someone who fails to reason through creedal claims is disobedient only, Ibn Zakrī 

denies the viability of holding such a person to be an unbeliever. He cites the Ayyubid scholar, 

Sayf al-Dīn al-Āmidī (d. 631/1233), who traces the unbelief judgment back to a problematic 

source, the Muʿtazilī thinker Muḥammad al-Jubbāʾī (d. 303/915-16), and he notes that the 

Nishapuran al-Qushayrī and others dispute the attribution of this judgment to the pillars of 

Ashʿarī thought, al-Bāqillānī (known as al-Qāḍī) and al-Ashʿarī (al-Shaykh). He then compares 

these false attributions to “someone” asserting out of confusion that the majority of scholars hold 

the unbelief view. This someone is likely al-Sanūsī. He makes such a claim in Sharḥ al-Kubrā, 

and moreover, one of his arguments consists precisely in the interpretation of al-Bāqillānī that 

Ibn Zakrī considers “immoderate,” i.e. in taking his statement that, “There is no believer but that 
																																																								
109 The versified lemma extends over several pages, with the commentary interspersed: Ibn Zakrī and al-Manjūr, 
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he is knowing,” to mean that īmān requires knowledge and reasoning.110 This oblique rebuttal of 

al-Sanūsī is diplomatic but firm, situating him and his inclination toward the unbelief judgment 

in a longer history of misattributions and misunderstandings. The passage ends with another 

reference to al-Āmidī and a reiteration that the most severe judgment one can make of imitators 

is that they are disobedient. 

 As indicated above, in the fourth line, Ibn Zakrī intends his classification of imitators as 

disobedient to apply only to people who are capable of reasoning. When he turns to those who 

are not, he offers two methods for easing the demand on them. The first and dominant argument 

is to exempt people deemed incapable of reasoning from the obligation to do so. Continuing 

from the above passage and marking out a shift in subject, Ibn Zakrī writes: 

I said: That is [for] the duty-bound person who has conviction 
  in the truth, confident in it without proof. 
 [As for] he who accepts it and is not capable, 
  I do not at all hold to his disobedience. 
 For in the principles of jurisprudence, there is a condition that requires 
  its being possible, and the contrary of that is not practiced. 
 The occurrence of legal responsibility for the impossible is prohibited 
  according to the approved school, so listen and obey.111 
 
Whereas in Bughyat al-ṭālib, Ibn Zakrī explicitly rejected the idea of carving out an exception for 

the broader populace who might struggle to reason through creedal matters, here he shifts 

positions, invoking the legal maxim – the relevance of which in theological matters was denied 

by al-Sanūsī – that people are not responsible for acts that they cannot carry out (lā taklīf bi-mā 

lā yuṭāq). The implication is that anyone incapable of reasoning is permitted to forgo it and 

depend instead on taqlīd. Later, Ibn Zakrī takes this exemption a step further, to actually prohibit 

those deemed incapable from engaging in any kind of reasoning: 
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The conviction of an ignorant person by way of taqlīd 
 is preferable to that which induces wavering. 
For what is most likely for someone who abandons 
 his simple īmān through plunging [into something complex] is perdition. 
Similar to one who sets off at sea and for whom the boat 
 has shattered, salvation is rare. 

 One who does not plunge into the sea, he is secure 
  due to his sound and resolute determination. 
 For it [the determination] is firmly rooted like the mountains 
  which the wind does not shake at all. 
 If they depart from it, undertaking investigations by way of reasoning 
  they will encounter danger because of that, 
 Becoming like a thread in the air, 
  bending with the winds high into the sky. 
 From this, an unfortunate end is feared. 
  A soul [bound] with a rope is not secure 
 So those who plunge into the sea are in peril, 
  if the Creator of mankind does not assist with that.112 

According to Ibn Zakrī, the real danger for the non-scholarly populace lies not in taqlīd but 

rather in venturing beyond their capabilities into creedal material that would confuse them, 

shaking their convictions and leaving them at risk of dying in a state of unbelief. In sum, this first 

method for easing the demand on the broader Muslim populace consists in permitting taqlīd for 

them, even prohibiting them from engaging in reasoning. 

 Ibn Zakrī’s second method is to emphasize the ease with which average Muslims obtain 

knowledge of God and of general proofs. Rather than allow taqlīd, this argument denies that it 

constitutes a problem. To support this line of thought, Ibn Zakrī draws on Abū Manṣūr 

Muḥammad al-Māturīdī (d. 333/944), eponym of the Māturīdī school of theology, citing him to 

the effect that, “The Muslim ʿawāmm are believers / and they are knowledgeable of their 

Lord.”113 He then invokes the Almoravid-era Maghribi author al-Qāḍī ʿĪyāḍ (d. 544/1149) and, 

building on his precedent, characterizes the broader populace as follows: 

In theology, their nature is predisposed (majbūl) 
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to Him who established them on the right path. 
Their inability in it for articulation 

is, by implication, no detraction.114 
 
Even though many Muslims may not be able to clearly express creedal tenets, they do have 

correct and firmly held convictions. Ibn Zakrī does not go so far as to say that these convictions 

derive from an innate knowledge of God, yet even the claim of their predisposition contrasts 

sharply with both his earlier claim and al-Sanūsī’s ongoing insistence that knowledge of the 

divine only comes about through reasoning. 

The idea that knowledge of God comes easily to most people appears again later in the 

text, alongside Ibn Zakrī’s other argument about exempting the ʿawāmm from reasoning. In the 

following passage, adducing the precedent of the prophet Muḥammad, he begins by upholding 

the argument from exemption but ends with the argument from ease: 

The judgment of īmān rests on 
  its sign, which is Islam, if the two occur. 
 It is not dependent on reasoning, 
  since it was not mentioned by the Chosen One, the Prophet. 
 The judgment of a person’s īmān does not stand 
  on the principles of theology and reasoning, 
 But rather, what suffices in the abode of habit 
  is that one accepts the shahāda. 
 It is said that this judgment only applies 
  to the outer sense of Islam, in regard to that which is seen, 
 Not for that which provides salvation from eternity 
  in hellfire, and that this is the extent of its meaning. 
 That [latter salvific dimension] requires proofs, 
  whether general or technical. 
 The answer to this is that were it [īmān] dependent on 
  its proof, whether general or technical, 
 Then the Messenger would surely have explained that, 
  yet such an explanation definitively did not appear from him. 
 … 
 The duty for one who accepts [Islam] is to distinguish it by that which 
  proves to him what is known. 
 That is, for someone capable. For the incapable, 
  the occurrence of his assent suffices for him. 
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Thus, as is established of the Messenger, 
Islam does not rest on proofs, 

For it [the proof] occurs through the most accessible of reasoning 
on something far or near, and through considering one’s state.115 

With this passage, Ibn Zakrī concludes the section of Muḥāṣṣil al-maqāṣid on taqlīd. His main 

argument is that were reasoning and proof required for īmān, the prophet Muḥammad would 

have said as much, yet he did not. This stance represents an outright reversal from Bughyat al-

ṭālib, where Ibn Zakrī had insisted on distinguishing between people’s this-worldly and next-

worldly statuses and restricted Muḥammad’s precedent to the former. Here, Ibn Zakrī makes 

something of an ethical claim, asserting that it would be wrong for the prophet to have only 

required people to meet the legal criterion and not the salvific. Given the prophet’s silence on 

proofs, the conclusion must be that they are not ultimately necessary, certainly not for those 

incapable of engaging with them. With the final lines, however, Ibn Zakrī seems to switch tacks, 

pointing out again the ease of reasoning one’s way to God. The interpretation offered here by a 

commentator on Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid is that the prophet did not make proofs a criterion for īmān 

precisely because they are so easy and accessible, since all aspects of the created world point in 

some fashion toward the truth of God and His attributes.116 This explanation, while possible, 

seems to me underdetermined. Moreover, I am not sure that the arguments from exemption and 

ease need to be directly reconciled. It may be sufficient to understand them as two valid ways for 

Ibn Zakrī to justify his reconsidered position on taqlīd, one that takes a more accommodating 

approach to the īmān of the broader Muslim populace. 

Conclusion 

At the outset of their careers, Ibn Zakrī and al-Sanūsī held similar stances on taqlīd, 

arguing for the obligation of all Muslims, regardless of education and ability, to reason through 
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creedal material. While Ibn Zakrī suggested that the sort of reasoning required of the ʿawāmm is 

easy and accessible, he was clear that they are not exempted from this task, that the prophet 

Muḥammad’s acceptance of the shahāda as a community marker applies solely to this-worldly 

affairs, and that reasoning comprises the only way to obtain knowledge of God. By the end of his 

career, Ibn Zakrī shifted his position on all of these arguments. Not only are members of the 

broader populace who lack the ability to engage in reasoning exempted from doing so, they are 

moreover prohibited from it, on the basis of not tasking people with impossibilities and out of 

concern that their exposure to complex ideas will confuse them and destabilize their creedal 

convictions. He argues that reasoning cannot possibly be a requirement for īmān and salvation. If 

it were, the prophet Muḥammad would have communicated as much, but he insisted, rather, on 

the sufficiency of people assenting to the truth of the shahāda. Finally, Ibn Zakrī expresses 

optimism that most people do in fact carry out basic reasoning, predisposed as they are toward 

knowledge of God and notwithstanding the inability to verbally articulate their ideas. 

I have suggested here that this dramatic shift in Ibn Zakrī’s stance may be understood as a 

response to al-Sanūsī’s creedal project. From al-Sanūsī’s perspective, that project is urgent and 

necessary. Since imitators are likely bound for eternal hellfire and since most people in his era 

are not even at the level of taqlīd, wallowing instead in outright ignorance of creed, he has a 

responsibility to teach people the proofs that can provide salvation. To that end, he composes not 

only advanced theological treatises but also shorter, simplified ones in which he seeks to convey 

the core creedal material along with its syllogistic proofs to a non-scholarly audience. He 

moreover teaches the texts in his lessons, open to the public as well as to students. 

Contemporaneous accounts attest to the popularity of these lessons, but also to the opposition 

that his ideas and activities provoked among some of his peers. I have suggested here that his 
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critics’ concerns likely related to the fierceness with which al-Sanūsī condemned taqlīd, the 

technicality of even his shorter creeds, and his teaching those creeds to the Tlemcen public. 

While Ibn Zakrī’s discussion of taqlīd in Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid does not address his rival’s 

program directly, his altered stance on the issue effectively punctures its intellectual 

underpinnings, exempting the ʿawāmm from the obligation for reasoning and prohibiting their 

exposure to complex creedal ideas and proofs. 

Efforts to deflate al-Sanūsī’s stances and their implications persist during the subsequent 

centuries, even as his creedal writings and especially al-Ṣughrā continue to skyrocket in 

popularity. At the beginning of the next chapter, I highlight one such attempt at deflation: a fatwa 

in which the author argues that al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī’s positions on taqlīd are compatible after 

all. Yet the main story in that chapter will deal with a different aspect of al-Sanūsī’s legacy, as I 

turn to a group of scholars in northern Morocco who take seriously his complaints about outright 

creedal ignorance and launch a more interventionist program to not only teach but also monitor 

and discipline the creedal convictions of the broader Muslim populace. 
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Chapter 3 
Commanding Right Belief and Forbidding Wrong: 

Creed in the Islamicizing Project of al-Habṭī and His Companions (10th/16th c.) 
 

There is no wrong more abominable, foul, odious, and distressing than ignorance of God and His 
messenger and no right more excellent and exalted than teaching īmān and Islam. 

– Ibn Khajjū 
 
Introduction 

 In a recent collection of geographically wide-ranging studies on Islamization, the short 

contribution on the Maghrib addresses when and how the region’s indigenous Amazigh peoples 

became Muslim.1 Acknowledging that the process was “progressive” and “incremental,”2 the 

author, Michael Brett, restricts himself to noting the starting points for several key phenomena: 

the establishment of Islamic urban areas from the 9th-10th centuries onward; Amazigh peoples’ 

recruitment into Muslim armies and their adoption of Islamic political ideology beginning 

around the same time; the spread of Sufism and its saints into the countryside from the 6th/12th 

century. The survey concludes rather abruptly, jumping in the final sentence to the early 12th/18th 

century, by which time Brett suggests that these Islamicizing forces had run their course and the 

process was complete.3 

In the present chapter, I contribute toward an understanding of this passed-over middle 

period with an analysis of the Islamicizing activities of ʿAbd Allāh al-Habṭī (d. 963/1556) and 

his companions during the 10th/16th century in the rural areas of northern Morocco. Al-Habṭī was 

affiliated with the socially and politically active Jazūliyya Sufi order, and the objectives of his 

program ranged widely, from building village mosques and promoting regular prayer to 

advocating jihad against the Spanish and Portuguese to censuring the practices of tattooing and 

																																																								
1 Michael Brett, “Conversion of the Berbers to Islam/Islamisation of the Berbers,” in Islamisation: Comparative 
Perspectives from History, ed. A. C. S. Peacock (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 189–98. 
2 Ibid., 190. 
3 Ibid., 195. 



	

 116 

wine drinking. Yet, as I will show, the Habṭī circle’s greatest priority was creed, an arena in 

which they were highly influenced by the writings of al-Sanūsī even as they turned those 

writings in new directions. Key among their creed-related activities were the writing of 

numerous short tracts on creed, exhorting heads of household to undertake the creedal instruction 

of their dependents, and promoting the judgment of the majūs, especially its stipulation for 

marriage annulment, as a disciplinary measure for those deemed ignorant of creedal basics. 

The collected volume on Islamization does contain an investigation of such activities; 

however, the study focuses not on the Maghrib but on the Ottoman Balkans. In it, Tijana Krstić 

examines the proliferation of Turkish-language “catechisms” in that region during the 10th/16th 

century.4 Krstić’s work dovetails with that of Derin Terzioǧlu in particular, as well as that of 

Nabil al-Tikriti and Guy Burak, and between the four of them, they describe a set of phenomena 

that are highly resonant with those I observe taking place in northern Morocco at the same 

moment: the production of short creeds meant for a broad audience,5 the call for at-home 

instruction of creed,6 the monitoring and disciplining of creedal ideas,7 and the use of marriage 

as one site to enact that disciplining.8 In making sense of these phenomena, all four authors 

situate them as part of an Ottoman response to the newly formed Shīʿī Safavid Empire. Krstić, 

Terzioǧlu, and Burak further propose that the religious and political shifts attendant to this 

rivalry can be productively analyzed as part of a broader process of “confessionalization” 

																																																								
4 Tijana Krstić, “From Shahāda to ʿAqīda: Conversion to Islam, Catechisation and Sunnitisation in Sixteenth-
Century Ottoman Rumeli,” in Islamisation: Comparative Perspectives from History, ed. A. C. S. Peacock 
(Edinburgh: University Press, 2017), 296–314. 
5 Ibid.; Derin Terzioğlu, “Where ʻİlm-i Ḥāl Meets Catechism: Islamic Manuals of Religious Instruction in the 
Ottoman Empire in the Age of Confessionalization,” Past and Present, no. 220 (2013): 79–114. 
6 Terzioğlu, “Where ʻİlm-i Ḥāl Meets Catechism,” 97–98. 
7 Nabil al-Tikriti, “Kalam in the Service of State: Apostasy and the Defining of Ottoman Islamic Identity,” in 
Legitimizing the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric of State Power, ed. Hakan T. Karateke and Maurus Reinkowski 
(Leiden: Brill, 2005), 131–49; Guy Burak, “Faith, Law and Empire in the Ottoman ‘Age of Confessionalization’ 
(Fifteenth-Seventeenth Centuries): The Case of ‘Renewal of Faith,’” Mediterranean Historical Review 28, no. 1 
(2013): 1–23. 
8 Burak, “Faith, Law and Empire.” 
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contiguous with that taking place in Europe among Catholics and Protestants.9 As done by 

historians of Europe, the Ottomanists use the concept of confessionalization heuristically to call 

attention to the increasing cooperation between religious and political agents toward the goals of 

social disciplining, state building, and the enforcement of orthodoxy. The key role of the state is 

evident in Krstić’s description of confessionalization as initially a “top-down” process in the 

10th/16th century (becoming more diffuse in the 11th/17th) and in Burak’s definition of the process 

as comprising, first, the infusion of religious rhetoric into state and social formation and, second, 

the heightened self-perception of sovereigns as guardians of orthodoxy.10 While Krstić, Burak, 

and Terzioǧlu are careful to point out the diverse perspectives and behaviors of state actors, as 

well as to account for other factors at work in these shifts – urbanization, bureaucratization, 

institutionalization of the religious elite – ultimately the concept of confessionalization, or as the 

authors also put it, Sunnitization, marks efforts by the Ottoman state to bolster its Sunni identity 

in the face of a competing Shīʿī power. According to this analysis, the proliferation of Turkish-

language catechisms in the 10th/16th century ought to be seen as an effort to encourage and 

enforce people’s awareness of themselves as Sunni and to establish a firmer distinction between 

Sunni and non-Sunni people, ideas, and practices. 

 I have thus far found the confessionalization framework to have limitations in making 

sense of the creedal activities in 10th/16th-century Morocco. Two of the main factors informing 

my hesitation to take it up have to do with absences. The first is the lack of clear involvement by 

the state. Indeed, there was nothing like a strong, centralized, bureaucratic Moroccan state at the 

time, especially not in the first half of the 10th/16th century, which witnessed the fracturing and 

																																																								
9 For one articulation of this framework, see Tijana Krstić, Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious 
Change in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 2011), 12–16. 
10 Ibid., 14; Burak, “Faith, Law and Empire,” 1. The point is reiterated in Krstić, “From Shahāda to ʿAqīda,” 300–
301. 
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dissolution of one dynasty and the rise of another.11 The protagonists of this chapter are not state 

agents but rather affiliates of the Jazūliyya Sufi order. While, as I will describe, the Jazūliyya did 

contribute to the success of the new Saʿdian dynasty, which legitimized itself in religious terms 

as descendants of the prophet Muḥammad and defenders of Islam against the Spanish and 

Portuguese, there was also conflict between the Jazūliyya and the Saʿdians, and their agendas 

ought not be conflated. More to the point, the establishment of the Saʿdian dynasty post-dates the 

Islamicizing activities of al-Habṭī and his circle in northern Morocco, and even if one were to 

argue that some Saʿdian-appointed judges and muftis were later happy to promote such activities, 

this dynamic strikes me as a far cry from the state-driven efforts described by 

confessionalization. A second problem with applying the confessionalization framework to al-

Habṭī’s project is the absence of competing intra-Islamic confessional groups in Morocco. One 

may wonder about the impact of the Ottoman conquest of the central Maghrib (present-day 

Algeria and Tunisia) during the mid-10th/16th century, but I see no evidence that al-Habṭī and his 

companions were worried about this new rival on the eastern border, nor that they made any 

efforts to identify their mode of Islam as distinct from and superior to that of the Ottomans.12 If 

there was a looming religious and political threat for al-Habṭī, it was represented by the Spanish 

and Portuguese, who had been launching incursions along Morocco’s coastlines for at least a 

century, with a major victory being the Portuguese conquest of Ceuta in 818/1415. Yet the 

																																																								
11 For a useful comparison of the Moroccan and Ottoman states in these decades and their confrontation with one 
another, see Andrew C. Hess, The Forgotten Frontier: A History of the Sixteenth Century Ibero-African Frontier 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978) especially the first half of Chapter 4, “Islam Resurgent,” 45-58. 
12 The articulation of a distinctly Moroccan Islam may appear in the 11th/17th century. A versified treatise by the 
Moroccan scholar ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Ibn ʿĀshir (d. 1040/1631) introduces its subjects not only as creed, law, and 
Sufism but more specifically as Ashʿarī creed, Mālikī law, and Sufism in the sober manner of Junayd. The text has 
been printed with a commentary by Ibn ʿĀshir’s student, Muḥammad Mayyāra (d. 1072/1661), and for the relevant 
statement, see Muḥammad b. Aḥmad Mayyāra, al-Durr al-thamīn wa-l-mawrid al-muʿīn fī sharḥ al-Murshid al-
muʿīn ʿalā al-ḍarūrī min ʿulūm al-dīn, ed. ʿAbd Allāh al-Manshāwī (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2008), 18. 
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longstanding nature of this conflict makes it hard to claim as part of a peculiarly 10th/16th-century 

process of confessionalization. 

 Besides the absences of systematic state involvement and of confessional competition, a 

further factor dissuades from the confessionalization framework: the presence of a deep and 

ongoing ambivalence among Moroccan scholars regarding the wisdom and necessity of creedal 

disciplining. Within the spectrum of stances, al-Habṭī’s seems to have been on the more 

proactive end, and while the sorts of ideas that he promoted enjoyed qualified support among 

some contemporaries, others found them worrying. It is these disputes, among scholars of the 

same “confession,” that strike me as most salient in the sources and which I underscore in the 

present chapter, indeed in the dissertation as a whole. 

 To be clear, I do not mean by any of the preceding to diminish the value of thinking 

broadly, beyond territorial, political, and religious boundaries; I worry only that 

confessionalization may be too narrow a frame to accommodate the Moroccan context. Thus, 

while I pause briefly at several moments in the chapter to note similarities and divergences 

between al-Habṭī’s creedal program and contemporaneous activities in European and Ottoman 

lands, I propose viewing al-Habṭī and his companions through a different lens, as “inner 

missionaries” within the rural areas of northern Morocco. The idea of inner missionaries has 

been discussed in work on both Christian Europe13 and the Islamic world. The latter discussion 

comes from Albrecht Hofheinz on the basis of his research into early 13th/19th-century Islamic 

Sudan.14 Hofheinz focuses on the career of Muḥammad Majdhūb (d. 1247/1831), a Sufi shaykh 

																																																								
13 See for example Louis Châtellier, The Religion of the Poor: Rural Missions in Europe and the Formation of 
Modern Catholicism, c.1500-c.1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); and, less explicitly, John 
Bossy, “The Counter-Reformation and the People of Catholic Europe,” Past & Present, no. 47 (1970): 51–70. 
14 Albrecht Hofheinz, “The Islamic Eighteenth Century: A View from the Edge,” in Islam in Der Moderne, Moderne 
Im Islam: Eine Festschrift Für Reinhard Schulze Zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Florian Zemmin, Johannes Stephan, and 
Monica Corrado (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 242. 
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whose missionizing project took him into the Sudanic countryside, where he sought to impart 

and ingrain Islamic norms among the broader populace. While Hofheinz suggests that the 

emphasis placed by Majdhūb on each Muslim’s individual responsibility toward right belief and 

right practice reflects a shift peculiar to the 12th/18th century,15 the example of al-Habṭī and his 

companions in the 10th/16th century cautions against any such hasty assessment. This is not to 

say, of course, that the programs undertaken by Majdhūb and al-Habṭī are identical. One striking 

difference is that where Majdhūb’s teachings relied heavily on the Qur’an and hadith,16 al-

Habṭī’s drew on more scholastic sources, at least in the realm of creed, where, as I will show, his 

teachings were deeply informed by the writings of al-Sanūsī. 

 With these comments in mind, I turn in this chapter to the Islamicizing, “missionizing” 

work of al-Habṭī and his companions. My aim is to understand the creedal aspect of their project 

and to situate it within broader conversations in 10th/16th-century Morocco about how to 

correctly approach the issue of īmān al-ʿawāmm. I suggest that a key battleground for these 

conversations – sometimes disputes – was the legacy of al-Sanūsī. Given the tremendous 

popularity of al-Sanūsī’s creeds, scholars were eager to adduce him in support of their particular 

position on īmān al-ʿawāmm, and they emphasized and deemphasized aspects of his writings 

accordingly – al-Habṭī and his companions being no exception. To bring out the contours of 

these conversations, I open and close the chapter with analyses of fatwas about īmān al-ʿawāmm. 

The fatwa that I address first pre-dates al-Habṭī’s program and reflects an early effort to steer al-

Sanūsī’s legacy away from a more interventionist approach to creedal instruction. I then turn to 

the missionizing work of al-Habṭī, which took just such an approach. Al-Habṭī’s activities must 

be located within the Jazūliyya Sufi order, and thus I offer a brief overview of that movement 

																																																								
15 Ibid., 238–39. 
16 Ibid., 246–47. 
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before arriving at the core of the chapter, a study of his teachings on creed. I show how he and 

his companions used the framework of commanding right and forbidding wrong to promote 

widespread creedal instruction, especially on the part of heads of households, who are 

responsible for the spiritual wellbeing of their families and other dependents. I then inspect the 

material being taught and demonstrate that while al-Habṭī appropriates al-Sanūsī’s creedal 

interpretation of the shahāda, as well as his use of the modalities to frame the core tenets of 

creed, he deemphasizes al-Sanūsī’s anxiety over taqlīd in order to focus on redressing a more 

basic level of ignorance. Finally, I analyze the way that al-Habṭī and his companions advocate 

for applying the judgment of the majūs to people deemed ignorant of creed and their citation of 

al-Sanūsī in support. The closing section of the chapter addresses fatwas issued 

contemporaneously to al-Habṭī’s activities, showing not only the geographically widespread 

nature of the concern over īmān al-ʿawāmm but also the array of stances that Moroccan scholars 

brought to the topic. 

Curating al-Sanūsī’s Writings in al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn 

 The appropriation of al-Sanūsī’s legacy to support an interventionist approach to creedal 

disciplining was never uncontested, and it was not inevitable. In fact, the earliest instance in 

which al-Sanūsī’s writings are invoked with respect to creedal disciplining speaks against, rather 

than for, such activities. This invocation occurs in a lengthy fatwa composed in 920/1514 and 

titled al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn li-qitāl man kaffara ʿāmmat al-muslimīn (The Army and the Ambush 

in Combatting Whoever Takfīrs the Common Run of Muslims).17 Its author is Muḥammad 

																																																								
17 The text has been published twice: Muḥammad Shaqrūn b. Aḥmad Ibn Abī Jumʿa al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh wa-l-
kamīn li-qitāl man kaffara ʿāmmat al-muslimīn (Tanta, Egypt: Dār al-Ṣaḥāba li-l-Turāth, 1992); and Muḥammad 
Shaqrūn b. Aḥmad Ibn Abī Jumʿa al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn li-qitāl man kaffara ʿāmmat al-muslimīn, ed. 
Hārūn b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Āl Bāshā al-Jazāʾirī (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2004). The former is based on MS 940 at the 
Egyptian National Library (Dār al-Kutub al-Miṣriyya), while the latter is based on MS 1/2301 at the Algerian 
National Library, as well as on the 1992 published edition. I have also consulted MS 168-ʿayn at the ʿAllāl al-Fāsī 
Institute in Rabat. My citations here refer to the 2004 edition unless otherwise noted. 
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Shaqrūn b. Abī Jumʿa al-Maghrāwī al-Wahrānī (d. 929/1522-23), a jurist who likely grew up in 

Tlemcen and then moved to Fez in the early 10th/16th century, several years after the deaths of al-

Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī.18 In al-Jaysh, al-Wahrānī carefully curates – and even, I would argue, 

manipulates – al-Sanūsī’s writings in such a way as to make him appear aligned with Ibn Zakrī’s 

later stance on taqlīd and īmān al-ʿawāmm, as explained in Chapter 2. 

 Al-Wahrānī states that he wrote al-Jaysh in response to a question proceeding from “a 

group of my Muslim brothers and from many a party among the Muslim ʿawāmm.”19 The 

question asks about the status of a person who knows the distinction between God and His 

Messenger and knows that the former is uncreated and everlasting, that He brings about life and 

death, wealth and poverty, and yet who does not know a proof for these traits. Is the īmān of such 

a person sound, or is he an unbeliever, a kāfir? Is it valid for him to lead prayer and give legal 

testimony? More generally, ought one to demand knowledge of proofs from people who may be 

incapable of learning them or articulating them?20 According to al-Wahrānī, these questions were 

not hypothetical but rather emerged in response to activities undertaken by members of the 

scholarly community. The initial cause for consternation among the ʿawāmm was a student who 

pronounced people lacking knowledge of proofs to be unbelievers and who sought on that basis 

the seizure of their property (istibāḥat amwālihim), the annulment of their marriages (fasād 

ankiḥatihim), and other actions appropriate to a judgment of takfīr.21 A group of people then took 

the matter to a scholar whose abilities al-Wahrānī portrays in skeptical terms. Out of a misguided 

sense of advising and aiding the community, this scholar issued a fatwa deeming the takfīr valid. 
																																																								
18 In a painstaking analysis, Devin Stewart has disentangled the biography of this scholar from that of his father, 
Aḥmad b. Abī Jumʿa al-Maghrāwī al-Wahrānī (d. 917/1511), referred to as “the Muftī of Oran” for a fatwa that he 
wrote on the situation of Muslims living in the Catholic-ruled Iberian Peninsula. Father and son were confused in a 
number of biographical sources over the centuries. See Devin Stewart, “The Identity of ‘the Muftī of Oran’, Abū l-
ʿAbbās Aḥmad b. Abī Jumʿah al-Maghrāwī al-Wahrānī (d. 917/1511),” Al-Qantara 27, no. 2 (2006): 265–301. 
19 al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh, 2004, 22. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 22–23. 
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When al-Wahrānī saw the way in which his opinion spread among the broader community and 

caused them distress, he took it upon himself to weigh in and clarify the issue. 

Al-Wahrānī divides al-Jaysh into three sections, assessing in turn three possible ways to 

interpret the status of an imitator. The interpretations are the same as those considered by al-

Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī and before them, Ibn ʿArafa: Either 1) God’s command to know the 

rational basis for creedal tenets only applies to those with the capacity for that, making taqlīd 

perfectly valid for those who cannot go beyond it; 2) imitators are disobedient believers, on the 

grounds that God’s command applies to everyone, albeit without reasoning comprising a 

condition for the soundness of īmān; or 3) imitators are outright unbelievers, because reasoning 

is a condition for īmān. As shown in Chapter 2, al-Sanūsī unequivocally rejected the first option 

and remained agnostic on the latter two while expressing a preference for the third. It is 

remarkable, then, that in al-Wahrānī’s promotion of the first view, he repeatedly adduces the 

respected theologian from Tlemcen in support. In what follows, I briefly describe three main 

ways in which al-Wahrānī portrays al-Sanūsī as aligned with the stance in al-Jaysh. 

The first method involves some citation sleight of hand. When addressing the possible 

judgment that imitators are disobedient believers, al-Wahrānī acknowledges its pertinence to 

those with the capacity for reasoning but argues against its universal application, and in doing so 

he gestures toward al-Sanūsī: 

Among the stances on it is that he is a disobedient believer for failing to reflect and seek 
out proofs – when he has the faculty for understanding that. In such an instance, taqlīd is 
forbidden to him and sound reasoning is obligatory. If he does not have the faculty to 
understand that, as with the genuine common folk (al-awāmm al-aqḥāḥ), he is not tasked 
with reasoning, and taqlīd is sufficient for him. “This is because tasking someone with 
reflection who lacks the capacity for it falls into the category of charging responsibility 
for what cannot be done (min bāb taklīf mā lā yuṭāq), and God has relieved this 
community of that out of His munificence. As He Exalted stated: ‘God does not charge 
any soul but to its capacity.’” The imam Sīdī Muḥammad al-Sanūsī has mentioned all of 
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this thusly in his commentary on the poem (qaṣīd).22 And it is stipulated in the principles 
of jurisprudence that a condition of something demanded is feasibility and that charging 
responsibility for the impossible is prohibited, as per the sound, preferred school of 
thought.23 

 
Al-Wahrānī’s point is that for people who are truly not capable of learning proofs – the genuine 

ʿawāmm in the context of theological matters – taqlīd is permissible. To argue that stance he 

quotes a passage from al-Sanūsī’s Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya stating that it is forbidden for people to 

be tasked with duties beyond their capacity. What he does not make clear, however, is that al-

Sanūsī was only reporting the existence of that stance, not promoting it. Indeed, as shown in the 

previous chapter, al-Sanūsī explicitly rejected the relevance of this maxim in the realm of 

theology. That al-Wahrānī would mention al-Sanūsī here is all the more notable because Ibn 

Zakrī, also cited repeatedly in al-Jaysh and identified as an influence on the author,24 did hold 

this exact position in his later text, Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid, and would thus seem to present a more 

obvious reference point. It is therefore hard not to think that al-Wahrānī is going out of his way 

to present al-Sanūsī as aligned with the first interpretation, which permits taqlīd for the ʿawāmm. 

 This impression is bolstered by a second, similar maneuver from al-Wahrānī, consisting 

in selective quotation. On the one hand, there are the silences: al-Wahrānī does not quote any of 

al-Sanūsī’s statements insisting on the need for all Muslims to go beyond taqlīd, nor any of his 

complaints about the creedal apathy and ignorance that he sees as characterizing his era. He 

does, on the other hand, mention al-Sanūsī’s gentler passages. Thus, when al-Wahrānī 

																																																								
22 The two published editions of al-Jaysh have edited this phrase to read, “his commentary on the creed (ʿaqīda),” 
although the 2004 edition has a footnote stating that the Algerian National Library manuscript reads, “his 
commentary on the poem (qaṣid).” This latter reading is consistent with the manuscript from the ʿAllāl al-Fāsī 
Institute in Rabat (fols. 8a-b). There can be little doubt that “poem” is the correct reading, in reference to al-Sanūsī’s 
commentary on the versified theological treatise of al-Jazāʾirī, since that commentary contains the exact statement 
cited here by al-Wahrānī and around which I have added quotation marks. See Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, al-
Manhaj al-sadīd fī sharḥ kifāyat al-murīd: Sharḥ li-l-manẓūma al-musammā bi-l-Jazāʾiriyya [=Sharḥ al-
Jazāʾiriyya], ed. Muṣṭafā Marzūqī (ʿAyn Malīla, Algeria: Dār al-Hudā, 1994), 49–50. 
23 al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh, 2004, 53. 
24 The two published editions have al-Wahrānī calling Ibn Zakrī “the shaykh of my shaykhs” (pg. 30 in the 2004 
Beirut edition, pg. 22 in the Tanta edition), while the ʿAllāl al-Fāsī manuscript has simply “my shaykh” (fol. 3a). 
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acknowledges that notwithstanding the sound īmān of most Muslims, there may be instances 

when an individual exhibits a false creedal conviction, he turns to al-Sanūsī’s statement in Sharḥ 

al-Kubrā about the importance of treating that individual with kindness.25 He also quotes the 

passage from Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, discussed in Chapter 2, where al-Sanūsī emphasizes that people 

ought first and foremost to look after their own creedal state and not think poorly of their fellow 

Muslims.26 These statements absolutely represent an aspect of al-Sanūsī’s thinking on creedal 

learning. Yet by quoting them to the exclusion of the more demanding, pessimistic passages in 

al-Sanūsī’s creedal oeuvre – indeed, by quoting them at all, when he might simply have invoked 

Ibn Zakrī and others with more lenient stances – al-Wahrānī reveals a commitment to rallying 

this important figure in support of his position. 

 A third way that al-Wahrānī indicates that al-Sanūsī would have approved of the stance in 

al-Jaysh is through the inclusion of four endorsements (rusūm, sing. rasm) at the end of the text. 

These statements, presumably solicited by al-Wahrānī, come from four “eminent legal scholars 

of Tlemcen”:27 Ibrāhīm b. Aḥmad al-Wajdījī (d. 930s/1523-33), Muḥammad b. Muḥammad b. 

ʿĪsā (d. mid-930s/late 1520s), Aḥmad b. Mallūka (d. mid-930s/late 1520s), and Abū ʿAbd Allāh 

b. Muḥammad b. al-ʿAbbās al-ʿUbbādī (d. early 930s/mid-1520s).28 The endorsements praise al-

Wahrānī’s opinion and argumentation, and some of them reiterate and reinforce aspects of his 

reasoning. Al-Wajdījī and Ibn Mallūka also include harsh condemnations of the jurist in Fez 

																																																								
25 al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh, 2004, 40; and for the original passage: Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-ʿaqīda al-
kubrā al-musammā ʿaqīdat ahl al-tawḥīd, ed. al-Sayyid Yūsuf Aḥmad (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2006), 33. 
26 al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh, 2004, 41–42; and for the original passage see Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-
Wusṭā, ed. al-Bashīr al-Fūrtī (Tunis: Maṭbaʿat al-Taqaddum al-Waṭaniyya, 1909), 170. 
27 al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh, 2004, 69. The ʿAllāl al-Fāsī manuscript does not have this introductory line and only 
includes two of the four endorsements, those of Ibn ʿĪsā and Ibn Mallūka (fols. 11b-12a). 
28 The vague dates of death are those given by the biographer Muḥammad Ibn ʿAskar (d. 986/1578): Muḥammad Ibn 
ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir li-maḥāsin man kāna bi-l-Maghrib min mashāyikh al-qarn al-ʿāshir, ed. Muḥammad 
Ḥajjī, 4th ed. (Casablanca, Morocco: Markaz al-Turāth al-Thaqāfī al-Maghribī, 2015), 120 (al-Wajdījī), 121 (Ibn 
ʿĪsā), 121 (Ibn Mallūka), and 108 (al-ʿUbbādī). The vague dates are repeated by the later biographers Ibn Maryam 
(fl. 1014/1605) in al-Bustān and Aḥmad Bābā al-Tinbuktī (d. 1036/1626) in Nayl al-ibtihāj. 
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whose takfīr-sanctioning fatwa precipitated the disturbance to which al-Wahrānī was responding, 

with al-Wajdījī going so far as to counter-takfīr the jurist.29 Why seek out endorsements from 

these men in particular? Social ties go some way toward explaining al-Wahrānī’s contact with 

the scholars in Tlemcen: Three of the four mention al-Wahrānī’s late father, whom they know 

and revere from the family’s time in the city. Yet surely al-Wahrānī also had illustrious peers in 

Fez to whom he might have turned for endorsements. I would argue that the greater appeal of 

this specific group is their connection to al-Sanūsī. Tlemcen was al-Sanūsī’s home city, and more 

than that, at least three of these men – al-Wajdījī, Ibn Mallūka, and al-ʿUbbādī – had studied with 

him.30 Their support of al-Jaysh therefore lends authority not only to al-Wahrānī’s overall 

opinion but also to his specific project of presenting al-Sanūsī’s stance on taqlīd as lenient and 

supportive of exempting the ʿawāmm from the obligation to learn proofs for creedal tenets. 

 My aim in discussing al-Wahrānī’s appropriation of al-Sanūsī in al-Jaysh is not to 

criticize or pass judgment on its legitimacy – although I will return momentarily to the question 

of its success. Rather, al-Jaysh is useful because it facilitates several observations that are key to 

bear in mind as I turn toward a very different way that scholars took up al-Sanūsī’s legacy. The 

first observation is that despite al-Sanūsī restricting his own creedal activities to the realm of 

pedagogy, his writings were, less than three decades after his death, invoked to deal with a more 

interventionist approach toward creedal monitoring and disciplining. It is not clear from al-Jaysh 

whether the initial fatwa in Fez had adduced al-Sanūsī in support or whether al-Wahrānī took the 

initiative of referring to him, but regardless, it is clear that al-Sanūsī was considered not only a 

																																																								
29 al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh, 2004, 70. 
30 The references to al-Wajdījī and Ibn Mallūka as students of al-Sanūsī appear in the latter’s biographical notice in 
Aḥmad Bābā al-Tinbuktī, Nayl al-ibtihāj bi-taṭrīz al-dībāj, ed. ʿAbd al-Majīd ʿAbd Allāh al-Harrāma, 2nd ed. 
(Tripoli, Libya: Dār al-Kātib, 2000), 572. For al-ʿUbbādī, see ibid., 585; and Muḥammad Ibn Maryam, al-Bustān fī 
dhikr al-ʿulamāʾ wa-l-awliyāʾ bi-Tilimsān, ed. Muḥammad Ibn Abī Shanab (Algiers: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Thaʿālibiyya, 
1908), 259. Stewart writes that all four were students of al-Sanūsī, but I have yet to find evidence of that in regard to 
Ibn ʿĪsā (Stewart, “The Identity,” 294). 
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relevant voice but also a significant authority to have in one’s camp. The second observation is 

that the tremendous popularity and influence of al-Sanūsī’s writings did not bring with it a 

consensus on taqlīd and īmān al-muqallid. To the contrary, al-Wahrānī’s stance of leniency 

contrasts sharply with that upheld by the main figures to be analyzed in the remainder of the 

chapter, and such contestation remains a central theme in Chapters 4 and 5. While these 

divergences have much to do with the intellectual, professional, and personal commitments of 

individual scholars, al-Jaysh also shows how al-Sanūsī’s writings are themselves open to a range 

of interpretations. In Chapter 2, I made a point of discussing some ambiguities in his stances and 

shifts in his tone, and it is these features that al-Wahrānī utilizes to his advantage; by excluding 

certain passages and including others, he curates an image of al-Sanūsī that aligns with a stance 

of leniency toward the ʿawāmm. It must be said, however, that some interpretations are more 

compelling than others. Given the almost total absence of later citations, al-Jaysh does not seem 

to have gained much traction amongst authors writing on the same topic, and I have to wonder 

whether part of the reason is that al-Wahrānī’s curating of al-Sanūsī borders on distortion, or 

falls into it entirely, as he more or less conflates the theologian’s stance with that of his rival, Ibn 

Zakrī.31 Certainly, that portrayal of al-Sanūsī did not catch on with the central figure in the 

remainder of this chapter, al-Habṭī, although it seems likely that he encountered it, since he was 

in Fez around the time of al-Jaysh being issued and studied with one of its endorsers, al-ʿUbbādī, 

who taught for a spell in the city.32 It is to al-Habṭī’s drastically different usage of al-Sanūsī that I 

																																																								
31 This outright conflation might be compared with the approach of Mubārak al-ʿAnbarī (fl. 1084/1673), who is also 
concerned with adducing al-Sanūsī’s support for a more lenient stance on creedal intervention but who sets up al-
Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī as two distinct points on a spectrum of permissible stances. I discuss this move in Chapter 5. 
32 Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir, 16 (entry on al-Habṭī) and 108 (entry on al-ʿUbbādī). The latter entry states that al-
ʿUbbādī was summoned from Tlemcen to Fez by the Waṭṭāsid regime to teach at the Qarawiyīn mosque, but the 
timing is not clear. It is possible that he was actually in Fez when al-Wahrānī sought his endorsement on al-Jaysh. 
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turn now, beginning with an explanation of the Jazūliyya Sufi order to which he belonged and 

which helps make sense of his “missionizing” work in rural northern Morocco. 

Jihad, the Jazūliyya, and the Rise of the Saʿdian Dynasty 

 Tracing the emergence and development of the Jazūliyya Sufi order requires an 

appreciation of the local and regional politics in Morocco during the mid-9th/15th century. Even 

more acutely than in al-Sanūsī’s Tlemcen during that time, Morocco was subject to threatened 

and actual encroachments of the Spanish and Portuguese along its coastlines. Dissatisfaction 

with the reigning branch of the Marīnid dynasty, the Fez-based Waṭṭāsids, and their apparent 

inability to drive back the incursions was growing. While, as shown by Vincent Cornell, Sufi 

figures had historically provided a rebuke and sometime alternative to ineffectual political power 

in Morocco, the main organized Sufi order at the time, the Shādhiliyya, was largely limited to the 

political and intellectual upper classes in the major cities,33 a vantage point from which they were 

unable, according to Cornell, to creatively address the dire circumstances. In Cornell’s 

assessment, they and other representatives of the urban elite lacked “an adequate ideology to 

shape their efforts” against the Iberians, as well as the connections to mobilize the broader 

populace, and ultimately they produced little more than “an abundance of hand-wringing 

complaints.”34 Into this vacuum stepped Muḥammad b. Sulaymān al-Jazūlī (d. 869/1465). 

 Little is known for certain about al-Jazūlī himself, so much of his biography having 

entered the realm of legend.35 He came from Gazūla, the part of the southern Sūs region that 

borders the Atlantic Ocean, and he seems to have been a member of the Simlāla tribe, which 

occupied a powerful place within the Sanḥāja Amazigh federation. He pursued studies in Fez and 

																																																								
33 Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint: Power and Authority in Moroccan Sufism (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1998), 154. 
34 Ibid., 166. 
35 Ibid., 167–94. 
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participated in the defense of Tangier against the Portuguese in 841/1437, before likely traveling 

to Egypt for further study and spiritual training. Al-Jazūlī then returned to southern Morocco and 

established a Sufi order in the Shādhiliyya lineage. Beyond al-Jazūlī’s now famed collection of 

prayers, Dalāʾil al-khayrāt, the written record from this early period of the order is scarce,36 

making it hard to assess the founding ideology and practices. Nonetheless, by reading the early 

sources along with later texts, Cornell has argued that the intellectual hallmark of the Jazūliyya 

was the potent combining of two long-standing ideas: first, al-ṭarīqa al-Muḥammadiyya, or the 

ideology and practice centered on complete emulation of the prophet Muḥammad, and second, 

sharifism, or the idea that those claiming familial ancestry with the prophet – called sharifs 

(shurafāʾ, sing. sharīf) – have a special claim to saintliness and authority.37 Alongside these 

aspects, the order also promoted political activities, including rallying the populace for jihad 

against the Christian aggressors and holding the state accountable for this activity. Al-Jazūlī’s 

message proved popular, and the Jazūliyya grew quickly. Within several years, the order, still 

based in rural southern Morocco, had attracted over 10,000 followers, among whom there 

counted both a devoted Sufi entourage and a broader base of pastoralist followers “who revered 

him [al-Jazūlī] not as a teacher and mystic but as a divinely appointed leader and man of 

power.”38 When al-Jazūlī died suddenly in 869/1465, these two factions faced off, and the former 

were forced to leave the region and settle elsewhere in Morocco. 

																																																								
36 A creedal text has been published under his name, as Muḥammad b. Sulaymān al-Jazūlī, ʿAqīdat al-Jazūlī, ed. 
Khālid Zahrī (Kuwait: Dār al-Ḍīyāʾ, 2014). However, the attribution is problematic, since the first third of it is 
actually a tract by al-Habṭī, published by the same editor as ʿAbd Allāh b. Muḥammad al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd 
wa-l-haylala, ed. Khālid Zahrī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2002), 93–109. Confirmation that the latter 
attribution is the correct one comes from a treatise by one of al-Habṭī’s companions, which references the tract as al-
Habṭī’s; see Aḥmad b. al-Ḥasan Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj fī ādāb al-azwāj, ed. ʿAbd al-Salām Zayyānī 
(Algiers; Beirut: Markaz al-Imām al-Thaʿālibī; Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2010), 2:971, 974. As for the rest of the creed 
attributed to al-Jazūlī, its attribution is similarly shaky, as the text comprises a patchwork of three manuscripts that 
do not overlap entirely in content; the editor states as much in the introduction: al-Jazūlī, ʿAqīdat al-Jazūlī, 56–60. 
37 Cornell, Realm of the Saint, 196–229. 
38 Ibid., 191. 
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The ongoing wrangling over leadership can be set aside here, to focus on the order’s 

third-generation leader and the future shaykh of al-Habṭī, ʿAbd Allāh al-Ghazwānī (d. 935/1528-

29). Most relevant to the present story is the way that al-Ghazwānī carried on the Jazūlian legacy 

of political and social engagement. One dimension of these activities involved the order in 

dynastic politics at the highest levels. Al-Ghazwānī wanted the ouster of the Waṭṭāsids, whom he 

saw as insufficiently pious and inadequately committed to jihad. An initial effort to this end 

involved supporting a sharifian clan in northern Morocco, the Banū Rāshid, building them up as 

a potential rival to the Waṭṭāsids. The Banū Rāshid established the town of Chefchauen in 

876/1471-2, and it quickly became one of the most important strongholds against the Portuguese, 

a site from which to fly their own flag, run a bureaucracy, and collect taxes.39 Ultimately, 

however, the Banū Rāshid were a disappointment to the Jazūliyya, as they struck up an 

agreement with the Waṭṭāsids around the turn of the 9th/15th century. Not long thereafter, al-

Ghazwānī himself moved to the northern region, exploiting the frustration with the Banū Rāshid 

to cultivate ties with different sharifian clans and thereby promote the links between sharifism 

and the Jazūliyya. Among his activities were establishing a zāwiya (Sufi lodge) near Jabal al-

ʿAlam, to the northwest of Chefchauen, and encouraging pilgrimage there to the tomb of a major 

Shādhilī figure, ʿAbd al-Salām b. Mashīsh (d. 626/1227-28).40 After a number of years, al-

Ghazwānī returned to Fez and then made his way to Marrakesh, from where he lent support to 

another effort at toppling the Waṭṭāsids, this one successful. 

The new political force came from the southeast of Morocco, the Draʿ valley on the 

border of the Saharan desert. Beginning as a federation of several local tribes, it eventually 

became the Saʿdian dynasty. Cornell has described the Saʿdians as “a jihad state of the type 

																																																								
39 Ibid., 243–44. 
40 Ibid., 245–47. 
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sought by al-Jazūlī” and argued that part of their success lay in exemplifying the Jazūlian pillars 

of jihad, Muḥammadan sainthood, and sharifian genealogy.41 Indeed, the first leader of the 

Saʿdians explicitly linked himself to al-Jazūlī’s legacy by stipulating that he should be buried 

next to the Sufi leader.42 Al-Ghazwānī would not live to see the Saʿdians’ ultimate victory over 

the Waṭṭasids at Fez in 956/1549, and perhaps it is for the better: The leaders of the new political 

dynasty moved quickly to leverage military successes and emphasize the importance of (their) 

sharifian lineage over Muḥammadan saintliness, thereby marginalizing Jazūlian authority.43 

While these political shifts in both northern and broader Morocco affect the career of al-Habṭī, it 

is another dimension of al-Ghazwānī’s social and political activities that bear particular 

relevance for this chapter. 

This other dimension of al-Ghazwānī’s program is his practice of dispatching followers 

to rural areas. Once there, the expectation was that they would promote agricultural reform, 

establish an educational system, and cultivate Islamic practices and values among the local 

populations.44 One of the core institutions in this work was the zāwiya (pl. zawāyā), or Sufi 

lodge. The presence of these zawāyā in the Moroccan countryside would, in the next century, 

dramatically affect the Moroccan political and intellectual landscape, as some of them became 

powerful centers for not only scholarship and spiritual practice but also trade, political brokering, 

and even military might. Although the zāwiya established by al-Habṭī would not rise to such 

prominence, the Jazūlian program of rural reform is a key backdrop for his activities. 

 

 

																																																								
41 Ibid., 259. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 269–71. 
44 On the agricultural aspect of the program, see Francisco Rodriguez-Manas, “Agriculture, Ṣūfism and the State in 
Tenth/Sixteenth-Century Morocco,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 59, no. 3 (1996): 450–71. 
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Missionizing Rural Northern Morocco: The Career of al-Habṭī 

 ʿAbd Allāh al-Habṭī was a child of the north. His nisba indicates some origin in the 

northwest region of Habṭ, but he seems to have spent most of his life in the north-central region 

of Ghumāra (now called Jbāla), a terrain characterized by the dense forests and rugged valleys of 

the Rif Mountains. Born in the environs of Tangier sometime around 890/1485, al-Habṭī left 

while still a child to escape the expanding control of the Portuguese, who had captured the city 

some fourteen years earlier.45 His older brother Masʿūd had himself been a captive of Portuguese 

forces for twenty years, and it was he who led the family to a new home northeast of 

Chefchauen. After an early education in the north, al-Habṭī moved to Fez to seek out more 

advanced studies. Among his teachers were the Mufti of Fez, Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad b. al-

Zaqqāq (d. 920s/1514-24), and al-ʿUbbādī, discussed above as one of the endorsers of al-

Wahrānī’s Jaysh. It is not clear with whom al-Habṭī studied creed, but al-ʿUbbādī is a possibility, 

given his status as a former student of al-Sanūsī. While al-Habṭī also studied Sufism with these 

two figures, his main shaykh would be al-Ghazwānī. Surprisingly little seems to be recorded 

about this period of Sufi training. 

After an unspecified number of years in Fez, al-Habṭī returned to northern Morocco, 

where he undertook a program of social and religious activity, serving as an “inner missionary” 

within the rural areas of the region.46 One of his first moves was to recruit an old friend, Abū al-

Qāsim b. ʿAlī Ibn Khajjū (d. 965/1549), as a companion. In the early stages, their work was 

peripatetic, taking them from village to village. Upon arriving in a new location, they would 
																																																								
45 Unless otherwise noted, al-Habṭī’s biographical information comes from ʿAbd al-Qādir al-ʿĀfiya, al-Ḥayāt al-
siyāsiyya wa-l-ijtimāʿiyya wa-l-fikriyya bi-Shafshāwan wa-aḥwāzihā khilāl al-qarn al-ʿāshir al-hijrī/al-sādis ʿashar 
al-mīlādī (Mohammedia, Morocco: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1982), 367–86. The account there 
is based on a biographical poem called al-Muʿrib al-faṣīḥ fī tarjamat al-shaykh al-naṣīḥ (The Eloquent 
Proclamation of the Biography of the Sincerely Guiding Shaykh), written by his son. The poem is still in manuscript, 
privately held, and I have not been able to see it. 
46 The following description comes from ibid., 371–76; and it is also summarized in Cornell, Realm of the Saint, 
266–69. 
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convene a meeting with the local notables, presumably to introduce themselves and their 

mission, and then they would hold long sessions in which people of varied social statuses could 

ask questions about both this-worldly and next-worldly matters, including creedal principles. If 

the village lacked a mosque, al-Habṭī and Ibn Khajjū would push for one to be established and 

for proper prayer times to be followed. A document detailing the reforms would be drawn up, 

with one copy staying in the village and the other going with al-Habṭī. Among the main social 

practices that they targeted were tattooing, wine drinking, and the intermixing of men and 

women. They moreover promoted jihad against the Portuguese and Spanish and censured 

celebrations linked to Christian and Jewish holidays. These activities seem not to have been 

wholly appreciated by the Banū Rāshid government based in Chefchauen, since the judge there, 

Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. al-Ḥājj (fl. 969/1561), had al-Habṭī imprisoned for a time.47 

Notwithstanding such setbacks, the Islamicizing mission solidified and grew. Between the two 

founders, al-Habṭī was the leader even though he was likely younger, with Ibn Khajjū praising 

him as “the Ghazālī of his era.”48 For his part, Ibn Khajjū offered strengths in jurisprudence, and 

al-Habṭī made use in particular of the legal opinions he composed.49 Over time, they were joined 

by a number of companions and disciples, most prominent among them al-Habṭī’s son, 

Muḥammad al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr (d. 1001/1593); Ibn Khajjū’s grandson, Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad 

Ibn ʿArḍūn (d. 992/1584);50 Abū ʿUmrān Mūsā b. ʿAlī al-Wazzānī (d. 970/1562-3); and 

Muḥammad Ibn ʿAskar (d. 986/1578). 

 These same figures likely accompanied al-Habṭī when he eventually settled down and 

founded his own zāwiya on a site known as maʿhad al-mawāhib (the locale of gifts), near Jabal 

																																																								
47 al-ʿĀfiya, al-Ḥayāt al-siyāsiyya, 332. 
48 Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir, 17. 
49 Ibid., 22. 
50 On this figure, see ʿUmar al-Jīdī, Ibn ʿArḍūn al-Kabīr: Ḥayātuhu wa-āthāruhu, ārāʾuhu wa-fiqhuhu (Casablanca: 
Manshūrāt ʿUkāẓ, 1987). 
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Ashhab to the east of Chefchauen. One of the main purposes of the zāwiya was teaching and 

study, activities that were supported by the ample library that al-Habṭī had collected over the 

years.51 Its curriculum, covering texts in grammar, rhetoric, jurisprudence, logic, theology, 

exegesis, math, and the science of magic squares (ʿilm al-jadwal), had much in common with 

other typical curricula of the era and meant that, likely for the first time, students in the north 

could pursue at least an intermediate-level education in their home region.52 The texts in 

theology comprise al-Burhāniyya by al-Salālujī, mentioned in Chapter 1, as well as the three 

longest creeds by al-Sanūsī: his Kubrā, Wusṭā, and Ṣughrā.53 

 Al-Habṭī’s educational mission was not limited to training scholars. During his 

peripatetic phase, his outreach specifically targeted small villages that sometimes lacked even a 

mosque. The commitment to cultivating knowledge and piety among a broad swathe of the 

populace continued with the establishment of the zāwiya, which welcomed the involvement of 

people of varying educational levels, from local and visiting students to the young, the poor, and 

women. Especially prevalent is the emphasis on women’s education.54 Al-Habṭī set an example 

with his own family and dependents, ensuring that all of his daughters, not to mention the female 

servants (khadīmāt) of the zāwiya study at least a rubʿ of the Qur’an, the Risāla of Ibn Abī Zayd 

																																																								
51 On the library, see Muḥammad Ḥajjī, L’activité intellectuelle au Maroc à l’époque saʹdide (Rabat, Morocco: Dar 
El Maghrib, 1976), 1:223. 
52 al-ʿĀfiya, al-Ḥayāt al-siyāsiyya, 294–98. For points of curricular comparison, see the scholarly autobiographies of 
Muḥammad Ibn Ghāzī (d. 910/1513) and Aḥmad al-Manjūr (d. 995/1587): Muḥammad Ibn Ghāzī, Fihris Ibn Ghāzī, 
ed. Muḥammad Zāhī (Tunis: Dār Bū Salāma, 1984); and Aḥmad al-Manjūr, Fihris Aḥmad al-Manjūr, ed. 
Muḥammad Ḥajjī (Rabat: Dār al-Maghrib, 1976). See too Ḥajjī’s discussion of curricula under the Saʿdians: Ḥajjī, 
L’activité intellectuelle, 1:166-97. The comment about educational opportunities in northern Morocco is based not 
only on al-Habṭī’s own educational trajectory but also on the autobiographical remarks of ʿAlī Ibn Maymūn (d. 
917/1511), who, like al-Habṭī, was from Ghumāra and had to move to Fez in order to undertake advanced study: 
Muḥammad Ibn Maymūn, Risālat al-ikhwān min ahl al-fiqh wa-ḥamalat al-Qurʼān (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-
ʿIlmiyya, 2003), 46–52. 
53 al-ʿĀfiya, al-Ḥayāt al-siyāsiyya, 296–97. 
54 Cornell has commented that the first half of the 10th/16th century “stands as a high-water mark of women’s 
participation in the religious life of Morocco” (Cornell, Realm of the Saint, 249). 
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al-Qayrawānī, and other material related to creed and litany.55 His wife – Āmina bint ʿAlī b. 

Khajjū (d. ?), the sister of Ibn Khajjū – seems to have been a scholar in her own right, heading up 

a woman’s wing of the zāwiya.56 Other women mentioned for their scholarly activities and piety 

include al-Habṭī’s mother and her sister, as well as ʿĀʾisha bint Aḥmad al-Idrīsiyya (d. 

969/1562), the mother of Ibn ʿAskar. In his biographical dictionary Dawḥat al-nāshir li-maḥāsin 

man kāna bi-l-Maghrib min mashāyikh al-qarn al-ʿāshir (The Tree of He Who Spreads Word of 

the Excellent 10th-century Shaykhs in Morocco), Ibn ʿAskar devotes a biographical entry to her, 

noting that she herself had studied with al-Ghazwānī, likely during his sojourn in the north, and 

that she had contact with a number of other scholars, among them al-Habṭī and Ibn Khajjū.57 

According to al-Habṭī, the wives of scholars in particular have a duty to cultivate their own 

knowledge and to engage in pedagogical outreach, and he encouraged women to take 

responsibility for teaching the orphans and foreign women (ajnabiyyāt) in their care.58 

 As for the focus of his educational efforts, al-Habṭī’s special concern was creed and 

ensuring that people have sound īmān. The prioritization of these issues is reflected in his written 

oeuvre. Besides a versified treatise on the proper behaviors regarding women’s reproductive 

issues59 and a versified treatise on the Sufi path,60 almost all of his writings are on creed. In the 

following analysis, I draw on eight short creedal texts, some in prose and some versified, which 

have been published together in a small volume.61 I also discuss a longer versified treatise, al-

																																																								
55 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:788. 
56 al-ʿĀfiya, al-Ḥayāt al-siyāsiyya, 293. 
57 Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir, 28–31. 
58 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:788-90. 
59 Abū al-Qāsim ʿAlī Ibn Khajjū, “Sharḥ urjūzat al-Habṭī fī aqsām al-ʿidda wa-aḥkāmihā wa-l-ḥayḍ wa-l-raḍāʿ,” ed. 
ʿAbd Allāh Binṭāhir, Majallat al-Madhhab al-Mālikī 6 (2008): 9–54. 
60 The text, titled Shams al-ḍuḥā (The Morning Sun), has been edited and included in a collection of mostly creedal 
tracts: al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd, 111–29. 
61 al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd. 
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Alfiyya al-saniyya (The Exalted 1000-Verse Poem),62 in which al-Habṭī addresses a litany of 

social ills, including creedal ignorance. The concern with creed passed to al-Habṭī’s son, al-Habṭī 

al-Ṣaghīr, and three short tracts by him will feature here.63 From Ibn ʿArḍūn, I draw on a lengthy 

treatise on marriage titled Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj fī adāb al-azwāj (Satisfying What Is Required in the 

Etiquette of Spouses),64 in which he discusses the importance of creedal knowledge and 

instruction and shares anecdotes about the practices of al-Habṭī and Ibn Khajjū. Ibn ʿArḍūn also 

mentions several fatwas related to creed, and these, along with fatwas recorded in other texts, 

especially an 11th/17th-century collection by a northern scholar,65 comprise part of my analysis. 

Another companion of al-Habṭī who wrote a creedal text is al-Wazzānī, but I have not accessed 

the manuscript.66 The influence of al-Habṭī’s focus on creed might also be followed to southern 

Morocco, as one of his visiting disciples, ʿAbd Allāh b. Saʿīd al-Ḥāḥī (d. 1012/1603), is known 

to have taught creed, along with his father, to the broader rural community in their home region 

of Ḥāḥa.67 I will briefly return to al-Ḥāḥī’s efforts in the next chapter. 

 It is perhaps obvious but nonetheless significant to note that all of these sources are 

written in Arabic. The significance derives from the acknowledgement of al-Habṭī’s circle that 

																																																								
62 ʿAbd Allāh b. Muḥammad al-Habṭī, al-Alfiyya al-saniyya fī tanbīh al-khāṣṣa wa-l-ʿāmma ʿalā mā awqaʿū min al-
taghyīr fī l-milla al-islāmiyya, ed. Muḥammad Istītū (Oujda, Morocco: Kulliyat al-ādāb wa-l-ʿulūm al-insāniyya, 
1997). I am grateful to Ismael Asseban for procuring a scan of this text from a library in Rabat and emailing it to me. 
63 Muḥammad b. ʻAbd Allāh al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil fī l-tawḥīd wa-l-haylala, ed. Khālid Zahrī (Beirut: 
Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2002). 
64 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj. Excerpts from this text were translated to French in the early part of the 20th 
century: Aḥmad b. al-Ḥasan Ibn ʿArḍūn, “Le traité du mariage et de l’éducation,” trans. Paul Paquignon, Revue du 
Monde Musulman 15, no. 7–8 (1911): 1–59. 
65 ʿAlī b. ʿĪsā al-Ḥasanī al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, ed. al-Majlis al-ʿIlmī bi-Fās, 3 vols. (Rabat, Morocco: 
Wizārat al-awqāf wa-l-shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1983). According to the editorial council behind this publication, little is 
known about al-ʿAlamī except that he lived in the 11th/17th century and came from a distinguished family of muftis 
and judges (ibid., 12–14). 
66 Mūsā b. ʿAlī al-Wazzānī, Risāla fī taʿlīm al-ʿaqīda (MS: Madrid, Biblioteca National de España, 5168). 
67 Ḥajjī, L’activité intellectuelle, 1:288-89. For the son’s founding of a zāwiya northeast of Taroudant, see ibid., 
2:613-17. For al-Ḥāḥī’s having studied with al-Habṭī, see al-ʿĀfiya, al-Ḥayāt al-siyāsiyya, 313; and Ibn ʿAskar, 
Dawḥat al-nāshir, 94. In Ibn ʿAskar’s biographical entry on al-Ḥāḥī’s father, a third-generation affiliate of the 
Jazūliyya named Abū ʿUthmān Saʿīd al-Ḥāḥī (d. 953/1546), he notes al-Habṭī’s fulsome praise for him and 
moreover his commitment to commanding right and forbidding wrong, including in matters of creed – activities that 
put him in the crosshairs of local authorities in the south (ibid., 93–94). 
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many people in their communities spoke Ghumāran Tamazight and that it may be necessary to 

teach them in that language. For example, toward the beginning of one short creedal tract, al-

Habṭī writes, “The most important [duty] for a scholar, heir to the Prophet, peace and blessings 

upon him, is instructing all the common folk in the meaning [of the shahāda] in whatever speech 

they find easiest, even in the Tamazight languages.”68 Elsewhere, Ibn ʿArḍūn notes that his 

grandfather Ibn Khajjū – who seems not to have been Amazigh himself – would, “out of his 

kindness,” sometimes teach Ghumāran Tamazight speakers in their own tongue. Ibn ʿArḍūn 

gives an example of one such phrase, which mixes together Arabic and Tamazight in articulating 

the pillars of belief: “I believe in the Lord and His angels and His books and His Messengers and 

the Day of Judgment (āmantu nek ash rabb idh malāʾikat ines idh al-kutub ines idh al-rusul ines 

idh wās amejjar).”69 The words “believe,” “Lord,” “angels, “books,” and “Messengers” all 

appear in Arabic, which could indicate several dynamics: a degree of Arabization among the 

Tamazight-speaking populace, the limitations of Ibn Khajjū’s translating abilities, or his 

insistence on leaving certain words un-translated. Without further textual evidence, it is hard to 

know what conclusions to draw from this one phrase, and in general very little is known about 

10th/16th-century language dynamics in northern Morocco.70 Unfortunately, addressing these 

gaps in knowledge falls beyond the scope of the present study. I would suggest, however, that 

creedal instruction may be a fruitful area of investigation for historians of language. Indeed, as 

Nico van den Boogert has shown in a study of the written Tamazight tradition in southern 

Morocco, one of the most common genres to appear in that archive, which largely dates from the 

																																																								
68 al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd, 27. 
69 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:975. I am grateful to Jenia Gutova and Mike Turner for their assistance with the 
Tamazight. The transliteration is my own inexpert effort.   
70 The historical backdrop is thus fairly cursory in Maarten G. Kossmann, The Arabic Influence on Northern Berber 
(Leiden: Brill, 2013). 
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12th/18th century onward, is creed.71 Given this point of comparison, as well as the many 

comparative opportunities offered by the contemporaneous proliferation of vernacular creeds 

around the world – from Europe to European colonies to the Ottoman Empire – one may be able 

to extrapolate from the gestures toward vernacular creedal instruction made by al-Habṭī and his 

companions to broader, if speculative, observations about the linguistic situation of 10th/16th-

century Morocco. For present purposes, I simply ask that the reader keep these hidden language 

dynamics in mind as I turn to the Arabic source materials. 

In what follows, I undertake a close analysis of the creedal component of al-Habṭī and his 

companions’ Islamicizing mission. I begin by underscoring their use of the ethical precept 

commanding right and forbidding wrong in the creedal arena, explaining it to mean a broad-

based program of creedal instruction in which not only scholars but also heads of households 

become instructors. I then address the content of their creedal teachings and show how their 

emphasis on the meaning of the shahāda, as well as their use of the modalities, derives from 

their reading of al-Sanūsī, even as they downplay the concern with taqlīd therein. Finally, I 

examine their prescription of the majūs judgment for people deemed ignorant of creed, a move 

for which they also adduce al-Sanūsī in support. The ultimate picture that should emerge is of a 

program that goes far beyond al-Sanūsī’s efforts to redress creedal ignorance and taqlīd through 

his own teaching circles, yet which asserts itself as belonging firmly within his legacy. 

The Creedal Program of al-Habṭī and His Companions 

Redressing Creedal Ignorance Through Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong 

 Similar to al-Sanūsī, al-Habṭī considers his community to be awash in creedal ignorance. 

In a passage whose pessimism rivals that of the 9th/15th-century theologian, al-Habṭī laments, 

																																																								
71 Nico van den Boogert, The Berber Literary Tradition of the Sous, with an Edition and Translation of “The Ocean 
of Tears” by Muḥammad Awzal (d. 1749) (Leiden: Nederlands Institut voor het Nabije Oosten, 1997), 73. 
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The majority of people today are among those who do not distinguish between God and 
His Messenger. If you do not believe [that], ask them. You will find it beyond count. If 
you understood, you would say, al-Ghazālī found such people in his era, as did the 
scholars following him whom we mentioned above [al-Sanūsī and unnamed authors of 
fatwas] – an era that overflowed with virtue, when knowledge and the teaching of young 
and old, male and female, free and enslaved was widespread, and when scholars as well 
as jurists were concerned with teaching the common folk, the sultans, and the leaders. 
How, then, do such people not exist in this moment, in which the path of virtue is cut off 
entirely and the sea of ignorance engulfs all people, save those whom God seizes by the 
hand and who learn the religious obligations?72 

 
Al-Habṭī’s claims of ignorance rely both on his own eyewitness experience, which he urges 

skeptics to seek out for themselves, and on the logic of fasād al-zamān, the decline of the times. 

If even al-Ghazālī and al-Sanūsī encountered faulty creedal convictions in their moments, when 

towering figures such as themselves were on the scene, then, he reasons, the 10th/16th century 

must be that much worse. 

 A more detailed diagnosis of ills appears in al-Habṭī’s versified treatise, al-Alfiyya al-

saniyya, the full title of which is al-Alfiyya al-saniyya fī tanbīh al-khāṣṣa wa-l-ʿāmma ʿalā mā 

awqaʿū min al-taghyīr fī l-milla al-islāmiyya (The Exalted 1000-Verse Poem in Alerting the Elite 

and the Common Folk to Deviations That Have Befallen the Islamic Community). Muḥammad 

Ḥajjī has described this text as a model treatment of commanding right and forbidding wrong, 

and it may likewise be situated within the particularly Mālikī-Maghribi tradition of bidaʿ 

treatises identified by Maribel Fierro.73 According to her definition, bidaʿ treatises are those that 

consist in condemnations of innovations in the ritual sphere of the law, and condemnation is 

precisely what al-Habṭī has in mind in al-Alfiyya, though he extends the focus beyond ritual. 

While Ḥajjī devotes most of his attention to the social practices censured in the poem – wine-

																																																								
72 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 1:224. 
73 Ḥajjī, L’activité intellectuelle, 1:26-57; Maribel Fierro, “The Treatises Against Innovations (Kutub al-Bidaʿ),” Der 
Islam 69, no. 2 (1992): 204–46. 
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drinking, the social mixing of men and women, laxity in jihad, and so on74 – another striking 

feature is that it foregrounds troubles related to īmān and creedal knowledge. 

The prioritization of creedal issues in al-Alfiyya appears in two ways. The first is that the 

opening sections of the text concentrate on people’s creedal orientation toward the shahāda. In 

the first section, al-Habṭī isolates problems with the actual pronunciation of the shahāda. He 

complains that people are failing to pronounce it correctly, sounding instead like braying 

donkeys, and he urges “you who are clever” to teach people the proper articulation.75 As for the 

second section of al-Alfiyya, it takes up the shahāda’s meaning, since “there is no benefit to 

uttering the shahāda and the risāla [God’s message] without understanding.”76 Al-Habṭī worries 

in this section that people lack even a basic grasp of the difference between God and His 

Messenger, Muḥammad, thinking, for example, that they are brothers.77 Characterizing such 

ignorance as kufr, he also criticizes people who stand in the way of its rectification, who say that 

the ignorant are fine as they are and ought to be left alone.78 He is clear that people of knowledge 

have a responsibility to ensure its dissemination among the community, remarking that, “When 

the khawāṣṣ are preoccupied with this-worldly vanities / There is no Islam left for the 

ʿawāmm.”79 Once al-Habṭī concludes these two opening sections, he turns to the other areas in 

which he sees rampant corruption, yet – in the second maneuver that foregrounds creedal 

learning – he explicitly relates each issue back to the problems with īmān. Thus the subsequent 

sections are given such titles as, “Section on Warning Against the Deviation that Has Occurred 

in the Pillar of Zakāt, Due to the Deviation of Īmān,” “Section on the Deviation That Has 

																																																								
74 Ḥajjī, L’activité intellectuelle, 1:256-57. 
75 al-Habṭī, al-Alfiyya al-saniyya, 20. It may make sense to situate this complaint in light of the only partially 
Arabicized linguistic environment described above. 
76 Ibid., 21. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid., 22. 
79 Ibid. 
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Occurred in Associating with Foreigners, Due to the Deviation of Īmān, and “Section on the 

Deviation That Has Occurred in Sharʿī Judgments Due to the Deviation of Īmān.”80 To 

understand what al-Ḥabṭī means by drawing these causal connections, one might look to a 

remark that he makes at the end of the second section, to the effect that one’s external behavior 

correlates to one’s internal state.81 Taking this principle to a broad social level, the argument of 

al-Alfiyya is thus that a pious, well-functioning society depends on learning and assenting to the 

creedal tenets as encompassed in the shahāda. 

 In responding to the perceived problem of rampant ignorance and faulty īmān, al-Habṭī 

and his companions invoke the long-standing Islamic principle of commanding right and 

forbidding wrong.82 Ibn Khajjū, for example, declares in a fatwa that, “There is no wrong 

(munkar) more abominable, foul, odious, and distressing than ignorance of God and His 

messenger and no right (maʿrūf) more excellent and exalted than teaching belief and Islam.”83 

When describing one of his teaching outings, al-Habṭī opens the anecdote by saying, “I was 

among the Banū Muḥammad of the Banū Zajl tribe at that time, relating to them creedal tenets 

and commanding them toward right.”84 Embedded in a short tract by his son, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, 

is the prescription that, in the case of faulty creedal convictions becoming manifest among the 

people, “it is necessary to forbid the wrong and to require teaching them the truth in accordance 

with what their minds are capable of.”85 What exactly do these invocations of the precept mean? 

What do al-Habṭī and his companions consider this commanding and forbidding to entail? 

																																																								
80 Ibid., 25, 39, 53. 
81 Ibid., 22. 
82 Mercedes García-Arenal notes that al-Habṭī and Ibn Khajju were known for their exercising of this precept but 
does not address what they were commanding and forbidding: Mercedes García-Arenal, “La práctica del precepto de 
‘al-amr bi-l-maʿrūf wa-l-nahy ʿan al-munkar’ en la hagiografía magrebí,” Al-Qantara 13, no. 1 (1992): 159. 
83 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 1:221. 
84 Ibid., 2:792. 
85 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 32–33. 
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 Despite the frequent references to al-Ghazālī by the Habṭī circle, I argue that they are not 

proceeding on the basis of his influential treatment of ḥisba in Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, nor its echoes 

in other texts, but that they have, rather, a more routinized set of practices in mind. What I mean 

to point out is that al-Ghazālī’s discussion of ḥisba largely assumes that the forbidding of wrong 

will take place on a spontaneous basis: Someone witnesses a wrong and responds. Al-Ghazālī’s 

theorizing of the duty thus addresses what qualifications must be met in such a situation with 

regard to the one forbidding (al-muḥtasib), the one being reprimanded (al-muḥtasab ʿalayhi), 

and the wrong itself (al-muḥtasib fīhi), as well as the manner in which the actual procedure (nafs 

al-iḥtisāb) should occur, taking into account the first three factors.86 On this basis, one could 

imagine al-Habṭī making arguments about when and how to address spontaneous manifestations 

of faulty creedal convictions. Yet no such discussion appears in his writings, nor are there 

indications that he and his circle carried out creedal ḥisba in this kind of reactive way. Instead, 

they wield the principle to promote a suite of practices that they hope will become routine, even 

formalized. This usage of ḥisba language can be seen most clearly with regard to an unrelated 

topic. In a fatwa about the illicit absconding (hurūb) of men and women to be married, Ibn 

ʿArḍūn writes, 

It is necessary to redress this horrid wrong (taghyīr hādha al-munkar al-shanīʿ) and 
scandalous matter, to settle the issue and block the pretext (sadd al-dharīʿa), acting in 
accordance with what we have presented of the Qur’anic verses and prophetic hadith 
relating to commanding right and forbidding wrong, and with the enjoining toward truth 
and the religious counseling incumbent upon us.87 

 
As indicated by the reference to a technical juridical maneuver, suppressing a legal pretext for 

something to allow a different ruling, Ibn ʿArḍūn’s intention in the complex and lengthy 

																																																								
86 For his presentation of these terms, see Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, ed. ʿAbd al-Qādir 
b. Shaykh ʿAydarūs (Jeddah: Dār al-Minhāj, 2011), 4:555. For an overview of al-Ghazālī’s theorization of ḥisba, see 
Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 428–46. 
87 al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, 1:89-90. 
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argument that follows is to convince fellow jurists to routinely follow his stance on the issue – 

not to advocate individual, spontaneous action against the fleeing man and woman. A similar 

dynamic applies to redressing creedal ignorance. For al-Habṭī and his companions, commanding 

right belief means teaching. Again, to clarify, the teaching they have in mind is not necessarily a 

delimited moment of instruction in response to a manifested wrong (though it is not hard to 

imagine they would approve of such behavior) but rather a sustained, community-wide effort.88 I 

argue that it is this kind of pedagogical program that Ibn Khajjū intends in the aforementioned 

quote, when he says that there is “no right (maʿrūf) more excellent and exalted than teaching 

īmān and Islam.” In turning now to that teaching program, I focus on three main aspects: whom 

al-Habṭī and his companions call to teach, their prioritization of teaching the shahāda in 

accordance with an interpretation set forth by al-Sanūsī, and their approach to teaching further 

points of creed along with, sometimes, their proofs. 

Commanding Right Belief Through Teaching 

Creedal Instruction Begins at Home 

 Unlike al-Sanūsī, who gave no indication that he trusted anyone but himself to teach 

creed, al-Habṭī and his companions urge others to take up the pedagogical mantle. Notably, their 

exhortations are not limited to fellow scholars but extend to anyone with sufficient educational 

background that he or she can instruct others, although what exactly this qualification comprises 

is unclear. One segment of the population that they seem particularly concerned to reach are 

heads of households. For example, in the middle of one short creedal tract, al-Habṭī writes that, 

																																																								
88 In Michael Cook’s massive study of commanding right and forbidding wrong, the closest analog to this wide-
ranging invocation of the precept seems to be the 11th/17th-century Ottoman Qāḍīzādeli preachers, for whom he 
notes forbidding wrong was “a way of life” (Cook, Commanding Right, 328). In this regard, it is worth noting that 
Khaled El-Rouayheb has observed that an affiliate of the Qāḍīzādeli movement, Aḥmad Rūmī Akhḥiṣārī (d. 
1041/1632), penned a tract on taqlīd comprised almost entirely of quotations from al-Sanūsī (Khaled El-Rouayheb, 
Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly Currents in the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb 
[New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015], 191). 
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It is incumbent on whomever God has enabled to teach by granting him beneficial 
knowledge to provide assurance to women, children, and the common folk, whether they 
be free or enslaved and especially if they are of his guardianship or of a close relation, 
family or otherwise. For he [the prophet Muḥammad], peace and blessings upon him, 
said, “No one encounters God with a greater offense than the ignorance of his family,” as 
transmitted by the imam al-Ghazālī, may God be pleased with him, in the Iḥyāʾ, from the 
chapter on marriage.89 
 

His son, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, urges the same behavior and invokes the same hadith in another 

short tract: 

Take care that you do not neglect to teach your family, whomever is connected to you, 
and whoever is under the authority of your oath that which God has made obligatory for 
them of His knowledge and the commands of His worship and how to do them. This is a 
duty incumbent on you. Whenever you neglect it, you are disobedient (ʿāṣin) and sinful 
(āthim) by way of one of the grave sins (bi-kabīratin min al-kabāʾir), nothing being 
greater than it according to the testimony of the Messenger of God – peace be upon him. 
One who speaks not from [his own] inclinations said, “No one encounters God with a 
greater offense than the ignorance of his family.”90 

 
According to these passages, teaching creed, along with ritual and other practices, comprises a 

core duty for heads of households, one whose neglect will be met with grave disapproval in the 

afterlife. Although al-Habṭī notes that the cited hadith comes from al-Ghazālī’s chapter on 

marriage in the Iḥyāʾ, the emphasis on intra-familial teaching owes more to another source, a 

bidaʿ treatise by the 8th/14th-century Moroccan émigré to Cairo, Muḥammad Ibn al-Ḥājj al-

ʿAbdarī (d. 737/1336), titled Madkhal al-sharʿ al-sharīf (Introduction to the Noble Law).91 Ibn 

ʿArḍūn quotes heavily from al-Madkhal in discussing a husband’s responsibility to teach his 

wife, a discussion that begins with how to instruct them in matters of creed.92 According to Ibn 

al-Ḥājj, a woman’s education in religious basics is so important that if her husband is unable to 

																																																								
89 al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd, 103. For al-Ghazālī’s mention of the hadith, see al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 3:140. 
90 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 90. The “one who speaks” is a Qur’anic allusion to the prophet (53:3). 
91 For Fierro’s classification of the text as a bidaʿ treatise, see Fierro, “Treatises Against Innovations,” 208. The text 
is recommended for Sufi-minded jurists by the prominent 9th/15th-century Moroccan Sufi, Aḥmad Zarrūq (d. 
899/1493) in Aḥmad Zarrūq, Qawāʿid al-taṣawwuf, ed. ʿAbd al-Majīd Khayālī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʻIlmiyya, 
2005), 51; and cited by Scott Kugle, Rebel Between Spirit and Law: Ahmad Zarruq, Sainthood, and Authority in 
Islam (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2006), 152. 
92 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:782-804. 
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teach her, she can leave the house to pursue that training, and if the husband attempts to stop her, 

then she can leave without his permission.93 It is also Ibn al-Ḥājj who notes that it can be 

appropriate for the educated wives of scholars to train other women.94 As described above, al-

Habṭī seems to have taken these injunctions seriously at the zāwiya and in his own household. 

With the exhortations quoted here, it becomes apparent that he moreover expects some version 

of this practice from others. Commanding right belief through teaching thus stands as the 

purview of each and every qualified Muslim man, not to mention some women. 

 More details on intra-familial creedal instruction come from Ibn ʿArḍūn, who concludes 

his treatise on marriage with a lengthy section on the raising of children (riyāḍat al-ṣibyān). 

There, he reiterates that creed ought to be the first subject of such instruction, citing a statement 

attributed to the 5th/11th-century Andalusi scholar ʿAlī b. Khalaf Ibn Baṭṭāl (d. 444/1012) that, “It 

is not necessary for a father to teach his child the Qur’an, but it is incumbent on him to teach him 

the creedal tenets specifically.”95 Ibn ʿArḍūn clarifies that such instruction is required for girls as 

well as boys, and he admonishes some people for neglecting the former “as if they [girls] are not 

also held to account in the afterlife.”96 Indeed, invoking the model of the prophet Muḥammad 

and his companions, Ibn ʿArḍūn argues that daughters merit even more careful instruction than 

sons, since they have less exposure to the world beyond the home, “not encountering anything 

except what their fathers communicate to them.”97 Once instruction in creed has been completed, 

parents can continue to rituals such as ablutions, prayer, and fasting, as well as other practices. 

																																																								
93 Ibid., 2:790. For the original passage, see Muḥammad Ibn al-Ḥājj, al-Madkhal (Cairo: Maktabat Dār al-Turāth, 
s.d.), 1:276. Al-Ghazālī says something similar in the book on marriage of the Iḥyāʾ, 3:193. 
94 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:789; Ibn al-Ḥājj, al-Madkhal, 1:276. 
95 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:976. Ibn Baṭṭāl is best known for his commentary on the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī, but 
I have not tracked down this particular quotation. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid., 2:977. 
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 It is worth noting that this family-oriented rhetoric is an area where al-Habṭi and his 

circle coincide with trends in 10th/16th-century European and Ottoman lands. As described by 

John Bossy in his classic study of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, both Protestants 

and Catholics urged catechizing duties on parents, although in reality such instruction often fell 

to the clergy.98 In the Ottoman context, Terzioǧlu has observed similar exhortations toward 

heads of households, as well as public figures such as teachers and imams, in an early 11th/17th-

century catechism written in Turkish.99 She notes that this more formalized instruction seems 

intended to ward off the dangers of people merely “imitating” the beliefs and practices of their 

families, a concern brought up by the catechism’s author in the introduction.100 Terzioǧlu also 

alludes to the author invoking the same hadith as al-Habṭī and his son about heads of households 

being held responsible on Judgment Day for the virtues and vices of their dependents.101 Both 

comments invite investigation into possible shared sources among these authors, Moroccan and 

Ottoman – a task that falls beyond the scope of the current project but which points toward an 

entry point into comparative studies. 

 Having seen here how al-Habṭī and his companions sought to empower and encourage 

creedal teaching among members of their broader communities and especially within the home, 

one is likely to wonder next what exactly they expected people to teach. I turn to this topic in the 

following two sections, the first focusing on the meaning of the shahāda and the second on 

further points of creed, as well as their attendant proofs. 

 

 

																																																								
98 John Bossy, Christianity in the West, 1400-1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 116–20. 
99 Terzioğlu, “Where ʻİlm-i Ḥāl Meets Catechism,” 97–99. 
100 Ibid., 98. 
101 Ibid. 
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Teaching the Proper Meaning of the Shahāda 

 As indicated in the above description of al-Habṭī’s al-Alfiyya al-saniyya, he considers 

knowledge of the pronunciation and meaning of the shahāda to comprise the foremost obligation 

for Muslims and thus the most urgent subject for learners and instructors to address. This 

preoccupation with the shahāda, also referred to as al-haylala, is evident across the creedal 

oeuvre of al-Habṭī and his companions; indeed, some texts are devoted only to that topic. My 

aim here is to examine al-Habṭī’s promotion of one specific interpretation of the shahāda, 

appropriated from al-Sanūsī, and to explain his commitment to it within the context of his 

missionizing work. 

In Chapter 2, I stated that al-Sanūsī deploys the modalities as the organizing principle for 

all of his creeds, addressing first what is necessary, impossible, and possible for God and 

secondly what is necessary, impossible, and possible for His Messengers. What I did not mention 

is that there is one significant departure from this framework: In al-Ṣughrā, al-Sanūsī adds a 

third section, as long as each of the first two, on the meaning of the shahāda. The discussion is 

divided into seven parts. The first addresses the proper pronunciation of the shahāda, the second 

its grammar, the third its meaning, the fourth its judgment (whether verbally uttering it is 

necessary for īmān), the fifth its general use and value, the sixth its use in spiritual invocation 

(dhikr), and the seventh its benefits in that arena.102 Various aspects of this treatment became 

influential for al-Habṭī and his circle. For example, as part of an anecdote reported in Ibn 

																																																								
102 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Kitāb Umm al-barāhīn: Sharḥ al-ʿaqīda al-ṣughrā, ed. Muḥammad Ṣādiq 
Darwīsh (Damascus: Dār al-Bayrūtī, 2009), 113–14. Although al-Sanūsī describes his discussion of the shahāda as 
encompassing all points of creed as unique, A.J. Wensinck has observed that efforts to tie shahāda and creed 
together date back to al-Ghazālī (ibid., 17–18; A.J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical 
Development [1932; repr., New York: Routledge, 2008], 270–74). One might also note that a text mentioned in 
Chapter 1 by the Egyptian scholar al-Muqtaraḥ titled al-Asrār al-ʿaqliyya, which al-Sanūsī knew and cited in other 
regards, consists entirely in interpreting key Islamic phrases such as the shahāda, the ḥamdallah, and the takbira 
through the lens of creed. See Taqī al-Dīn Muẓaffar al-Muqtaraḥ, al-Asrār al-ʿaqliyya fī l-kalimāt al-nabawiyya, ed. 
Nizār Ḥammādī (Beirut: Maktabat al-Maʿārif, 2009). 
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ʿAskar’s Dawḥat al-nāshir, he recalls how, during the festival celebrating the prophet 

Muḥammad’s birthday (al-mawlid) in 957/1550, two men passing near a zāwiya – presumably 

al-Habṭī’s – could hear people inside the zāwiya using the shahāda as dhikr (haylalat al-nās bi-l-

zāwiya).103 Yet the most evidently impactful component of this treatment in al-Ṣughrā is al-

Sanūsī’s discussion of the meaning of the shahāda. 

According to al-Sanūsī, there are two aspects of the shahāda’s meaning that people need 

to understand. The first has to do with what is being negated in the phrase, “There is no god but 

God.” Some people may think that the negation is a denial of legitimacy to any god but God, but 

this construal is incorrect for presuming some kind of genus to which God and other entities 

belong: God as the superior entity within a group. Al-Sanūsī argues that instead the phrase denies 

the very existence of any other divine entity: God is a genus of one; there is nothing else even 

remotely similar to Him. From this argument follows al-Sanūsī’s second claim, which is that all 

the key points of creed – all the attributes that are necessary, impossible, or possible with regard 

to God – are encompassed in the first part of the shahāda.104 He begins by showing how the first 

thirteen necessary attributes in particular must logically apply to the one entity in the universe 

that is entirely self-sufficient, without need for anything else. Next, he explains how the creedal 

tenets relevant to God’s messengers are embedded in the second part of the shahāda, that, 

“Muḥammad is the messenger of God.” Al-Sanūsī closes this treatment of the shahāda’s 

meaning by praising God’s benevolence in granting humans a pithy phrase by which to convey 

																																																								
103 Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir, 30. The 11th/17th-century leader of the influential Nāṣiriyya zāwiya, who appears 
in the next two chapters, records that among his hallmark practices is dhikr in the way described by al-Sanūsī at the 
end of al-Ṣughrā: Muḥammad Ḥajjī, al-Zāwiya al-Dilāʾiyya wa-dawruhā al-dīnī wa-l-ʿilmī wa-l-siyāsī (Casablanca: 
Maṭbaʿat al-Najāḥ al-Jadīda, 1988), 62. 
104 al-Sanūsī, Umm al-barāhīn, 127–37. The specific naming of the modalities appears on pg. 137 to summarize 
what came before. 
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so much understanding and belief: “As verbalized, it is a singular invocation (dhikr wāḥid),” he 

observes, “but in truth, it is many invocations (adhkār kathīra).”105 

Of these two aspects, al-Habṭī emphasizes the first in particular, about “what is negated 

and what is affirmed” in the shahāda. His insistence on interpreting the phrase in the way of al-

Sanūsī even landed him in trouble with the chief mufti of the new Saʿdian government in Fez, 

Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad al-Yassīthnī (d. 959/1552). As has been studied by El-Rouayheb, 

the instigating factor of this episode was a treatise presented to the Saʿdian sultan by a scholar 

based in Algiers.106 The treatise comprised an explication of the five pillars of Islam and 

described the meaning of the first pillar, the shahāda, as a denial of the polytheists’ false gods. 

Al-Yassīthnī disagreed with this interpretation, arguing that what is denied in the shahāda is not 

any specific set of gods but rather, in keeping with the functioning of categorical negations, a 

general category that encompasses the polytheists’ gods as well as the one true God. For his part, 

al-Habṭī found both stances unsatisfactory. Since the act of denying something is the act of 

deeming something non-existent, al-Habṭī considered that al-Yassīthnī had made of the shahāda 

a declaration that the polytheists’ gods do not exist – an inane statement, in al-Habṭī’s opinion, 

since false gods, whether in the form of idols or entities in the natural world (the sun, moon, and 

stars), do evidently exist. With implicit reference to al-Sanūsī, al-Habṭī held instead that the 

denied “god” in the shahāda refers to any entity meriting worship. By this interpretation, the first 

half of the shahāda means, “There is no entity in existence that truly merits worship other than 

God.” It is still a categorical negation, but instead of the category comprising any object of 

worship – false and true gods alike – it refers only to valid objects of worship, making it a 

category of one: God. This position shocked a number of scholars for seeming to suggest that the 

																																																								
105 Ibid., 140. 
106 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 222–23; and see the account in Ibn ʿAskar, Dawḥat al-nāshir, 18–20. 
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shahāda does not contain a rejection of polytheism and idolatry. Tension around the subject 

increased sufficiently that the sultan convened a debate in Fez, at which al-Yassīthnī called for 

al-Habṭī’s execution. Al-Habṭī was dumbfounded by this demand, and some reports describe him 

as fainting. Ultimately, colleagues convinced him to offer a written repeal of his claim, and he 

returned to his zāwiya near Chefchauen. 

If political agents such as al-Yassīthnī were successful at stifling al-Habṭī’s views in the 

context of a scholarly skirmish in the imperial capital, their reach did not extend to his teaching 

activities in the rural regions up north. As stated above, the main message of the pedagogical 

tracts by al-Habṭī, as well as by his companions, is that people need to understand the meaning of 

the shahāda – which is to say, they need to understand the particular meaning promoted by al-

Sanūsī and taken up by al-Habṭī. In just one example of this recurring assertion, al-Habṭī writes, 

Among that which the common folk should be taught in regard to the meaning of “There 
is no god but God and Muḥammad is the messenger of God, peace and blessings upon 
him” is that there is no true object of worship in existence except for God, the creator of 
all creation. All other objects of worship besides God are false objects of worship. The 
worshiper of these other objects is an unbeliever in God and His exaltedness, someone 
ignorant who will linger eternally in the fire of Hell, in shackles and chains, unless he 
withdraws from that to the worship of the One, the True, who is far beyond whatever an 
ignorant, neglectful, heedless person believes.107 

 
The key phrase here is “in existence,” in the third line. On the basis of the non-existence of any 

entity meriting worship besides God, al-Habṭī points out the wrongness of idolatry, due to its 

misdirecting acts of worship, and he emphasizes that idolaters and their ilk will spend eternity in 

hellfire. While the differences between his interpretation and al-Yassīthnī’s may be hard to see in 

this particular passage, elsewhere al-Habṭī explains why the nuances of his stance are so crucial. 

A first issue that al-Habṭī takes with the opposing view on the shahāda is that it contains 

implied assertions of polytheism. He explains why in a versified tract: 

																																																								
107 al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd, 27–28. 
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The entering of something not in the genus into the definition 
  entails that “denial” here refers to legitimacy, 
 And that amounts to shirk in the reality of God, 
  shirk being pure kufr, the meaning of which you can see.108 
 
Al-Habṭī’s argument is that the stance promoted by al-Yassīthnī amounts to shirk, or assigning a 

partner or partners to God. Because people holding this view interpret the negation in the 

shahāda as a negation of legitimacy, rather than existence, they have to first set up a category or 

genus “god” that encompasses all the entities considered to be gods in order to be able to deny 

legitimacy to all of them but God. It is the establishment of that category which al-Habṭī deems 

to be shirk and which he moreover identifies here as kufr.109 As serious as this issue would seem 

to be, al-Habṭī does not make it the central feature of his argument against al-Yassīthnī’s stance. 

Rather, he repeatedly criticizes another point. 

This second problem follows from al-Yassīthnī’s assertion that the negation in the 

shahāda refers to legitimacy, in contrast to existence, a claim that al-Habṭī considers to be not 

only an intellectual mistake vis-à-vis the functioning of categorical negations but also a liability 

for interreligious polemics. Thus, in a versified tract, al-Habṭī confronts a hypothetical advocate 

of the Yassīthnī position with the following criticism: 

O my friend, you have irritated me with your speech 
insofar as you have denied what you see with your own eyes. 

You have not rebutted the priest at all, o clever one, 
if you have said of his object of worship: “denied!” 

Rather, by God, he will ridicule you 
since the object is there, present, before him.110 

 
The advocate of the Yassīthnī positions thinks that he has scored a point on the hypothetical 

Christian by acknowledging Christian objects of worship, such as the crucifix,111 and denying 

																																																								
108 Ibid., 48. 
109 His son also equates this interpretation with kufr: al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 27. 
110 al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd, 83. 
111 He mentions the crucifix (ṣalīb) in another short tract; see ibid., 122. 
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them legitimacy. The Christian, however, realizes in this scenario that categorical negations refer 

to existence, and laughs in the person’s face at the absurd claim that Christian objects of worship 

are non-existent. Elsewhere, al-Habṭī describes this problem as one of wrongly locating the site 

of dispute (maḥall al-nizāʿ), writing that, “Refutation can only occur at the site of dispute, and 

there is no dispute between the unbelievers and believers as to the existence of their false objects 

of worship, nor their worship of them. Rather, the dispute is over their meriting worship.”112 

Even though advocates of the Yassīthnī position consider that they, too, are addressing the matter 

of legitimate worship, they have bungled the case by misunderstanding categorical negations and 

setting up their argument in incorrect and unconvincing fashion. Later in the same tract, al-Habṭī 

illustrates how his own stance gets this key move right: 

Know, o brother, that if an idolatrous polytheist with an idol in hand were to say to us, 
“This is existent,” then we would grant him the assertion of its existence. Similarly, were 
he to say, “This idol of mine is worshipped,” then we would grant him the assertion of its 
worship. This is in contrast to a case in which he says, “This idol of mine is a god,” for 
then we would dispute him and respond to his statement by saying, “There is no god but 
God, that is, no god exists except God. This idol of yours [only] exists with God (maʿ 
Allāh), and there is no confusion or vacillation for us.” Similarly, if he were to say, “This 
idol of mine is worshipped legitimately,” then we would respond to him with our 
statement that, “There is no legitimate object of worship except God.”113 

 
To be clear, none of these statements function as an argument, per se, against Christians and 

other polytheists. What the correct interpretation of the shahāda does, according to al-Habṭī, is 

pinpoint where the argument should begin. Allegedly, his own stance allows people to 

productively intervene in disputes, whereas advocates of the Yassīthnī position will find 

themselves needing to defend the absurd claim that idols and other false objects of worship do 

not even exist. While some of these arguments admittedly seem far-fetched and pedantic – are 

readers really to believe that non-Muslims faced with al-Yassīthnī’s position will scoff at its 
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misunderstanding of categorical negations? – I would suggest that the more significant aspect to 

note here is the way that al-Habṭī measures the dueling interpretations of the shahāda by their 

usefulness in polemics and proselytization. That is, al-Yassīthnī’s stance is to be rejected not 

only for its scholarly shortcomings but also because those shortcomings translate, at least 

theoretically, to obstacles in missionizing work. 

 Of the various aspects of al-Habṭī’s program, the references to Christians and polytheists, 

as well as to an intra-Islamic debate over the shahāda, probably offer the most compelling case 

for reading the program within the frame of “confessionalization.” Yet this temptation should, I 

argue, be resisted. As stated in the introduction, I readily acknowledge that al-Habṭī and his 

companions understood themselves to live in a confessional world, hemmed in by Christians to 

the north and on the coastlines, and they saw their task as spreading and deepening adherence to 

Islamic beliefs and rituals and warding people away from non-Islamic beliefs and rituals. These 

geopolitical dynamics predated the 10th/16th century, however, making it hard to identify them as 

a new motivation for an Islamicizing mission. Neither do I see “confessional” fissures within the 

debate over the shahāda. I see no evidence, for example, of another coherent group on the 

ground in northern Morocco vying for people’s loyalties to the Yassīthnī interpretation. The fault 

lines here seem to me more personal than factional: al-Habṭī was deeply committed to his 

reading of the shahāda, and, once in a position of some authority and influence, he 

unsurprisingly urged it on others. 

 Although al-Habṭi and his companions place the most emphasis on instructing people in 

the first part of the shahāda, “There is no god but God,” it would be remiss to conclude this 

section without briefly reviewing their discussion of the second part, “and Muḥammad is the 
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Messenger of God.” After all, they consider the stakes of correctly grasping this latter declaration 

to be just as high as they are for the former. As al-Habṭī puts it in one of his short versified tracts, 

 Whoever does not distinguish his Lord, the unified, 
  from the chosen prophet Muḥammad 
 And does not comprehend the meaning of God and Messenger, 
  his kufr is attested to by the shaykhs.114 
 
In short, people who are so ignorant of basic concepts that they blur the lines between God and 

messenger have fallen into unbelief. Such ignorance is not a hypothetical problem for al-Habṭī. 

He reports, for example, that, “Many of the ignorant are under the delusion that the Messengers 

are not among humanity, with one of them even considering that the Messenger is the equal of 

God after he heard him [the Messenger] linked [to God] through being mentioned with Him in 

the two parts of the shahāda.”115 To address this alleged confusion about the humanity of 

Muḥammad, al-Habṭī and his companions’ texts often make an effort to describe the prophet as 

an individual, historicized figure. The most detailed such portrayal reads: 

The name of the messenger of God is Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh. His father is ʿAbd 
Allāh, and his mother is named Āmina. He was created and born in a village that is 
named Mecca. In it is the kaʿba, which God commanded us to face during prayer and 
which he made the qibla of believers. So he – peace and blessings be upon him – 
remained in Mecca for forty years, then God sent down the angel Gabriel – peace be 
upon him – with the Qur’an, which begins, “Praise be to God, Lord of the universe,” etc. 
He stayed in Mecca after it was sent for ten years, then he emigrated to another town, 
called Medina, and he – peace and blessings be upon him – stayed there another ten 
years. He died in his late sixties and was buried in Medina, where he is today, until God 
sends him from his grave, peace and blessings be upon him.116 

 
Unlike al-Sanūsī, who describes the humanness of prophets in rather theoretical terms, speaking 

of the “permissibility of human accidents for them (jawāz al-aʿrāḍ al-bashariyya ʿalayhim),”117 

al-Habṭī here takes a narrative approach. The mini-biography moreover clarifies Muḥammad’s 
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status in relation to God, explaining the way that God appointed him as a messenger and 

communicated the Qur’an to him via the angel Gabriel, and thus wards against people 

misunderstanding Muḥammad as the son of God or as an equal to God. This willingness to 

depart from al-Sanūsī’s more scholastic presentation of concepts is also on display when it 

comes to teaching further points of creed and their proofs, as I explain in the next section. I begin 

there by acknowledging al-Habṭī’s adherence to al-Sanūsī’s modalities-based presentation of 

creedal material, then discuss his and his companions’ ambivalent attitude toward taqlīd, and 

close with a description of al-Habṭī’s creativity in teaching proofs to people. 

Deemphasizing the Problem of Taqlīd 

Above, I described how al-Sanūsī in al-Ṣughrā lays out two dimensions to properly 

understanding the shahāda. The first is that foregrounded by al-Habṭī, having to do with what is 

affirmed and denied in the statement, “There is no god but God.” His emphasis on that 

dimension should not overshadow, however, his similar subscription to the second dimension, 

which consists in the claim that all the core points of creed – what is necessary, impossible, and 

possible for God and His Messengers – are embedded in the shahāda. As al-Habṭī states in a 

short creed that Ibn ʿArḍūn includes in his discussion of child-rearing, “Whoever understands the 

denial and the denied, along with the affirmation and the affirmed, the door to understanding the 

meaning of ‘no god but God’ is opened to him, and the entrance to all the tenets of belief beneath 

this noble phrase become visible to him.”118 Echoing al-Sanūsī, al-Habṭī considers that a proper 

grasp of what exactly is denied in the shahāda – the existence of any other entities meriting 

worship – leads to comprehending God’s oneness and uniqueness and thus His other attributes. 

In the short creed, al-Habṭī proceeds to explain those attributes: 
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So evoke in your mind – may God preserve you and guide you – when uttering the 
phrase, “no god but God,” that there is no existent entity whose existence is necessary 
(wājib wujūdihi) – in the sense that it has no need of anything else in any way, shape, or 
form – except for God. And there is no uncreated entity (qadīm) – in the sense that no 
non-existence precedes it – except for God. And there is no everlasting entity (bāqin) – in 
the sense that no non-existence follows it – except for God. And there is nothing distinct 
from creation (mukhālif li-l-khalq) – in the sense that it is not a body or a substance or an 
accident – except for God. And there is no self-sufficient entity (qāʾim bi-nafsihi) – in the 
sense that it has no need of a substrate or a particularizing agent – except for God. And 
there is no singular, unique entity (wāḥid) – in the sense that there is nothing like it, that it 
does not divide into parts or sections, that it does not co-exist with another agent in any 
causes – except for God. And there is no knowing entity (ʿālim) who knows all things by 
a singular, uncreated knowledge (ʿilm) except for God. And there is no powerful entity 
(qādir) that has power over all things by a singular power (qudra) except for God. And 
there is no willing entity (murīd) that wills all things by an uncreated will (irāda) except 
for God. And there is no living entity (ḥayy) that lives by a singular, uncreated life 
(ḥayāt) that neither renews nor multiplies except for God. And there is no hearing entity 
(samīʿ) that hears all things by a singular, uncreated audition (samʿ) except for God. And 
there is no seeing entity (baṣīr) that sees all things by a singular, uncreated sight (baṣr) 
except for God. And there is no speaking entity (mutakallim) that links to all known 
entities by a singular, uncreated speech (kalām) except for God.119 

 
I have marked here the Arabic of all the attributes named by al-Habṭī: They number twenty, as in 

al-Sanūsī’s shorter creeds, and the terminology and short definitions match al-Sanūsī’s exactly. 

Al-Habṭī encourages anyone who comprehends the tenets to teach them to others, to their family, 

children, servants, and companions, indeed to anyone whom they encounter. As for someone 

who does not understand each and every tenet, “he ought to turn with his whole self toward 

investigating their meaning in order to save his soul (muhjatahu) from eternity in hellfire.”120 

Although al-Habṭī does not include the attributes of impossibility and possibility in this 

particular creed, nor the necessary, impossible, and possible attributes of God’s Messengers, he 

does elsewhere,121 and there again the content and terms echo al-Sanūsī’s shorter creeds. 

 One may notice, however, that this short creed makes no mention of proofs or the need to 

know them. This absence is indicative of a divergence between al-Habṭī and al-Sanūsī. Whereas, 
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as demonstrated in the previous chapter, al-Sanūsī adamantly opposed taqlīd and included proofs 

in even his shortest creed, al-Habṭī seems to consider knowledge of proofs useful but not 

necessary. Yet neither he nor his companions directly confront al-Sanūsī’s many vehement 

statements about taqlīd. In this regard, they engage in a process of curating al-Sanūsī’s writings 

similar to that executed by al-Wahrānī in the fatwa al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn, quoting some passages 

and excluding others – albeit toward different ends. In contrast to al-Wahrānī’s underscoring of 

al-Sanūsī’s encouragement to teach with kindness and think well of fellow Muslims, the Habṭī 

circle emphasizes moments where al-Sanūsī acknowledges the dispute over taqlīd while 

stressing that outright ignorance of creed amounts to kufr. 

 Although al-Habṭī avoids explicitly pronouncing the sufficiency of taqlīd, several of his 

statements about knowledge acquisition point toward that stance. In one especially short tract, 

after explaining the proper interpretation of the shahāda, al-Habṭī notes that, 

The person of divine favor (al-muwaffaq) has conviction in the truthfulness of this 
statement and repeats it in his heart, such that it becomes firmly rooted in it like the 
rootedness of a lofty mountain and such that his assent does not quaver upon encounter 
with great hardships like the agonies of death (sakarāt al-mawt), upon the appearance of 
tribulations, upon the questioning by the two angels Munkir and Nakīr, and upon the 
questioning of God, praise be He.122 

 
The idea that understanding and repeating creedal concepts can forge convictions strong enough 

to withstand the gravest of trials appears again, in slightly different form, in another creedal tract 

by al-Habṭī, where he addresses the teachers of creed: 

Establish all of this for them in comprehensive fashion, until they understand it truly and 
all of it becomes firmly and wholly rooted for them in both expression and meaning. 
Bring about for them a character (ṭabīʿa), on which [the material] is imprinted, since an 
imprinted-upon matter does not depart upon the appearance of quavers and hardships and 
trials. The mind (ʿaql) may go, but an imprinted character (ṭabʿ) does not.123 

 

																																																								
122 Ibid., 66. 
123 Ibid., 108. 
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This statement goes even further than the one before. Not only does al-Habṭī portray knowledge 

that obtains through understanding and repetition to be sufficient, but he moreover suggests that 

such knowledge is stronger and more reliable than knowledge based on intellectualizing alone. 

Undergirding this suggestion is an epistemological theory whereby the iteration of information 

can cause it to become imprinted on a person and part of their character. This character remains 

firm even in the face of disturbances and challenges. Firmness would not, of course, suffice for 

al-Sanūsī, who held that reflection on creedal matters comprises a command from God and 

perhaps even a condition for īmān. Al-Habṭī, however, leaves these matters aside, suggesting that 

firm, proof-less conviction will serve people even when questioned in the next life. 

Among al-Habṭī’s companions, the one who most directly asserts the sufficiency of taqlīd 

– and the one who most obviously curates his presentation of al-Sanūsī – is his son, al-Habṭī al-

Ṣaghīr, in a short treatise titled Kanz al-saʿāda fī bayān mā yaḥtāj ilayhi man naṭaqa bi-kalimat 

al-shahāda (The Treasure of Felicity in Explaining That Which an Utterer of the Shahāda 

Requires). In the introduction to Kanz al-saʿāda, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr invokes the four levels that 

people may occupy in relation to īmān, as set forth by al-Ghazālī in al-Ajwiba al-muskita (The 

Dumbfounding Responsa), a text he wrote to defend his Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn.124 According to al-

Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr’s presentation, the four levels are 1) the people of mere utterance; 2) the people 

of sound conviction (iʿtiqād), i.e. the people of taqlīd, 3) the people of demonstration, and 4) the 

people of witnessing.125 Although one might expect to hear from al-Sanūsī in the discussion of 

																																																								
124 The better known title is al-Imlāʾ fī ishkālāt al-Iḥyāʾ (Composition on the Critiques of The Revival), and it is this 
title that Kenneth Garden uses in his analysis of it: Kenneth Garden, The First Islamic Reviver: Abū Hāmid al-
Ghazālī and His Revival of the Religious Sciences (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 149–50. As Garden 
describes, al-Imlāʾ focuses on the discussion in Book 35 of the Iḥyāʾ, where al-Ghazālī lays out the four levels that 
people can occupy in relation to īmān. Al-Imlāʾ has been published as part of an introductory volume to the Iḥyāʾ: 
al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, al-Muqaddimāt: 213-354. 
125 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 20. The language used by al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr does not align exactly with that 
of al-Ghazālī, who refers to levels three and four as those of, respectively, the muqarribūn, meaning people who are 
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the second level, given his numerous statements on taqlīd, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr cites him only in 

regard to the first level, dealing with people who utter the shahāda without even a basic 

understanding of its meaning. From Sharḥ al-Kubrā, he quotes: 

Most of the common folk do not have a command of theological doctrine, even through 
taqlīd. They [scholars] therefore sought through their guidance to take people from a 
level on which it was feared that they held to notions considered kufr-by-consensus to a 
level regarding which there is [merely] disagreement.126 

 
Al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr follows this statement with a similar one from Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, specifically 

from the section that addresses “the jurisprudents of Bijāya” and their judgment that people who 

cannot differentiate between God and the prophet Muḥammad have no share in Islam. 

Remarking on this precedent, al-Sanūsī writes, in the quoted passage, 

As for what they opined in regard to this person or whoever is in his condition, it is 
eminently clear – no two people could disagree on it. The scholars’ conflict, rather, is 
over someone who knows what is signified by the two parts of the shahāda and has 
firmly determined without hesitation what they contain in the way of theological 
doctrine, yet the reason for his determination is taqlīd, having merely grown up in a 
community of believers but not knowing the logical demonstration for that at all.127 

 
Finally, as if to fully enforce the impression that al-Sanūsī’s main concern lies with ignorance, 

al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr quotes Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā: “Scholars have attested that it is necessary to 

understand its [the shahāda’s] meaning. If not, the person will gain no benefit from it vis-à-vis 

salvation from an eternity in hellfire.”128 The thrust of all of these passages is that whereas 

debate exists over the status of an imitator – whether such a person is an outright kāfir or not – 

scholars are in total agreement as to the kufr of someone who does not even understand the 

meaning of the shahāda. Although al-Sanūsī does indeed make these observations, what al-Habṭī 

al-Ṣaghīr neglects to mention is that, when it comes al-Sanūsī’s own stance within the debate 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
approaching full, profound īmān, and the ṣiddīqūn, or the righteous whose very sense of self is subsumed in the 
oneness of God (al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, al-Muqaddimāt: 251). 
126 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 23; and for the original passage see al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Kubrā, 63. 
127 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 25; and for the original passage see al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, 168. 
128 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 25; and for the original passage see al-Sanūsī, Umm al-barāhīn, 113. 
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over taqlīd, he was inclined to think that imitators do not have sound īmān and are in all 

likelihood bound for hell alongside the ignorant. The quoted passages thus support the Habṭī 

circle’s own agenda of teaching the basics, particularly the meaning of the shahāda. 

 Later in Kanz al-saʿāda, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr abandons the posture of ambivalence toward 

taqlīd to assert its sufficiency in the afterlife. He conspicuously refrains from mentioning al-

Sanūsī, instead summoning al-Ghazālī as his precedent. The first part of al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr’s 

argument focuses on the hadith about the questioning that people will undergo in the grave at the 

hands of the angels Munkir and Nakīr. Having raised the issue of whether proof-based 

knowledge comprises a condition (sharṭ) for sound īmān, he writes, 

There are two stances on it, the more correct of them being that it is not a condition. This 
is due to the saying of him [the prophet], peace and blessings upon him, in the hadith 
about the two angels questioning a doubter (shākk) in the grave, wherein the two say to 
him, “You have not understood and not followed (lā darayta wa-lā talayta),” i.e. you 
have [not] followed (tabaʿta) someone who understands by the path of correct taqlīd. The 
grave is one of the sites of the afterlife. [Thus] were taqlīd not sufficient in the afterlife, 
for that which lies between the servant and his Lord, then the two would [not] say, “and 
you have not followed,” but they do say to him, “and you have not followed.” Thus taqlīd 
is sufficient in the afterlife, and this is the sought-after conclusion.129 

 
Al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr’s point is that if the two angels considered taqlīd impermissible, they would 

not fault the person for failing to follow the sound example of another person; they would simply 

say, “You have not understood.” By adding the reprimand, “and you have not followed,” they 

imply that such following would have been to the person’s benefit. From here, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr 

moves to a long passage from al-Ghazālī’s al-Iqtiṣāḍ fī l-iʿtiqād, in which he not only asserts the 

soundness of īmān through taqlīd but moreover stipulates that imitators with sound īmān ought 

not be disturbed with efforts to teach them proofs, since such detailed instruction may confuse 

																																																								
129 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 38. I have added the two negatives, [not], because I do not see how the 
passage makes sense otherwise. 
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them.130 This passage comprises the final word on taqlīd in Kanz al-saʿāda, with al-Sanūsī’s 

opposing stance left out entirely. 

 Similar to al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Ibn ʿArḍūn avoids mentioning al-Sanūsī’s more severe 

pronouncements against taqlīd, highlighting instead his acknowledgement that the ultimate status 

of an imitator is in dispute. Yet whereas al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr proceeds to settle the dispute in favor 

of the sufficiency of taqlīd, Ibn ʿArḍūn remains wary of the ambiguous, fraught status of the 

imitator. His attitude appears most clearly in the section of Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj that tells husbands 

how to approach the creedal education of their wives: 

It is incumbent on him to renew for her repetition of the creed, such that it becomes 
firmly and wholly rooted for her. He ought to relate to her what is necessary in regard to 
our Lord, Mighty and Majestic, and what is impossible and what is possible; what is 
necessary in regard to the Messengers, peace and blessings upon them, and what is 
impossible and what is possible; in addition to what one must believe among the reports 
of the afterlife, including the resurrection (baʿth), the gathering (ḥashr), the returning of 
life (nashr), the reckoning (ḥisāb), the balance (mīzān), the basin (ḥawḍ), the bridge 
(ṣirāṭ), heaven (janna), hell (nār), and so on. He ought to explain to her the principles of 
īmān and islām, the meaning of the shahāda and what it comprises in the way of denial 
and affirmation, and other creedal tenets. He ought to present to her the rational proofs – 
ordering her to reflect on and consider the celestial and earthly signs in order that she exit 
from the faultiness of imitation (ʿuhdat al-taqlīd) – such that her īmān would not quaver 
at the appearance of afflictions but rather would renew and grow. For the disagreement 
over īmān al-muqallid is well known, all of it being delineated in the books of the imams. 
The disagreement among them regarding īmān al-muqallid is over whoever does not 
retreat with the retreat of the person being imitated, since as regards anyone who retreats 
with the retreat of the imitated person, there is no debate over his kufr.131 So let the 
husband exercise kindness in extricating his wife from the bind of the disagreement (ʿahd 
al-khilāf) over taqlīd by alerting her to the proofs of divine oneness.132 

 
Although at the outset of this passage, Ibn ʿArḍūn echoes al-Habṭī’s language about repetition 

leading to firmly rooted knowledge, midway through he raises the prospect that knowledge 

																																																								
130 Ibid., 39; and for the original passage see Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, al-Iqtiṣād fī l-iʿtiqād, ed. Anas 
Muḥammad ʿAdnān al-Sharafāwī (Jeddah: Dār al-Minhāj, 2008), 74; as well as Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, 
Al-Ghazālī’s Moderation in Belief, trans. Aladdin M. Yaqub (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 10. 
131 The meaning of retreat (rujūʿ) here is akin to weakening, meaning that a true imitator is one whose convictions 
weaken when the convictions of the person they are imitating weaken. 
132 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:791-92. 



	

 162 

without proofs is inherently shaky and more likely to quaver in the face of hardships. Gesturing 

toward the well-known debate over taqlīd, he invokes a statement from al-Sanūsī in Sharḥ al-

Jazāʾiriyya specifying the sort of taqlīd that is most problematic, namely that in which a person 

imitates someone else so mindlessly that even if the latter person were to rescind or shift their 

ideas in dramatic fashion, the imitator would hew to those new ideas.133 One might expect that 

such actions are the very definition of taqlīd, but al-Sanūsī suggests that there is another form of 

taqlīd in which the imitator cultivates some degree of their own judgment, such that they would 

not follow the imitated person in obvious deviations from correct convictions. The distinction is 

somewhat confusing and not one that al-Sanūsī repeats elsewhere. What it seems to do for Ibn 

ʿArḍūn is set a high bar as to what behaviors actually count as taqlīd, allowing him to focus on 

the merits of learning proofs without lingering on the possible consequences of failing to do so. 

Thus he encourages husbands to impart proofs to their wives, helping them to attain secure īmān. 

 Perhaps because of the general de-emphasis on taqlīd as a problem within the Habṭī 

circle, their writings contain limited, yet instructive, examples of how they conceive of teaching 

proofs. A notable aspect in this regard is their abandonment of syllogisms. In one tract by al-

Habṭī, having set forth the proper interpretation of the shahāda and the attributes of God and His 

Messengers in accordance with the modalities and having urged instructors to repeat the material 

to their learners until it is firmly rooted in their minds, he suggests that the instructor may 

proceed to proofs with those who are capable of handling them. He portrays the merits of this 

next step in vague terms, suggesting that it will help the learner to grow “in the way of īmān to 

īmān, in the way of certainty to certainty, in the way of illumination to illumination, and in the 

way of felicity to felicity.”134 The goal would seem to be praising the acquisition of proofs 

																																																								
133 al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya, 54. 
134 al-Habṭī, Rasāʾil al-tawḥīd, 29. 
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without denigrating the īmān that obtains without them. Al-Habṭī then delves into a single proof, 

for God’s oneness (waḥdāniyya). Although he explains the reductio ad absurdum used by al-

Sanūsī to establish this attribute – postulating that there are two or more gods and showing the 

absurdities that follow such that there must be only one god (God) – he forgoes the modus tollens 

framing of it that al-Sanūsī presents in his shorter creeds.135 Neither does he draw on al-Sanūsī’s 

brief syllogisms when demonstrating that Muḥammad must be a divine messenger. The 

conclusion must therefore be that al-Habṭī sees little need for the structures of formal logic to 

inform the sorts of proofs presented to a broad audience. His willingness to depart from that 

approach appears most delightfully in the following anecdote, recorded by Ibn ʿArḍūn and 

suggested as a model of how husbands might instruct their wives, although in it al-Habṭī operates 

in a different context. It is worth quoting in its entirety: 

I heard him [al-Habṭī] say: One day I was with the Banū Muḥammad, from the tribe of 
the Banū Zajl, and I was relating to them creedal tenets and commanding them toward 
right. I sought to pull them from the faultiness of taqlīd in regard to the five attributes on 
which the signs of miracles rest, these being: existence, life, power, will, and knowledge. 
So, I grabbed a bucket with which I had been performing ablutions, thusly, and I said to 
them: Oh, companions, if I told you something, would you consider that I was telling the 
truth in regard to it? They said: Oh, sīdī, how could we accuse you of lying, you being 
our lord and our blessing? Then I said to them: This bucket in my hand, no maker 
produced it; rather, it made itself. They said: Oh, sīdī, this thing cannot be. Every craft 
requires a maker. I said: All right, there is no doubt that a master tradesman made it. 
However, he made it and was dead. They said: This thing cannot be! It is necessary that 
he be alive. So I said: All right, there is no doubt that he is alive; however, he is ill and 
incapable of work. They said: This thing cannot be! His health and ability are necessary. 
Then I said: All right, but he did not intend for it to be a bucket, nor did he seek to make 
it this way. He was just pounding at it. They said: This thing cannot be! The intention to 
make it as it is, with these characteristics, is necessary. I said: All right, he intended that, 
but he had no knowledge. He was ignorant of it [the bucket] and how to craft it. They 
said: This thing cannot be. It is not possible that someone ignorant made it. 
 
Then I said to them: All of this which you have said, you must stipulate it, absolutely, in 
regard to the Maker. They said: Yes, the Maker must be as we have mentioned. I said to 

																																																								
135 Ibid., 29–30. Al-Sanūsī writes in al-Ḥafīda, for example: “If God were not one, then He would be overpowered 
(maqhūran), but He is the overpowering one, over His servants” (Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Thalāth ʿaqāʾid 
Ashʿariyya, ed. Khālid Zahrī [Rabat, Morocco: Markaz Abī Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī, 2012], 132). 
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them: Look, then, at these existent entities among the lands and skies; the sun, moon, 
stars and clouds; the rain, thunder, and lightning; the mountains and seas; the running 
springs, the rivers, and the rest of the animals, plants, and fruits; the transformation of the 
seasons among spring, summer, winter, and autumn, and so on among the fluctuation of 
states and times and all the rest of the changes, from non-existence into existence and 
from existence into non-existence. Could anything among this lack a maker? When they 
contemplated what I told them, they said: Oh, sīdī, there must be a maker for these 
existent entities, an originator who brings them into being. Then they made a firm 
affirmation and averred with total certainty to the five mentioned attributes: existence, 
life, power, will, and knowledge.136 

 
As stated by al-Habṭī, his priority here is teaching people the proofs for the five divine attributes 

on which the validity of miracles rests. The idea is that these particular attributes must be 

grounded in rational proofs because it would be circular to derive them from revelation, given 

that the validity of revelation as a miracle obtains from knowing God to be existent, alive, 

powerful, willing, and knowing. With this motivation in mind, al-Habṭī devises a creative 

pedagogical technique. Seizing the familiar, concrete object of the ablutions bucket and positing 

of it several carefully chosen, absurd characteristics, al-Habṭī elicits protest from the listeners, 

who themselves derive the five attributes of existence, life, power, will, and knowledge through 

instinctive reasoning. The approach here is quite different from that of al-Sanūsī. Not only does 

al-Habṭī depart from the use of syllogisms, but he moreover seems unconcerned with 

systematically addressing each and every point of creed. In addition, there is a sense in the 

anecdote that the creedal instruction is taking place outside the bounds of a formal lesson, in a 

setting where a teacher might find himself reaching for props and for alternative methods. 

 To summarize, this discussion of how al-Habṭī and his circle conceive of the teaching 

that comprises commanding right belief and forbidding wrong has covered three main topics. 

First, I addressed their view that such teaching is a duty for anyone capable of undertaking it and 

their urging heads of household in particular to take responsibility for the creedal instruction of 

																																																								
136 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:792-93. 
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their family members, servants, and other dependents. Second, I examined the content of the 

teaching, showing their special concern to be the interpretation of the shahāda, which they take 

from al-Sanūsī’s Ṣughrā. The third and final section further considered the content of their 

teachings, showing them to follow al-Sanūsī’s modalities-framed lists of divine and prophetic 

attributes even as they depart from al-Sanūsī when it comes to the inclusion of proofs. I analyzed 

how, to facilitate that departure, al-Habṭī and his companions curate al-Sanūsī’s writings to fit 

their own focus on redressing ignorance, passing over his more severe statements on the dangers 

of taqlīd and emphasizing instead his stance that ignorance of creed is tantamount to kufr. This 

latter move will be key in the next section, where I turn to the way that the Habṭī circle applies 

the judgment of the majūs and adduces al-Sanūsī in support. 

Disciplining Creed Through the Judgment of the Majūs 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, al-Sanūsī is vague about the possible legal implications of his 

stances on taqlīd and on the state of creedal knowledge in his time. On the one hand, when 

discussing the meaning and function of the shahāda in Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā, he emphasizes that 

mere utterance of the shahāda provides people with legal protections, and he lists a number of 

hadith to that effect. In Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, while he cites “the jurists of Bijāya” approvingly, he 

refrains from mentioning their advocacy of the majūs judgment or any specific punishment. On 

the other hand, he does endorse the assessment in the Bijāyan fatwas that people ignorant of the 

meaning of the shahāda have no share in Islam, and he complains repeatedly about the ignorance 

of his contemporaries, whom he considers to fall short even of taqlīd, into a state of ignorance 

that he identifies as tantamount to kufr. Ultimately, then, despite his assurances that anyone who 

utters the shahāda legally qualifies as a Muslim, al-Sanūsī also makes a series of statements that 
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a reader could, if the reader were so inclined, interpret to conclude the opposite, that people 

deemed ignorant of creedal basics do require legal disciplining. 

 The clearest example of the Habṭī circle construing al-Sanūsi in support of the majūs 

judgment appears in Ibn ʿArḍūn’s treatise on marriage, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj. In the opening 

chapter, Ibn ʿArḍūn addresses the conditions that must be met by a prospective wife. Among 

them is that she not be kāfira, whether that kufr takes the form of apostasy or her belonging to a 

non-Muslim, non-kitābī religion. Ibn ʿArḍūn then notes that, 

Included here is someone who grew up among Muslims, who states, ‘There is no god but 
God and Muḥammad is the Messenger of God, peace and blessings upon him,’ who 
prays, fasts, and does all the religious rituals, but she does not know what is encompassed 
by the two phrases of the shahāda. She has no grasp on what God is, nor what His 
Messenger is, imagining perhaps that the Messenger is an equal counterpart (naẓīr) to the 
god. She says, “I heard people saying this phrase, so I said it, but I do not understand in 
any way, shape, or form.” There is no debate that such a woman is among the 
blameworthy unbelievers.137 

 
Ibn ʿArḍūn proceeds to support this judgment by quoting a number of past authorities. He begins 

with Ibn ʿĪsā of Bijāya, including his statement with regard to someone fitting the above 

description that, “His judgment is the judgment of the majūs in all regards, except in killing, for 

he ought not be killed unless he refuses to be taught.”138 The next passage comes from al-Sanūsī, 

specifically the section of Sharḥ al-Wusṭā where he declares his approval of the fatwas issued by 

“the jurists of Bijāya.”139 Although, as just noted, al-Sanūsī’s summary of those fatwas omits the 

part about the majūs judgment, Ibn ʿArḍūn’s positioning of his statement directly after that of Ibn 

ʿĪsā gives the strong impression that they align on the matter. The remaining fatwas quoted by 

Ibn ʿArḍūn include al-Waghlīsī’s and al-ʿAbdūsī’s, discussed in Chapter 1, as well as several by 

jurists contemporaneous to Ibn ʿArḍūn that I will return to at the end of this chapter. Ibn ʿArḍūn 

																																																								
137 Ibid., 1:213-14. 
138 Ibid., 1:214. 
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gives the final word to his grandfather, Ibn Khajjū, and to al-Habṭī. The passage from al-Habṭī is 

lengthy and swings from emphasizing the need for all those capable to teach islām and īmān, to 

endorsing the majūs judgment – glossed as marriage annulment, as well as prohibitions on meat-

eating and inheritance – to lamenting the widespread ignorance and contemptible social practices 

of his era.140 His support for the majūs judgment references the precedent of al-Sanūsī, in not 

only Sharḥ al-Wusṭā but also Sharḥ al-Kubrā and Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā, as well as the precedent of 

al-Ghazālī’s al-Ajwiba al-muskita. Neither he nor Ibn ʿArḍūn explains what he has in mind from 

these additional texts, but I would suggest that some clarity can be found with al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr. 

  Above, in the section on taqlīd, I discussed the way that al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr curates al-

Sanūsī’s stances on creedal learning in his short treatise, Kanz al-saʿāda. I described how the 

text begins by invoking the four levels that people may occupy in relation to īmān, with 

reference to al-Ghazālī’s al-Ajwiba al-muskita: 1) the people of mere utterance; 2) the people of 

sound conviction, i.e. the people of taqlīd, 3) the people of demonstration, and 4) the people of 

witnessing. Here, I want to highlight the way that al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr draws legal implications out 

of his treatment of the first two levels. In discussing the first level, he identifies three sub-

divisions: 1) imitators of the basest kind, who utter the shahāda without any understanding of its 

meaning, 2) heretics (zanādiqa, sing. zindīq), or people who utter the shahāda while holding 

problematic convictions, such as the Sabeans, who allegedly think that the prophet Muḥammad’s 

brother-in-law, ʿAlī, is God, and 3) the hypocrites (munāfiqūn, sing. munāfiq), or people who 

utter the shahāda while secretly denying aspects of the orthodox creed.141 Al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr 

notes that according to al-Ghazālī, none of these three groups partake in either īmān or islām and 

																																																								
140 Ibid., 1:222-24. 
141 Al-Ghazālī includes a fourth sub-division, comprised of converts to Islam: al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, al-
Muqaddimāt: 256-58. 
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they deserve to be killed if their true state is discovered.142 Specifying further, al-Habtī al-Ṣaghīr 

states that the death penalty applies only to the third group, whom he does not consider to exist 

in any great numbers, mostly among Jewish, Christian, and majūsī converts to Islam. As for the 

first and second group, he asserts that “it is well known” that they ought to be treated by the 

judgment of the majūs – unless they refuse education, in which case they should be killed. These 

groups are apparently well represented in the community and will not be fully eradicated until 

the Day of Judgment. It is at this point that al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr quotes the passages from al-

Sanūsī’s Kubrā, Wusṭā, and Ṣughrā that I discussed above, along with other several other 

statements from him, all to the effect that many people are not even at the level of taqlīd in their 

creedal knowledge. Gesturing as well to “the jurists of Bijāya,” al-ʿAbdūsī, and others, al-Habṭī 

al-Ṣaghīr makes clear that he considers each of these figures, including al-Ghazālī and al-Sanūsī, 

to support using the judgment of the majūs for people deemed wholly ignorant of creedal basics. 

 One other point worth mentioning from al-Habṭi al-Ṣaghīr’s Kanz al-saʿāda is that he 

comes the closest out of the Habṭī circle to suggesting that their favored interpretation of the 

shahāda, discussed above, ought to be the criterion for counting legally as a Muslim. Given that 

many of the fatwas prescribing the judgment of the majūs gloss creedal ignorance as ignorance 

of the meaning (madlūl) of the shahāda, it is not hard to imagine that al-Habṭī and his 

companions might identify that meaning as the one explained by al-Sanūsī in Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā 

which they champion so emphatically across their writings. Al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr does not make an 

explicit statement to this effect. However, he does immediately follow his prescription of the 

majūs judgment with the declaration that, 

Thus, it is incumbent on any rational person (ʿāqil) to know the meaning of the phrase of 
divine oneness [i.e. the shahāda] as it corresponds to God’s intention for it, vis-à-vis 

																																																								
142 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 22; and for the original passage see al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, al-
Muqaddimāt: 258. 
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denial and affirmation, meaning the denial of any true god other than God and the 
affirmation of the one existent entity partaking in that definition, which is God, great and 
majestic is He.143 

 
This assertion, clearly referencing the interpretation of the shahāda promoted by his father 

against al-Yassīthnī, is followed by a substantive explanation of that stance. Sliding from 

discussion of the majūs judgment to this declaration, al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr implies that to be a legal 

Muslim is to affirm this particular interpretation of the shahāda. 

 In concluding this section on the Habṭī circle’s promotion of the majūs judgment, it might 

be asked whether they put the judgment into action. While the sources offer no definite answer 

one way or the other, it seems entirely possible. Following the downfall of the Banū Rāshid and 

the assertion of Saʿdian control in the north, Ibn ʿArḍūn was appointed to the judgeship of 

Chefchauen, serving in that role for the last ten years of his life, from 982/1574 to 992/1584. The 

position might well have been a platform from which to discipline creed. Since pre-modern court 

records in Morocco are held privately, when extant at all, there is no documentation of his 

judicial activities, but the language he uses in Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj to summarize his stance on the 

implications of creedal ignorance for marriage is specific enough to hint at actual practices: 

If the woman is ignorant of God and His Messenger or of any other next-worldly matters 
to which assent is obligatory, then she is an unbeliever, and it is not permitted to marry 
her. If such becomes apparent after the marriage contract, the marriage is annulled, 
whether it has been consummated or not. It is not valid for the man to marry her until 
after her education, the passing of a menstrual cycle (istibrāʾ min al-māʾ al-fāsid, lit. 
purification from the impure water), and the correcting of her creed. Prior to the teaching 
and correction of creed, her legal status is that of a majūsiyya woman in all regards, 
except in killing. She ought not be killed unless she refuses education.144 

 
While some of the phrases here are formulaic, as with the oft-repeated statement that, “She ought 

not be killed,” other aspects are fairly precise, as with the stipulation that the woman cannot 

remarry until she has menstruated, to ensure that she did not become pregnant during the earlier, 
																																																								
143 al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil, 25. 
144 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 2:791. 
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now illegitimate marriage. Other such specificities appear in a fatwa from Ibn Khajjū, in which 

he is asked what to do about a newly wed husband who has been deemed ignorant of creed, as 

well as how to proceed if the woman is the ignorant one or if they both are. Two excerpts from 

Ibn Khajjū’s response read as follows: 

[The marriage] ought to be annulled, without divorce, because it is not ratified 
(munbarim), even if it is consummated and she bears children. This is because at the time 
of the contract the husband was a Magian unbeliever (kāfir majūsī) – not an unbeliever of 
the book (kāfir kitābī) – and therefore among those whose marriages are invalid and 
whose slaughter ought not be eaten.145 
 
Whoever has this grave matter befall him ought to renew the marriage with a new 
contract. If it [the revelation of the creedal ignorance] occurred before consummation, 
then he should renew it at once, without the passing of a menstrual cycle (istibrāʾ), and if 
it occurred after consummation, then he should renew after the passing of the cycle.146 

 
Similar to Ibn ʿArḍūn, Ibn Khajjū also gestures toward the precedents established by other 

fatwas, in particular the two from al-ʿAbdūsī, the Mufti of Fez in the early 9th/15th century. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, al-ʿAbdūsī’s fatwas were fairly detailed, describing the sorts of 

evidentiary documents needed for such a case of marriage annulment. Al-ʿAbdūsī also implies 

that in some cases an examination of the wife’s creed prior to marriage may be appropriate, a 

practice that was apparently upheld by al-Wazzānī, one of al-Habṭī’s disciples whose writings I 

have not accessed.147 Ibn Khajjū moreover sends the reader to two compendia of practical law, 

one by the Egyptian scholars Ibn al-Ḥājib and Khalīl b. Isḥāq (d. 767/1365).148 In the former, in 

the section on kufr from the chapter on marriage, one finds a discussion of how to regulate 

marriages to different types of kuffār, among them the majūsī and the kitābī, the latter meaning 

																																																								
145 al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, 1:85. 
146 Ibid., 1:86. 
147 Cornell, Realm of the Saint, 268. 
148 al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, 1:86. Khalīl is referred to simply by the first letter of his name, khāʾ. I have not 
been able to find references to majūs in his chapter on marriage, but the topic may be brought up in commentaries. 
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Christians and Jews.149 Although Ibn al-Ḥājib makes no mention of creed and it is hard to draw 

general guidelines out of his treatment of particular situations (what to do if the wife is a convert, 

or underage, or enslaved), the reference to such compendia indicates that Ibn Khajjū was 

thinking about the issue of the creedal ignorance in concrete legal terms. Considering that his 

grandson shared these views, it seems entirely feasible that he would have used his position as a 

judge to enact them. 

 Regardless of on-the-ground activities, what can be observed about the Habṭī circle is that 

they found the majūs judgment to be intellectually, ethically, and legally compelling. They 

moreover claim for themselves the mantle of al-Sanūsī’s legacy in promoting the position, 

emphasizing passages in which al-Sanūsī censures blatant creedal ignorance as kufr and reading 

maximally into his approval of the fatwa from “the jurists of Bijāya.” Both this interpretation of 

al-Sanūsī and this stance on īmān al-ʿawāmm contrast sharply with those put forward by al-

Wahrānī in Fez in the early part of the 10th/16th-century, discussed at the outset of the chapter. 

Yet the scholarly conversation was not limited to these two perspectives. In the final section of 

this chapter, I turn to a number of other fatwas written on these issues over the course of the 

10th/16th century. My aim is to show that while there was ongoing opposition to the idea of 

disciplining the ʿawāmm for the state of their creedal knowledge, there were also figures beyond 

the Habṭī circle who supported it, albeit with caveats. This sense of creedal disciplining as a 

widely debated topic among scholars in Morocco moreover forms an important backdrop to the 

events in the next two chapters. 

 

 

																																																								
149 ʿUthmān b. ʿUmar Ibn al-Ḥājib, Jāmiʿ al-ummahāt, aw Mukhtaṣar Ibn al-Ḥājib al-farʿī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-
ʿIlmiyya, 2004), 150–51. 
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Ongoing Debates Over Īmān al-ʿAwāmm 

As noted above, the activities of the Habṭī circle put them at odds with the Banū Rāshid 

government, which governed from Chefchauen in alliance with the Waṭṭāsids until the new 

Saʿdian regime asserted greater control of the north in 969/1561. In particular, al-Habṭī locked 

horns with the Banū Rāshid-appointed judge Ibn al-Ḥājj. One of the matters disturbing Ibn al-

Ḥājj was the proper approach to taqlīd and what to demand of the broader populace. Seeking 

clarity in this regard, he wrote to a prominent scholar in Fez, ʿAbd al-Wāḥid b. Aḥmad al-

Wansharīsī (d. 955/1549), the chief judge of the city for eighteen years and then the chief mufti 

and a high-ranking professor until his assassination by the Saʿdians.150 The query itself has 

unfortunately not been preserved, but from al-Wansharīsī’s response, it seems that Ibn al-Ḥājj 

asked in part about the status of past fatwas, such as those of al-Waghlīsī, al-ʿAbdūsī, and Ibn 

Marzūq, and how to interpret them.151 

Al-Wansharīsī’s response begins by declaring that a majority of scholars agree on the 

insufficiency of taqlīd in creedal matters. After all, the Qur’an repeatedly urges people to reason 

and reflect.152 As for scholars who argue the opposite, that taqlīd is sufficient, al-Wansharīsī 

explains that they mean for this-worldly matters, not for salvation. He then addresses the oft-

invoked injunction of al-Ghazālī to “not disturb” the creedal convictions of the ʿawāmm and 

states that it has been restricted by scholars to only those times when wrongs (munkar) have not 

appeared in people’s convictions. When problems do become manifest, as he notes has occurred 

in his time, “then it is obligatory to redress the wrong (taghyīr al-munkar) and to exercise 
																																																								
150 Vidal Castro, “ʿAbd al-Wāḥid al-Wansharīsī (m. 1549): Adul, cadí y muftí de Fez,” in Homenaje a la Profesora 
Elena Pezzi, ed. Antonio Escobedo Rodríguez (Granada: Unviersidad de Granada, 1992), 147–49, 153. He is the son 
of Aḥmad al-Wansharīsī (d. 914/1508), another esteemed jurist and compiler of the well known collection of fatwas, 
al-Miʿyār al-muʿrib wa-l-jāmiʿ al-mughrib ʿan fatāwī ahl Ifrīqiyā wa-l-Andalus wa-l-Maghrib (The Clear Standard 
and Extraordinary Collection of the Legal Opinions of the Scholars of Ifrīqiyā, al-Andalus, and the Maghrib). 
151 al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, 3:212. At one point, al-Wansharīsī mentions “the third part” of the query from Ibn 
al-Ḥājj, suggesting that it may have been lengthy (ibid., 3:213). 
152 al-ʿAlamī, Nawāzil al-ʿAlamī, 3:212. 
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kindness in teaching them in accordance with what their minds can handle.”153 It may be noted 

that this aspect of the fatwa – the interpretation of al-Ghazālī and the condemnation of taqlīd, 

along with a statement toward the end of the fatwa that outright ignorance places people beyond 

the pale of Islam – all appear in Ibn ʿArḍūn’s Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, adduced in support of creedal 

disciplining.154 Yet Ibn ʿArḍūn conveniently leaves out sections in which al-Wansharīsī offers 

major qualifications to his stance, to which I turn next. 

In short, al-Wansharīsī makes it extremely difficult to label members of the broader 

populace as imitators. He points out, for example, that those among the less educated who know 

their Lord but lack the ability to articulate that knowledge “in the technical expressions of the 

theologians and the constructions typical of the logicians” are not imitators.155 According to al-

Wansharīsī, most people are likely intelligent in this way, knowing the core (lubb) of creedal 

matters even if they lack the husks (qushūr) of specialized terminology. He does not explicitly 

clarify why correct knowledge alone, seemingly without proofs, is sufficient for īmān and for 

people to avoid the label of imitator; it may be that he considers the obligation to reflect to apply 

only to those who are qualified, thereby exempting many people from the duty – as he 

acknowledges some scholars do.156 A further qualification that Ibn ʿArḍūn ignores is that when 

al-Wansharīsī affirms that outright ignorance – of the meaning of the shahāda and of the 

difference between God and Muḥammad – puts people beyond the pale of Islam, he also reminds 

the reader that not all ignorance is equally grave. Whereas a person ought not believe that God 

exists in any particular direction (jiha), that conviction does not amount to kufr in the way that 

																																																								
153 Ibid., 3:213. 
154 Ibn ʿArḍūn, Muqniʿ al-muḥtāj, 1:219. 
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holding God to be a body (jism) does.157 Al-Wansharīsī thus introduces a number of ambiguities 

and practical obstacles that make the identification of ignorance-cum-kufr quite difficult. 

Despite his caution, another fatwa from al-Wansharīsī demonstrates that when conditions 

are met, he would endorse the disciplining of creedal ignorance. The anonymous query to which 

he responds outlines the following scenario: Two witnesses observed a marriage contract (ʿaqd). 

Afterward, “in accordance with the exigencies of orthodox practice (ʿalā muqtaḍā al-sunna),” 

the bride was tested on her creed and found to be ignorant of such fundamentals as the difference 

between God and His messenger. The husband gave confirmation (iqrār) that he considered her 

ignorance genuine, and the woman herself stated as much in an official evidentiary document 

(bayyina) that included the testimony of the witnesses and the husband. Does the marriage need 

to be annulled?158 In his response, al-Wansharīsī takes care to repeat and emphasize the 

conditions that must be met for annulment (faskh): The woman’s ignorance must consist in the 

lack of differentiation between God and His Messenger, and the husband must confirm as much 

in a valid legal document that involves no compulsion (midfaʿ). In such a case, yes, annulment 

should take place.159 

Notably, al-Wansharīsī’s opinion is endorsed by al-Yassīthnī,160 the scholar who would 

later call for al-Habṭī’s execution in their debate over the meaning of the shahāda. Given that the 

shahāda dispute took place in the early years of the Saʿdian dynasty’s installment in Fez, a 

takeover that resulted in al-Wansharīsī’s death, this endorsement pre-dates that conflict, although 

it is hard to say by what amount of time. On the basis of this chronology, one may tempted to 

speculate that al-Yassīthnī’s approval – which broadly aligns him with al-Habṭī’s stance on the 
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need to discipline ignorance-cum-kufr – reflects an early position that he withdraws upon closer 

contact with al-Habṭī. Yet underlying this suggestion is the assumption that their disagreement in 

one area must entail their disagreement in another, as if they occupy wholly separate camps, a 

dynamic for which, again, I find no evidence. I would submit instead that if there is a difference 

between them regarding their stances on creedal disciplining, it is a subtle one. 

The subtle difference between al-Yassīthnī’s stance on creedal disciplining and that of the 

Habṭī circle emerges from a separate fatwa issued by the former. In it, he is asked whether 

someone ignorant of God and His messenger is an unbeliever, as well as whether there ought to 

be investigations into people’s inner consciences (ḍamāʾir, sing. ḍamīr).161 Al-Yassīthnī gives a 

firm response: People who do not differentiate between God and Muḥammad have no share in 

Islam.162 They are in a worse state even than the Qadariyya sect of early Islam, and since the 

founder of the Mālikī legal school stipulated not to intermarry with the Qadariyya, this regulation 

must be even more true with regard to the ignorant. Marriages involving an ignorant person 

ought thus to be annulled, following the procedure of evidentiary documents and so on. Until this 

point, it is hard to detect any daylight between al-Yassīthnī’s stance and that of al-Habṭī’s circle. 

In a final statement, however, al-Yassīthnī writes, “But it is not appropriate to scrutinize (taftīsh) 

and investigate consciences (al-baḥth ʿan al-ḍamāʾir),” citing the prophet Muḥammad in 

support.163 I do not think it is an accident that when Ibn ʿArḍūn records this fatwa in Muqniʿ al-

muḥtāj, he leaves out this stance on investigating people’s convictions.164 That the Habṭī circle 

considers a more assertive approach to be necessary is indicated by Ibn Khajjū’s tone in 

endorsing al-Yassīthnī’s opinion. For example, in a prelude to the endorsement, he writes, 
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“Praise be to God who has made the religion of God the greatest obligation on each mukallaf, 

whether male or female, and who has obligated jihad against those of the ignorant men and 

women who deny this.”165 It is moreover here that he makes the statement, “There is no wrong 

(munkar) more abominable, foul, odious, and distressing than ignorance of God and His 

messenger and no right (maʿrūf) more excellent and exalted than teaching belief and Islam.”166 

Thus, without directly contradicting al-Yassīthnī, Ibn Khajjū and Ibn ʿArḍūn strike a more 

exhortative tone and promote a more vigorous attitude toward patrolling creedal knowledge, one 

that seems to leave open the possibility of proactive investigations. 

In an indication of the geographic spread of these conversations, the fatwa issued by al-

Yassīthnī was endorsed by the Judge of Marrakesh, Abū Bakr ʿAlī al-Sajtī (d. 964/1557),167 and I 

conclude with a brief discussion of one further, final fatwa, proceeding from Meknes during the 

second half of the 10th/16th century.168 While al-Yassīthnī’s opinion on creedal disciplining 

largely aligns with that of al-Habṭī and his companions, with the crucial qualification that one 

ought not be excessively zealous in it, the jurist from Meknes takes a firmer stance against any 

such disciplining. He moreover continues the tussle over al-Sanūsī’s legacy by invoking him in 

support. The fatwa is especially noteworthy because it foreshadows some of the practices – 

proactive investigations of creed and the targeting of people who slaughter meat for consumption 

in the community – that will break out into a full-blown controversy during the following 

century, the subject of the next two chapters. 
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The jurist behind the fatwa is the Mufti of Meknes, Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad al-

Ghumārī al-Miknāsī (d. 1002/1593).169 The impetus for his writing is the issuing of another 

fatwa, by an unnamed jurist, who has proclaimed that someone ignorant of creedal basics – 

glossed as the necessary, impossible, and possible attributes of God and His prophets – is an 

unbeliever, bound for an eternity in hellfire; the jurist emphasizes that people derive no benefit 

from mere utterance of the shahāda without understanding its meaning.170 Al-Miknāsī’s first 

concern when responding is to emphasize the inappropriateness of investigating Muslims’ 

creedal convictions: “It is incumbent on each person to think well of other Muslims, and it is not 

for anyone to be cynical toward the īmān of any of them, whether they are an ʿāmmī or 

otherwise… What is obligatory for us is to teach without scrutinizing (taftīsh) their convictions 

and without prying (tajassus) into their consciences.”171 In support of this injunction, he cites the 

fatwa from Ibn Marzūq, as well as the full, lengthy passage from al-Sanūsī’s Sharḥ al-Wusṭā, in 

which he urges people to think well of fellow Muslims and to tend to their own creedal state 

first.172 Unsurprisingly, he makes no mention of al-Sanūsī endorsing the opinions of “the jurists 

of Bijāya” just prior to the quoted passage. Indeed, al-Miknāsī speculates that the unnamed jurist 

to whom he is responding may have been “misled” (aghtarra) by a fatwa from precisely one of 

those Bijāyan jurisprudents, al-Waghlīsī, in which he approvingly reports an anecdote about a 

student who finds his wife to be utterly ignorant of creedal basics and declares her to be an 

unbeliever.173 While approving in principle of this judgment of kufr, al-Miknāsī declares such 

cases of ignorance to be extremely rare. His reasoning is that people know to turn to God in 
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moments of hardship, and moreover, “If you were to ask the lowliest of the ʿawāmm who created 

a mosquito (buʿḍa), they would attribute it to none other than God.”174 Given that most people 

have such an understanding of God – basic, certainly, but sufficient for sound īmān – al-Miknāsī 

reiterates that scrutinizing their convictions is unnecessary. He mentions that he has heard, for 

example, of people who prior to consuming slaughtered meat investigate the creedal convictions 

of the slaughterer. Al-Miknāsī condemns the practice in no uncertain terms.175 Although he does 

not connect this behavior to the majūs judgment, it is clearly the underlying rationale, since the 

judgment prohibits not only marriage to the ignorant but also consumption of meat they have 

slaughtered. Al-Miknāsī concludes the fatwa by clarifying that when he urges people to be taught 

creed with kindness, he means without detailed proofs.176 So long as people understand the basic 

attributes of God and Messenger, they are in a sound state. 

In taking stock of these fatwas and correspondences and their circulation among northern 

Morocco, Fez, Meknes, and Marrakesh, it should be clear that during the 10th/16th-century, the 

proper approach to īmān al-ʿawāmm was becoming something of a pressing issue. Notably, all of 

the scholars reviewed here are in agreement that ignorance of creed amounts to kufr; even al-

Miknāsī quietly concedes this point when referring to al-Waghlīsī’s fatwa. Yet they have widely 

different perspectives on the ubiquity of such ignorance, as well as on the proper response to it. 

Al-Habṭī and his circle of companions are emphatic that they live in a time plagued with 

ignorance and deviant behavior, and they advocate a vigorous application of the judgment of the 

majūs to ensure sound īmān among the populace. Al-Wansharīsī, al-Yassīthnī, and al-Sajtī 

appear less cynical about the creedal state of people in their communities; thus despite their 

theoretical approval of marriage annulment for people deemed ignorant, they seem not to 
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consider that the measure will need to be deployed often, and al-Yassīthnī warns against taking 

an overly zealous approach to it. As for, finally, al-Miknāsī, he avoids delving into the matter of 

punishment altogether. Insisting that most people are sufficiently knowledgeable of God, he is 

far less worried about their eschatological state than he is about the spread of suspicious attitudes 

and prying behaviors within the Muslim community.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter has focused largely on the 10th/16th-century program led by al-Habṭī in 

northern Morocco, a program that I have suggested ought to be understood as one of Islamization 

wherein al-Habṭī and his companions acted as “inner missionaries” within Islamic lands. My aim 

was to show, firstly, that within their vision of Islamization, creed was the top priority, and 

secondly, that their approach to creed was highly informed by the writings of al-Sanūsī, even as 

they put them to dramatically different uses than had al-Sanūsī himself. To begin with, while al-

Habṭī and al-Sanūsī align in seeing their historical moments as beset with ignorance, al-Habṭī 

promotes a much more wide-ranging solution, not only establishing himself as a teacher of creed 

but also urging others, especially heads of households, to command right and forbid wrong by 

teaching creed to their dependents. As for the creedal material to be taught, al-Habṭī focuses on 

redressing ignorance and especially on ensuring that people know the “proper” interpretation of 

the shahāda, as explained by al-Sanūsī in Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā. When it comes to instructing people 

in further creedal material, al-Habṭī adheres to the modalities format used by al-Sanūsī but seems 

less concerned about delving into proofs, especially syllogisms. Finally, while al-Sanūsī had 

taken an ambiguous stance on the matter of this-worldly actions against ignorance-cum-kufr, al-

Habṭī is emphatic about treating those deemed ignorant by the judgment of the majūs. 
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 I have also shown that the approach taken by al-Habṭī and his companions to creed was 

far from universal. In contrast to the framework of confessionalization, which calls attention to 

the consolidation of religious identity through state-mandated disciplinary action, this chapter 

has highlighted the range of viewpoints within the Moroccan scholarly community regarding the 

very idea of disciplining. At the outset of the chapter, I examined al-Wahrānī’s early 10th/16th-

century fatwa al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn, especially the way that he sought to claim the legacy of al-

Sanūsī for a more optimistic and less confrontational approach to dealing with the creedal 

convictions of people beyond the scholarly elite. The final section of the chapter considered the 

opinions of other jurists, from later in the century. Among those figures, al-Yassīthnī and 

especially al-Miknāsī are notable for their wariness toward the disciplining of creed and the 

particular dangers that it could foster: distrust of fellow Muslims and intrusion into their private 

thoughts. In the next two chapters, I take a close look at an 11th/17th-century episode in which 

these concerns emerge again, in the context of one man’s ardent mission to eradicate creedal 

ignorance in his community. 
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Chapter 4 
The Preacher of Creed: 

Redressing Ignorance-cum-Kufr in Sijilmāsa (11th/17th c.) 
 
Whoever thinks that questioning the common folk and that extricating them from the kufr that is 
ruinous in both this world and the next does harm to them is like someone who sees a person 
drowning in water and says, “Extricating him from drowning will harm him!” Or like someone 
who sees a person about to die of thirst and says, “Do not give him any water to drink, and leave 
him as he is.” Or like someone who says to a person with many wounds on his body, “Do not 
treat them and leave them to grow.” No rational person says this, and kufr is even graver than all 
of it, since they [the ignorant] are damned for eternity. 
 – Ibn ʿUmar, tract appended to Sharḥ al-Munabbiha 
 
Introduction 

 Sometime around the late 1070s/1660s in Sijilmāsa, an oasis city on the southeast edge of 

Morocco, a young man named Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī received permission from 

local jurists to provide guidance and instruction to the people of his community. His primary 

concern was creed. Having discovered that innumerable contemporaries, not only those well 

outside scholarly circles but also some with a degree of education, were ignorant of even the 

most basic creedal material, Ibn ʿUmar sought to promote teaching and learning in this urgent 

arena. He moreover encouraged proactive inspections of people’s creedal knowledge and 

stipulated that anyone deemed ignorant ought to be treated by the judgment of the majūs until 

they understood enough of the creedal tenets to count as a Muslim. The campaign found a 

receptive audience among some contemporaries, a number of whom joined Ibn ʿUmar in his 

efforts. Others were immensely concerned and critical. In this chapter and the next, I analyze the 

perspectives of each side, beginning here with Ibn ʿUmar himself and turning in Chapter 5 to 

three scholars – the renowned figures al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī (d. 1102/1691) and Abū Sālim ʿAbd 

Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī (d. 1090/1679), as well as a little known jurist of Sijilmāsa, Mubārak al-

ʿAnbarī (fl. 1084/1673) – who penned works in opposition to him. 
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 The few historical studies that have hitherto addressed Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign have done 

so from the standpoint of his critics,1 and understandably, since all of Ibn ʿUmar’s writings 

remain in manuscript. This chapter is, as far as I know, the first effort to draw together and 

analyze this body of texts. On the basis of these source materials, I am able here to identify the 

starting point and impetus of Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign, not to mention offer insights into how he 

himself understood and justified his activities. One of my main findings has to do with Ibn 

ʿUmar’s self-positioning in relation to the legacy of al-Sanūsī. Since other sources link the 

Sijilmāsa campaign to the ideas of al-Sanūsī, it has been reasonable for historians to assume that 

Ibn ʿUmar’s main concern was taqlīd.2 I will show here that while Ibn ʿUmar does indeed situate 

himself in lineage with al-Sanūsī, he focuses his efforts not on taqlīd but rather on what he 

considers to be the more pressing issue of outright creedal ignorance. To justify this position, he 

both curates the writings of al-Sanūsī, as 10th/16th-century figures had done, and he argues that 

his own teachings provide a useful first step for people before they engage with al-Ṣughrā. In 

addition to clarifying Ibn ʿUmar’s stance toward al-Sanūsī and the issue of taqlīd, another 

finding from the manuscript record relates to Ibn ʿUmar’s family. Not only do sources show Ibn 

ʿUmar’s uncle to be the head judge of Sijilmāsa, but moreover, this uncle preceded his nephew’s 

efforts at redressing creedal ignorance by almost a decade with a campaign of his own. Although 

information on these earlier activities is unfortunately limited, the activities and two 

																																																								
1 Introduction to al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ min kalimat al-ikhlāṣ, ed. Ḥamīd Ḥammānī 
(Casablanca: Dār al-Furqān li-l-Nashr al-Ḥadīth, 2000), 1:168-85; Ikrām Būlʿaysh, “Īmān al-ʿawāmm fī mīzān al-
fuqahāʾ wa-ʿulamāʾ al-kalām bi-l-Maghrib ilā ḥudūd al-qarn al-ḥādī ʿashr al-hijrī,” al-Ibāna 2–3 (June 2015): 163–
69; and Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly Currents in the 
Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 204–14. The campaign is 
also briefly mentioned in Muḥammad Ḥajjī, L’activité intellectuelle au Maroc à l’époque saʹdide (Rabat, Morocco: 
Dar El Maghrib, 1976), 1:344. 
2 El-Rouayheb, for example, suggests as much on the basis of a 12th/18th-century biographical notice about one of 
Ibn ʿUmar’s critics, in which the Sijilmāsa controversy is glossed as having to do with al-Sanūsī’s writings and with 
taqlīd; see El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 205–6. The source he references is Muḥammad al-Ṣaghīr b. 
Muḥammad al-Ifrānī, Ṣafwat man intashara min akhbār ṣulaḥāʾ al-qarn al-ḥādī ʿashar, ed. ʿAbd al-Majīd Khayyālī 
(Casablanca: Markaz al-Turāth al-Thaqāfī al-Maghribī, 2004), 325–26. 
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contemporaries’ reactions to them provide a useful backdrop for understanding where scholarly 

opinion stood on broad-based creedal teaching when Ibn ʿUmar undertook his program. 

 As should become evident in the course of this chapter, Ibn ʿUmar’s activities are 

difficult to classify. Yet I propose that one productive framework involves seeing them as the 

work of preaching. Why not as missionizing, similar to al-Habṭī and his companions? The main 

difference is a matter of setting. Whereas the Habṭī circle operated in a rural area that allowed 

them to more straightforwardly lay claim to religious authority, Ibn ʿUmar carried out his efforts 

in an urban environment, surrounded by other scholars with their own ideas about the creedal 

convictions of the broader populace and how best to approach them. This quality of playing an 

intermediary role between authority figures, on the one hand, and the non-elite community, on 

the other, has been posited as a central feature of preaching in several studies of the activity in 

pre-modern Islamic lands.3 I should clarify here that I do not mean to assert that Ibn ʿUmar was a 

preacher by profession. Coming from a prestigious family, he seems to have received a first-rate 

education, which, while not unheard of for popular preachers, is less typical of their training. The 

way that he applied this education in a public-facing, exhortative campaign, however, puts him 

in a preacher-like, intermediary position. Perhaps the most useful aspect of seeing Ibn ʿUmar in 

this light is that it invites questions about his relationship to multiple constituencies within 

Sijilmāsan society. Pursuing this line of inquiry, I aim here to analyze the exhortation that he 

directed at the ʿawāmm, as well as his fellow scholars, and to elucidate his responsiveness to 

both populations, for example in the way that he formulates his arguments so as to disarm other 

scholars and his modification of creedal teachings to fit the perceived needs of the ʿawāmm. 

																																																								
3 See, for example, Jonathan Porter Berkey, Popular Preaching and Religious Authority in the Medieval Islamic 
Near East (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001); Linda G. Jones, The Power of Oratory in the Medieval 
Muslim World (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012); and Sumeyra Aslıhan Gürbüzel, “Teachers of 
the Public, Advisors to the Sultan: Preachers and the Rise of a Political Public Sphere in Early Modern Istanbul 
(1600-1675)” (Ph.D., Cambridge, MA, Harvard University, 2016). 
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 The chapter begins by reviewing several key shifts in 11th/17th-century Morocco that 

comprise an important backdrop to the events in this chapter and the next. I then highlight the 

ongoing nature of scholarly debate regarding the creedal convictions of the ʿawāmm and the 

proper way to instruct them. Especially relevant in this respect are the efforts at creedal 

examining and disciplining undertaken by Ibn ʿUmar’s uncle as head judge in Sijilmāsa, not to 

mention the reaction to them by two contemporaries, all of which I discuss. With this context 

established, I turn in the latter half of the chapter to the campaign of Ibn ʿUmar, as presented in 

his own writings. I show the target of his campaign to be ignorance-cum-kufr and explain how he 

situates this focus within the legacy of al-Sanūsī. I then address his main activities and the ones 

that most fit the framework of preaching: his exhortations to the broader populace and fellow 

scholars alike to engage with creedal education, and the instruction that he himself offered in this 

arena. The chapter concludes with an analysis of those activities which fall outside a preacher’s 

usual prerogative, namely, Ibn ʿUmar’s proactive questioning of people’s creedal knowledge and 

his disciplining of those he deemed so ignorant as to fall outside the pale of Islam. 

Backdrop: A Messiah, a Dynasty, and a Reorientation of Geopolitics 

 The 11th/17th century is well known to historians of Morocco as a tumultuous time. In 

addition to the ongoing incursions of the Spanish and the Portuguese, the region was beset in the 

early part of the century by a series of droughts and famines, not to mention a devastating plague 

whose victims included the Saʿdian sultan Aḥmad al-Manṣūr in 1012/1603. The sultan’s death 

ushered in a period of civil war, as his sons competed for control of the throne. In the midst of 

this power vacuum, several new political forces emerged that are directly relevant to this chapter 

and the next and which I review here. As I do so, the reader may notice that, in keeping with 

another feature of 11th/17th-century Moroccan history, the relevant events largely took place 
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outside of the imperial capitals of Fez and Marrakesh. One key location and the setting of these 

chapters is the city of Sijilmāsa, which lies within the oasis known as the Tāfilalt, at the 

confluence of two rivers on the southeast border of Morocco, a portal to the Sahara Desert. 

Although it has not survived to the modern era, Sijilmāsa was in pre-modern times a bustling hub 

on the trading routes between West Africa, Morocco, and the Mediterranean.4 In the 11th/17th-

century, the city witnessed the launch of two bids for regional power, one unsuccessful and one 

that resulted in the dynasty that rules Morocco to this day. It is to these events that I turn now. 

 The first event is the career of a self-proclaimed messiah named Aḥmad b. ʿAbd Allāh b. 

Muḥammad b. al-Qāḍī, known as Ibn Abī Maḥallī (d. 1022/1613).5 It is almost certain that this 

Ibn Abī Maḥallī is an ancestor of Ibn ʿUmar, the protagonist of this chapter.6 The broader family 

was known as Awlād al-Qāḍī, and they ran a Sufi lodge called Zāwiyat al-Qāḍī in Sijilmāsa, 

where Ibn Abī Maḥallī was born around 967/1560.7 He completed his early education there, then 

moved to Fez for advanced studies. Fleeing the city during a bout of panic over advancing 

Portuguese troops that culminated in the Moroccan victory at the 986/1578 Battle of the Three 

Kings (in Arabic, the battle of Wādī al-Makhāzin), Ibn Abī Maḥallī took refuge in the 

																																																								
4 Despite the famed traveler Leo Africanus (d. c. 961/1554) writing that Sijilmāsa was destroyed in a rebellion 
against Marīnid rule in the 8th/14th century and the tenacity of this narrative into the present day, the core of the city 
in fact remained inhabited until the 19th century, when it gradually fell into disrepair. Today it comprises a sprawling 
set of ruins abutting the city of Rissānī. For a comprehensive history of the city that draws on both textual sources 
and archaeology, see Ronald A. Messier and James A. Miller, The Last Civilized Place: Sijilmasa and Its Saharan 
Destiny (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2015). A discussion of the Leo Africanus narrative and its contemporary 
echoes appears on pgs. 131-33, and for the 19th-century decline, see pgs. 164-69. For Leo Africanus’ description of 
Sijilmāsa, see Leo Africanus, Description de l’Afrique, trans. Alexis Épaulard, Nouv. éd. trauite de l’italien par A. 
Épaulard, Th. Monod, H. Lhote et R. Mauny. (Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1956), 2:424-25. 
5 For the secondary scholarship on this figure, see Mercedes García-Arenal, “Imam et Mahdi: Ibn Abî Mahallî,” 
Revue des Mondes Musulmans et de la Méditerranée, no. 91–94 (2009): 157–180; Houari Touati, “L’Arbre du 
Prophète: Prophétisme, ancestralité et politique au Maghreb,” Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée, 
no. 91 (2000): 137–156; and ʿAbd al-Majīd al-Qaddūrī, Ibn Abī Maḥallī: al-Faqīh al-thāʾir wa riḥlatuhu al-Iṣlīṭ al-
kharīt (Rabat: Manshūrāt ʿUkāẓ, 1991). García-Arenal also has a chapter on him in English, which covers much of 
the same ground as the French article: Mercedes García-Arenal, Messianism and Puritanical Reform: Mahdīs of the 
Muslim West (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 325–51. 
6 According to a family tree put together by ʿAbd al-Majīd al-Qaddūrī, Ibn Abī Maḥallī has a first cousin named 
ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, which is the name of Ibn ʿUmar’s grandfather (al-Qaddūrī, Ibn Abī Maḥallī, 55). 
7 García-Arenal, “Imam et Mahdi,” 163–64; García-Arenal, Messianism, 329. 
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countryside. There, under the tutelage of an eccentric and near-illiterate saint, he underwent a 

conversion to Sufism, which he had shunned in his youth. Further studies and travels eventually 

led Ibn Abī Maḥallī to take up residence in Wādī al-Sāwara, in present-day western Algeria. He 

began speaking and writing against an array of alleged problems, including heresy and ill-gotten 

political power, and encouraging the practice of commanding right and forbidding wrong. 

According to an anecdote, Ibn Abī Maḥallī attempted at one point to convince an esteemed 

contemporary, the head of the Dilāʾiyya zāwiya, Maḥammad Ibn Abī Bakr al-Dilāʾī (d. 

1046/1636), to join him in these efforts. Ibn Abī Bakr declined, remarking suggestively that he 

preferred to look after his own spiritual wellbeing first before busying himself with censuring 

others.8 Ibn Abī Maḥallī was not deterred by such counsel; quite the opposite, he encouraged a 

portrayal of himself as the messiah (mahdī) whom Islamic tradition holds will appear to usher in 

the apocalypse. Spurred on by the concession of the Atlantic town of Larache to the Spanish by 

one of Aḥmad al-Manṣūr’s warring sons in 1019/1610, he rallied his followers and marched on 

his home city of Sijilmāsa, wresting control of it from another of the Saʿdian factions. Following 

this victory, Ibn Abī Maḥallī’s support surged, and he was able to seize hold of the surrounding 

region, ultimately making his way westward across the Atlas Mountains to conquer Marrakesh. 

He maintained control of city until he was killed by Saʿdian forces in 1022/1613. 

Mercedes García-Arenal has speculated that it is in part because of this ultimate political 

failure that Ibn Abī Maḥallī has received so little attention from historians. Without a fuller 

accounting of his ideas and activities, it is difficult to evaluate any shared aspects between his 

program and that carried out by his descendent Ibn ʿUmar some half a century later. From 

García-Arenal’s own preliminary study, however, it appears that Ibn Abī Maḥallī was mostly 

																																																								
8 al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt fī l-adab wa-l-lugha, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī and Aḥmad al-Sharqāwī Iqbāl (Beirut: 
Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1982), 1:261-62; al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, The Discourses: Reflections on History, Sufism, 
Theology, and Literature (Volume 1), trans. Justin Stearns (New York: New York University Press, 2019), 271. 
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focused on issues having to do with access to rule – family lineage, legitimate leadership, the 

qualities of the mahdī, and the necessity of jihad against the Christians – though she does 

mention his censure of religious and social practices such as magic, the confusion of gender 

roles, and the public sale of alcohol.9 Regardless of any direct correlations between the two 

campaigns, it is hard to think that the memory of this controversial ancestor would not have 

loomed large over Ibn ʿUmar’s efforts at commanding right and forbidding wrong. 

The second relevant shift in power is the rise of the ʿAlawite dynasty, which also 

emerged out of Sijilmāsa and consolidated control of both the city and the broader region in the 

decade prior to Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign. Indeed, the Awlād al-Qāḍī clan appears to have been 

among the dynasty’s early supporters.10 Similar to the Saʿdian dynasty, which likewise had its 

origins in southeastern Morocco, just to the south in the Draʿ valley, the ʿAlawites grounded 

their legitimacy in claims to a sharifian lineage, that is, in descent from the prophet Muḥammad. 

The first member of the ʿAlawite family to take significant political leadership was Moulay al-

Sharīf (d. 1069/1659), succeeded by his son Moulay Muḥammad (d. 1075/1664), who was 

ultimately killed in battle against his brother Moulay Rashīd (d. 1082/1672). Having already 

seized control of Sijilmāsa in 1069/1659, Moulay Rashīd proceeded to conquer further reaches of 

territory and in 1076/1666 had himself declared sultan at Fez. His rule lasted another six years 

until 1082/1672, when he was succeeded by another brother, Moulay Ismāʿīl (d. 1139/1727). As 

for the events of this chapter, they straddle the rules of the latter two figures. The ʿAlawite 

governor in Sijilmāsa was yet another brother, Ḥirān (fl. 1098/1686), who will make an 

appearance in the next chapter. 

																																																								
9 García-Arenal, Messianism, 331–34. 
10 al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Rasāʾil Abī ʿAlī al-Ḥasan b. al-Masʿūd al-Yūsī, ed. Fāṭima Khalīl Qiblī (Casablanca: Dār al-
Thaqāfa, 1981), 152. The letter in which this comment appears is al-Yūsī’s famed missive to the then ʿAlawite 
sultan, Moulay Ismāʿīl (d. 1139/1727). 
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Given the support of the Awlād al-Qāḍī for the new ʿAlawite leadership, the latter’s 

success likely translated to increased power for the family, and indeed, as I will discuss in the 

next section, Ibn ʿUmar’s uncle was appointed as the regional judge (qāḍī al-ḥaḍra) around the 

time that Moulay Rashīd assumed control of Sijilmāsa. It may also have been some local 

ʿAlawite authorities who initially gave Ibn ʿUmar permission to undertake his efforts at 

instructing and guiding the people of his community, even as they became responsible for 

disciplining that campaign when it spiraled into controversy. 

The third and final major reorientation of power in the 11th/17th century that bears on 

these two chapters is the rise to prominence of rural Sufi lodges, or zawāyā. Founded during the 

Saʿdian era, mostly in the final third of the 10th/16th century, the lodges seem to have grown out 

of the organized Jazūlian movement discussed in the previous chapter, to which al-Habṭī 

belonged. The Jazūlian influence is reflected in the political involvement of some of the lodges 

and in their programs of rural social outreach and education,11 not to mention in their Shādhilī 

spiritual lineages and practices that run through al-Jazūlī. The lodges came to play a number of 

roles for both locals and travelers, with the bigger ones in particular serving as sites of lodging, 

conflict mediation, charitable giving, commerce, agricultural production, land management, 

security, spirituality, and education. While the Saʿdians under Aḥmad al-Manṣūr managed to 

maintain a wary alliance with these alternative power bases, the fracturing of the dynasty after 

his death in 1012/1603 opened up the possibility for their greater influence on the regional stage. 

Those that had the most striking success were the Dilāʾiyya in the Middle Atlas, which seized 

control of Fez for about a decade in the middle of the 11th/17th century, and the lodge at Īlīgh in 

																																																								
11 Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint: Power and Authority in Moroccan Sufism (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1998), 248. 
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the Sūs, which held sway over Marrakesh.12 Unsurprisingly, these two lodges also counted 

among the greatest threats to the incipient ʿAlawite dynasty, and ultimately Moulay Rashīd 

would have both of them razed to the ground: the lodge of Dilāʾ in 1079/1668 and the lodge at 

Īlīgh in 1081/1670. 

For the figures in this chapter and the next, the rural Sufi lodges were formative to their 

intellectual and spiritual training and for building lasting relationships. Al-ʿAyyāshī’s family ran 

its own zāwiya, the Ḥamziyya-ʿAyyāshiyya in the Middle Atlas; his father had studied at the 

Dilāʾiyya before establishing it. Although al-ʿAyyāshī himself seems not to have studied at Dilāʾ, 

he kept up correspondence with a number of figures associated with it, among them al-Yūsī, who 

spent many years there, including after its destruction, when Moulay Ismāʿīl had him exiled there 

from Fez. Yet the most relevant lodge for the present story is that of the Nāṣiriyya at Tamgrūt, 

where not only al-ʿAyyāshī and al-Yūsī but also al-ʿAnbarī and Ibn ʿUmar went to study. Given 

this shared point of personal history and given too that one of al-Yūsī’s criticisms of Ibn ʿUmar 

is his disrespect for the head of the Nāsiriyya, it is important to understand the history and 

functioning of this Sufi lodge. 

The Nāṣiriyya lodge lies less than 200 miles to the southwest of Sijilmāsa, in the town of 

Tamgrūt, at the southern end of the Draʿ river valley and bordering the Saharan desert. It was 

founded in 983/1575 by the ʿAnṣārī clan and only took on the name of Nāṣiriyya in 1056/1646 

when its leadership passed into the hands of a little known scholar, Muḥammad b. Nāṣir (d. 

1085/1674), who married into the clan.13 As leader of the zāwiya, Ibn Nāṣir filled many roles. He 

was revered for his spiritual power and ability to perform miracles, as well as for his learnedness 

																																																								
12 On the two lodges, see, respectively, Muḥammad Ḥajjī, al-Zāwiya al-Dilāʾiyya wa-dawruhā al-dīnī wa-l-ʿilmī 
wa-l-siyāsī (Casablanca: Maṭbaʿat al-Najāḥ al-Jadīda, 1988); and Muḥammad al-Mukhtār al-Sūsī, Īlīgh qadīman wa-
ḥadīthan, 1st ed. (Rabat: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Mālikiyya, 1966). 
13 David Gutelius, “Between God and Men: The Nāsiriyya and Economic Life in Morocco, 1640–1830” (PhD diss., 
Johns Hopkins University, 2001), 74–75. 
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in the Islamic sciences.14 He was also tasked with mediating local conflicts, whether social or 

material, such as disputes over water and land rights.15 Under his management, followed by that 

of his son and successor Aḥmad (d. 1129/1717), the lodge at Tamgrūt became not only a major 

educational center with a substantial library and teachers recruited from around North Africa but 

also a significant landowner and financier. Affiliation with the Nāṣiriyya could take a number of 

forms, from gift-giving to participation in rituals to donation of labor, and as such was open to 

people from a wide range of vocational and economic backgrounds, including scholars, 

merchants, and poor sharecroppers. Individuals stood to gain from the affiliation spiritually and 

could draw on the ever-growing network for social and material resources, as well as for political 

power and opportunities for mobility. Given the authority and power wielded by the Nāṣiriyya, 

one might have expected it to meet the same fate as the lodge at Īlīgh and that of Dilāʾ. Ibn Nāṣir 

does not appear to have shared the military ambitions of his contemporaries, however, and while 

the Nāṣiriyya had an uneasy relationship with the incipient ʿAlawite dynasty, the lodge survived 

and even flourished during the latter half of the 11th/17th century, when the incidents related in 

this chapter and the next occurred. 

Ongoing Concern With Īmān al-ʿAwāmm 

 Even as the geopolitical ground shifted in Morocco during the turn of the 10th/16th 

century and into the first half of the 11th/17th century, activities and discussions around īmān al-

ʿawāmm were ongoing. In this section, I discuss two aspects of these discussions that will help in 

understanding Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal campaign. The first is what seems to be the creation of a new 

genre of text, to which Ibn ʿUmar, as well as his critics al-Yūsī and al-ʿAnbarī, later contribute: 

																																																								
14 See Abdallah Hammoudi, “Sainteté, pouvoir et societé: Tamgrout aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles,” Annales 35, no. 
3–4 (1980): 615–41. 
15 See Houari Touati, “La loi et l’écriture: Fiqh, ʿurf et société au Maghreb d’après les Ajwiba d’Ibn Nāṣir (m. 
1085/1674),” Annales Islamologiques 27 (1993): 93–108. 
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short instructional manuals that impart to the average Muslim (sometimes identified as illiterate) 

all that she or he needs to know of creed, ritual, and sometimes Sufism.16 The second aspect has 

to do with a specific moment, as I examine the creedal campaign launched by Ibn ʿUmar’s uncle 

approximately eight years prior to his own, and the reaction to that campaign by two 

contemporaries, one of them al-Yūsī. 

A Proliferation of Primers 

 The figures that I have so far identified as penning the early primers on creed, ritual, and 

(sometimes) Sufism are ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Akhḍarī (d. 953/1546 or 983/1575)17 of eastern 

Algeria; Ibrāhīm b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Sanhājī, known as Aẓnag (d. 1005/1597), and ʿAbd Allāh b. 

Saʿīd al-Ḥāḥī (d. 1012/1603), of southern Morocco; and ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Ibn ʿĀshir (d. 

1040/1631) of Fez. The primer by al-Akhḍarī, known simply as al-Mukhtaṣar (The 

Compendium), was moreover subject to commentary by two of the author’s younger 

contemporaries,18 and the versified tract by Ibn ʿĀshir, titled al-Murshid al-muʿīn (The 

Designated Guide), was commented on by one of his students, Muḥammad Mayyāra (d. 

1072/1662).19 What the modest proliferation of such texts indicates is an ongoing effort to offer 

religious instruction to people on the scholarly periphery, and it is especially relevant to this 

project that the first topic tackled is always creed. I do not think it necessary here to enter into the 

minutiae of these texts, but there are two specific points worth making about them. 

																																																								
16 Krstić has commented on the appearance of a similar type of creed-ritual-sometimes Sufism primer in the 
Ottoman context: Tijana Krstić, “From Shahāda to ʿAqīda: Conversion to Islam, Catechisation and Sunnitisation in 
Sixteenth-Century Ottoman Rumeli,” in Islamisation: Comparative Perspectives from History, ed. A. C. S. Peacock 
(Edinburgh: University Press, 2017), 299. On the basis of these Maghribi sources, it may be suggested that she was 
too hasty in proposing that this style of text was uniquely Ottoman. 
17 On the imprecise date of death and the sparseness of information about this scholar, see Khaled El-Rouayheb, “al-
Akhḍarī, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam Three, ed. Kate Fleet et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2019). 
18 Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Filaysī, Sharḥ al-Filaysī al-Maghribī ʿalā matn al-imām al-Akhḍarī, ed. 
Muḥammad al-Shinqīṭī (Egypt: Dār al-Dhakhāʾir, 2000); and ʿAbd al-Laṭīf al-Musabbiḥ al-Mirdāsī, ʿUmdat al-
bayān fī maʿrifat furūḍ al-aʿyān, ed. Aḥmad Farīd Mazyadī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2010). 
19 Muḥammad b. Aḥmad Mayyāra, al-Durr al-thamīn wa-l-mawrid al-muʿīn fī sharḥ al-Murshid al-muʿīn ʿalā al-
ḍarūrī min ʿulūm al-dīn, ed. ʿAbd Allāh al-Manshāwī (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2008). 
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The first point about these primers is brief, a note on language. Both Aẓnag and al-Ḥāḥī – 

a student of al-Habṭī, as mentioned in the previous chapter – conducted some of their instruction 

in Tamazight. In fact, the primer by Aẓnag is one of the earliest known Tamazight manuscripts.20 

According to a description by Nico van den Boogert, the section on creed consists in a review of 

“the twenty attributes,”21 which suggests a reliance on al-Sanūsī. It is not clear if any such 

Tamazight-language primer by al-Ḥāḥī exists in written form,22 but judging by one in Arabic, he 

too was influenced by al-Sanūsī, since the text draws on the framework of the modalities, even as 

it simplifies the list of God’s attributes.23 These traces of Tamazight teachings are an important 

reminder of what seems to be an ongoing effort at vernacularization. I will return to this point 

when discussing the oeuvre of Ibn ʿUmar, which is entirely in Arabic but contains frequent 

exhortations to instruct people in whatever language they understand, including Tamazight.  

 The second point to be made with reference to at least some of these primers is that taqlīd 

remained a live issue into the 11th/17th century. Even though none of the figures discussed in the 

previous chapter concentrated on taqlīd, devoting themselves instead to redressing ignorance-

cum-kufr, others did carry on al-Sanūsī’s concern with the issue, and knowing as such will be 

helpful for understanding why Ibn ʿUmar is so forceful in clarifying that his own project is not 

taqlīd-focused. The most relevant primer author in this regard is Mayyāra, the commentator on 

																																																								
20 Nico van den Boogert, The Berber Literary Tradition of the Sous, with an Edition and Translation of “The Ocean 
of Tears” by Muḥammad Awzal (d. 1749) (Leiden: Nederlands Institut voor het Nabije Oosten, 1997), 93. 
21 Ibid., 100. 
22 Van den Boogert states that there is an extant Tamazight text by al-Ḥāḥī on “the terrors of the Hereafter,” held in 
Rabat, but it is not clear whether it includes a discussion of creed (ibid., 78, fn. 60). For a report of al-Ḥāḥī ensuring 
that anyone who came to his zāwiya near Taroudant was taught the basics of creed and religious ritual, regardless of 
their age or native language, see Abū Zayd ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Tamanārtī, al-Fawāʾid al-jamma fī isnād ʿulūm al-
umma, ed. al-Yazīd al-Rāḍī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2007), 150–51. 
23 ʿAbd Allāh b. Saʿīd al-Ḥāḥī, Risāla fī l-tawḥīd wa-l-farāʾiḍ (MS: Tīmī, Algeria, Khizānat Kūsam, 88, fols. 23a-
25a), fol. 23a. It is worth noting the subsequent texts in MS 88: al-Murshida, by the Almohad leader Ibn Tūmart, 
followed by one of al-Habṭī’s tracts on creed. 
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al-Murshid al-muʿīn. Mayyāra’s censuring of taqlīd has been noted by El-Rouayheb,24 but here it 

may moreover be observed that the details of his stance and especially his engagement with al-

Sanūsī stand out as unusual when compared to those of other authors examined in this project. I 

specifically have in mind the passages that Mayyāya chooses to quote from al-Sanūsī, which 

come from Sharḥ al-Kubrā and contain the more stringent articulations of his view on taqlīd.25 

As discussed previously, these passages were avoided both by authors such as al-Wahrānī, who 

emphasized al-Sanūsī’s statements about kind teaching and thinking well of fellow Muslims, and 

by al-Habṭī and his companions, who focused on al-Sanūsī’s complaints about ignorance-cum-

kufr. Although Mayyāra was not alone in the 11th/17th century in his willingness to embrace this 

stricter stance on taqlīd, as evidenced by the gloss of a scholar in Marrakesh, ʿĪsā al-Sugtānī (d. 

1062/1652), on al-Sanūsī’s Sharḥ al-Ṣughrā,26 the position remained a contested one. One 

example of a scholar taking the opposite view appears in a fatwa by Aḥmad b. Yūsuf al-Fāsī (d. 

1021/1612), issued in response to an incident in which someone proclaimed to a crowd of people 

that anyone among the common folk who does not know “the twenty attributes and their 

opposites,” along with their proofs, will not be saved from eternal hellfire.27 Al-Fāsī states 

emphatically that taqlīd in creedal matters is permissible for the ʿawāmm and even finds a way to 

adduce al-Sanūsī, alongside Ibn Zakrī, in support.28 My sense is that the authors of the other 

																																																								
24 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 195. 
25 Mayyāra, al-Durr al-thamīn, 29, 30–31. 
26 See the relevant analysis in El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 206–7. 
27 Abū Ḥamid Muḥammad al-ʿArabī al-Fihrī al-Fāsī, Mirʾāt al-maḥāsin min akhbār al-shaykh Abī al-Maḥāsin, ed. 
Muḥammad Ḥamza b. ʿAlī al-Kattānī (Morocco: Rābiṭat Abī al-Maḥāsin Ibn al-Jadd, 2003), 216. The fatwa runs 
from pg. 216 to 219. It is briefly discussed in Ḥajjī, L’activité intellectuelle, 1:343. 
28 He justifies the claim about al-Sanūsī with recourse to an ambiguous statement in Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā and the 
assertion that the text was written after al-Kubrā, al-Wusṭā, and al-Ṣughrā, as if to suggest that the supposedly more 
lenient later stance abrogates the previous, stricter ones. In the statement from Ṣharh Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā, al-Sanūsī 
acknowledges that there are a variety of opinions on the validity of taqlīd and writes, “The most correct of them is 
that it is required for one to look into proofs until knowledge of it has obtained for him, mahmā he has the ability to 
understand that.” The word mahmā often means “regardless,” by which interpretation al-Sanūsī would be saying that 
people are responsible for going beyond taqlīd regardless of their abilities, but al-Fāsī must be understanding the 
word another way, as “whenever”: people need only go beyond taqlīd when they are capable. See al-Fāsī, Mirʾāt al-
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primers are more aligned with this stance of al-Fāsī, showing again the diversity of thought even 

among those committed to educating their broader communities. 

The Activist Judge of Sijilmāsa 

 If the creed-ritual primers offer a broad backdrop to Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal campaign in the 

late 1070s/1660s, it must also be observed that relevant activities took place in his home city, in 

the same decade, and from within his own family. As mentioned above, Ibn ʿUmar is part of the 

Awlād al-Qāḍī clan, a family of judges who supported the rise of the ʿAlawite dynasty out of 

Sijilmāsa. One family member who did well under the new political order was his paternal uncle, 

Muḥammad al-ʿArabī Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Ibn Abī Maḥallī al-Filālī (d. 1087/1676), who became 

the head judge at Sijilmāsa sometime before 1071/1661, perhaps when Moulay Rashīd seized 

control of the city in 1069/1659.29 The position made Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz the judicial authority 

over a vast swathe of land, spreading from the Tuwāt oasis in what is now central Algeria 

through the southern Moroccan region of the Sūs and westward to Marrakesh.30 Upon assuming 

the judgeship, one policy that he began applying at least in his own work had to do with 

monitoring and disciplining the creedal knowledge of people within his jurisdiction.31 In this 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
maḥāsin, 217; and for the original passage, see Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā fī ʿilm al-
tawḥīd, ed. Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Fūda (Amman, Jordan: Dār al-Rāzī, 2006), 36. This strategy of abrogation is also 
mentioned by a major 10th/16th-century scholar in Fez and Marrakesh, Aḥmad al-Manjūr (d. 995/1587), in his gloss 
on al-Sanūsī’s Sharḥ al-Kubrā. According to al-Manjūr, however, the argument is that al-Ṣughrā and its companion 
text al-Muqaddimāt are more lenient than al-Kubrā: Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Manjūr, al-Ḥāshiya al-kubrā ʿalā 
sharḥ Kubrā al-Sanūsī, ed. Nūr al-Dīn ʿAjrūd (Rabat: Mb Arts, 2012), 29. 
29 For brief biographical entries on Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, whose nisba al-Filālī corresponds to the Tāfilalt oasis, see 
ʿAbd Allāh b. Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Fāsī al-Fihrī, al-Iʿlām bi-man ghabara min ahl al-qarn al-ḥādī 
ʿashar, ed. Fāṭima Nāfiʿ (Bayrūt: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2008), 246–47; and Muḥammad b. al-Ṭayyib al-Qādirī, Nashr al-
mathānī li-ahl al-qarn al-ḥādī ʿashar wa-l-thānī, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī and Aḥmad al-Tawfīq (Rabat: Dār al-
Maghrib li-l-Taʾlīf wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr, 1977), 2:222. The author of al-Iʿlām makes a point of stating that Ibn 
ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz is not related to the Ibn Abī Maḥallī of messianic pretensions, but I think this claim must be to avoid 
associating him with a controversial ancestor (al-Fāsī al-Fihrī, al-Iʿlām, 247). The fact of the shared family name, 
Ibn Abī Maḥallī and Awlād al-Qāḍī; the likely shared relation in one ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz (see fn. 6); and Ibn ʿAbd al-
ʿAzīz’s position as a judge when the family is known for producing judges all point toward a family connection. 
30 al-Qādirī, Nashr al-mathānī, 2:222. 
31 Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz was not the only judge to take such a step. A teacher of al-Yūsī, Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm al-
Hashtūkī (d. 1098/1687), served as a judge in Marrakesh and Fez and was known to test people on creed when they 
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section, I review these activities and analyze the reaction to them by two contemporary scholars, 

in order to understand the sorts of attitudes that were likely prevalent when Ibn ʿUmar undertook 

his own campaign some eight years later. One of these contemporaries is al-Yūsī, and his 

response is especially useful for two reasons. First, since he is also one of the critics of Ibn 

ʿUmar whom I discuss in the next chapter, his stance at this stage offers a benchmark to which 

his later writings can be compared. Second, and more immediately, I will argue later in this 

chapter that Ibn ʿUmar is mindful of the perspective represented here by al-Yūsī and that he 

makes an effort to respond to its concerns when justifying his creedal activities. 

 The information about Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s creed-related practices comes almost entirely 

from a correspondence between al-Yūsī and one Muḥammad b. al-Ṣaghīr al-Ghrīsī al-Jawzī (d. 

?), whose nisba Ghrīsī refers to the river and district that border Sijilmāsa to the west. The 

exchange, consisting in a summarized version of a query from al-Ghrīsī and al-Yūsī’s response, 

appears at the end of a manuscript of al-Yūsī’s gloss on al-Sanūsī’s Sharḥ al-Kubrā, copied by 

al-Ghrīsī in 1071/1661.32 Presumably the events in question took place around this time. In the 

description of the query, al-Ghrīsī seeks al-Yūsī’s opinion on how to properly approach the issue 

of īmān al-ʿawāmm, in light of activities undertaken by the judge of Sijilmāsa, recounted as 

follows: 

When the learned, verifying jurist and our companion in God, sīdī al-ʿArabī Ibn ʿAbd al-
ʿAzīz Ibn Abī Maḥallī al-Sijilmāsī was appointed to the regional judgeship, he examined 
(ikhtabara) all Muslims. He thereupon found their creedal convictions to be faulty, 
tending in some of them toward kufr on which there is agreement and in some toward 
kufr that is disputed. Zeal and religion brought him to be severe with them, such that the 
slaughter of someone among the ʿawāmm whose creedal conviction is deficient ought not 
be eaten, his testimony not accepted, and his marriage annulled. He proclaimed this in the 
markets and was strict with whoever attended his judicial hearings in that he would not 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
came to him with petitions for a final divorce. See al-Ifrānī, Ṣafwat man intashara, 340; and Muḥammad b. Aḥmad 
al-Ḥuḍaygī, Ṭabaqāt al-Ḥuḍaygī, ed. Aḥmad Būmazgū (Casablanca: Maṭbaʿat al-Najāḥ al-Jadīda, 2006), 305. 
32 al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Ḥawāshī ʿalā sharḥ al-Kubrā (MS: Tamgrūt, Morocco, al-Zāwiya al-Nāṣiriyya, 1693), n.f. I am 
grateful to Hamīd Ḥammānī for sharing a photocopy of these manuscript folios with me. 
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respond to them until he had questioned them (yaʾsalahum) about the essence of īmān. If 
he found them knowledgeable of God and His prophet, he would adjudicate between 
them. If not, he would first instruct them until their creedal conviction became sound.33 

 
This report is quite remarkable. To begin with, Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz appears to have undertaken 

these examinations on a proactive basis. As discussed in previous chapters, many earlier scholars 

were careful to stipulate that people ought not seek out creedal ignorance or error in others, 

correcting them only in cases when the mistakes become manifest. Perhaps the closest a past 

scholar came to endorsing proactive examinations is the 9th/15th-century fatwa from al-ʿAbdūsī, 

later quoted by Ibn ʿArḍūn and al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, in which he is asked whether one is obliged to 

examine (yakhtabir) one’s wife on her creed. He states that in general women’s consciences 

ought to be left to God but that if there is good reason to think a wife is ignorant, then one may 

scrutinize her (yubāḥithuhā). This cautiousness stands in stark contrast to al-Ghrīsī’s portrayal of 

Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s large-scale, seemingly proactive effort. Another notable aspect of these 

activities is the judge’s clear enactment of the judgment of the majūs, prohibiting the creedally 

ignorant from sharing in marriage, testimony, and meat-eating with legal Muslims. Although 

previous scholars, such as al-Habṭī and Ibn Khajjū, had promoted these sanctions, this account 

describes them being put into action, at the direction of a powerful judge no less. 

 Much as the program of Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz stands out in the historical record for its scale 

and proactivity, al-Ghrīsī states that he initially took it in stride, albeit with some wariness. 

Recounting his reaction to the judge’s activities, he writes, 

I saw this as well and good, even though it involved investigating the creedal convictions 
of the ʿawāmm and the consciences of Muslims, this being generally prohibited with 
regard to those whose outward appearance indicates īmān. This is because it [the judge’s 
campaign] consists in urging people toward study of those tenets related to God and His 
prophets in which conviction is obligatory… and without which no works are sound.34 

 
																																																								
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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Al-Ghrīsī is clearly familiar with claims about the obligatory nature of creedal knowledge, and 

indeed he affirms them and considers that efforts to promote such knowledge must be in the 

right. The only aspect of Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s program that initially gave him pause is the 

proactivity: al-Ghrīsī mentions that looking into Muslims’ creedal convictions without reason to 

suspect ignorance or error is usually a prohibited practice. Having formed these initial 

impressions, he then came upon the stance of al-Yūsī – presumably in the gloss on al-Sanūsī’s 

Sharḥ al-Kubrā that he was copying – that the ʿawāmm have sound īmān, even if they lack the 

ability to articulate it. Al-Ghrīsī thereupon reached out to al-Yūsī to clarify his position. He notes 

that he moreover informed al-Yūsī of the creedal corruption and error that was appearing in their 

district, a move that suggests he was struggling to reconcile his eyewitness experience with al-

Yūsī’s more optimistic assessment of the ʿawāmm. While one should, of course, be careful about 

extrapolating too much from a single person’s perspective, the widespread nature of concern 

over īmān al-ʿawāmm that I described in the previous section indicates the likelihood that other 

people shared al-Ghrīsī’s view, cautiously approving of Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s program. 

Similar to al-Ghrīsī, al-Yūsī finds both laudatory and worrisome dimensions to the 

described activities, although his concerns differ from those of his petitioner. He begins by 

stating that in principle, the sort of concern for the creedal convictions of the ʿawāmm that al-

Ghrīsī describes is well and good, writing that, “teaching the ignorant and guiding the astray, 

especially in the principles of religion, is among the most meritorious of good deeds when the 

intent is righteous.”35 Notably, al-Yūsī even seems to approve of proactive probing as a method 

for aiding people: “There is no harm in probing them (al-faḥs ʿanhum) with the aim of warning, 

admonishing, guiding, and counseling.”36 Besides the pointed use of a different term for 

																																																								
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
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examining people (faḥṣ versus ikhtibār), the caveat about one’s aim is important. What al-Yūsī 

means becomes clearer in the next line, where he states, “As for when matters go so far as the 

annulment of marriages, it is grave indeed.”37 Thus, while teaching and even examining people 

on creedal matters are virtuous activities, the examiner may only carry them out with the 

intention of guiding people; legal sanctions are not an appropriate outcome. 

Al-Yūsī is especially concerned about the types of creedal convictions for which people 

might be punished, and in explaining that concern, he invokes a distinction that is worth 

examining here, since it will become a key part of how Ibn ʿUmar presents his campaign. 

According to al-Yūsī, most of the faulty convictions held by members of the broader populace 

amount to “anthropomorphism and the like.” Such convictions are not clearly, unambiguously 

cases of kufr but rather, he states, “among the disputed issues.”38 The idea is that there are some 

forms of creedal ignorance so basic that all scholars agree on their status as kufr, whereas with 

regard to others scholars disagree as to whether they amount to kufr or not. Neither this 

distinction nor its usage in determining appropriate disciplinary measures is new with al-Yūsī. In 

the Maghrib, a version of it dates back at least to al-Waghlīsī in 8th/14th-century Bijāya,39 and it 

also appears in writings by subsequent authors including al-ʿAbdūsī,40 al-Sanūsī,41 and al-Habṭī 

al-Ṣaghīr.42 All of these scholars, including al-Yūsī, are vague about which exact convictions fall 

into which category. This vagueness is not, I would argue, an oversight, but rather indicates that 

																																																								
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā al-Wansharīsī, al-Miʿyār al-muʿrib wa-l-jāmiʿ al-mughrib ʿan fatāwā ahl Ifrīqīya wa-l-Andalus 
wa-l-Maghrib, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 1981), 2:384. 
40 Ibid., 3:87. 
41 Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī, Sharḥ al-ʿaqīda al-kubrā al-musammā ʿaqīdat ahl al-tawḥīd, ed. al-Sayyid Yūsuf 
Aḥmad (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2006), 62. He provides a list of faulty convictions – anthropomorphism, 
God’s directionality, the causal efficacy of natures, God’s acting out of an objective, the composition of God’s 
speech into words and sounds – but he does not specify which of these convictions fall into which category. 
42 Unsurprisingly, he invokes the category of kufr-by-consensus to refer to what he and his father consider to be the 
incorrect interpretation of the shahāda: Muḥammad b. ʻAbd Allāh al-Habṭī al-Ṣaghīr, Thalāth rasāʾil fī l-tawḥīd wa-
l-haylala, ed. Khālid Zahrī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2002), 27. 
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the categorization functions primarily as an argumentative move. For example, returning to the 

exchange between al-Ghrīsī and al-Yūsī, one may notice that the categories appear in the scribe’s 

description of Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s program, quoted above: al-Ghrīsī mentions that some of the 

faulty creedal convictions uncovered by the judge comprise kufr-by-consensus and some 

disputed kufr. The claim to have encountered the former type of ignorance in particular helps to 

justify the need for examinations and punishment. In his response, al-Yūsī might simply have 

said that it does not matter what the judge has found, that uttering the shahāda is sufficient to 

count legally as a Muslim43 and as such legal sanctions against ignorance are not permitted. 

Instead, he too invokes the distinction between kufr-by-consensus and disputed kufr, 

emphasizing, as noted above, that most types of ignorance among the broader populace fall into 

the latter category. This subtler maneuver has several benefits. It allows al-Yūsī to acknowledge 

and validate al-Ghrīsī’s concern about the appearance of widespread ignorance, even as he 

reinterprets and mitigates the severity of the problem. The move also meets al-Ghrīsī at an 

intermediate point: Rather than argue for an outright prohibition on legal sanctions, al-Yūsī flags 

the danger that people whose creedal ignorance amounts only to disputed kufr will be wrongly 

punished under a sweeping approach to disciplinary action. Surely everyone can agree on the 

harmfulness of undeserved punishment. 

 The distinction between kufr-by-consensus and disputed kufr also features in the second 

half of al-Yūsī’s response, where he turns to creedal instruction. Here, too, his remarks are useful 

for marking out a perspective of which Ibn ʿUmar is clearly aware and to which he attempts to 

respond. Al-Yūsī begins the section on teaching with a reminder that among the common folk, 

there may well be people who have sound īmān yet lack the ability to articulate what is in their 

																																																								
43 He states as much in his gloss on Sharḥ al-Kubrā: al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Ḥawāshī al-Yūsī ʿalā sharḥ Kubrā al-Sanūsī, 
ed. Ḥamīd Ḥammānī (Casablanca: Dār al-Furqān li-l-Nashr al-Ḥadīth, 2008), 1:305. 
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minds. A good teacher will thus be sensitive to each student’s state, and anyone probing people’s 

knowledge will do so with “the utmost gentleness and most scrupulous perspicacity.”44 Al-Yūsī 

then addresses the sort of creedal material that ought to be taught, offering a two-part typology 

that mirrors the two-part categorization of ignorance-cum-kufr. First, there are creedal tenets of 

clarity (wuḍūḥ), the knowledge of which provides all Muslims – khāṣṣa and ʿāmma – with 

calmness and gladness. Examples of such tenets are God’s existence, knowledge, power, will, 

oneness, unlikeness to creation, life, dominance, and so on. According to al-Yūsī, “almost no 

Muslim lacks knowledge of them.”45 The second type of creedal tenets are those of obscurity 

(khafāʾ), which offer serenity only to people with the intellectual capacity to understand them. 

As examples, al-Yūsī mentions the more detailed aspects of God’s distinctiveness from creation 

– the specification that He is not a body or an accident, that He is unlimited by place and time, 

that He does not exist in a direction, and that He is neither within the universe nor outside it. In 

worrying about the hazards of exposing one among the ʿawāmm to such ideas, al-Yūsī writes, 

If it were said to him that God Exalted is like this, he would teeter toward doubting the 
existence of Him Exalted or he would deny it outright, thereby falling into the kufr-by-
consensus that denies the divine attributes (al-kufr al-taʿṭīlī al-mujmaʿ ʿalayhi). We seek 
refuge in God from this. Were he instead to persist in the conviction of some kind of 
similarity [between God and creation] – regarding which there is disagreement as to 
whether it amounts to kufr – along with the recognition of God Exalted, His Messengers, 
and divine law, this would be better for him.46 

 
Al-Yūsī’s point is that if someone is in a state of disputed kufr, knowledgeable of the creedal 

tenets of clarity but ignorant of the tenets of obscurity, the instructor ought to proceed with 

extreme caution. There is always the possibility that introducing the learner to the tenets of 

obscurity will confuse them and make them question even their previously sound convictions, 

thereby sending them into an even worse state than they occupied before, namely, kufr-by-

																																																								
44 al-Yūsī, Ḥawāshī ʿalā sharḥ al-Kubrā, n.f. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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consensus. Only if an instructor observes that someone can handle more detailed material should 

they proceed. Even then, al-Yūsī urges them to keep the teaching as simple as possible: “… 

impart to him the details of creedal tenets bit by bit in clear, common language, by the 

conventional method, and with well-known examples.”47 Creedal instruction is a sensitive and 

high-stakes endeavor, to be undertaken with great care. 

 Beyond this exchange between al-Ghrīsī and al-Yūsī, I have not come across any 

references to the creedal campaign undertaken by Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, nor to its fate.48 In a later 

section, I will address the sparse references made by Ibn ʿUmar to his uncle, but here it is worth 

noting that in those passages, he refers to his uncle’s activities in the past tense. One possibility, 

then, is that other scholars shared al-Yūsī’s criticism and that Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz was pressured to 

cease his efforts. Ultimately, the meager information about his campaign raises more questions 

than it answers. I have nonetheless sought here to use the exchange between al-Ghrīsī and al-

Yūsī to at least explore the intellectual landscape into which Ibn ʿUmar would insert himself 

eight years later. While it seems that some people, such al-Ghrīsī, had favorable inclinations 

toward a proactive and disciplinary creedal program, others such as al-Yūsī were critical. In later 

sections, I show that Ibn ʿUmar was attuned to the particular concerns raised by al-Yūsī – that 

people in a state of disputed kufr ought to be left alone and that creedal instruction ought to occur 

only at the simplest levels – and presented his activities as respectful of them. Before delving 

																																																								
47 Ibid. 
48 Ḥammānī wrongly identifies Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz as the instigator of a contemporaneous controversy in Sijilmāsa 
over the meaning of the shahāda, specifically whether it ought to be understood in the way of al-Sanūsī (and al-
Habṭī) or not (introduction to al-Yūsī, Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ, 1:169). The controversy is discussed by al-Yūsī 
in al-Muḥāḍarāt; he mentions there that the person opposing the interpretation of al-Sanūsī was “one of those with 
preeminence in legal opinions and judgments but lacking insightfulness in the rational sciences” (al-Yūsī, al-
Muḥāḍarāt, 1:226; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 235). Ḥammānī identifies this person with Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, but in a 
text by Ibn ʿUmar, he mentions briefly that his uncle was on the other side of the dispute. See Muḥammad Ibn 
ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda (MS: al-Rashīdiyya, Morocco, Khizānat al-Zāwiya al-Ḥamziyya al-
ʿAyyāshiyya, 293, fols. 1b-117b), fol. 10a; Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda fī l-ʿaqāʾid 
(MS: Rabat, al-Khizāna al-Ḥasaniyya, 13481, fols. 173b-265b), 179b. 
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into the specifics of his program, however, I offer an overview of Ibn ʿUmar’s writings and 

describe, from his own perspective, how he came to be so concerned with creed.  

The Far-Flung Writings of Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar 

 Despite remaining entirely in manuscript, Ibn ʿUmar’s oeuvre is a robust one. I have so 

far counted approximately sixteen distinct pieces of writing by him. Counting them is somewhat 

difficult because many texts lack a formal title and are listed differently across catalogs, and I 

have not been able to personally consult and compare every manuscript. Even so, it is clear that 

most of his writings are extant in more than one copy and some of them in a number of copies. In 

addition to the sheer size of Ibn ʿUmar’s textual record, its geographic distribution is noteworthy. 

I have so far located manuscripts in six libraries across Morocco, in two small local Sufi lodges 

around the Tuwāt oasis of central Algeria, and in collections at the French and British national 

libraries that originate, respectively, from a library in Segou, Mali49 and from less precise origins 

in historical Senegambia.50 This skewing of the manuscripts toward the Sahara and into the Sahel 

reflects, according to my preliminary research, the spread of Ibn ʿUmar’s ideas into those 

regions, a topic that lies beyond the scope of the current project. Here, I would simply note my 

expectation that I have only scratched the surface of Ibn ʿUmar’s textual legacy. Given the 

number of copies of his writings that I have already encountered, there is every reason to 

anticipate that more will be documented as efforts to catalog the manuscripts of the Sahel 

continue, hopefully, to increase. 

																																																								
49 Noureddine Ghali and Sidi Mohamed Mahibou, Inventaire de la bibliothèque ʿUmarienne de Ségou, conservée à 
la Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris (Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1985). 
50 The two groups of manuscripts in which the relevant texts appear are Or 4897 and Or 6473. According to the 
online catalog of the British Library, the former collection of texts was purchased by the library in 1895 from the 
British politician and Orientalist Henry Rawlinson (1810-1895). The latter collection was acquired in 1903 from a 
Julius Bertram. The catalog notes strong similarities between the two collections, pointing out that many of the texts 
in them seem to have been copied and owned by a family of Jakhanke scholars named Suwaré and that both 
collections contain texts with marginalia written in Soninke. 
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 In terms of genre, almost all of Ibn ʿUmar’s oeuvre consists in exhortation, especially 

around the teaching and learning of creed. As such, it seems likely that he composed many of 

these writings as part of the creedal campaign that I analyze in the following sections, although I 

will also show that his exhortative concerns predate the campaign. By exhortation, I have in 

mind the Arabic term naṣīḥa, which means to advise and to admonish and which Ibn ʿUmar 

frequently uses in his writings.51 Some of the texts are also self-described as waʿẓ, a related word 

often translated to English as preaching. 

 As with the writings by al-Habṭī and his companions, it is key here to note that Ibn 

ʿUmar’s oeuvre is entirely in Arabic, yet embedded in a multilingual environment. He himself is 

acutely aware of this reality and mentions with great frequency the importance of teaching 

people in the language they understand, whether it is Arabic or Tashelhit, the regional dialect of 

Tamazight. There is good reason to think that such vernacularization was in fact taking place, 

even if the written record is patchy. I mentioned earlier how, at the end of the 10th/16th century, 

Aẓnag and al-Ḥāḥī undertook creedal teaching and exhortation in Tamazight. According to van 

den Boogert, the Tamazight manuscript record then goes quiet, but when it reappears in the 

12th/18th century, the dominant genre is creedal exhortation.52 The earliest texts from this period 

come from the pen of Muḥammad Awzal (d. 1162/1748-9), who, like Ibn ʿUmar, studied at the 

Nāṣiriyya lodge in Tamgrūt. Given this timing and geography, one may well wonder whether the 

proliferation of Tamazight creedal exhortations resulted from Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign, but I would 

urge caution toward this idea. Based on van den Boogert’s translation of one of Awzal’s 

compositions and on his description of the others, I do not see any clear influence from Ibn 

																																																								
51 For a connection between naṣīḥa and creed in Ottoman lands, see Gürbüzel, “Teachers of the Public,” 103–6. 
52 van den Boogert, The Berber Literary Tradition, 41–43, 73–78. Some of the texts that van den Boogert 
categorizes as legal manuals also contain discussions of creed, as with the Tamazight translations of al-Murshid al-
muʿīn (ibid., 70–73). 
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ʿUmar, while van den Boogert’s own assessment is that Awzal, as well as other later authors 

writing in Tashelhit, owe much to the text by Aẓnag.53 It may be, of course, that some texts do 

bear the imprint of Ibn ʿUmar, and investigation into this matter would be very welcome. Yet it 

could also be the case that Ibn ʿUmar was himself influenced by ongoing practices of creedal 

instruction and exhortation that took place orally in Tashelhit and which elude the textual record. 

 What follows is based almost entirely on Ibn ʿUmar’s writings, the exceptions being 

several references to information offered by his critics. Where there are multiple copies of one of 

Ibn ʿUmar’s texts, I cite the two copies that are most legible. 

A Young Man Finds His Cause 

 Since information about Ibn ʿUmar’s life and career seems not to have been recorded in 

any of the usual biographical genres, details must be gleaned from his own writings and those of 

his critics. It is from these sources that he can be identified as part of the ʿAlawite-allied Awlād 

al-Qāḍī family and as the nephew of a powerful judge. Ibn ʿUmar may have undertaken some 

studies with his uncle: in one text he refers to him as “my shaykh.”54 His education also took him 

beyond Sijilmāsa to Tamgrūt, where he studied with the head of the Nāṣiriyya lodge, Ibn Nāṣir.55 

If a reference to him as a “young man” at the time of the creedal campaign,56 in the early 

1080s/1670s, is accurate, then this education probably took place in the preceding decade. Upon 

his return home, Ibn ʿUmar seems to have done some work as a teacher of children.57 Little else 

can be said in the way of biography, including his date of death. One may read al-Yūsī’s remark 

																																																								
53 van den Boogert, The Berber Literary Tradition, 93. 
54 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 293, fol. 10a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 13481, fol. 179b. 
55 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:231; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 241. 
56 Abū Sālim ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Ḥukm bi-l-ʿadl wa-l-inṣāf al-rāfiʿ li-l-khilāf fī mā waqaʿa bayna baʿḍ 
fuqahāʾ Sijilmāsa min al-ikhtilāf fī takfīr man aqarra bi-waḥdāniyyat Allāh wa-jahala baʿḍ mā la-hu min al-awṣāf, 
ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm Ṣaghīrī (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2015), 1:116. 
57 Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha min al-mafāsid wa-l-bidaʿ (MS: Tīmī, Algeria: 
Khizānat Kūsām, 94, fols. 1b-84b), fol. 76a. 
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that the controversy in Sijilmāsa did not abate until a bout of the plague in 1090/1679 as a 

suggestion that Ibn ʿUmar was among its victims,58 but it cannot be more than speculation. 

 While the sources may be short on events, they do offer insights into Ibn ʿUmar’s 

intellectual commitments and his concerns prior to the creedal campaign. Intellectually, the most 

relevant observation to be made is that on the taqlīd debate, he inclined toward the position that 

learning proofs, while desirable, is not obligatory for the broader populace. This stance appears 

in his Sharḥ al-Mufīda, which provides an overview of creed and ritual.59 The topics of the text 

and its stated goal of discussing the religious material required by each person (insān)60 situates 

it among similar primers written by al-Akhḍarī, Aẓnag, al-Ḥāḥī, and Ibn ʿĀshir, discussed above, 

but Ibn ʿUmar’s commentary makes his quite substantial, appropriate for a scholarly audience. 

An examination of the section on creed indicates that he has been well trained in the discipline, 

as he delves into detail on such complex topics as the nature of human voluntary acts.61 His 

training moreover seems to have been centered on the writings of al-Sanūsī, which he quotes 

frequently, especially Sharḥ al-Jazāʾiriyya. In the discussion of taqlīd, however, he forgoes any 

mention of al-Sanūsī’s stance on the issue. Noting that the topic is subject to much dispute, he 

proceeds to reference only figures who favor leniency toward the ʿawāmm: Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, 

al-Ghazālī, and – a new name – the famed 8th/14th-century Andalusi-Moroccan Sufi, Muḥammad 

Ibn ʿAbbād al-Rundī (d. 792/1390). Quoting from the latter, Ibn ʿUmar writes, “Whoever is not 

capable of reflection, such as the ignorant among the common folk and the Bedouin, taqlīd may 

																																																								
58 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:232; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 241. 
59 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 293; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 13481. The text seems to be an auto-
commentary. It can be dated to before Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal campaign based on the copy date of MS 13481, which is 
Dhū al-Qaʿda 1, 1077, or April 25 1667. As I will explain below, Ibn ʿUmar did not initiate his creedal campaign 
until some two years later. 
60 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 293, fol. 1b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 13481, fol. 173b. 
61 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 293, fols. 19b–20b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 13481, fols. 187a–88. 



	

	 206 

be beneficial to them, so long as it corresponds to the truth and the establishment of certainty.”62 

Although Ibn ʿUmar’s stance on taqlīd does not shift dramatically when he begins taking action 

to redress people’s lack of creedal knowledge, as I will discuss in a later section, the sanguine 

tone that characterizes this passage certainly does. 

 In terms of his concerns and disposition, Ibn ʿUmar seems to have been drawn toward the 

work of exhortation. Even before initiating his campaign to redress creedal ignorance, he sought 

to guide people away from a host of other social ills. This early focus is reflected in a versified 

tract and auto-commentary called Sharḥ al-Munabbiha min al-mafāsid wa-l-bidaʿ (Commentary 

on the Warning Against Corrupt Behaviors and Innovation).63 Ibn ʿUmar himself refers to the 

text as a work of exhortation (waʿẓ),64 and opens it with a lengthy declaration about the 

obligation to engage in commanding right and forbidding wrong.65 Similarly, the text might be 

categorized as a bidaʿ-cum-adab treatise in the mode of al-Madkhal by the 8th/14th-century 

Moroccan émigré to Egypt, Ibn al-Ḥājj, which al-Habṭī and his companions cited frequently and 

which the eminent 9th/15th-century Moroccan Sufi Aḥmad Zarrūq (d. 899/1493) promoted as the 

outstanding juridical resource for Sufis. Although Zarrūq himself composed works in the same 

mode, reference to them was absent from al-Habṭī’s writings, perhaps due to the antagonism 

between Zarrūq and the Jazūliyya. As noted by Scott Kugle, however, the Zarrūq and Jazūliyya 

Sufi lineages merged within several generations after Zarrūq’s death in 899/1493-4,66 and thus it 

																																																								
62 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 293, fol. 14a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-Mufīda, 13481, fol. 183a. It is not 
clear what text by Ibn ʿAbbād he is quoting. 
63 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha. It was completed in Muḥarram 1078/June-July 1667, which Ibn ʿUmar 
notes is three years after he wrote Sharḥ al-Mufīda. He acknowledges that the reader may see differences between 
the two texts, which cover similar topics, but he states the differences relate only to matters of admonishing and 
inciting (masāʾil al-waʿẓ wa-l-targhīb), not to the technical content (ibid., fol. 71a). 
64 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 71a. 
65 Ibid., fols. 1b–2a. 
66 The merging occurred largely due to Zarrūq’s followers seeking out discipleships with leading members of the 
Jazūliyya, including al-Ghazwānī and al-Habṭī. See Scott Kugle, Rebel Between Spirit and Law: Ahmad Zarruq, 
Sainthood, and Authority in Islam (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2006), 213. 
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is perhaps little surprise that Ibn ʿUmar embraces the teachings of Zarrūq alongside those of Ibn 

al-Ḥājj. References to the two of them are among the most prevalent in Sharḥ al-Munabbiha, and 

the topics that Ibn ʿUmar addresses, which range from the social (censuring the mixing of men 

and women) to the ritualistic (urging the proper performance of bodily purification) to the 

practical (emphasizing Islamic regulations for business transactions) to the spiritual (cautioning 

against the vices of envy and arrogance), are typical of their so-called juridical Sufism.67 Such, 

then, were the wide-ranging, fairly mainstream concerns of this well-educated young man in the 

late 1070s/1660s. Yet by the end of the decade, he would become unblinkingly focused on just 

one issue: creed. 

Ibn ʿUmar recounts his shift in focus in a tract that was appended to Sharḥ al-Munabbiha 

after his creedal campaign was underway. Seeking to clarify his earlier exhortative efforts in 

relation to his later ones, he writes: 

This tract was set down before the grave matter appeared to us, the matter in comparison 
to which all the deviances and wrongs are like a drop in the sea or even less than that, and 
this is the unbelief (kufr) that appeared to us in Ramaḍān 1079 [February 1669] in most 
men among the people of the region. As for their women, the servants, the Bedouin, and 
the Berbers, their numbers are even greater. Had this appeared to us before this tract and 
other tracts of mine, I would have warned against it from beginning to end, indeed on 
every page. I would not have preceded it with anything, for there is no act of 
disobedience above unbelief. This is because the entering of īmān into the heart is the 
head (raʾs) with regard to the acts of both this world and the next. If it is severed by the 
dwelling of unbelief in the heart, then all of a person’s this-worldly and next-worldly acts 
are invalidated, for the body cannot survive the severing of the head.68 

 
Without going so far as to denounce or renounce other areas of exhortation, Ibn ʿUmar 

emphasizes that redressing unbelief must be the top priority. He presents unbelief as not only the 

gravest act of disobedience to God but also one that negates any other good works that a person 

might do. As for what he means by kufr, it becomes clear as his account continues that he is 

																																																								
67 The overarching goal of Kugle’s book is to understand Zarrūq as representative of juridical Sufism, but for a 
discussion of the category and its history in Morocco, see specifically ibid., 52–64. 
68 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fols. 75b–76a. 



	

	 208 

referring to a base state of creedal ignorance. Such ignorance-cum-kufr appears, for example, in 

the instigating episode dating to the month of Ramadan in the winter of 1079/1669: 

The first thing that occurred in our presence was with regard to a person who had 
completed the Qur’an several times before that moment. One day he was reciting a prayer 
(duʿāʾ), and when he finished, he said, “Gabriel descended with it to our lord ʿAlī, may 
God be pleased with him.” Then it was said to him, “Is ʿAlī a Messenger?” and he said, 
“Yes.” Then it was said to him, “Who is your Lord?” and he said, “Our lord 
Muḥammad.”69 

 
This interaction seems to have shocked Ibn ʿUmar. How could someone sufficiently learned as to 

have read through the Qur’an several times make such basic errors, mistaking the Prophet’s 

cousin and son-in-law ʿAlī for a Messenger and identifying Muḥammad as God? He reports that 

in the wake of this episode, he and his companions began to probe other people’s creedal 

knowledge – “those we know and those we do not know from among the people of Tāfilalt and 

Ghrīs and other quarters (buldān)”70 – and they were horrified by both the ubiquity and severity 

of people’s ignorance. As the extent of the problem became clear to him, Ibn ʿUmar seems to 

have put aside his other efforts at exhortation to dedicate himself fully to this most urgent one. 

He even sought out and received the permission of local jurists to undertake a program of 

instruction and guidance.71  

 One might wonder at this point about the role of Ibn ʿUmar’s uncle, Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, 

whose efforts to examine and discipline people’s creedal knowledge were recorded some eight 

years prior. Was Ibn ʿUmar inspired by him? Helped by him? The sources say very little about 

this relationship. Only one of Ibn ʿUmar’s critics mentions Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz at all: al-ʿAyyāshī 

reports that he has heard rumors about the involvement of the uncle in his nephew’s activities, 

																																																								
69 Ibid., fol. 76a. 
70 Ibid. 
71 This information appears in a polemical and frustratingly laconic remark by one of the critics whom I discuss in 
the next chapter: Mubārak b. Muḥammad al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf wa-l-tabyīn fī anna ʿibārāt Muḥammad b. ʿUmar fī 
takfīr akthar ṭalabat ʿaṣrihi wa-ghayrihim khāriqatun li-ijmāʿ al-muslimīn, ed. Jamāl Zarkī (Rabat, Morocco: Al-
Rābiṭa al-Muḥammadiyya li-l-ʿulamāʾ, 2017), 163–64. 
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but he dismisses the idea out of hand, stating that he knows the judgment of the former to be 

sound.72 While this near-silence from the critics might be attributed to discretion, Ibn ʿUmar’s 

own sparse references to his uncle are more puzzling. One passage consists in an off-handed 

remark that his uncle used to examine prospective brides on their creedal knowledge from behind 

a partition (ḥijāb).73 The other is simply an acknowledgement of his uncle’s past efforts to 

redress creedal ignorance. There, Ibn ʿUmar notes that the pre-marriage examinations “benefitted 

many people” in the area, although he immediately follows this statement with the assertion that, 

“an uncountable number of them remain in kufr until today.”74 It may thus be the case that Ibn 

ʿUmar launches his project on his own initiative, with Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s own creedal activities 

having ceased by the late 1070s/1660s. Certainly Ibn ʿUmar reports being shocked in Ramadan 

1079/1669 when he first encountered the problem of creedal ignorance, as if he were not aware 

of it as a live issue, and he considers that a great amount of work remains to be done. 

 In the coming sections, I take a close look at this work, using the lens of preaching to pay 

attention to Ibn ʿUmar’s interactions with various social groups. First, I examine the way that Ibn 

ʿUmar diagnoses the precise problem at hand through first-hand interactions with people outside 

of elite social circles or on its periphery, as well as the way that he presents the problem in terms 

familiar to his scholarly peers. I argue there that it was especially important for him to articulate 

and justify the reasons for his campaign with reference to al-Sanūsī, the primary authority for 

creedal instruction in his day. The second section, on Ibn ʿUmar’s approach to teaching creed, 

also relates to al-Sanūsī, as I analyze his goal of providing people with a pedagogical step 

(sullam) to understanding al-Ṣughrā. To achieve the goal, he draws on techniques of 

																																																								
72 al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Ḥukm, 2:513-14. 
73 Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt (MS: Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Arabe 
5428, fols. 1b-47b), fol. 19a; Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt (MS: Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, Arabe 5500, fols. 119a-134b), fol. 124b. 
74 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 76b. 
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simplification that he considers ought to mollify scholars who worry about exposing the broader 

populace to overly complicated material. The third section focuses on Ibn ʿUmar’s exhortation, 

showing it to be directed at various audiences, even as the tone varies, with his most severe 

admonishment reserved for fellow members of the scholarly class. In the fourth section, I 

conclude by examining two aspects of his creedal campaign that sit less comfortably in the 

category of preaching: proactive examinations of people’s creedal knowledge and the 

disciplinary treatment of those deemed ignorant by the judgment of the majūs. 

My primary aim throughout this discussion is to understand Ibn ʿUmar’s activities from 

his own perspective, based on his own writings. Yet I also situate Ibn ʿUmar in somewhat of a 

comparative context, by noting similarities and differences between his activities and those of the 

Habṭī circle in the prior century, as well as those taking place in Ottoman lands. Finally, this 

exposition of Ibn ʿUmar’s viewpoint establishes the basis for another sort of comparison in the 

next chapter, when I turn to the starkly different way in which his critics portrayed his creedal 

campaign, seeing it not as an urgent ethical project but rather as a misguided, chaotic, and 

harmful disruption to social and religious order.  

The Creedal Campaign of Ibn ʿUmar 

Diagnosing and Explaining the Problem 

 As portrayed by Ibn ʿUmar, the instigation for his creedal campaign was first-hand 

interactions with people in his community. He initially became aware of ignorance-cum-kufr as a 

problem through the chance encounter with the person who claimed that ʿAlī is a Messenger, and 

his concern around the issue grew as he and a group of companions began questioning others on 

their creedal knowledge. In this section, I examine the way that Ibn ʿUmar articulated these 

experiences with reference to familiar scholarly terms such as taqlīd, disputed kufr, and kufr-by-
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consensus. I show that it was especially important to Ibn ʿUmar that he explain where his 

program stands in relation to al-Sanūsī and his Ṣughrā, as this text was clearly the authoritative 

guide of the day for providing basic creedal instruction. Similar to so many earlier scholars – al-

Wahrānī, al-Habṭī, Ibn ʿArḍūn, and al-Miknāsī, among others – part of his strategy consists in 

curating al-Sanūsi’s writings in ways that support his own project. Yet Ibn ʿUmar also ventures a 

further argument, drawing on his personal encounters to show the necessity of instruction that 

supplements al-Ṣughrā and meets people at the level of their creedal needs. 

Ibn ʿUmar states emphatically that the focus of his creedal campaign is not taqlīd, even as 

he adduces al-Sanūsī in support of his work. One moment in which he makes the focus clear 

appears in the opening section of Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid. There, having asserted that the creedally 

ignorant are legion, Ibn ʿUmar hastens to explain whom he has in mind: 

Do not think that this person is the imitator over whom there is disagreement, as some 
erroneous people who do not understand the discourse of scholars have thought. The 
imitator is someone who understands all the creedal tenets and has absolute certainty in 
them, without a proof, and the truth is that he is a believer (muʾmin). As for one who does 
not understand the creedal tenets or hesitates when asked about them, such a one has not 
even achieved taqlīd but rather is creedally corrupt; he will not be forgiven the ignorance 
nor anything else.75 

 
Not only does Ibn ʿUmar credit imitators with correct creedal knowledge but he also describes 

them as having full īmān. Given that this stance departs from al-Sanūsī’s inclination to consider 

imitators as unbelievers, one might imagine that Ibn ʿUmar would simply avoid mentioning al-

Sanūsī in his discussions of taqlīd, as al-Habṭī and his companions had done and as he himself 

did in Sharḥ al-Mufīda. Yet in another text, the tract appended to Sharḥ al-Munabbiha, Ibn 

ʿUmar makes a point of adducing al-Sanūsī in support of relinquishing taqlīd as a pressing issue. 

Addressing potential critics of his project, he writes, 

																																																								
75 Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid (MS: Rabat, al-Khizāna al-Ḥasaniyya, 12369, fols. 
25a-32a), fol. 25a; Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid (MS: Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France, Arabe 5683, fols. 152a-165a), fol. 152b. 
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If you disapprove of someone who teaches the common folk and questions them and 
extricates them from the unbelief that has appeared to the eyewitness, and if you think 
that they are imitators and that teaching them and extricating them from unbelief harms 
them, well, none say this except those with the most inferior of rational faculties. This is 
because, as stipulated in Sharḥ al-Wusṭā and elsewhere, taqlīd is conviction in the truth 
as it is and it is the firm resolve of the heart with regard to it, without doubt or hesitation, 
albeit while lacking proofs.76 

 
As shown by Sharḥ al-Mufīda, discussed above, Ibn ʿUmar knows that he could invoke other 

respected figures – Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, al-Ghazālī, and Ibn ʿAbbād al-Rundī – on the 

permissibility of taqlīd. Instead, he opts to cite al-Sanūsī, emphasizing the latter’s statement that 

imitators have correct creedal knowledge, while conveniently neglecting to mention al-Sanūsī’s 

inclination toward considering even such correct knowledge as insufficient for full īmān. That 

Ibn ʿUmar would favor this curated reference over a straightforward one suggests that he aims to 

make a more specific argument than simply mitigating the dangers of taqlīd; he also wants to 

show that the stance aligns with that of al-Sanūsī. One explanation for his more assertive 

approach is that, unlike al-Habṭī and his companions in their rural setting, Ibn ʿUmar is operating 

in an urban environment, surrounded by other scholars who likely know al-Sanūsī’s writings 

well enough to associate them with an anti-taqlīd position. Both of the above passages bolster 

this impression. In them, Ibn ʿUmar appears on the defensive, anticipating and deflecting 

criticism that his campaign focuses on taqlīd and is, for that reason, over-zealous and harmful. It 

is not hard to imagine other scholars arriving at that impression from his many references to al-

Sanūsī and from the broader, ongoing debates over taqlīd. Ibn ʿUmar thus aims to preempt 

objections by clarifying his focus and even adducing al-Sanūsī in support. 

Just as Ibn ʿUmar declares what his campaign’s target is not, so too does he – repeatedly, 

unwaveringly – assert what it is: kufr-by-consensus. This focus derives from his first-hand 

experiences with investigating people’s creedal knowledge, described in one text as follows: 
																																																								
76 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 78a. 



	

	 213 

We found that a small number know only the distinction between God and Messenger, 
while holding to the convictions of those regarding whom there is disagreement as to 
whether they merit takfīr or not, for example [the convictions in God’s] location (makān), 
directionality (jiha), anthropomorphism (tajsīm), the causal efficacy of created beings by 
a power that God creates in them, and so on among the faulty convictions. We found that 
most of them do not even reach this disputed level, which is less severe and better than 
the kufr over which the scholars of Islam are in agreement; rather, the majority of them 
are kuffār-by-consensus.77 

 
In Ibn ʿUmar’s assessment, some people are indeed only in a state of disputed kufr: They know 

the bare minimum, i.e. the distinction between God and Messenger, but also hold a number of 

creedal convictions whose status is more ambiguous, such as the idea that God exists in a 

direction or a location, that God is body, and that any entity but God has efficacious causal 

power. Yet he considers that most of the people he has encountered to occupy a more dire 

situation, holding to creedal convictions that comprise kufr-by-consensus. Ibn ʿUmar gestures at 

these most problematic of convictions throughout his writings. Among them are the assertion of 

the uncreatedness of the world, or the uncreatedness of anything besides God; the denial of 

God’s oneness or His communication to humankind through the Qur’an; and the assigning of 

some kind of relation to God, whether a wife, son, or father. Based on his questioning of people, 

it is this category of creedal conviction that he insists is widespread within his community and 

which comprises the focus of his efforts. As he urges in the closing line of one treatise, for 

example, “Strive for salvation from all creedal convictions in which there is either consensus or 

dispute over their status as kufr, but let your striving be most intense and great toward those on 

which there is consensus.”78 

 Not only does Ibn ʿUmar’s concentration on kufr-by-consensus represent, for him, his 

responsiveness to the creedal needs of his community but it also comprises a powerful claim 

within scholarly discourse. I showed above how al-Yūsī also drew on the distinction between 
																																																								
77 Ibid., fol. 76a. 
78 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 47a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 134b. 
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kufr-by-consensus and disputed kufr in order to make the opposite assertion from Ibn ʿUmar, that 

most people with problematic convictions fall into the latter category. Indeed, he seems to have 

seen examples of the former as so rare that he did not even mention them in his missive to al-

Ghrīsī. Yet this silence is not to deny the category outright. Similar to all of the scholars 

reviewed in this project, even those who object to intervening in the creedal convictions of the 

broader populace, such as al-Ghazālī, Ibn Zakrī, and al-Wahrānī, al-Yūsī surely upholds a 

baseline level of creedal knowledge below which people cannot sink and still count as Muslims. 

This level may not entail comprehension of proofs or of God’s transcendence beyond a bodily 

form, but it demands some minimal awareness of God’s oneness and uniqueness. Ibn ʿUmar’s 

argument is compelling because it operates within this model. He and al-Yūsī agree, for 

example, on the sorts of convictions that count as disputed kufr and which ought not be subject to 

punishment. Rather, what Ibn ʿUmar alleges is that he has found widespread ignorance at the 

level of kufr-by-consensus. His campaign thus focuses on an issue that all scholars ought to 

concur in considering a grave and urgent problem. 

 One aspect of Ibn ʿUmar’s diagnosis of widespread kufr-by-consensus that especially 

disturbs him is that he has encountered it even among people who are ostensibly knowledgeable 

in creed. The primary marker of that knowledge for him is the study of al-Sanūsī’s writings, 

especially al-Ṣughrā, and his description of this specific issue reveals how he manages both to 

give pride of place to the respected theologian and to promote the need for his own intervention. 

For example, the opening line of one treatise offers the following warning: 

Know that kufr-by-consensus has appeared among the common folk, among women, and 
among most students, who memorize the Qur’an and al-Ṣughrā without any concern for 
understanding the meaning of the creedal tenets, whose expressions they have 
memorized. For Satan makes them imagine that whoever memorizes a book or twenty 
attributes has achieved his īmān, even without understanding the creedal tenets.79 

																																																								
79 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 25a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 152a. 
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The suggestion here is that alongside the Qur’an itself, al-Ṣughrā is the most crucial text for 

securing sound īmān. However, according to Ibn ʿUmar, people are not engaging with the text 

properly. Rather than achieve real understanding of its creedal contents, they simply memorize it, 

mindlessly echoing the list of God’s twenty necessary attributes. This dynamic appears time and 

again in Ibn ʿUmar’s anecdotes about encountering ignorance, as with the following examples: 

Then came another person reciting al-Ṣughrā from a tablet, with a rosary and consistently 
performing his prayers. A group of people gave him al-fiṭra [a charitable donation made 
at the end of Ramadan], thinking that he is knowledgeable. So we questioned him and 
found that he does not know that heaven and other entities were non-existent until God 
created them, among other errors.80 
 
There appeared two traveling brothers, one of them an imam and the other a memorizer 
of the Qur’an as well as al-Ṣughrā. [The latter] mentioned that he had recited the whole 
of it several times for people in teaching circles and summarized for his kinsfolk the 
twenty attributes in informal, uninflected language (bi-l-lisān al-malḥūn), intending by 
that to provide spiritual nourishment. Then our companions examined them both on what 
they had stated with regard to [divine] uncreatedness and so on, and they did not know a 
thing!81 
 
I was sitting with the jurist, the sharif, Sīdī Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh b. Yūsuf,82 and we 
were talking about this grave issue that has spread among the people. With us was a man 
who was reading al-Ṣughrā and Ṣughrā al-ṣughrā from a tablet. We questioned him and 
found him too to be an unbeliever who does not know heaven and so on to have been 
non-existent until God created them.83 

 
In all three anecdotes, Ibn ʿUmar’s questioning focuses on the createdness of heaven and other 

entities, and he is dismayed to find that, despite the time these men spent with al-Ṣughrā, they 

remain ignorant of God’s status as the one entity that is uncreated and eternal. As mentioned 

above, Ibn ʿUmar considers this point to comprise kufr-by-consensus. In short, engagement with 

al-Sanūsī’s Ṣughrā, authoritative though it is, cannot be trusted as a marker of sound īmān, and 

further intervention into people’s creedal knowledge is needed. The following two sections 

																																																								
80 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 18a-b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 124a. 
81 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fols. 20b–21a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fols. 124b–25. 
82 I have not yet been able to identify this figure. 
83 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, 21a-b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, 125a. 
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examine, first, how Ibn ʿUmar himself takes up the task of creedal instruction, and, second, the 

way that he exhorts various groups within his community to engage with this crucial enterprise. 

Providing People With a “Step” to al-Ṣughrā 

 In describing his approach to creedal instruction, Ibn ʿUmar emphasizes its easiness and 

accessibility, a portrayal that shows his mindfulness of multiple audiences, both scholarly and 

popular. This section examines how the idea of accessibility speaks to scholars’ concerns about 

the broad-based teaching of creed, as well as responds to the perceived need for people to have a 

“step” into the material of al-Sanūsī’s Ṣughrā. I then analyze the ways that Ibn ʿUmar sought – 

and sometimes struggled – to enact his project of simplification. 

Ibn ʿUmar is aware that some scholars worry about the dangers of exposing the common 

folk to complex ideas, a concern that has appeared in writings by, for example, al-Ghazālī and 

Ibn Zakrī, and most recently in al-Yūsī’s response to the activities of Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz. He thus 

seeks to assuage their anxieties by explaining the care he has taken to simplify the material. For 

example, in the tract appended to Sharḥ al-Munabbiha, after listing basic points of doctrine – the 

difference between God and Messenger, the oneness of God, His lack of a wife, father, or 

likeness – Ibn ʿUmar mentions his approach to teaching the ʿawāmm and assures his reader that, 

We do not add anything beyond this for them. Rather, we address them (nukhāṭibuhum) 
in accordance with their language and at the level of all those claims that each and every 
person understands. We do not mention to them proofs or specious arguments, nor 
substances or accidents. We have endeavored only to extricate them from the darkness of 
blatant unbelief by any expression that they understand.84 

 
Later in the text, Ibn ʿUmar reiterates the point with reference to a hypothetical learner: “As for 

informing him of the meaning of God and Messenger and so on among the [creedal tenets] that 

are required for īmān, not by the method of theology (ʿilm al-kalām) but rather in a way similar 

																																																								
84 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 79b. 
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to other information, it can only result in greater benefit for him.”85 In both passages, Ibn ʿUmar 

anticipates criticism from fellow scholars that instruction in creed will be too sophisticated for a 

broad audience, whether because it features proofs, invokes counter-arguments to orthodox 

doctrine, uses technical terminology such as substance and accident, or otherwise draws on 

material from the scholarly discipline of theology. His response is to emphasize that he 

communicates creedal instruction in the same way that he would communicate any other 

information, taking care to use comprehensible phrasing. 

 If Ibn ʿUmar’s claims of crafting an accessible creedal pedagogy serve as a defense 

against criticism from his peers, they also reflect his sensitivity to the needs of his learning 

audience. Thus in Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt, turning to the matter of pedagogy, he writes, 

When we examined the people and found an innumerable amount of various types of 
faulty creedal convictions, some comprising kufr-by-consensus and others disputed 
[kufr], among those who would be suspected of it and those who would not be (fī man 
yuẓann bihi wa-man lā yuẓann bihi), we composed for them an easy, clear creed in 
informal, uninflected language, as an alert to that which we observed in them and in 
accordance with their language and convictions.86 

 
According to this description, Ibn ʿUmar has written a creed that is responsive to the problems he 

observes in his community, meeting people at their linguistic and conceptual level and redressing 

their specific errors in creed. As a further indication of this responsiveness, he characterizes the 

creed as a step (sullam) that paves the way for understanding al-Ṣughrā and other texts.87 Above, 

I discussed Ibn ʿUmar’s dismay upon discovering that many people failed to understand the 

content of al-Sanūsī’s Ṣughrā even when they had studied it. Here he responds to that 

observation by composing an even simpler text that he hopes will provide people with a foothold 

into the material. He portrays himself not as replacing al-Ṣughrā but rather supplementing it. 

																																																								
85 Ibid., fol. 84b. 
86 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 28a-b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127a. 
87 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 29a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127b. 
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 Ibn ʿUmar states that his practice is to recite this easy, clear creed aloud each evening, 

after the final prayer of ʿishāʾ, from a mosque.88 In examining the text, one can indeed detect the 

efforts at accessibility that he describes.89 To begin with, the creed is relatively short: a seventy-

six-line versification, which is a format that would be conducive to memorization. As Ibn ʿUmar 

observes, his evening audiences comprised people who are both literate and illiterate,90 and thus 

ease of memorization would have been important. By Ibn ʿUmar’s own (surely exaggerated) 

assessment, the creed was successful in this regard, as he boasts that “most people” in his 

district, “old and young and even the women,” have memorized it.91 Indeed, he claims that the 

creed became an invocation (dhikr) for them.92 

As for content, Ibn ʿUmar’s strategy seems to consist not in restricting the topics that he 

covers but rather in presenting them in succinct and plainly worded fashion. Although he more or 

less discusses the same attributes of God and Messengers as al-Sanūsī does in al-Ṣughrā, it is 

hard to see them at first glance, since Ibn ʿUmar does not make such a point of naming them and 

neither does he use the modalities of necessity, impossibility, and possibility. To take an 

example, in al-Ṣughrā, al-Sanūsī describes God’s status as the sole creator of all things under the 

attribute of oneness (waḥdāniyya). Ibn ʿUmar makes no mention of this term but rather writes: 

God is the Creator of this world and the next, 
 and of the people in them both, 
And of the angels, the prophets, and the jinn, 
 of benefits and harms, 
Of the pen, tablet, and throne, 
 of the sky and the stars.93 

 

																																																								
88 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 28b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127b. 
89 It appears at Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fols. 36a–39a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fols. 130a–
31. 
90 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 29a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127b. 
91 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 28b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127b. 
92 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 29a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127b. 
93 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 37a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 130b. 
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Ibn ʿUmar continues listing other entities, thus emphasizing that God is the singular creator. 

Such listing recurs several times, and it strikes me as a logical strategy for Ibn ʿUmar. On the one 

hand, it allows him to correct specific misconceptions that he has encountered, as when he 

enumerates that God has no spouse or offspring. On the other hand, since Ibn ʿUmar forgoes the 

use of technical terms and logical structures that can convey generalities, he needs another way 

to express them. That is, where al-Sanūsī proffers the term waḥdāniyya and an accompanying 

syllogism to demonstrate God’s uniqueness as the Creator, Ibn ʿUmar offers his audience a long 

list of all the things that God creates, which cumulatively produce a sense of generality. 

Presumably he considers that the latter approach will be more accessible to his listeners. 

 Matters become more complex when Ibn ʿUmar explains the proper pedagogical method 

that ought to accompany any creedal instruction. Memorizing this versified tract may be a useful 

act, but Ibn ʿUmar is adamant that memorization without understanding is worthless. In order to 

ensure that people have truly grasped the material, he promotes a method of examination 

(ikhtibār), in which the instructor poses a series of questions and checks that the learner is able to 

answer them – a technique resonant with the catechizing formats of some contemporaneous 

Ottoman creeds.94 In both Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt and in another text, al-Munqidha fī l-ʿaqāʾid 

(Deliverance in Creed), Ibn ʿUmar gives examples of the sorts of questions to ask, and at this 

point, the creedal content becomes more sophisticated. While some of the queries do consist in 

fairly straightforward checks on comprehension (“Has God always existed, or was there a time 

when He was non-existent?”), others introduce new details – even technical terms and logical 

proofs. For example, when addressing the same topic as above, God’s status as the sole creator 

of all entities, Ibn ʿUmar writes the following about his interactions with some learners: 

																																																								
94 See Krstić, “From Shahāda to ʿAqīda.” 



	

	 220 

I clarified to them that fire and iron and so on have no causal impact, whether by their 
natures or by a capability (quwwa) that God makes in them. Then we tested them and 
found that they think that God’s power (qudra) was present and that it adhered (laṣaqat) 
to the wood, such that it [the power] burned it, or to flesh, such that it [the power] cut it. 
This is an error, since the power of God and all of His attributes are uncreated (qadīma) 
and everlasting (bāqin), similar to the uncreatedness and everlastingness of His essence. 
Thus, none of them can be separated from Him. Were His power to become distinct from 
Him, then He would be powerless.95 

 
It is hard to make sense of this sudden flood of information, in which Ibn ʿUmar describes the 

impossibility of God’s attributes, such as His power, to be detached from His being and inhere in 

another entity. One explanation might be that Ibn ʿUmar intends such details to serve as a guide 

or reminder to people who have more thorough training in creed, with the expectation that they 

will modify the material for less experienced learners or simply withhold it from them. Yet he 

gives little indication that this approach is what he has in mind, and it moreover seems 

antithetical to his stated mission of simplification and accessibility. It may also be that as Ibn 

ʿUmar attempted to bridge his simpler material to the content of al-Ṣughrā, it became 

challenging to filter out entirely the technical terms and references to proofs. 

Exhorting Learners and Teachers of Creed 

 When presenting his creedal instruction, Ibn ʿUmar repeatedly stresses the need for 

others to take up the pedagogical mantle, and here again the layered nature of his audiences 

comes into view. More specifically, while Ibn ʿUmar directs his exhortations at Muslims of 

various educational backgrounds, he saves his most strenuous admonishments for fellow 

members of the scholarly class whom he sees as apathetic or obstructionist. The following 

analysis first addresses the varieties of exhortation before turning to this disparity in tone. 

 On one level, Ibn ʿUmar incites people toward taking responsibility for their own 

education. For example, the short creed discussed above opens by summoning everyone – men, 

																																																								
95 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 44b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 133a. 
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women, Tashelhit speakers and Arabic speakers, free people and enslaved – to the study of 

creed. It urges them, 

 Ask questions and study, for those who 
  ask know the way to salvation. 
 And those who do not ask and do not know consume 
  the mirage of emptiness and hiddenness. 
 Knowing God from the Messenger 
  is necessary for the soundness of religious acts. 
 One who is ignorant of it is an unbeliever by the agreement 
  of the scholars, and will spend eternity with the unbelievers.96 
 
Ibn ʿUmar does not hesitate here to indicate the stakes of learning for this most general audience, 

warning them that without knowledge of creed they are headed toward eternal hellfire. He thus 

encourages them to ask questions, a directive that aligns with his frequent statement that the 

responsibility of the ʿawāmm is to inquire and seek out knowledge and the responsibility of 

scholars is to make that knowledge available through teaching. Later in Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt, after 

presenting the creed, Ibn ʿUmar emphasizes the importance for learners to be proactive and to 

exert themselves. He challenges them, for example, by inquiring, “How does someone who 

makes no effort in studying and asking about his convictions become secure from error?”97 

 Once people have sought out and achieved their own knowledge of creed, Ibn ʿUmar 

pushes them to undertake the instruction of others. Similar to al-Habṭī and his companions, he 

seems to especially hope that heads of households will heed his summons, since he frequently 

mentions the importance of instructing one’s dependents (ʿiyāl). Some of Ibn ʿUmar’s texts even 

include coaching on how to teach effectively, as with the following: 

If you have studied and begun to teach your dependents and others, do not be content 
with mentioning the creedal tenets to them in phrases whose meanings they do not 
understand, but rather clarify to them the meaning of each tenet in accordance with their 
language. Then, do not forget to examine them over and over so that it becomes apparent 

																																																								
96 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 36b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 130a. 
97 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 45b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 134a. 
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to you who has been saved from this misfortune, such that you may rejoice, and who 
remains in its depth, such that you may exert yourself in his rescue.98 

 
Aware that some people may not be prepared for teaching others, Ibn ʿUmar indicates, in an echo 

of Ibn al-Ḥājj and the Habṭī circle, that one may also facilitate the education of one’s dependents 

by sending them to a qualified shaykh. The important thing is that the creedal learning occurs, 

however that happens. 

 Given this acknowledgement that creedal instruction may take place beyond the home, it 

is perhaps unsurprising that Ibn ʿUmar intends for his exhortation to reach institutionalized 

authorities – a move that resonates with a similar appeal made in a contemporaneous Ottoman 

catechism for neighborhood-level instruction and even examination.99 One notable aspect of the 

relevant passages from Ibn ʿUmar is that in them, he seems to be addressing everyday people, 

encouraging them to take the request for formal creedal instruction to local figures, such as 

imams and teachers. He urges, for example, with reference to his own creed: “Alert the scholar 

who teaches children… His concern must be to teach the creedal tenets to his children from their 

first stage and to make them understand them by way of this creed or another.”100 Ibn ʿUmar 

even suggests that people in his audience with greater social access might bring this entreaty to 

major figures in the region (kubarāʾ al-balad), and he ponders the possibility of word reaching 

the sultan, such that he could “task the people with study and the scholars with teaching, and 

make announcements in the markets and teaching circles.”101 

 While Ibn ʿUmar directs his appeals for creedal education to various social groups, from 

learners to heads of households to local authorities, one may observe a difference in tone as the 

																																																								
98 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 39b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 131b. 
99 Derin Terzioğlu, “Where ʻİlm-i Ḥāl Meets Catechism: Islamic Manuals of Religious Instruction in the Ottoman 
Empire in the Age of Confessionalization,” Past and Present, no. 220 (2013): 98–99. 
100 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 30a-b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 128a. 
101 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 29b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 127b. 
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target of his admonishment shifts. Above, I quoted several brief anecdotes in which Ibn ʿUmar 

encounters someone ostensibly learned in creed, having studied al-Ṣughrā, and who is 

nonetheless revealed as ignorant upon questioning. Toward these men, who seem to occupy the 

periphery of the scholarly sphere, Ibn ʿUmar takes a largely sympathetic attitude. There is no 

suggestion, for example, that he considers the men to be intentionally deceitful or charlatans, 

although clearly he worries about the consequences of their wrongful self-understanding and 

representation, as with the one man who received a charitable donation and the other who had 

assumed teaching duties. Rather, he views them as ignorant of their ignorance. In regard to the 

encounter with the two traveling brothers, for instance, Ibn ʿUmar continues the anecdote by 

recounting that they were horrified when they realized their own corrupt convictions. Certainly 

Ibn ʿUmar lays some of the responsibility for people’s ignorance at their own feet: At one point, 

he laments that even when the common folk, women, and Bedouin have been informed of their 

faulty creedal state, they show little concern for rectifying it.102 In general, however, he portrays 

people as willing and grateful to learn – sometimes to a degree that strains credulity. According 

to one anecdote, Ibn ʿUmar questioned a man recently returned from the ḥajj on his creedal 

knowledge and found him to be in a state of kufr. He told the man as much and noted that as a 

consequence, his ḥajj is invalid. The man responded by exclaiming fretfully that, “Everyone in 

my district is like this, thinking we are Muslims!” He asked Ibn ʿUmar to write a short advisory 

(tanbīh) about the issue that he could bring home with him, and Ibn ʿUmar complied.103 As 

unlikely or as carefully selected as these stories may be, they are useful indicators of Ibn ʿUmar’s 

attitude toward the people whom he deems ignorant. Without portraying them as blameless, he 

implies that many of them are ready to learn, if only someone would teach them. 

																																																								
102 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 79a. 
103 Ibid., fol. 82a. 
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 The other side of Ibn ʿUmar’s relative solicitude toward the people he questions and 

teaches is the criticism he directs at fellow members of the scholarly class who fail to share his 

concerns or, worse, stand in his way. His perspective on such negligence and obstructionism 

appears in succinct, vivid fashion in the tract appended to Sharḥ al-Munabbiha: 

Whoever thinks that questioning the common folk and that extricating them from the kufr 
that is ruinous in both this world and the next does harm to them is like someone who 
sees a person drowning in water and says, “Extricating him from drowning will harm 
him!” Or like someone who sees a person about to die of thirst and says, “Do not give 
him any water to drink, and leave him as he is.” Or like someone who says to a person 
with many wounds on his body, “Do not treat them and leave them to grow.” No rational 
person says this, and kufr is even graver than all of it, since they [the ignorant] are 
damned for eternity.104 

 
Elsewhere, he offers greater detail on his frustration with such people, issuing warnings against 

four specific stances that he deems misguided and dangerous. First, these devilish figures 

(shayāṭīn al-ins) – identified as students who memorize the Qur’an and yet lack a proper 

understanding of creedal material – tell less educated members of the community that uttering 

the shahāda is sufficient to count as a believer, when according to Ibn ʿUmar, there is a massive 

scholarly precedent that says otherwise.105 Second, they claim that people like him, Ibn ʿUmar, 

are the real unbelievers, simply for stating the truth that many among the general populace are in 

a state of kufr.106 Third, they assert that teaching women is a wrong (munkar), even as they 

permit women to engage in lesser religious duties, such as going on ḥajj, and remain silent over 

actual wrongs, such as the mixing of men and women at weddings and holiday festivities.107 

Fourth, these students discourage challenging people in any way, for example by inciting them 

toward learning and through commanding them toward right and forbidding them from wrong.108 

																																																								
104 Ibid., fol. 78a. 
105 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 26a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 156a. 
106 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 26b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 157a-b. 
107 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 28a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 162b. 
108 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 28b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 163a. 
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From the framing of this discussion as a series of warnings that refer to the students in the third-

person, it is clear that Ibn ʿUmar’s audience here is not the students themselves, at least not 

directly. Rather, the exhortation is aimed at those on the scholarly periphery and perhaps 

especially at other scholars undecided in their position, urging them to keep their distance from 

Ibn ʿUmar’s dangerously misguided opponents. 

Commanding Right, Seeking Out and Disciplining Wrong 

If Ibn ʿUmar’s instructional and exhortative activities fit within the parameters of 

preaching, other aspects of his creedal campaign are more unusual, even as they clearly draw on 

past Maghribi precedent, such as the application of the judgment of the majūs to people deemed 

ignorant of creed. This section begins by analyzing Ibn ʿUmar’s references to proactive creedal 

questioning and considers his possible arguments in favor of it. It then addresses the disciplinary 

measures that he and his followers leveraged against the creedally ignorant. 

The indications that Ibn ʿUmar performed and encouraged proactive creedal questioning 

are mostly anecdotal. Some of this anecdotal evidence is exceedingly concise, as with such 

statements as, “We questioned people we know and do not know among the folk of the Tāfilālt 

and Ghrīs and elsewhere.”109 Other reports are somewhat longer, as with the three passages 

quoted earlier in which Ibn ʿUmar describes the questioning of people who had studied al-

Ṣughrā. In his telling of those anecdotes, he mentions no incitement that prompted the 

questioning, no indication that the person said or did anything to arouse suspicion. Moreover, the 

encounters seem not to have occurred within the context of a lesson but rather in the midst of 

other daily activities. This same dynamic appears in another story, presented as follows: “It was 

said to two men going to visit a saint, ‘Is our lord Muḥammad superior to this saint?’ One of 

them said, ‘The two of them are equal.’ The other replied, ‘How can you say that when the 
																																																								
109 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 76a. 
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Prophet is the one who created this holy man (murābiṭ)?’ Thusly they both engaged in kufr.”110 

Similar to the other anecdotes, Ibn ʿUmar provides little context – not even the identities of the 

questioners – but it is clear that the encounter takes place outside of a formal pedagogical setting, 

as the two men are en route to their destination. Again, too, the questioning of the men seems to 

be proactive, without any inciting statement or action. 

Ibn ʿUmar offers few clear arguments for the need to proactively question people on 

creed, but several lines of reasoning may be drawn from his writings. One is that he simply may 

see the questioning as self-justifying. Since it consistently uncovers cases of ignorance-cum-kufr, 

it must be an essential activity. This mindset appears, for example, in a defensive statement from 

Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, where Ibn ʿUmar addresses people skeptical of his claims: “Whoever has 

doubts, let him engage in questioning, for he will encounter kufr with great frequency.”111 

Another possible explanation relates to Ibn ʿUmar’s use of commanding right and forbidding 

wrong, which he wields not only in the broad manner of al-Habṭī and his companions but also in 

its more familiar, situational meaning. For example, in Risāla fī l-kufriyyāt, having asserted that, 

“There is no wrong graver than corruption in creed,” Ibn ʿUmar continues by saying, “Among 

the religious obligations is commanding right and forbidding wrong. If one is not capable, then 

by his tongue, and if he is not capable, then in his heart.”112 This terse formulation invokes a 

well-known stipulation in ḥisba that one ought to reprimand a wrong by hand, if possible, and if 

not, then verbally, and if not verbally, then the reprimand can occur in the heart.113 In the tract 

appended to Sharḥ al-Munabbiha, Ibn ʿUmar refers to the same three-modes tradition and also 

mentions a further condition for performing ḥisba: the presumption that the reprimand will have 

																																																								
110 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 25a; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 153a. 
111 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 25b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 153b. 
112 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5428, fol. 32b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, al-Kufriyyāt, 5500, fol. 128b. 
113 On the “three-modes tradition,” see Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic 
Thought (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 32–35. 
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a beneficial result and not lead to a greater wrong.114 Although Ibn ʿUmar’s vision for how these 

principles apply to monitoring creedal knowledge is left unstated, the references to them suggest 

that he assumes his program to have a situational, even spontaneous aspect to it, which may have 

translated to the sort of questioning described above. As for a final argument, indications of it 

appear when Ibn ʿUmar brings up the second warning against his scholarly critics, mentioned 

above. Part of his response to their takfīr of him for his takfīr-ing of the ʿawāmm is effectively to 

insist that many of the ʿawāmm merit this label. Thus, when acknowledging their citation of Ibn 

Rushd, who spoke against takfīr al-ʿawāmm, Ibn ʿUmar not only challenges their interpretation 

but also notes in passing that, “Our ʿawāmm are not like the ʿawāmm in the time of Ibn 

Rushd.”115 The implication here is that the people of 11th/17th-century Sijilmāsa occupy such a 

uniquely dire state of ignorance that previous cautionary rulings do not apply to them. Although 

Ibn ʿUmar does not state this claim explicitly, it will appear again when he elucidates his 

disciplinary procedures, to which I turn next. 

Invoking the precedent of such figures as Ibn ʿĪsā of Bijāya and al-Habṭī’s companion Ibn 

Khajjū, Ibn ʿUmar asserts that the proper treatment for people found to be in a state of kufr-by-

consensus is the judgment of the majūs.116 His writings offer an unusual yet still maddeningly 

limited amount of detail about how he considers the judgment should be executed, in the arena of 

marriage, as well as in various other social interactions. With regard to the former, he advocates 

pre-marriage creedal examinations. Realizing, however, that sometimes ignorance-cum-kufr will 

not be detected before marriage, he writes, 

A condition of marriage contracts is the integrity of the guardian and the two spouses 
from kufr. In the case that the kufr becomes known after consummation has occurred and 
if both spouses lacked īmān at the time of the contract, then they may study together and 

																																																								
114 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Sharḥ al-munabbiha, fol. 77b. 
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[the marriage] ought not be annulled if they learn. If only one of them was kāfir at the 
time of the contract and the other had an understanding of his or her īmān, then 
annulment is necessary and the wife assumes the status of a foreign woman (ajnabiyya). 
[The renewal of] their marriage is permitted after the required waiting period that ensures 
no pregnancy has occurred (al-ʿidda) and after the education of the ignorant party, as 
well as with a dowry (ṣadāq) of at least four dinars, with witnesses, and with both of their 
approval.117 

 
These stipulations generally align with those presented by al-ʿAbdūsī in the 9th/15th-century and 

echoed by al-Habṭī and his companions in the 10th/16th centuy, although some new details do 

appear here, as with the mention of four dinars as the minimum amount to be paid as the dowry. 

Since Ibn ʿUmar did not serve as a judge, it is unclear that he would have had any ability to 

enforce such a procedure; the statement may simply be prescriptive. When it comes to other 

disciplinary actions, however, he had more control. 

 Ibn ʿUmar mentions several actions that he and his companions take. In one instance, 

some men apparently prohibited a woman from entering a mosque after she was deemed ignorant 

of creed.118 Another interaction resulted in withholding the fiṭra donation from a man found to be 

ignorant.119 One ongoing practice involved exercising vigilance around the consumption of meat, 

taking care only to eat meat that was slaughtered by someone with sound creedal knowledge. Ibn 

ʿUmar discusses his own adherence to this rule in a remarkable statement that again invokes, this 

time more clearly, the stance that his historical moment demands a uniquely proactive approach 

to examining and disciplining: 

Among the people of earlier times, the marriage and slaughter of anyone whose kufr did 
not become apparent was lawful. Do not compare our time with what was prior to it, 
given the abundance and increase of kufr in it. This is why we paused at anyone whose 
state was hidden: Was he among those of the predominant [state] or of the uncommon? If 
the predominant was observed, then his marriage and slaughter was forbidden, and if the 
uncommon was observed, then not – but how rare that is! We thus only purchase meat 
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from those to whom we taught creed and do not speak with those whose kufr is verified. 
There is some uncertainty regarding those whose state is hidden.120 

 
This passage is a forceful reminder of the tools for disciplining that are available to people not in 

positions of official power. By refusing to engage in transactions with those deemed ignorant of 

creed or even to speak with them, Ibn ʿUmar and his followers draw clear lines between the in-

group and out-group and seek to pressure the latter into conforming to their criteria for inclusion. 

The passage moreover underscores the degree to which Ibn ʿUmar approached this program on a 

proactive basis. According to the logic presented here, the state of creedal ignorance in his time 

is so dire as to require a new standard: Rather than assume people to be believers unless evidence 

to the contrary manifests itself, people need to demonstrate their status as believers by correctly 

answering questions about creed. 

Conclusion 

 In seeking to explain the divergent stances of Ibn ʿUmar and his critic al-Yūsī with regard 

to īmān al-ʿawāmm, the Moroccan historian Ḥamīd Ḥammānī has pointed to the latter’s 

enmeshment (indimāj) and cohesion (iltiḥām) with the non-scholarly populace.121 Yet pre-

modern scholars could interact with their communities in a variety of ways, and it is not clear 

why this vague claim of al-Yūsī’s closeness with the ʿawāmm should straightforwardly explain 

his more lenient approach to their creedal instruction. Indeed, the aim of this chapter has been to 

show that Ibn ʿUmar, too, was responsive to a variety of audiences. By taking heed of work on 

pre-modern preaching in the Islamic world, I sought to highlight the ways in which he acted as 

an intermediary between the elite scholarly class and those on its periphery. I began by analyzing 

Ibn ʿUmar’s diagnosis of the creedal problem through his direct interactions with people and his 

identification of the problem as kufr-by-consensus, a category that would have been familiar to 
																																																								
120 Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 12369, fol. 28b; Ibn Abī Maḥallī, Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, 5683, fol. 164b. 
121 Introduction to al-Yūsī, Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ, 1:176, 184. 
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his scholarly audiences and which he took care to distinguish from taqlīd. I then examined the 

creedal campaign that Ibn ʿUmar launched in reaction to the reportedly ubiquitous instances of 

kufr-by-consensus. First, I showed how he portrayed his creedal instruction as simple and 

accessible to a broad audience. The claim not only addressed the anxiety of other scholars about 

confusing the common folk with complex material but also responded to the need that he 

perceived in his community for a creed that would serve as a step to al-Ṣughrā. Although Ibn 

ʿUmar’s efforts at simplification may not have been consistent, they are apparent in a short creed 

whose versification and avoidance of technical terms were intended to aid an illiterate audience. 

A second section focused on the exhortative aspect of Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal preaching. I argued 

that while he urged a variety of audiences toward creedal education, the tone that he applied to 

them differed, with more sympathy offered to those on the scholarly periphery and greater 

frustration reserved for educated colleagues who stood against his program. Finally, I discussed 

the ways that Ibn ʿUmar’s activities went beyond instruction and exhortation, into proactive 

questioning and disciplinary procedures. 

 The Sijilmāsa creedal campaign did not, of course, emerge in a vacuum. As shown in the 

first half of this chapter, not to mention in preceding chapters, versions of Ibn ʿUmar’s claims 

and practices had been undertaken and debated long before he launched his campaign in 

1079/1669. Nonetheless, his activities prompted an especially vigorous backlash. In the next 

chapter, I describe and seek to explain this negative response. 
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Chapter 5 
Critiquing Ibn ʿUmar: 

The Orthodox Approach to Promoting Orthodox Creed 
 
“… [T]he history of orthodoxy cannot be simply a history of ideas, but a history of how, in 
particular situations, claims to truth came to be enshrined in social practices, such as rituals, and 
in institutions, such as the ‘community of scholars.’” 

– Ahmed El Shamsy, “The Social Construction of Orthodoxy” 
 
“He [Ibn ʿUmar] takes what he likes and leaves whatever does not align with his opinion and 
with the third invented approach that stands in contravention of everyone else, for neither those 
who are permissive nor those who are strict have upheld the takfīr of the common folk on the 
basis of an analogy to someone in whose creed corruption has appeared, in contrast to this 
approach invented in this era. It contravenes all Muslims in takfīr-ing most of the common folk 
and the students. None prior to him have ever arrived at this claim.” 

– al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf wa-l-tabyīn 
 
Introduction 

 The question of theological orthodoxy is a vexed one among historians of the Islamic 

world. Such prominent voices as W. Montgomery Watt1 and George Makdisi2 have discouraged 

use of the concept entirely, on the grounds that Islam lacks the bodies of formal authority present 

in Christianity to dictate and enforce a set of right ideas.3 Other historians have pointed out, if 

not in so many words, that synods and councils are not the only mechanisms by which truth 

claims may be promoted. Shahab Ahmed for one takes the absence of a centralized authority to 

make the question of orthodoxy in Islamic contexts all the more fascinating.4 Offering a broad 

view on the way that orthodox claims successfully become established as the truth in a given 

																																																								
1 W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology: An Extended Survey (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1985), 19. 
2 George Makdisi, “Hanbalite Islam,” in Studies on Islam, ed. and trans. Merlin L. Swartz (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1981), 251. 
3 Ignaz Goldziher also emphasized this distinction between Islam and Christianity, for example in Ignaz Goldziher, 
Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, trans. Andras Hamori and Ruth Hamori (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1981), 162–63. He nonetheless used the category of orthodoxy, seeking to identify “the” orthodox 
Islamic school of thought, a very different enterprise from that which I will pursue here. For a more recent proposal 
that orthodoxy is a term better left aside in Islamic Studies, see Jonathan Porter Berkey, Popular Preaching and 
Religious Authority in the Medieval Islamic Near East (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 56. 
4 Shahab Ahmed, Before Orthodoxy: The Satanic Verses in Early Islam (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2017), 4–5. 
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community, Ahmed writes that, “it is necessary, as a practical matter, for the proponents of that 

truth-claim to be in a position to impose sanction (which need not necessary [sic] be legal 

sanction) upon dissenters.”5 

The invitation to look beyond legal sanctions is an important one. To the degree that 

historians such as Goldziher and Makdisi acknowledge the existence of Islamic orthodoxy-

producing mechanisms, they see them as vested with jurists and their ability to determine what 

comprises ijmāʿ, or consensus, on a given topic.6 Ahmed al-Shamsy, in contrast, has identified a 

plethora of actors and actions that contribute to the assertion of orthodoxy. Scholars may, for 

example, sanction colleagues and others by denying them “basic human courtesies,” such as 

smiling at them or greeting them, and they may seek to convince the public to follow their lead 

by declaring the sanctioned party ineligible to lead communal prayer.7 Another method open to 

scholars is to seek the support of the state, perhaps by serving in judgeships or advisory roles.8 El 

Shamsy also points out the converse, that the power to appoint judges and other officials grants 

the state a place in orthodoxy-making, since they may choose people based on their ideas or 

affiliations.9 Finally, El Shamsy calls attention to the broader populace and the way that they 

impact the acceptance, rejection, and contours of orthodox claims, whether by mob violence or, 

in less extreme fashion, through their devotion to particular scholars or the cultivation of their 

own religious practices.10 

																																																								
5 Ibid., 4. 
6 Goldziher, Introduction, 50; George Makdisi, “Authority in the Islamic Community,” in La notion d’autorité au 
Moyen Age: Islam, Byzance, Occident (Colloques internationaux de La Napoule, session des 23-26 octobre 1978), 
ed. George Makdisi, Dominique Sourdel, and Janine Sourdel-Thomine (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 
1982), 120–22. 
7 Ahmed El Shamsy, “The Social Construction of Orthodoxy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic 
Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 108. 
8 Ibid., 109–10. 
9 Ibid., 112–13. 
10 Ibid., 110–12. 
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Already, some of these dynamics should resonate with material discussed in the previous 

chapter. On one level, Ibn ʿUmar encouraged sanctions against those whom he deemed outside 

the orthodox community on account of their ignorance; these are the people from whom he 

declined to buy meat and with whom he refused to speak. On another level, he attacked scholarly 

colleagues and others who disagreed with his claim that ignorance-cum-kufr is widespread and 

needs to be redressed through such sanctions. His main point of leverage in this regard seems to 

be public censuring and endeavoring to recruit people on the scholarly periphery to his side. 

 The present chapter examines the response to Ibn ʿUmar’s activities, treating it as an 

effort to promote a contrasting claim of orthodoxy. This claim is, to put it succinctly, that 

ignorance-cum-kufr is not widespread. If Ibn ʿUmar’s critics can successfully promote the truth 

of this claim, then they counteract not only his second-level sanctions, by showing themselves, 

his scholarly colleagues, to be in the right, but they also invalidate the first-level sanctions, 

through having demonstrated that most people are not in a state of ignorance-cum-kufr. 

The chapter begins by introducing the extant critiques of Ibn ʿUmar and their authors: al-

Ḥasan al-Yūsī (d. 1102/1691), a renowned scholar who already featured in the previous chapter 

as a critic of the judge Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz; Mubarāk al-ʿAnbarī (fl. 1084/1673), a little known 

jurist in Sijilmāsa; and Abū Sālim ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī (d. 1090/1679), best known for a 

travelogue. In examining their writings, I first provide an overview of the dramatically different 

way that these scholars portray Ibn ʿUmar’s activities, in contrast to his own depiction, and I 

discuss their reports of efforts that were made to stop those activities. Most notable is al-

ʿAnbarī’s account of a government-led tribunal convened to confront the zealous young man. 

The bulk of the chapter is then devoted to the arguments made by al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, 

and al-ʿAyyāshī against Ibn ʿUmar’s claims of widespread ignorance-cum-kufr and in favor of 
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viewing the ʿawāmm as fundamentally in a state of sound īmān. I understand their writings to 

comprise an orthodoxy-making mechanism through which they seek to leverage their scholarly 

weight against Ibn ʿUmar and to combat the possible spread and influence of his own writings. 

Given the constraints of space, I do not analyze every aspect of al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-

ʿAyyāshī’s arguments. Rather, I focus on what I consider to be each author’s central or most 

unique critique of Ibn ʿUmar. One fascinating aspect of those critiques is the question of 

methodology. As shown in the previous chapter, much of Ibn ʿUmar’s evidence for his claim of 

widespread ignorance-cum-kufr derived from his eyewitness experiences; here an ongoing theme 

will be his critics’ dismissal of such evidence. I also briefly address each of the three authors’ 

cases for the sound state of the ʿawāmm. A notable feature in this regard is the diversity among 

them: While al-ʿAnbarī argues that the ʿawāmm are beyond not only ignorance but also taqlīd, 

al-Yūsī and al-ʿAyyāshī are content to view the ʿawāmm as imitator-believers. 

 The final section of the chapter examines al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī’s own 

short creeds, or in the case of al-ʿAyyāshī his statements on how to undertake creedal teaching. I 

aim to make sense of these writings in light of their previous arguments, and I use the texts to 

emphasize a key point of the chapter: It is not that Ibn ʿUmar’s critics consider creedal education 

of their communities to be unimportant; they simply want it to be done properly, in accordance 

with the orthodox stance that sees people’s capacity for īmān in a more optimistic light. 

Ibn ʿUmar’s Critics and Their Writings 

 The best known of Ibn ʿUmar’s critics, both contemporaneously and today, is the figure 

mentioned in the previous chapter, al-Yūsī. Although much of his celebrity derives from a 

political act, the composition of a public letter admonishing the ʿAlawite sultan Moulay Ismāʿīl, 

he was also a celebrated polymath, who contributed to such diverse fields as theology, law, 
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Sufism, logic, and poetry. An Amazigh scholar from the Middle Atlas, al-Yūsī undertook his 

formative training in southern Morocco, in Marrakesh and especially at the Nāṣiriyya Sufi lodge 

in Tamgrūt. As noted in the previous chapter, it was a visit to Tamgrūt that brought al-Yūsī 

through Sijilmāsa at the time of Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal campaign. His encounter with the campaign 

is recounted in al-Muḥāḍarāt fī l-adab wa-l-lugha (The Discourses on Literature and Language), 

an unusual text written in the late 1090s/mid-1680s, which comprises not only meditations on a 

range of topics, from history to Sufism to theology, but also poetry and personal anecdote.11 

Besides this account in al-Muḥāḍarāt, the other text by al-Yūsī that is most relevant for the 

present chapter is Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ fī kalimat al-ikhlāṣ (The Well for the 

Commoners and Elite to Drink of the Word of Sincerity).12 This work is a study on the proper 

understanding of the shahāda, written in response to a controversy over that topic that erupted in 

Sijilmāsa and Marrakesh in the early 1070s/1660s, as well as in response to Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal 

campaign.13 I should also mention that among al-Yūsī’s writings is a gloss on Sharḥ al-Kubrā by 

al-Sanūsī.14 Because it predates the Sijilmāsa episode, I refer to it here only on a secondary basis, 

when it aligns with and clarifies an idea that al-Yūsī puts forth in one of these later texts. 

 In contrast to al-Yūsī, the towering scholar of 11th/17th-century Morocco, very little is 

known about Ibn ʿUmar’s local critic, al-ʿAnbarī, whose nisba al-Ghurfī refers to a district 

																																																								
11 al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt fī l-adab wa-l-lugha, ed. Muḥammad Ḥajjī and Aḥmad al-Sharqāwī Iqbāl, 2 vols. 
(Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1982). The first volume, which includes the Ibn ʿUmar episode, has recently been 
translated into English, as al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, The Discourses: Reflections on History, Sufism, Theology, and 
Literature (Volume 1), trans. Justin Stearns (New York: New York University Press, 2019). The work was published 
after I wrote much of this project; as such, subsequent translations are my own, though I will note the relevant pages 
in Stearns’ translation. References are only to the English translation, although the work contains side-by-side 
Arabic and English text. 
12 al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ min kalimat al-ikhlāṣ, ed. Ḥamīd Ḥammānī, 2 vols. (Casablanca: 
Dār al-Furqān li-l-Nashr al-Ḥadīth, 2000). 
13 As noted in the previous chapter, Ibn ʿUmar’s uncle, Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, was involved in the earlier controversy 
but apparently on the side of al-Yūsī, in contrast to the assumption of Ḥamīd Ḥammānī. For the most explicit 
treatment of the Ibn ʿUmar campaign in Mashrab, see ibid., 2:391-95. 
14 al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Ḥawāshī al-Yūsī ʿalā sharḥ Kubrā al-Sanūsī, ed. Ḥamīd Ḥammānī, 3 vols. (Casablanca: Dār al-
Furqān li-l-Nashr al-Ḥadīth, 2008). 
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southeast of Sijilmāsa. He seems to not have been documented in biographical dictionaries of the 

time, for reasons that are hard to discern, especially given that he merits mention by al-Yūsī as a 

colleague.15 The two may have met in Sijilmāsa, or through the Nāṣiriyya lodge, where al-

ʿAnbarī also studied.16 It is not clear when he died, although al-Yūsī’s reference in al-Muḥāḍarāt 

to the 1090/1679 plague which “extinguished” the conflict in Sijilmāsa may be taken as a 

possible date.17 As for the creedal campaign of the early 1080s/1670s, it disturbed al-ʿAnbarī 

sufficiently that he wrote two texts on the topic. The first, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa fī radd al-

shubah al-mufẓiʿa (The Persuasive Responses in Rebutting Odious Sophisms), dates to Rabīʿ al-

Awwal 1084 / June 1673.18 Although al-ʿAnbarī does not mention Ibn ʿUmar directly in this 

composition, he situates it as a response to “matters that are currently circulating among the 

students and the ʿawāmm, by which people feel oppressed and ideas become confused.”19 The 

text answers eight questions, of which the first five clearly relate to the activities led by Ibn 

ʿUmar, for example, “Is it permissible to accuse the ʿawāmm of kufr?” and “Is it permissible to 

question people about their creedal convictions?” The second text was completed later in the 

same year, on the 24th of Rajab 1084 / November 11, 1673. Bearing the straightforward title al-

Kashf wa-l-tabyīn fī anna ʿibārāt Muḥammad b. ʿUmar fī takfīr akthar ṭalabat ʿaṣrihi wa-

ghayrihim khāriqatun li-ijmāʿ al-muslimīn (Revealing and Clarifying that the Discourse of Ibn 

ʿUmar in Takfīr-ing Most of the Students and Others of His Era Contravenes the Consensus of 

																																																								
15 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 2:672. 
16 This piece of information comes from a passing reference made by Ibn Nāṣir’s son; see Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad Ibn 
Nāṣir, al-Riḥla al-Nāṣiriyya, ed. ʿAbd al-Ḥafīẓ Malūkī (Abu Dhabi: Dār al-Suwaydī, 2011), 105. 
17 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:232; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 241. 
18 Mubārak b. Muḥammad al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa fī radd al-shubah al-mufẓiʿa (MS: Rabat, Muʾassasat 
ʿAllāl al-Fāsī, 253). 
19 Ibid., fol. 1a. The manuscript folios are unnumbered, so I am counting from the first folio of the composition. 
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Muslims),20 it comprises a direct rebuttal of Ibn ʿUmar’s claims and activities. Al-ʿAnbarī frames 

the text around a series of quotations taken from Ibn ʿUmar’s Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid, which he 

refutes one at a time. 

 The third figure whose critique of Ibn ʿUmar is extant is al-ʿAyyāshī. Best known for a 

travelogue that records his pilgrimage to Mecca in the early 1070s/1660s,21 al-ʿAyyāshī had 

returned to Morocco by the time of Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign at the end of that decade, likely to his 

family’s zāwiya in the Middle Atlas mountains. The text that he wrote in response to the 

campaign is titled al-Ḥukm bi-l-ʿadl wa-l-inṣāf al-rāfiʿ li-l-khilāf fī mā waqaʿa bayna baʿḍ 

fuqahāʾ Sijilmāsa min al-ikhtilāf fī takfīr man aqarra bi-waḥdāniyyat Allāh wa-jahala baʿḍ mā 

la-hu min al-awṣāf (The Judicious and Fair Judgment to End the Disagreement Among the 

Jurists of Sijilmāsa as Regards the Takfīr of Those Who Affirm the Oneness of God Yet Are 

Ignorant of Some of His Attributes), and in published form, it takes up two volumes.22 Al-

ʿAyyāshī describes in it how he heard about the Sijilmāsa controversy second-hand through 

visitors, one of whom brought a copy of one of Ibn ʿUmar’s writings.23 Although al-Ḥukm is 

undated, it was likely written around the time of al-ʿAnbarī’s compositions, since al-ʿAyyāshī 

mentions hearing that al-ʿAnbarī had taken up the task of refutation,24 but he also reports 

receiving ongoing information about the activities in Sijilmāsa, as if they had not yet subsided.25 

The first half of the text comprises seven preliminary statements (tamhīdāt, sing. tamhīd), which 

																																																								
20 Mubārak b. Muḥammad al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf wa-l-tabyīn fī anna ʿibārāt Muḥammad b. ʿUmar fī takfīr akthar 
ṭalabat ʿaṣrihi wa-ghayrihim khāriqatun li-ijmāʿ al-muslimīn, ed. Jamāl Zarkī (Rabat, Morocco: al-Rābiṭa al-
Muḥammadiyya li-l-ʿulamāʾ, 2017). 
21 Abū Sālim ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Riḥla al-ʿAyyāshiyya, ed. Saʿīd al-Fāḍilī and Sulaymān al-Qurshī, 2 vols. 
(Abu Dhabi: Dār al-Suwaydī, 2006). 
22 Abū Sālim ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Ḥukm bi-l-ʿadl wa-l-inṣāf al-rāfiʿ li-l-khilāf fī mā waqaʿa bayna baʿḍ 
fuqahāʾ Sijilmāsa min al-ikhtilāf fī takfīr man aqarra bi-waḥdāniyyat Allāh wa-jahala baʿḍ mā la-hu min al-awṣāf, 
ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm Ṣaghīrī, 2 vols. (Rabat: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2015). 
23 Ibid., 1:118. 
24 Ibid., 1:117-18. 
25 Ibid., 2:339. 
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address such topics as the nature of īmān, kufr, knowledge, and ignorance. The fourth statement 

consists almost entirely in a paraphrased version of al-Ghazālī’s Fayṣal al-tafriqa, a tract on the 

proper bounds of theological plurality, as well as passages from his al-Iqtiṣād fī l-iʿtiqād and 

Iljām al-ʿawāmm. In the latter half of the text, al-ʿAyyāshī sets out four arguments against Ibn 

ʿUmar’s claims, insisting that proactively questioning people on their creed is impermissible, that 

ignorance is not to be conflated with kufr, that an alleged preponderance of kufr does not justify 

the corporate takfīr of the ʿawāmm, and that people must be judged by their external behavior. 

 In addition to these critical texts, all three authors penned introductory works on creed. 

Those of al-ʿAnbarī and al-Yūsī take the form of creed-ritual primers, a genre described in the 

previous chapter, while al-ʿAyyāshī’s relevant statement is not a creed but rather a description of 

how to approach creedal teaching. I will address these writings in the final section of the chapter. 

A Campaign of Chaos, Fear-Mongering, and Disrespect 

 Ibn ʿUmar’s critics paint a dramatically different picture of his campaign than appears in 

his own writings. Although, as discussed in the previous chapter, he acknowledged that he and 

his followers undertook proactive questioning, the relevant anecdotes describe fairly orderly 

exchanges. Moreover, Ibn ʿUmar’s interlocutors often appear grateful to him for calling attention 

to their ignorance. In contrast, the two eyewitness critics al-Yūsī and al-ʿAnbarī evoke a chaotic 

situation, wherein anyone could be interrogated by followers of Ibn ʿUmar at any moment, and 

confusion, anxiety, and fear spread among the broader populace. Al-Yūsī reports, for example, 

that Ibn ʿUmar’s classes were attended by “uncouth Bedouin” who took his teachings back to 

their communities, assailing people with creedal questions and promoting disciplinary action 

against those who could not answer in satisfactory fashion.26 He writes with dismay and 

																																																								
26 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:229; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 237 and 239. In this section, I quote only from al-
Muḥāḍarāt, but a similar account appears in al-Yūsī, Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ, 2:391-95. 
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disapproval of the haste with which Ibn ʿUmar’s followers condemned people: “If they 

encountered someone who was not articulate about what is in his heart or tongue-tied due to 

being caught off-guard or simply unaware of a matter of consequence – or so they imagined – in 

the creed, then they would charge him with ignorance and unbelief.”27 Al-Yūsī’s perception is 

that all of these behaviors took a heavy toll on the local community; as he writes, “From this, 

distress and great fear entered among the common run of Muslims. When I arrived in town, 

people came to me in droves, complaining of this matter and that not everyone could attain an 

understanding of the reports of scholars.”28 Al-ʿAnbarī describes a similar dynamic, evoking 

roving bands of riffraff who interrogate and condemn people in sites as varied as teaching 

circles, markets, mosques, and roadways.29 Even al-ʿAyyāshī relays disturbing anecdotes that he 

has heard from his visitors. In one, a butcher is cornered by followers of Ibn ʿUmar and asked, 

“Does divine sight relate to both existents and non-existents, or just the former?” When he 

stumbles over the answer, the questioners throw the meat he has prepared to nearby dogs.30 

In addition to the general tumult, part of what made Ibn ʿUmar’s program so worrying 

was that he and his followers “did not stop” at their actions toward the common folk, as Yūsī put 

it,31 but also targeted local authorities, including scholars and notables. Al-ʿAnbarī himself was 

subject to one such interrogative ambush, recounted by him as follows: 

Among that which has befallen us of [such activities] is my visit to the sharif, the most 
satisfactory, my master, the student, son of the righteous master, my master ʿAbd al-
Wāḥid b. ʿArabī,32 may God preserve him, in the days of the noble mawlid [holiday 
celebrating the Prophet’s birth]. While I was sitting with him in his mosque and we were 
talking, suddenly a person appeared in the doorway of the mosque and seated himself at 

																																																								
27 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:227; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 235; translation from Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic 
Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly Currents in the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 205. 
28 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:227; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 235. 
29 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 157; al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa, 12a. 
30 al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Ḥukm, 1:117. 
31 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:230; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 239. 
32 I have not yet been able to identify this figure. 
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the threshold. Then he said, “Is God contiguous (mutaṣṣil) or dis-contiguous (munfaṣil)?” 
I said to him, “Get away from us! What a wretched questioner you are (biʾsa al-ṣāʾil 
anta)!” Then another appeared to my right and asked a question similar to that, so I 
scolded him as well.33 

 
According to another account, which al-Yūsī reports hearing from al-ʿAnbarī, a Bedouin 

follower of Ibn ʿUmar was traveling with a group from the Tuwāt oasis, in present-day central 

Algeria, and during the journey he refused to eat any of the meat offered to him, since he was not 

aware of whether the butcher knew his creed or not. Even upon their arrival in Sijilmāsa, the 

person maintained his position: 

When they entered the district, food was brought to them, including meat, and a group of 
sharifs were in attendance. They invited him to eat, but he refused, saying, “We do not 
know whether the slave who slaughtered this animal knows creed or not.” They said to 
him, “It was not a slave who slaughtered this meat but rather the master So-and-so,” one 
of the sharifs among them. The person still refused and spent the night in hunger.34 

 
Ibn ʿUmar and his followers even censured the head of the Nāṣiriyya zāwiya at Tamgrūt. As 

former students of Ibn Nāṣir, they called him to join the campaign, and “when he did not 

preoccupy himself with their concerns,” reports al-Yūsī, “they denounced him.”35 The story 

appears in al-Muḥāḍarāt and is highly reminiscent of another encounter, also related in that text 

and described in the previous chapter, between the self-proclaimed mahdī Ibn Abī Maḥallī and 

the head of the Dilāʾiyya zāwiya, wherein the latter resists the former’s invitation to participate in 

commanding right and forbidding wrong. Although al-Yūsī does not identify Ibn ʿUmar as the 

descendent of Ibn Abī Maḥallī, this subtle parallel helps to emphasize the portrayal of Ibn ʿUmar 

as misguided and overzealous. Given all of these harmful activities – the fear sown among the 

broader populace, the challenge to the authority of prominent members of the community – it 

was clear from the perspective of these critics that something needed to be done. 

																																																								
33 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 157. 
34 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:229-30; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 239. 
35 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:231; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 241. 
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The Bearing Down of Social and State Pressure 

 Multiple efforts were made to get Ibn ʿUmar to cease his activities and relinquish his 

claims. Some of these efforts were informal, consisting in pressure applied by prominent 

members of the community. For example, following Ibn ʿUmar’s denunciation of Ibn Nāṣir, al-

Yūsī reports that a young man from a prestigious family, Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad b. Muḥammad 

b. al-Sayyid al-Sharīf al-Ḥasanī (d. ?),36 came to the shaykh’s defense, speaking against the 

criticism and “dismantling its prattle piece by piece.”37 Even more significantly, al-Yūsī himself 

met with Ibn ʿUmar. Unsurprisingly, the encounter began with Ibn ʿUmar’s questioning al-Yūsī 

on his creedal knowledge. Once al-Yūsī’s credentials were presumably established, he counseled 

Ibn ʿUmar to leave off his examinations and accusations and to instead concentrate on teaching 

people, using terms they understand.38 This reprimand from a senior and highly respected scholar 

seems to have done little to dissuade Ibn ʿUmar from his activities, however, and eventually 

greater, and more official, intervention was undertaken. 

 The form of the intervention was a tribunal convened by the local representatives of the 

ʿAlawite state. Al-ʿAnbarī recounts the event in al-Kashf wa-l-tabyīn: 

When the matter became serious and fear imposed itself on people, with hearts changing 
and tongues clamoring at each person thought to cure the ailment of these ruinous 
whispers, and our lord, the most splendid, eminent, consummate al-Sharīf al-Ḥirān – may 
God preserve him – saw this, he brought together the people of knowledge in the mosque 
of the Qaṣba, may God repair it through him (ʿammarahā Allāh bihi), and he made the 
speaker [i.e. Ibn ʿUmar] attend with them. 
 
The people of the city of Sijilmāsa heard about their gathering, for many among the 
common folk, both among the people of his side (nāḥiyatihi) and others, had come to 
follow him. They thought that the issue would grow and become serious as occurred 
previously with the spreading of the dispute due to the opposition of his group to the 
populace (al-nās) and their accusing them of kufr, as well as the scholars’ disavowal and 
refutation of them and linking of them to kufr owing to their takfīr of the populace. 

																																																								
36 He must be the son of Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Ḥasanī (d. 1089/1678), who will himself appear momentarily. 
37 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:232; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 241. 
38 al-Yūsī, al-Muḥāḍarāt, 1:228; al-Yūsī, The Discourses, 237. 
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The originator of the doctrine [i.e. Ibn ʿUmar] brought many books to the gathering of the 
prince, our lord al-Ḥirān. When the prince – may God preserve him – ordered the great 
jurist, the judge of justice, our lord Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh b. al-Sayyid to speak with 
him in regard to the reports of his calling the common folk unbelievers, the jurist 
addressed him and said: “Did I not prohibit you from calling people unbelievers and from 
what your camp is engaged in, with their abundant questioning of people about 
impossible matters?” Meaning that which they had said, such as “Is God in the sky or on 
the earth?” and so on. 
 
He [Ibn ʿUmar] did not respond except by saying, “I did not call anyone an unbeliever, 
and I did not order anyone to question people, nor did I question anyone. Rather, I taught 
those who came to me and demanded nothing from those who did not come to me.” He 
did not open any of his books that he brought, and there was no dispute over anything. 
When he did not stand by anything attributed to him but rather denied it, the prince, may 
God preserve him, said, “From now on, no one may return to the takfīr of the populace, 
and it is on you, o jurists (maʿshar al-fuqahāʾ), to teach the people their creed.” Then 
they recited the fātiḥa, invoked God, and departed and dispersed from the gathering, as 
has been mentioned, without any conflict. 
 
When they arose from the gathering and departed, the people in the camp of this speaker 
[Ibn ʿUmar] from among the common folk began to spread good news to all those who 
are pleased by this repulsive doctrine and to rejoice with them over the argument of their 
leader having appeared and prevailed, as is the wont of partisans of evil innovations upon 
the showing of their school. 
 
This, however, is a falsehood on their part. For the innovation (al-bidʿa) calmed down 
due to that gathering and noble assembly, and because of the previous refutations of them 
before that, praise and thanks be to God. The people of the markets, mosques, and packed 
study sessions (maḥāfil) were thus cut off from that which had been confusing them 
among the debates and pronouncements that baffle the unlearned (ʿāmmī) and weak-
minded, the misguidedness of which is apparent to anyone with the least bit of 
knowledge or aptitude in creed, indeed apparent even to rest of the common folk, as 
evidenced by their rejection of it from the first moment in which it was foisted on them.39 

 
Unfortunately, al-ʿAnbarī does not indicate the date when the tribunal took place, although it 

may be placed sometime in the early 1080s/1670s, between the beginning of Ibn ʿUmar’s 

concern with creedal knowledge in Ramaḍān 1079 / February 1669 and al-ʿAnbarī’s completion 

of al-Kashf in Rajab 1084 / November 1673. This timing could mean that Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign 

																																																								
39 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 158–60. 
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lasted for several years. Alternatively, it may have been much shorter: The first line of al-Kashf 

vaguely dates Ibn ʿUmar’s writings or activities to 1080/1670.40 

As for the figures involved, the prince, al-Ḥirān, was mentioned in the previous chapter 

as a brother of the ʿAlawite sultans Moulay Rashīd and Moulay Ismāʿīl and as the governor of 

Sijilmāsa.41 It is worth noting that the relevant time frame saw the succession of power from 

Rashīd to Ismāʿīl, in 1082/1672, but whether this political shift had any impact on the matters at 

hand is impossible to say. The other figure named in the account is Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh b. 

al-Sayyid (d. 1089/1678), a scholar and the preacher at the main mosque in Sijilmāsa, as well as 

a teacher of al-Yūsī42 and presumably the father of the young man Aḥmad b. al-Sayyid who 

spoke against Ibn ʿUmar’s denunciation of Ibn Nāṣir. Al-ʿAnbarī also refers to him as a judge of 

justice (al-qāḍī al-ʿadl), which may indicate a further position that he held. In the following, I 

first examine the dynamics between these officials and Ibn ʿUmar and then address the role 

played by the non-scholarly crowds in attendance. 

 It must be said that the details in al-ʿAnbarī’s account are agonizingly sparse. To begin 

with, it is unclear whether al-Ḥirān has set himself up as the moderator of a debate or also its 

adjudicator. Part of the ambiguity comes from Ibn ʿUmar’s yielding so quickly. Had he put up an 

argument for his side, would al-Ḥirān have been the one to determine its validity, or would that 

task have fallen to the scholarly experts in attendance?  Another unclear aspect of al-ʿAnbarī’s 

account is the degree to which al-Ḥirān already favored the perspective of Ibn al-Sayyid or even 

saw him as a representative for the government. Was the prince’s intent to listen to all parties as 

																																																								
40 Ibid., 100. 
41 Al-Ḥirān would prove to be an unreliable ally to his brothers. In 1096/1685, he and another brother, Aḥmad b. 
Miḥraz, launched an insurrection against Moulay Ismāʿīl by attacking the southern city of Taroudant. Ibn Miḥraz 
was killed in the ensuing battles, but al-Ḥirān ultimately fled to the Mashriq, where he died an untold number of 
years later. See Aḥmad b. Khālid al-Nāṣirī, Kitāb al-Istiqṣā fī duwal al-Maghrib al-aqṣā, ed. Jaʿfar al-Nāṣirī and 
Muḥammad al-Nāṣirī (Casablanca: Dār al-Kitāb, 1997), 7:69. 
42 For this information, see al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Fahrasat al-Yūsī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2009), 56. 
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a neutral moderator-adjudicator, or was Ibn al-Sayyid acting as a sort of prosecutor on his 

behalf? Perhaps Ibn ʿUmar’s meek response reflects his realization that the opinion of the 

powerful was against him from the outset. 

Certainly, the brisk surrender of Ibn ʿUmar is disappointing for the historian. It would be 

fascinating to know, for example, what line of argumentation Ibn al-Sayyid would have brought 

against Ibn ʿUmar and in particular whether he saw the issue at hand as primarily a legal one or a 

theological one. Although al-ʿAnbarī identifies him here as a jurist, Ibn al-Sayyid was also a 

teacher of theology,43 and the framing of his single accusatory question posed to Ibn ʿUmar 

suggests that part of his qualms with the creedal campaign was its discussion of “impossible 

matters,” glossed by al-ʿAnbarī as the posing of questions about God’s location and so on. Ibn 

ʿUmar’s response does not engage with this concern about the content of his teachings but rather 

consists in a denial that he ever claimed to find kufr among the broader populace, that he 

engaged in any proactive questioning, and that he encouraged others to take up such questioning. 

Ultimately, the form of Ibn ʿUmar’s creedal teachings may have been beside the point, 

since al-Ḥirān implies at the end of the gathering that Ibn ʿUmar no longer has the authority to 

act as an instructor. The governor instead places that responsibility in the hands of the local 

jurists. This point, too, is frustratingly vague. Does al-Ḥirān mean “the jurists” as a general 

reference to the scholars, who will decide amongst themselves who has the specific 

qualifications to teach creed? More straightforward is al-Ḥirān’s pronouncement in favor of the 

claim made by Ibn al-Sayyid, that members of the broader populace ought not be accused of 

kufr. While al-Ḥirān likely saw this action only as a measure to stop social unrest, rather than as 

the adjudication of a theological debate, the outcome nonetheless means that the government has 

placed its weight behind one orthodox claim over another. 
																																																								
43 Al-Yūsī notes that among the texts he studied with him was al-Sanūsī’s Ṣughrā (ibid.). 
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Whether this government-backed position was successful is another matter, as, once 

again, the portrayal of the gathering’s aftermath is vague. It is here especially that the role of the 

non-scholarly populace comes into play. On the one hand, al-ʿAnbarī describes the conflict as 

subsiding in the wake of the tribunal. On the other, he clearly states that Ibn ʿUmar’s followers 

were undeterred by the proceedings. He relates with annoyance their apparent failure to grasp 

their leader’s defeat and how they instead celebrated the simple fact of his appearance in an 

important public setting. This aspect of al-ʿAnbarī’s account is bizarre, and one is forced to 

wonder, in light of such seemingly misplaced exuberance among his camp, whether Ibn ʿUmar 

was in fact as submissive as al-ʿAnbarī portrays. Regardless, the comments about Ibn ʿUmar’s 

followers show the power that lay with non-scholarly groups, as they could simply refuse to 

acquiesce to state or scholarly pronouncements and maintain their adherence to a figure whom 

they found compelling. 

Al-ʿAnbarī, for one, certainly remained wary that Ibn ʿUmar would have some kind of 

ongoing influence, if not through his followers then through his still-circulating writings. 

Directly after the account of the tribunal, al-ʿAnbarī notes that it is the need to refute those 

writings that motivated his composition of al-Kashf. Ibn ʿUmar may have capitulated aloud to 

the government and scholarly community, but his texts and the ideas therein remained a possible 

source of corruption. In this light, especially, it makes sense to treat not only al-ʿAnbarī’s 

writings but also those of al-Yūsī and al-ʿAyyāshī as part of the effort to stamp out what they 

considered to be Ibn ʿUmar’s unorthodox claim about the widespread ignorance-cum-kufr among 

the ʿawāmm. The following sections are an analysis of those texts. I begin with the two texts by 

al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa and al-Kashf, examining his assertion that not only are the 

ʿawāmm beyond kufr but they are also beyond taqlīd, as well as his critique of Ibn ʿUmar’s very 
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claim to have encountered ubiquitous ignorance-cum-kufr. The next section deals with al-Yūsī. 

There, I show him to be unconvinced that Ibn ʿUmar has addressed the sorts of concerns that he 

initially raised in his letter to al-Ghrīsī, and I explain his Ghazālian approach to īmān al-

ʿawāmm, which permits taqlīd. The final critic that I examine is al-ʿAyyāshī. I focus on one of 

his more unique arguments, about Ibn ʿUmar’s misguided focus on people’s conception of 

creedal tenets rather than their assent to them. In the course of that discussion, I demonstrate that 

he too assumes a Ghazālian stance on īmān al-ʿawāmm. 

The Critique of al-ʿAnbarī 

 Al-ʿAnbarī’s Ajwiba and especially al-Kashf are marked by scorn for Ibn ʿUmar and his 

scholarly qualifications. One of his frequent complaints, which admittedly comprises a trope 

among competing authors, is that Ibn ʿUmar misrepresents the stances of past authorities by 

selectively highlighting passages that align with his views while ignoring the authors’ broader 

intent. Al-ʿAnbarī’s disdain also appears in a moment of sarcasm. Responding to Ibn ʿUmar’s 

statement that begins, “We interrogated the students and common folk and found innumerable 

groups who do not understand…,” al-ʿAnbarī writes, “What you should say to this person is: 

‘We interrogated your discourse in this treatise of yours and found that you do not understand the 

difference between knowledge and the expression of it.’”44 He continues in this scathing tone, 

remarking that, “You are not qualified to pass judgment on beasts, to say nothing of people in 

regard to their utterances, so how do you dare pass judgment on what is hidden away in minds, 

which only their Creator knows?”45 According to al-ʿAnbarī, Ibn ʿUmar has tricked the broader 

populace into considering him an authority, when other scholars count him among the 

																																																								
44 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 162–63. 
45 Ibid., 163. 
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ʿawāmm.46 Most damningly, he labels Ibn ʿUmar an unbeliever and calls for sanctions against 

him: “Whoever contravenes the consensus of Muslims is a kāfir… Thus, his stance and 

testimony toward Muslims is not permitted because he is an enemy of them, and the testimony of 

an enemy is not permitted against his enemy. Gathering with him (al-julūs ilayhi), studying with 

him (al-samāʿ minhu), and supporting him (muwālātuhu) is forbidden.”47 How does al-ʿAnbarī 

justify such an extreme reaction to Ibn ʿUmar? In what follows, I analyze, first, al-ʿAnbarī’s 

interpretation of al-Sanūsī and other past stances on īmān al-ʿawāmm, which he describes as 

wholly opposed to Ibn ʿUmar’s approach of takfīr. I also examine al-ʿAnbarī’s own position that 

the common folk are believers, predisposed to knowledge of general proofs that take them 

beyond taqlīd. A second section addresses al-ʿAnbarī’s more direct critique of Ibn ʿUmar, 

focusing on his refutation of Ibn ʿUmar’s claim that 11th/17th-century Sijilmāsa is so plagued 

with ignorance-cum-kufr as to justify proactive suspicion and questioning of the populace. 

Reclaiming al-Sanūsī, Vindicating the Common Folk 

 Among the three critics, al-ʿAnbarī is the one who most proactively adduces al-Sanūsī as 

part of his argument and who maintains a discussion around taqlīd. The former works, first, 

through al-ʿAnbarī’s curating of al-Sanūsī’s writings, a move that should by now be familiar. 

Similar to the authors of 10th/16th-century fatwas al-Wahrānī and al-Miknāsī, al-ʿAnbarī 

emphasizes al-Sanūsī’s statement that encourages people to think well of fellow Muslims.48 A 

second technique that al-ʿAnbarī uses to maintain the authority of al-Sanūsī is to set up, in the 

opening passage of al-Kashf, a spectrum of permissible thought on the issue of īmān al-ʿawāmm. 

This maneuver allows him to acknowledge that past scholars have taken varying approaches to 

the topic, with some showing intensity (tashdīd) in their insistence that everyone in society 

																																																								
46 Ibid., 163–64. 
47 Ibid., 149. 
48 Ibid., 112, 150. 
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engage in basic creedal study – a stance identified with al-Sanūsī – and others displaying more 

permissiveness (tarkhīṣ), as with Ibn Zakrī.49 Both of these approaches are valid for al-ʿAnbarī. 

What is invalid is the approach “invented” by Ibn ʿUmar, characterized as outright takfīr.50 Once 

al-ʿAnbarī has established this spectrum, he can concede some of al-Sanūsī’s more pessimistic 

statements, for example that many people in his moment were ignorant of creed, while declaring 

that, notwithstanding, the venerable theologian refrained from issuing a blanket takfīr of the 

common folk, as Ibn ʿUmar has allegedly done.51 This use of al-Sanūsī is a subtle one. Rather 

than directly claiming the mantle of al-Sanūsī’s legacy, al-ʿAnbarī situates himself and al-Sanūsī, 

along with Ibn Zakrī and other past figures, as part of an authoritative group, from which he then 

excludes Ibn ʿUmar. 

 On the tashdīd-to-tarkhīṣ spectrum, al-ʿAnbarī’s own stance lies on the latter end, which 

he defends through the strong claim that the vast majority of the Muslim common folk are 

beyond the level of taqlīd. Initially, it may seem puzzling for al-ʿAnbarī to discuss taqlīd at all, 

since he quotes a passage from Ibn ʿUmar in which the latter states explicitly that his concern is 

with kufr-by-consensus.52 Yet there is logic to the argument: If al-ʿAnbarī can show that most 

common folk are not even imitators, then they are certainly not the kuffār that Ibn ʿUmar claims 

them to be. To this end, al-ʿAnbarī lays out a four-part hierarchy in one of the opening sections 

of al-Kashf, specifying people’s relation to īmān. Either they are imitators, knowledgeable 

through general proofs, knowledgeable through technical proofs, or knowledgeable through 

																																																								
49 Ibid., 100, and for the identification of the stances with al-Sanūsī and Ibn Zakrī, see 113. One of al-ʿAyyāshī’s 
only references to al-Sanūsī consists in a similar move, identifying his early stance on taqlīd as strict but stating that 
he moderated it over time (al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Ḥukm, 2:488-89). As for al-Yūsī, he seems to avoid mentioning al-
Sanūsī’s stance on taqlīd beyond his gloss on Sharḥ al-Kubrā, where of course he cannot ignore it. There, as pointed 
out by El-Rouayheb, al-Yūsī makes a similar point to al-ʿAnbarī and al-ʿAyyāshī, ascribing al-Sanūsī’s strictness on 
taqlīd to his religious zeal without going so far as to censure it. See El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 208; 
and for the relevant passage, see al-Yūsī, Ḥawāshī ʿalā sharḥ al-Kubrā, 2008, 1:301-02. 
50 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 100. 
51 Ibid., 151. 
52 Ibid., 101–2. 
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unveiling (mukāshafa). While acknowledging the debate that exists over the first level, al-

ʿAnbarī clearly places the broader populace on the sturdy second level, writing that, “According 

to our scholars, the common folk are believers and knowledgeable of their Lord through general 

proofs.”53 It is worth noting just how strong of a claim this is. Although past scholars such as Ibn 

Zakrī and al-Wahrānī had similarly asserted that the ʿawāmm are predisposed (majbūlūn) to 

general proofs,54 they complemented that argument – the argument from ease – with another, the 

argument from exemption. That is, they questioned the very necessity for less learned members 

of the community to go beyond taqlīd in their creedal understanding, invoking the legal principle 

that people are not accountable for tasks that they cannot carry out. Al-ʿAnbarī entertains no such 

strategy of accommodation. Instead he insists that the common folk simply are not imitators. 

In examining the evidence that al-ʿAnbarī marshals to support this position, one may 

observe that it relies entirely on past precedent. He quotes, for example, al-Ghazālī and Ibn 

Zakrī’s assertions that the Prophet and his companions considered it sufficient for people to utter 

the shahāda in order to count as Muslims and believers.55 Also useful is al-Tāftāzānī’s 

declaration that taqlīd is extremely rare, applicable only to people who grow up in remote areas 

such as a mountaintop. People who grow up in Muslim societies cannot be imitators, since they 

have been exposed to information about God throughout their lives.56 To frame this line of 

argumentation another way, al-ʿAnbarī is uninterested in countering Ibn ʿUmar’s eyewitness 

claims about ignorance-cum-kufr with eyewitness claims of his own. Indeed, his reminder that 

																																																								
53 Ibid., 112. He makes a similarly straightforward statement in al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa, fol. 9b. 
54 For the reference to people’s predisposition, see al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 112. 
55 Ibid., 117–18. 
56 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa, fols. 5b–6a. Al-ʿAnbarī does not quote the passage directly but rather through 
an auto-commentary by the Egyptian scholar Ibrāhīm al-Laqānī (d. 1041/1631-32) on his versified treatise, 
Jawharat al-tawḥīd (The Jewel of Divine Oneness), that became quite popular in subsequent centuries: Ibrāhīm b. 
Ibrāhīm al-Laqānī, Sharḥ al-nāẓim ʿalā al-jawhara wa-huwa al-sharḥ al-ṣaghīr al-musammā Hidāyat al-murīd li-
jawharat al-tawḥīd [Hidāyat al-murīd], ed. Marwān Ḥusayn al-Bajāwī (Cairo: Dār al-Baṣāʾir, 2009), 1:212-13. For 
the original passage from al-Taftāzānī, see Masʿūd b. ʿUmar al-Taftāzānī, Sharḥ al-Maqāṣid, ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān 
ʿUmayra (Beirut: ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 1998), 5:222-23. 
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some among broader populace may be unable to verbally articulate their internally held īmān and 

general proofs would seem to undercut the validity of an eyewitness experience entirely.57 For 

al-ʿAnbarī, then, the status of the ʿawāmm is a matter of past precedent, and according to him, 

that precedent dictates viewing them as believers, knowledgeable through general proofs. It is 

Ibn ʿUmar’s boldness in departing from this standard that, as I will show in the next section, al-

ʿAnbarī finds most galling and to which he strenuously objects. 

The Chronologically Stable Status of the ʿAwāmm 

 As described above, al-ʿAnbarī structures al-Kashf in the form of a rebuttal to a series of 

quotations from Ibn ʿUmar’s Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid. He presents the quotations in order of their 

appearance, with one exception. The closing passage of Risāla fī l-ʿaqāʾid is placed first, and al-

ʿAnbarī explains that he has foregrounded it for being “the most menacing” and the “most severe 

in terms of harm, discord, and fright.”58 This passage was quoted at the end of the previous 

chapter; it is where Ibn ʿUmar argues that the approach applied in past eras that assumed people 

to have sound īmān unless faulty convictions manifested themselves ought not apply in his era 

due to its overwhelming amount of kufr. Specifically, he writes, “Do not compare our time to 

what came before it given its abundance of kufr.” He then describes how he enacts this approach, 

by only buying meat from people to whom he has taught creed and refusing to speak with those 

known to be in a state of kufr. Al-ʿAnbarī considers the claim that one era could be so uniquely 

corrupted as to require its own standards and regulations to be dangerous and wholly unjustified. 

He offers several arguments against it, of which I review the two main ones here. 

 For the first line of argumentation, al-ʿAnbarī draws on Ibn Zakrī’s later theological 

work, Muḥaṣṣil al-maqāṣid, and its 10th/16th-century commentary by a major scholar in Fez and 

																																																								
57 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa, fol. 5a; al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 162–63. 
58 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 100. 
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Marrakesh, Aḥmad al-Manjūr (d. 995/1587). Although neither al-Sanūsī nor any other scholar I 

have read besides Ibn ʿUmar explicitly asserts the uniqueness of their era, Ibn Zakrī and others59 

anticipated the possibility that someone might do so, perhaps as a logical extension of complaints 

about the decline of the times (fasād al-zamān). Thus, al-ʿAnbarī quotes the passage in Muḥaṣṣil 

al-maqāṣid where Ibn Zakrī writes, 

 If you were to say: This judgment in regard to those who are bygone 
  among the ʿawāmm is clear, 
 But it does not make the same demands on the ʿawāmm generally (ʿumūman) 
  and in each era, that not being what is meant by general (ʿāmm), 
 And if its demands for them were conceded, then it would be necessary 
  to make a specification for the ignorance that is predominant. 
 I would say: Generality (ʿumūm) is fixed in its form 
  and thus the judgment is required for them as described. 
 Treating all of them by [the judgment of] faultiness 
  in order to judge one by that intention 
 Is in contravention of both rational demands 
  and what is demanded by transmitted proofs. 
 If faultiness appears, it is a wrong (munkar), 
  and redressing it by way of what does not itself comprise a wrong 
 Is among the easiest of tasks, not the hardest, 
  since [the latter] would lead to perdition.60 
 
In al-Manjūr’s commentary, also quoted by al-ʿAnbarī, he explains the hypothetical objector to 

be denying that optimistic statements made about the ʿawāmm, for example in the hadith, “Most 

people in heaven are the simpleminded (akthar ahl al-janna al-bulh),” are applicable across 

time.61 Al-Manjūr, following Ibn Zakrī, rejects this logic, explaining that the definite article alif-

lam that generalizes “the” simple-minded of one era generalizes them in all eras. The only thing 

that can overturn such an established judgment is a specific indication of a person’s faulty 

creedal convictions, but this indication will be particular to that person and cannot be extended to 
																																																								
59 For example: Muḥammad Shaqrūn b. Aḥmad Ibn Abī Jumʿa al-Wahrānī, al-Jaysh wa-l-kamīn li-qitāl man kaffara 
ʿāmmat al-muslimīn, ed. Hārūn b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Āl Bāshā al-Jazāʾirī (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2004), 44–45. 
60 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 126–27; al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa, fol. 11a; and for the original passage, see Aḥmad 
Ibn Zakrī and Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Manjūr, Mukhtaṣar Naẓm al-farāʾid wa-mabdiʾ al-fawāʾid fī sharḥ Muḥaṣṣil al-
maqāṣid mimmā bi-hi tuʿtabar al-ʿaqāʾid, ed. ʿAbd al-Razzāq Daḥmūn (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2014), 1:569. 
61 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 127; al-ʿAnbarī, al-Ajwiba al-muqniʿa, fols. 11b–12a; and for the original passage, see Ibn 
Zakrī and al-Manjūr, Mukhtaṣar Naẓm al-farāʾid, 569–70. 
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a broader group. Erroneous convictions ought therefore to be treated on a case-by-case basis, as a 

singular wrong redressed through gentle teaching. For his part, al-ʿAnbarī scoffs at the notion 

that the eleven hundred years since the time of the prophet might be arbitrarily divided into 

periods, each presumably with its own set of standards.62 

 Of course, Ibn ʿUmar is not suggesting an arbitrary periodization, nor is he claiming to 

have found isolated instances of faulty convictions. His assertion, rather, is that ignorance-cum-

kufr has become predominant, and it is this predominance that demands a new default attitude 

toward people’s īmān. Al-ʿAnbarī rejects this contention as well, in a second main line of 

argumentation. He begins by acknowledging that there is a principle in Islamic law that allows 

for the predominance (ghalaba) of a new phenomenon to overturn the relevant original ruling 

(aṣl).63 Yet he rejects its applicability in this case, partly on the grounds that the past consensus 

among scholars regarding the sound īmān of the ʿawāmm is simply too overwhelming. Even al-

Sanūsī, cynical as he was, did not go so far as to advocate wholesale suspicion of people’s 

creedal knowledge.64 More interesting than this invocation of consensus, however, is al-

ʿAnbarī’s criticism of the eyewitness method by which Ibn ʿUmar claims to have arrived at his 

conclusion about the preponderance of ignorance-cum-kufr. 

In addressing Ibn ʿUmar’s eyewitness method, al-ʿAnbarī not only rejects the notion that 

individual encounters with creedal ignorance can cumulatively indicate its preponderance, but he 

moreover argues that it is illegitimate to adopt a method based on questioning in the first place. 

Thus, where Ibn ʿUmar’s asserts that kufr has manifested among “most students,” al-ʿAnbarī 

protests that, 

																																																								
62 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 126. He remarks that the only person to have made such a bold claim is al-mahdī al-
Maghribī, a reference to the Almohad leader Ibn Tūmart. Later in the text, he quotes the portrayal of Ibn Tūmart as a 
radical figure by the 8th/14th-century Andalusi scholar, Ibrāhīm al-Shāṭibī (d. 799/1388) (ibid., 142–43). 
63 al-ʿAnbarī, al-Kashf, 150. 
64 Ibid., 151. 
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He has not seen “most students,” nor even the smallest number of them. How, then, is it 
valid to judge most of them, when he has not seen all of them such that he might go about 
dividing them into two groups, the majority and the minority? This comprises falsehood 
and slander in his judgment on the majority, being conjecture (rajman bi-l-ghayb) and 
judgment by way of guesswork (takhmīn), fallacious analogy (qiyās fāsid), and assuming 
the worst (sūʾ al-ẓann).65 

 
This reasoning grants that some of Ibn ʿUmar’s interactions have been valid, that he has in fact 

encountered problems in individual people’s creed. Even so, al-ʿAnbarī argues, one cannot leap 

from a small number of cases to the declaration that unbelief is preponderant among all of one’s 

contemporaries. The critique furthermore questions the very legitimacy of Ibn ʿUmar’s 

interactions with people, since all those whom Ibn ʿUmar and his followers interrogated 

proactively, on the basis of guesswork and fallacious analogy, had no reason to be subjected to 

questioning in the first place. Al-ʿAnbarī makes this exact point later in addressing Ibn ʿUmar’s 

interpretation of al-Ghazālī’s injunction to “not disturb” the creedal convictions of the common 

folk. Ibn ʿUmar holds al-Ghazālī to mean that only those whose convictions are correct should be 

left undisturbed. The problem with this interpretation, as ʿAnbarī points out, is that, 

One does not know that they [the people] are correct in [their convictions] except by 
disturbing them [the convictions]. If one does not disturb them, how does one know their 
soundness or differentiate between someone who has ensured their correctness and 
someone who has not? … Thus the meaning of al-Ghazālī’s statement would become, 
‘Disturb; do not disturb,’ and is that not the statement of madmen, drunkards, or 
children? Far be it from al-Ghazālī to say or intend such a thing.66 
 

In short, al-ʿAnbarī is describing here a catch-22, wherein Ibn ʿUmar cannot question people 

until he knows there to be a problem with their creedal knowledge, but he cannot know there is a 

problem until he questions them. 

 A further criticism that al-ʿAnbarī makes of Ibn ʿUmar’s eyewitness method is that it 

conflates knowledge and verbal expression. As an example, he holds up Ibn ʿUmar’s experiences 

																																																								
65 Ibid., 161. 
66 Ibid., 167. 
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with people who acknowledge that God created Heaven, angels, prophets, light, and dark, and so 

on, but who, when asked whether those things were non-existent (maʿdūma) before their creation 

or whether they had never been non-existent, they responded with the latter or had doubts. 

According to al-ʿAnbarī, posing the question at all is illegitimate, since the people had already 

shown themselves to have the correct view by identifying God as the creator of all things. 

Moreover, the phrasing of the question is problematic, as he explains: 

Perhaps the addressee does not know the meaning of non-existent, it not being part of his 
speech, since common folk do not speak of the non-existence of something or other 
phrases like that… How, then, can he be judged for the faultiness of the conviction in his 
mind, given the likelihood that he did not understand our expression?67 

 
The point is that there are various reasons why a person might stutter or struggle to correctly 

answer questions about creedal tenets that have nothing to do with ignorance or error. Ibn ʿUmar 

is thus wrong to assume a direct correlation between verbal expression and knowledge, and 

especially to punish people on the basis of that assumption. 

 To conclude and summarize this discussion of al-ʿAnbarī, I have shown here that he took 

a strong stance on the status of the ʿawāmm, claiming not that they are exempt from the 

obligation to go beyond taqlīd but rather that they in fact do so, being predisposed to knowledge 

of general proofs. Al-ʿAnbarī derives this position from his reading of past authorities, which he 

considers decisive, and thus he is disturbed when Ibn ʿUmar claims the need to overturn their 

precedent. He argues Ibn ʿUmar cannot possibly have encountered the preponderance of 

ignorance-cum-kufr that he alleges. To begin with, it is wrongheaded for Ibn ʿUmar to 

extrapolate from his limited personal encounters to conclusions about the entire populace. 

Moreover, those personal encounters took place under illegitimate pretenses, with an assumption 

having already been made about the preponderance of kufr. Even if they were legitimate, the 
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information drawn from them is shaky, since verbal expression is an unreliable indicator of 

people’s internal conviction. Ibn ʿUmar thus has no grounds, according to al-ʿAnbarī, for his 

suspicion of fellow Muslims and proactive questioning of them. 

The Critique of al-Yūsī 

 In the previous chapter, I argued that in formulating his program Ibn ʿUmar was mindful 

of the sorts of critiques raised by al-Yūsī in his short missive to al-Ghrīsī about the activities of 

Ibn ʿUmar’s uncle, the judge Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz. I specifically underscored Ibn ʿUmar’s focus on 

kufr-by-consensus and the emphasis on the accessibility of his teaching, which presumably 

should have assuaged al-Yūsī’s anxieties about disciplinary action for merely disputed kufr and 

about exposing people to ideas and terms beyond their comprehension. Yet, as already 

demonstrated above, al-Yūsī was clearly unimpressed by Ibn ʿUmar’s program. In this first 

section, I examine his specific points of criticism, and then in the second, I discuss al-Yūsī’s own 

view of how creedal knowledge occurs. 

Unconvinced by Ibn ʿUmar 

 Al-Yūsī does not directly address Ibn ʿUmar’s claims to have uncovered ubiquitous kufr-

by-consensus, but he does express skepticism and worry about the way he and his followers 

interact with people and thus gather information about their creedal knowledge. In al-

Muḥāḍarāt, he writes, 

They began questioning people about their convictions and tasking them with answering 
and elucidating the correct [position]. When they stumble across someone unable to 
articulate what is in his heart, who stammers due to being caught off-guard, or who is 
ignorant of something significant in creed – or something they deem significant, even if it 
is not – they accuse him of ignorance and kufr. Then they spread word that corruption has 
appeared in the populace’s creedal convictions.68 

 
He raises a similar concern in Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ, stating of the ʿawāmm that, 
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They ought not be tasked with explicating the truth and articulating the creedal tenets by 
[expressions] of which they are not capable. Someone among them who is incapable of 
such articulation ought not be immediately judged as to what is in his heart, that it 
contains neither virtue nor knowledge. This is because there may be some among them 
whose heart has been opened by the truth yet whose tongue has not been opened to the 
utterance. Thus, if he were asked about his creed, he may stammer and fail to be clear, 
even if he is knowledgeable of it, due to his lacking facility in expression. Perhaps he is 
not up to speaking about it in the particular language in which the question was posed, 
and were he asked in different terms, he would be able to speak of it.69  

 
As with al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī insists on distinguishing between a person’s inner creedal knowledge 

and their ability to verbally articulate that knowledge. This distinction may not render the 

detection of kufr-by-consensus impossible, but it certainly makes it challenging and delicate. By 

al-Yūsī’s assessment, Ibn ʿUmar and his followers are exercising nowhere near the caution that 

is required for effective communication about creed. They ask people questions that may be too 

complex for them and then rush to a judgment of kufr when the answers are halting and 

incorrect. Given the problematic nature of such interactions, it is not hard to imagine that al-Yūsī 

would put little stock in the allegations of kufr-by-consensus that emerge from them. 

 Just as al-Yūsī criticizes Ibn ʿUmar’s blundering efforts at questioning people, so too 

does he find fault with his creedal pedagogy. In the previous chapter, I showed that one of Ibn 

ʿUmar’s techniques of simplification involves avoiding technical theological terms by offering 

instead a list of examples that cumulatively illuminate the same idea. By way of illustration, I 

mentioned there Ibn ʿUmar’s listing of entities that God creates – humans, angels, prophets, jinn, 

benefits and harms, sky and stars, and so on – when conveying His status as the sole creator in 

the universe. Here, it will be useful to note another instance of this method, related to God’s very 

being. To communicate the concept of divine distinctiveness from any created entity, Ibn ʿUmar 

states, “He is existent and utterly distinct from creation. He is not [characterized by] flesh, or 

blood, or hair, or a fragrance, or a soul. He is not [characterized by] motion, or stillness, or a 
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color, or an accident, or light, or food, or drink, or pleasure, or tiredness.”70 The list continues 

from there. My sense is that it is this type of speech that al-Yūsī has in mind when he observes a 

moment of teaching between Ibn ʿUmar and a less learned audience and is dismayed to find that, 

He [Ibn ʿUmar] entered into excess during an exposition of creedal tenets and a 
clarification of different aspects of [divine] distinctness and other topics, speaking of 
them at a level of detail that is unnecessary, to the point that he made comments 
reflecting poor etiquette with regard to Him the Exalted, to which no one with the 
slightest whiff of the greatness of God the Exalted could give voice.71 

 
Although al-Yūsī in his missive to al-Ghrīsī had emphasized the importance of teaching people 

“in clear, common language, by the conventional method, and with well-known examples,”72 he 

finds Ibn ʿUmar’s efforts to do so crude and offensive. It is, of course, true that God is not 

characterized by blood or hair or fragrance, but saying it in such blunt fashion reflects, for al-

Yūsī, poor etiquette (sūʾ al-adab). 

Al-Yūsī moreover worries that this ostensibly simplified method actually introduces more 

confusion than it dispels. In a resonant passage from Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ, he writes, 

If it were said, for instance, to an ʿāmmī that God the Exalted is utterly distinct from His 
creation (mukhālif min khalqihi), there being no likeness or peer to Him from among 
them, the meaning of this would be understood by him and accepted in his mind. Yet 
were he to become preoccupied with the details of various aspects of [divine] 
distinctiveness (tafṣīl awjuh al-mukhālafa), such that it were said to him, for example, 
“He is not a body, nor an accident, and neither does He resemble a body or an accident,” 
this would be more obscure to him than the former. Were one to continue in this, such 
that it were said to him for example, “He is not in a place, nor a time, nor is He in a 
direction, and He does not have a direction,” it would be even more obscure… Perhaps 
the truth of this would become twisted in his mind, since he would think of his 
conception of the attributes of bodies and that each entity is either inside or outside, there 
being no intermediate state between the two. Then he would understand from this that 
that which is neither inside nor outside has no existence at all, and this would lead him to 
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denial of God’s attributes, whether by way of doubt or a firm determination, and we seek 
refuge in God from [His] abandonment (khidhlān).73 

 
According to this assessment, more details only raise more questions in people’s minds, and 

when they are unequipped to handle them, the result is doubt and even outright denial of such 

core attributes of God as His existence. Just prior to this passage, al-Yūsī reiterated and 

expanded on the pedagogical guidance that he had provided in the letter to al-Ghrīsī, mentioning 

the danger that excessively detailed teaching can push people from a state of disputed kufr into 

kufr-by-consensus.74 For al-Yūsī, then, Ibn ʿUmar has very much failed in his efforts at 

simplification and accessibility. 

An Innate Knowledge of God 

 Having made these cautionary remarks in Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ about not 

pushing people beyond their limits, al-Yūsī – aware that there will be some opposition or at least 

skepticism toward his stance – anticipates an objection. He imagines someone asking with regard 

to the ignorant among the broader populace, “Are they to be left alone, then, when error and 

corruption has been witnessed in their creedal convictions?”75 Al-Yūsī assures the hypothetical 

questioner that he does not intend any such abandonment of people in need. Yet after repeating 

his encouragement to teach people carefully and kindly, he admits that, 

As for someone whose heart is found to be clouded (jahāman) and his thinking 
unyielding and dull (kazzan kahāman), allow him to remain in his innate nature (fiṭra) 
and leave him to concealing his own might. Incite him toward religious rituals and filling 
time with supererogatory acts of virtue. In this, God willing, lies the illumination of his 
heart and the perfection of desire for knowledge of his Lord. What suffices for him is 
whatever he grasps of the generalities of creedal tenets regarding divine oneness, by 
reflection or taqlīd.76 

 

																																																								
73 al-Yūsī, Mashrab al-ʿāmm wa-l-khāṣṣ, 1:479. 
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What this passage reveals is al-Yūsī’s stance about how īmān occurs at its most basic, most 

foundational level. Understanding this stance is key because, as seen here, it ultimately provides 

the justification for leaving people be, rather than persisting with exhortation or expelling them 

from the Muslim community. The following thus provides a brief overview of al-Yūsī’s 

perspective on taqlīd, as well as what he means by this innate nature, or fiṭra. 

 As has already been shown by El-Rouayheb, al-Yūsī took a permissive stance toward 

taqlīd, holding that it is an acceptable way for less educated members of the community to arrive 

at sound īmān.77 El-Rouayheb also discusses al-Yūsī’s position that knowledge of God and īmān 

comprise part of each human’s innate nature, and he notes that al-Yūsī was not the first Muslim 

thinker to hold such a view, citing the precedents of the Andalusi scholar Abū Muḥammad ʿAlī 

Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064) and the Damascene Aḥmad Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328).78 The 

comparison to these two thinkers is useful because it allows El-Rouayheb to clarify that while 

Ibn Ḥazm and Ibn Taymiyya use the idea of an inborn īmān to argue against the necessity of 

theology as a discipline, al-Yūsī draws no such conclusion. Here, too, I would point out that al-

Yūsī has a further precedent in al-Ghazālī. Similar to al-Ghazālī, al-Yūsī seems to see īmān as 

innate but latent: It needs to be activated by the person, with creedal education being an efficient 

way for that to happen. Moreover, the person must be vigilant to keep his or her īmān free of 

corrupting influences in society. To the extent that ignorance and error appear in people’s creed, 

they are due to such corruptions. In this arena, as well, creedal education plays a useful role. 

 Reflecting on al-Yūsī’s critiques of Ibn ʿUmar with this Ghazālian view in mind, one can 

see why he would be more concerned about Ibn ʿUmar causing harm to people’s creedal state 

through his confusing questions and misguided pedagogy than he is about neglecting people in a 
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state of kufr. By al-Yūsī’s thinking, it is more likely than not that people have sound īmān, given 

that they have an innate propensity for it. 

The Critique of al-ʿAyyāshī 

 Unlike the caustic tone assumed by al-ʿAnbarī in al-Kashf, al-ʿAyyāshī’s Ḥukm is self-

consciously cautious. From the outset of the treatise, al-ʿAyyāshī conveys his reluctance to opine 

on distant and disorderly matters, worrying that he would only be contributing to the conflict.79 

He describes how he spent a month in istikhāra, seeking guidance from God, before writing the 

text,80 and he takes care to point out aspects of Ibn ʿUmar’s writings that are salutary – 

supplicating God for knowledge, urging people toward learning, warning them against kufr – 

before offering his critique.81 Partway through al-Ḥukm, al-ʿAyyashī does state that he has 

become more confident in condemning Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign; it seems that information about it 

was reaching him in ongoing fashion, and he was disturbed anew by what he heard.82 Even so, he 

devotes around ten pages at the end of the treatise to again explaining and justifying his decision 

to wade into the fray. He insists that he has sought to apply as much courteousness and restraint 

as possible in writing al-Ḥukm,83 focusing his criticism on the act (Ibn ʿUmar’s writings), rather 

than the actor (Ibn ʿUmar), as required by good etiquette.84 In the event that he has 

misrepresented anything that Ibn ʿUmar did, as al-ʿAyyāshī acknowledges is likely given the 

gaps and flaws of information transmitted over a distance, then he asks his pardon.85 
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 Notwithstanding his reluctance to join the discussion, al-ʿAyyāshī writes a substantive 

work over twice as long as al-ʿAnbarī’s Kashf. Many of his arguments overlap with those of the 

two other critics; here, I focus on a line of thinking that is unique to him. 

Ibn ʿUmar’s Misguided Conflation of Īmān and Conceptualization 

 One of al-ʿAyyāshī’s more unique critiques stems from an observation that he makes 

about Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign. As he correctly notes, Ibn ʿUmar does not target imitators, whom 

he considers valid believers.86 The Sijilmāsa campaign instead takes aim at what Ibn ʿUmar 

deems outright ignorance of fundamental creedal tenets. By employing terms from logic, al-

ʿAyyāshī portrays this focus as a concern with conceptualization, rather than assent. This section 

first explains that distinction and then discusses why al-ʿAyyāshī considers the focus on 

conceptualization to be misguided and problematic. Along the way, some of al-ʿAyyāshī’s own 

ideas about īmān al-ʿawāmm come into view, especially his stance that each person has an innate 

knowledge of God, and the section will end with a summary of those ideas. 

As explained in Chapter 1, Ashʿarī theologians define īmān as assent (taṣdīq) to the 

truthfulness of claims about God conveyed through the prophet Muḥammad. Assent is also a key 

idea in logic, where it refers to affirming the truth of a judgment (ḥukm) about the relation of one 

concept (taṣawwur) to another. Al-ʿAyyāshī’s assessment that Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign attends to 

conceptualization rather than assent comes into focus when he criticizes the sorts of questions 

that Ibn ʿUmar and his followers ask people. An informant has told al-ʿAyyāshī that part of the 

justification for the Sijilmāsa campaign is that people will be similarly interrogated about their 

īmān on the Day of Judgment by the two angels, Munkar and Nakīr. After expressing dismay at 
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the audacity of humans’ analogizing their behavior to that of angels, al-ʿAyyāshī points out 

another problem: 

Know too that it is not mentioned in any report, sound or faulty (saqīm), that the angel 
will ask him [the human] in the grave about knowledge in the sense of conceptualization, 
but rather about assent. If he [the human] answers that he assents to such-and-such, he 
[the angel] will not say to him, “What is the essence of that?” If he says, “I believe in 
God,” he will not say to him, “What is God? What are His attributes? Is He like such-
and-such?” in the way that these falsifiers [i.e. Ibn ʿUmar and his followers] do. If 
someone says, “Muḥammad is the Messenger of God,” it should not be said to them, “Is 
he a human or angel, and is he Arab or non-Arab? Is he of Medina or another locale? 
This is because īmān is the assent to Him, not knowledge of His essence.87 

 
A fundamental problem with demanding that people have a proper conceptualization of God is 

that it comprises an unattainable and hubristic goal. As al-ʿAyyāshī explains earlier in al-Ḥukm, 

If you know that the essence of God (dhāt al-ḥaqq) is, properly speaking, not known (and 
what is held with regard to His essence is held with regard to His attributes, since they are 
not other than Him), then it becomes clear to you that most of that for which this group 
accuses the common folk of kufr falls into the category of ignorance of God and some 
attribute of His – even as everyone is ignorant in that sense, since knowledge in the sense 
of conceptualization does not occur for any of them, nor is it obligatory. As for the 
[knowledge] that is obligatory and that has the meaning of assent, it or some conviction 
that takes its place occurs for everyone, either in a detailed or general way. It has already 
been stated that this is sufficient. As for the awareness (shuʿūr) – of any variety, even 
from an outside factor – on which it [assent] depends, it occurs for everyone, as with their 
awareness of His existence.88 

 
Since true knowledge of God is impossible for humans, it cannot comprise a communal 

obligation, to say nothing of an individual obligation. What humans are tasked with, rather, is 

assenting to certain claims about God. While this assent does depend on familiarity with the 

concepts of God and of His attributes, al-ʿAyyāshī states that the familiarity need not – indeed 

cannot – take the form of full conceptualization. Instead, it is sufficient for people to have 

awareness (shuʿūr) of those concepts. This argument strikes me as rather unfair. I do not think 

Ibn ʿUmar would defend the position that people must have a full-blown conceptualization of 
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God. Rather, he is seeking to ensure that people have a minimal grasp of the claims to which 

they assent in doing īmān. Al-ʿAyyāshī, too, realizes the need for this minimal grasp, but he 

differentiates it from that of Ibn ʿUmar by calling it shuʿūr and insisting, as I will show next, that 

it is even more minimal than Ibn ʿUmar realizes and that it is moreover innate, if latent. 

Al-ʿAyyāshī’s descriptions of shuʿūr are somewhat vague. It is defined, for example, by 

its output, being “that by which a distinguishing (tamyīz) of the essence obtains, such that a 

judgment about it [the essence] is sound.”89 Of course, this definition begs the question of what it 

means to “distinguish” an essence. Al-ʿAyyāshī elucidates the minimal distinguishing he has in 

mind through an example from the hadith. In the relevant report, the prophet Muḥammad asks an 

enslaved black woman (ama sawdāʾ) about God, and she responds by pointing at the sky. From 

the gesture, al-ʿAyyāshī writes, the prophet knew that the woman distinguishes God from others: 

The explanation of how God is distinguished for her according to that [gesture] has to do 
with the fact that the objects of worship for that generation in those lands were idols, fire, 
or some entity among the animals, all of whose dwelling place is the earth. Thus, when 
he asked her about her object of worship and she pointed toward the sky, it was 
understood of her that she is innocent of [engaging with] all of these objects of worship.90 

 
Al-ʿAyyāshī acknowledges the crudeness of the woman’s gesture, not least for its implication 

that God dwells (yaḥull) in the sky, when in fact God has no dwelling place. Nonetheless, it 

suffices to show that she distinguishes God from other entities, specifically the false objects of 

worship that were rife in her time. Another example from al-ʿAyyāshī reinforces the minimal 

nature of his criteria. Speaking of “a pure ʿāmmī, boorish and heedless,” he posits that, 

Were someone to kill for him a riding animal and were another of his to die without 
cause (bi-lā sabab) and were you to say to him, “Who killed this [the first animal]?” he 
would say to you, “So-and-so.” If you then said to him, “And that other one?” He would 
say, “God.” There are many mentions of other examples like this. How, then, can it be 
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said of this [person] that he does not distinguish God from others, such that he assents to 
Him and becomes a believer?91 
 

As with the enslaved woman, this example is remarkable for allowing the person to be ignorant 

of fairly fundamental creedal tenets, here, in the man’s assigning causal efficacy to “So-and-so” 

for killing the first animal, when Ashʿarī theology reserves all causal efficacy for God. The 

important thing for al-ʿAyyāshī is that the person has demonstrated her or his shuʿūr of the 

divine nature by distinguishing it from other entities. 

Shuʿūr can occur in a plethora of ways, according to ʿAyyāshī, and indeed, each person 

has an innate, if latent, potentiality for it. He describes the routes that lead to it as too many to 

identify with precision (lā yanḍabiṭ):92 Some are sensory (ḥissiyyāt), others introspective 

(wijdāniyyāt), rational (ʿaqliyyāt), habitual (ʿādiyyāt), or transmitted (naqliyyāt).93 One route that 

he singles out as useful is conveying to people extremely broad statements about God. As an 

example, he offers that someone might be told that God is the originator who creates the heavens 

and the earth. Even though the definition is quite weak for characterizing God by His actions 

rather than His essence, it still brings about the ability to distinguish Him from others and 

therefore shuʿūr of Him.94 What each of these methods has in common is that they activate a 

person’s innate but latent knowledge. As al-ʿAyyāshī explains through a passage from al-

Ghazālī’s Mīzān al-ʿaml (The Scale of Action), “Study does not bring about for humans anything 

from outside but rather draws back the covering of what already obtains in the soul through the 

innate nature (fiṭra).”95 
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Given the myriad causes that can activate this latent shuʿūr of God, al-ʿAyyāshī holds 

that it is widespread among humans, especially in Muslim societies. As he writes, 

Once you know that the reasons for shuʿūr and for distinguishing are many and 
uncountable, you know that there scarcely exists a rational person with faculties of 
distinguishing, on whose tongue God is frequently invoked, and who attributes to Him 
many acts such as creation, death, and life and yet for whom God is not distinguished, 
nor does he have any shuʿūr of Him. This is impossible, according to the usual run of 
things, and an eyewitness will deny anyone who alleges it.96 

 
Having lowered the bar to shuʿūr and the simple ability to distinguish God from other entities, 

al-ʿAyyāshī is able to see evidence of this shuʿūr everywhere, including in people’s everyday 

invocations of God. 

Yet even as al-ʿAyyāshī expresses confidence that most people have sufficient shuʿūr of 

God, he emphasizes that Ibn ʿUmar is misguided to make it the focus of his campaign. Returning 

to the language of conceptualization, he writes, 

Conceptualization does not factor in here except as regards its being a means (wasīla). 
Similar to this would be someone who is judged to merit death for his neglect of prayer, 
for example. It is not held that he is to be killed for neglecting the ablutions that are a 
condition for the soundness of prayer because ablutions are a means to prayer. Upon 
verifying the absence of any problematic variation (taghāyur) in the ultimate aims, there 
is no consequence (lā ʿibra) to the means being present or absent.97 

 
Regardless of the term, whether conceptualization or shuʿūr, this knowledge is only a means to 

the assent that comprises īmān, just as ablutions are only a means to valid prayer. If Ibn ʿUmar’s 

intent is really to evaluate people’s status as believers, then he ought to focus on the heart of the 

issue, on assent. Even in the case that he encounters something awry in regard to assent, he and 

his followers should still take care to only address the means in its appropriate place: 

If they want to approach a house by its proper entryway, then when they see someone in 
the state that they allege, they ought to first establish for him the meaning of God in an 
accessible way by which the distinguishing of His essence will, for someone like him, 
occur. It might be said, “God is the creator of humankind, who has no resemblance to 
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anything, and the Messenger is created by Him who has sent him to humankind,” and 
whatever brings this near to understanding and makes it easy for each person. Then, when 
he understands these two essences [of God and Messenger], at that point it should be said 
to him, “Assent to that,” or “Submit (udhʿin) to it.” If he says, “I do not assent to that,” 
then he is definitely a kāfir.98 

 
As with the earlier comparison to the angels, al-ʿAyyāshī refuses the notion that people ought to 

be quizzed about their knowledge of God and Muḥammad. The only proper moment of 

evaluation is the moment of assent. A scholar’s task – in the event that he has detected a creedal 

problem that requires redressing – is to provide someone with the means to assent, making sure 

that the person’s latent inner knowledge of God is actualized into at least a basic degree of 

shuʿūr, and only then might he query as to the occurrence of assent or not. 

 Al-ʿAyyāshī’s framing of conceptualization or shuʿūr as solely a means to assent and 

īmān has profound consequences, undercutting not only a key premise of Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign 

but also of earlier calls to judge people as majūs for their ignorance of creed. To understand this 

final aspect of the argument, it is helpful to reformulate conceptualization and assent by their 

opposites. The former is what al-ʿAyyāshī calls simple ignorance (jahl basīṭ), referring to an 

outright lack of knowledge or even shuʿūr. The latter is compound ignorance (jahl murakkab); as 

the opposite of assent, it denotes the denial that a claim is true.99 When people such as Ibn 

ʿUmar, and before him Ibn Khajjū in northern Morocco and Ibn ʿĪsā in Bijāya, allege to have 

encountered people who do not even distinguish between God and the prophet Muḥammad, they 

are referring – although they themselves may not realize it – to cases of simple ignorance. While, 

as just explained, al-ʿAyyāshī himself considers such ignorance to be extremely rare if not 

impossible in Muslim societies, he concedes its existence here to make the point that nonetheless 

Ibn ʿUmar and his predecessors are wrong to discipline people with this kind of ignorance and to 
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deny them the status of believers. Their error is due to the fact that a person who utterly lacks a 

conceptualization of God does not have the means to engage either in the assent that is īmān or in 

the denial that is kufr. According to al-ʿAyyāshī, such a person should be judged as one whom 

the Islamic message has not even reached (wa-ḥukm hādha ḥukm man lam tablughhu al-

daʿwa),100 rather than as an unbeliever, and the proper response is to introduce them to the 

message rather than punish them. In sum, the very category of people that Ibn ʿUmar claims to 

have encountered – the ignorant-cum-kāfir – cannot logically exist. 

 To review this line of argumentation, it begins with al-ʿAyyāshī’s observation that Ibn 

ʿUmar’s campaign focuses on conceptualization. This concern can be seen, for example, in the 

sorts of questions he and his followers ask, which probe into people’s understanding of God’s 

nature and the nature of the prophet Muḥammad. Al-ʿAyyāshī’s first criticism is that Ibn ʿUmar 

has set the bar too high: People are not required to conceptualize God – indeed, 

conceptualization of the divine is impossible – but rather to have a minimal awareness, or shuʿūr 

of Him. This shuʿūr manifests itself in the ability to distinguish between God and other entities, 

even if the distinguishing is as crude as someone pointing toward the sky to indicate whom she 

worships. Because shuʿūr of God exists as a potentiality in people’s innate natures and because 

of the myriad methods for activation, it is ubiquitous, especially in Muslim societies. The 

ubiquity alone would seem to make Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign unnecessary, but al-ʿAyyāshī’s 

criticism goes deeper than that. He argues that Ibn ʿUmar is extremely out of line to make 

conceptualization the object of interrogation and the criterion for marking someone as a believer, 

since it is the act of assent that constitutes īmān. In the unusual case that someone lacks even a 

minimal conceptualization of God, the proper response is to teach that to them and equip them 

with the means to declare their assent. 
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 From this argument, the general contours of al-ʿAyyāshī’s own views on īmān have 

already appeared, but it is worth briefly restating them in more affirmative fashion. Similar to al-

Yūsī, al-ʿAyyāshī holds a very Ghazālian view on īmān al-ʿawāmm. He considers knowledge of 

God and even īmān to comprise an innate part of people’s characters. This formulation does not 

allow people to become passive, since they have the responsibility to activate that īmān and to 

avoid heedlessness and error, but even so, it stands in sharp contrast to, for example, al-Sanūsī’s 

adamancy that no aspect of creedal knowledge is innate. Al-ʿAyyāshī, al-Yūsī, and al-Ghazālī 

also emphasize that alongside this innate knowledge, people in Muslim societies grow up with 

constant exposure to basic creedal claims about the existence and oneness of God. While al-

Sanūsī may have conceded this point, he insisted that when it comes to assenting to the truth of 

those claims, reasoning provides the most secure and possibly the only valid method. For al-

ʿAyyāshī and, again, al-Yūsī and al-Ghazālī, assent can occur in a variety of legitimate ways, not 

merely through reasoning. These routes to assent may not yield as much certainty as reasoning, 

but they suffice. Indeed, for the less intellectually gifted members of the ʿawāmm, it is more 

secure to avoid the likely confusing realm of reasoning over creed. Given, thus, the innate nature 

of knowledge about God, the many modes of activating it, and the numerous, accessible ways to 

assent to its veracity, al-ʿAyyāshī has little concern that his Muslim brethren lack īmān. 

The Proper Teaching of Creed 

 Above, I mentioned al-Yūsī’s anticipation of an objection to his arguments, namely, that 

he opposes creedal education and advocates leaving people in a state of ignorance, and how he is 

careful to correct this misconception. Al-ʿAyyāshī, too, worries that readers of al-Ḥukm might 

say, “The author of this treatise has disavowed urging people toward teaching the creedal tenets 
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of religion.”101 He therefore includes a short appendix in which he describes his own thoughts on 

creedal pedagogy. As for al-Yūsī and al-ʿAnbarī, their visions for this pedagogy are reflected in 

creed-ritual primers of the sort that I described in the previous chapter.102 In this final section, I 

provide brief overviews of these writings and attempt to make sense of them in light of the 

authors’ statements about īmān al-ʿawāmm. 

 A first question that might legitimately be asked about these creedal guides, even before 

examining them, is why the three scholars wrote them. That is, given that each of them argues 

for some kind of innate capacity on the part of all humans for either knowledge of God (al-Yūsī 

and al-ʿAyyāshī) or general proofs about the nature of God (al-ʿAnbarī), why is creedal 

education necessary? Here it seems to me key to remember that the capacities are innate but 

latent, in need not only of activation but also vigilance to ward off corrupting influences. 

Ultimately, I see the claims about innateness functioning mostly as an expression of optimism 

about the īmān of most people in the broader community, as well as an argument of last resort 

for leaving people alone if they demonstrate no ability whatsoever for learning. 

 Of the three texts, al-ʿAnbarī’s follows the Sanūsian model most closely. He begins by 

explaining the proper interpretation of the shahāda as the declaration that no other entity worthy 

of worship exists besides God. He then lists God’s thirteen attributes of perfection (kamāl) and 

their thirteen opposites, the attributes of deficiency (naqṣ). Al-ʿAnbarī intends for the terms 

perfection and deficiency to correspond to necessity and impossibility, and he rounds out the 

three modalities with reference to God’s actions as possible.103 As for Muḥammad and other 

																																																								
101 Ibid., 2:515. 
102 Notably, the two texts appear in the same manuscript collection: al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī, Mā yajib ʿalā al-mukallaf 
(MS: Rabat, al-Khizāna al-Ḥasaniyya, 614, fols. 56b-81a); and Mubārak b. Muḥammad al-ʿAnbarī, Mā yajib ʿalā al-
bāligh (MS: Rabat, al-Khizāna al-Ḥasaniyya, 614, fols. 103a-105a). Al-Yūsī’s text is much longer and seems to 
include discussions of Sufi ethics, as well as creed and ritual. As for what else MS 614 contains, I unfortunately do 
not know, and it is not easy to check without being on-site at the library. 
103 al-ʿAnbarī, Mā yajib ʿalā al-bāligh, fol. 103a. 
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Messengers, they are characterized by truthfulness, integrity (the inability to commit sins), and 

the reliable communication of the divine message.104 The opposites of these characteristics are 

impossible for them, while all other human traits are traits. Al-ʿAnbarī includes no proofs, nor 

even a description of each attribute; the text is extremely brief. 

 Al-Yūsī’s presentation also owes much to al-Sanūsī, although he departs somewhat by 

presenting the attributes in a different order, and like al-ʿAnbarī, he does not systematically use 

the language of the modalities. His explanations of God’s attributes hew to the familiar terms of 

creedal writings that he had urged Ibn ʿUmar to employ. Thus, when describing God’s 

distinctiveness from creation, al-Yūsī writes, “He [God] is not a substance or an accident, nor is 

He characterized by attributes of substances, nor attributes of accidents,”105 refraining from 

mentioning any particularities. Al-Yūsī also presents proofs for a number of attributes, which is 

notable given his permissiveness toward taqlīd. To take the example of this same attribute of 

God’s distinctiveness, the proof reads, “Were He to resemble His creation, then what is 

necessary for them in the way of createdness and endedness (fanāʾ) would be necessary for Him, 

which would invalidate His divinity, and this is impossible.”106 The form of the proof is that of 

modus tollens (If not P, then Q; but not-Q; therefore P), which al-Sanūsī had used in his shortest 

creed, al-Ḥafīda, and which was also taken up by Ibn ʿĀshir in his versified primer al-Murshid 

al-muʿīn. To understand why the taqlīd-permitting al-Yūsī might have included proofs within the 

material that he describes as “incumbent on the legally responsible person (mukallaf), meaning 

whoever is of sound mind among men and women alike,”107 it will be useful to take into account 

al-ʿAyyāshī’s description of proper creedal pedagogy. 
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105 al-Yūsī, Mā yajib ʿalā al-mukallaf, fol. 56b. 
106 Ibid., fol. 57a. 
107 Ibid., fol. 56b. 
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 Al-ʿAyyāshī opens his discussion with a statement from the prophet Muḥammad that 

each person is a guardian (rāʿin) responsible for a set of charges (raʿiyya).108 While those 

charges can range from one’s own body (jawāriḥ, lit. limbs) to one’s family and children to even 

the ruler, al-ʿAyyāshī emphasizes that the starting point should always be the self. He thus 

addresses the process of creedal education first from the perspective of the learner and then 

describes how this person should proceed to teach others. 

Al-ʿAyyāshī’s trajectory for this hypothetical learner moves from securing correct creedal 

tenets to learning their proofs to spiritual and ethical self-cultivation. He views the first step as 

taking place either through the person’s direct engagement with the Qur’an and sunna or through 

taqlīd of scholars known for their knowledge and integrity.109 The proofs, too – if the person has 

the intelligence to proceed to this second stage of learning – should come initially from the 

Qur’an and sunna, to be followed by those that scholars have derived through rational means. Al-

ʿAyyāshī states that accomplishing this degree of īmān is demanded both by divine law and 

transmitted tradition (sharʿan wa-naqlan).110 While this pronouncement appears universal, the 

broader context indicates that it in fact applies only to a limited class of humans, namely, those 

who have the intellectual and material resources to undertake more formal learning. The vast 

majority of them are likely to be men. Once these more elite students have studied the proofs, al-

ʿAyyāshī prescribes their ethical apprenticeship to a master, wherein they can come to embody 

right comportment.111 This process has the effect of deepening their īmān and perhaps revealing 

to them further truths about the divine. 
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When the learner has reached an appropriate level of īmān and knowledge, she or he – 

but probably he – should turn to the creedal education of those in their charge: their family, 

children, servants, and others. Here, al-ʿAyyāshī has a different process and set of standards in 

mind. With sensitivity to the fact that people vary in their intellectual capacities, the learner-

turned-teacher should begin by teaching the most basic material, which is the meaning of the 

shahāda: God exists, God is singular, and Muḥammad conveyed a message from Him. While the 

teacher might then mention core attributes of God, such as power, knowledge, and will, al-

ʿAyyāshī suggests focusing on attributes of action – creation, the taking and giving of life, the 

taking and giving of fortune, and so on – since these are “more beneficial for him than 

recounting in detail the meanings of the designations and attributes.”112 In describing divine 

transcendence, the teacher should phrase matters in a general way and refrain from the stating 

specifically that “God is not like such-and-such, nor like such-and-such” – the poor etiquette 

that, it may be noted, Ibn ʿUmar had shown. A similar method should then be used to convey the 

nature of the prophet Muḥammad. Al-ʿAyyāshī considers that everyone will be able to receive 

this type of basic teaching. Those who display capacity for greater understanding may advance 

somewhat in their learning, but for those who do not, this first level is sufficient. 

To return to al-Yūsī’s text for the mukallaf, I would argue that, with its proofs, al-Yūsī 

means it to be only as universal as the first part of al-ʿAyyāshī’s discussion. It is hard to know to 

what degree this observation ought to apply more broadly to other primers. Perhaps authors such 

as Ibn ʿĀshir’s commentator Mayyāra, who took a stricter stance on taqlīd, do intend for their 

teachings, proofs and all, to reach each and every Muslim of mature age. In the end, the question 

of audience may not be one that the historian can answer, but it seems to me that at the very 
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least, al-ʿAyyāshī’s discussion should encourage skepticism toward claims couched in universal 

terms, since the universality may ultimately only refer to an elite and likely male group. 

Finally, what can be learned from comparing these creedal teachings to those of Ibn 

ʿUmar? The main point of difference seems to be that al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī 

maintain the format, terminology, and definitions that pre-dated but became standardized 

through the short creeds of al-Sanūsī. As shown in previous sections of this chapter, the three 

critics did not appreciate Ibn ʿUmar’s effort to make the description of God more accessible 

through naming all the ways in which He differs from creation. Otherwise, however, the creedal 

teachings are quite similar, covering the same set of orthodox tenets about God and His 

Messengers. This comparison thus reinforces what should already be clear from the earlier 

analysis of al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī’s critiques: that their qualms with Ibn ʿUmar lie 

not with the fact of his teaching creed nor even with the content of that teaching but rather with 

the pessimistic attitude that he held toward people’s creedal states and the way that pessimism 

led to such harmful behaviors as questioning, disciplining, and frightening learners. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have sought to show that Ibn ʿUmar’s critics were arguing for a claim of 

orthodoxy. The specific claim advocated by the critics is that the general Muslim populace must 

be considered, as a corporate body, to have sound īmān. Without denying that ignorance and 

error may manifest themselves in individual cases, they refute the assertion made by Ibn ʿUmar 

that the presumed state of the common folk is one of kufr. 

 I have also sought to illuminate the various mechanisms through which the critics 

endeavored to enforce their claim of orthodoxy. At the outset of the chapter, I reviewed the 

attempts of al-Yūsī and the young Ibn al-Sayyid to pressure Ibn ʿUmar into retracting his default 
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takfīr of the ʿawāmm, the first through a private conversation and the latter through a more 

public piece of writing. I then discussed the state intervention that took place when those 

individual endeavors failed. Al-ʿAnbarī’s account of the tribunal is unfortunately short on details, 

not least due to Ibn ʿUmar’s allegedly swift capitulation, but it nonetheless demonstrates the 

willingness of local political authorities to coerce a resolution to the conflict, as well as the 

possible refusal by segments of the non-elite community, devoted to Ibn ʿUmar, to abide by that 

resolution. 

 The main part of the chapter examined the written critiques against Ibn ʿUmar penned by 

al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī. As pointed out by al-ʿAnbarī, even after the tribunal, Ibn 

ʿUmar’s ideas remained in circulation, carried by his followers and his own writings. It thus 

makes sense to see the refutations as one further mechanism for suppressing his claims and 

elevating those of his opponents. The ability of these refutations to convince others in the 

scholarly community and beyond may have consisted to large degree in the esteemed reputations 

of their authors; that is, for some people, it may have been enough to know that a towering figure 

such as al-Yūsī took an opposing stance to Ibn ʿUmar. At the same time, a core principle of this 

project is that ideas and arguments mattered, and thus I delve into some of the specific rebuttals 

put forward by the three critics. 

Given that Ibn ʿUmar’s main argument for corporate takfīr of the ʿawāmm rested on his 

personal encounters with people, it is not surprising that his opponents sought to dismantle the 

validity of his eyewitness evidence in different ways. To that end, al-ʿAnbarī and al-Yūsī insisted 

on distinguishing between people’s inner knowledge and their ability to verbally articulate it, 

thereby calling into question the very reliability of personal interactions. Al-ʿAnbarī further 

argued that Ibn ʿUmar could not possibly have interviewed enough people to allege a 
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preponderance of ignorance-cum-kufr and that moreover, he had no grounds to initiate the 

questioning, since its only justification could be such a preponderance, which cannot be 

determined. As for al-ʿAyyāshī, in addition to offering arguments fairly similar to those of al-

ʿAnbarī, he made the more unique case that ignorance-cum-kufr cannot logically exist as a 

category. His reasoning rests on a distinction between people’s conceptualization of creedal 

tenets and their assent to the truth of those tenets. By his assessment, Ibn ʿUmar’s campaign 

targeted the former, labeling people as unbelievers for their failure to have an adequate 

conceptualization of the divine nature. Yet it is not that conceptualization that makes people 

believers or unbelievers, according to al-ʿAyyāshī’s argument, or to put it another way, 

ignorance of the concept of God cannot amount to kufr. Ibn ʿUmar has thus evaluated people and 

arrived at his claim of ubiquitous kufr by entirely faulty means. 

Corresponding to these critiques, al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī also have 

affirmative visions that justify their optimism toward the sound creedal state of people in their 

communities. For al-ʿAnbarī, all people have a predisposition toward knowledge of not only God 

but also the general proofs that undergird His various attributes. Al-Yūsī and al-ʿAyyāshī take a 

Ghazālian approach, asserting that people have innate, if latent, īmān and knowledge of God, 

which may be validly activated by any number of means, including taqlīd. 

Notwithstanding this optimism and the claims of inborn īmān or even inborn knowledge 

of proofs, all three figures very much see a role for creedal education. Humans may have a 

propensity for īmān, but they are also responsible for enacting and protecting it. To emphasize 

the importance that al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī place on creedal teaching and to 

understand their approach to it, the chapter closed with a review of three short tracts that they 

each wrote on the subject. One common feature, most evident in the primers of al-ʿAnbarī and 
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al-Yūsī, is their hewing to the traditional format, terms, and definitions, as established by al-

Sanūsī in particular. All of them are careful to avoid the misguided efforts of Ibn ʿUmar to 

explain the nature of God in what they saw as crude, everyday terms. Another, final point to be 

drawn from these tracts is that they likely reflect a socially layered approach to creedal education 

even when they do not declare as such outright. It is al-ʿAyyāshī who offers a glimpse of this 

dynamic, by presenting a first, more strenuous, course of creedal study that he declares to be 

“demanded by divine law and scholarly transmission,” before proceeding to a second, simpler 

approach that he clarifies is sufficient for the vast majority of the population. Such expectations 

are almost certainly embedded in other basic creeds, including that of al-Yūsī. The understanding 

is that experts will be able to determine which version of a creed is appropriate for which 

audience; they will take care to meet people at the proper level, thereby ensuring their adequate 

creedal education and helping them to arrive at sound īmān. 
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Conclusion 
 

 This dissertation has focused on the attitudes and ideas of Maghribi scholars in the 

9th/15th-11th/17th centuries toward the creedal convictions of the broader, non-scholarly populace. 

Despite persistent historiographic claims about the defensive nature of Islamic theology, its 

stagnation in later centuries, and the primacy of orthopraxy over orthodoxy in Islamic thought, 

the scholars examined here saw an affirmative, alive, and fundamental role for theology in their 

communities. For them, theology yields the core claims about God and His Messenger to which 

each and very Muslim must assent in order to be in sound eschatological standing. Beyond 

demonstrating the importance of right belief, this project has also examined the disputes and 

controversies that resulted when scholars disagreed about the proper ways to promote that belief. 

 From the early days of Ashʿarism in the Mashriq, affiliates of the school stressed the 

salvific importance of īmān, defined as assent to a set of propositions about the nature of God 

and Messenger. Yet they also made clear that different classes of people achieve īmān in 

different ways. Some Ashʿarīs maintained that even common folk need to understand the rational 

basis for the set of propositions, while providing that they could learn the requisite proofs in a 

general, rather than a technical, way. Others, most prominently al-Ghazālī, exempted the broader 

populace from the obligation to engage in reasoning and asserted the permissibility of taqlīd for 

them. These conversations continued among Ashʿarīs in the Maghrib. Moreover, in the 8th/14th 

century, the striking view appeared in a fatwa from Bijāya that a person’s lack of basic 

knowledge about creedal tenets, and therefore their lack of īmān, ought to carry legal as well as 

eschatological consequences. This claim gained traction over the decades and was a live idea 

when al-Sanūsī entered the theological landscape in the latter half of the 9th/15th century. 
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 Although al-Sanūsī has sometimes been represented in the historiography as a singular 

figure in Maghribi theological history, his writings very much drew on long-standing trends and 

participated in ongoing discussions. On the topic of taqlīd, al-Sanūsī took a hardline stance, 

insisting that all Muslims must learn at least one basic proof for each creedal tenet. To facilitate 

such learning, he wrote a series of creeds, each shorter and simpler than the last and each 

containing syllogistic proofs. While he largely indicated that the stakes of creedal learning were 

eschatological and not legal and his own efforts focused on teaching, he nonetheless came under 

censure by his contemporaries, among them Ibn Zakrī. I have argued here that the dramatically 

less demanding stance on taqlīd taken by Ibn Zakrī in his later work ought to be understood as a 

response to al-Sanūsī’s more insistent approach to creedal pedagogy. 

 As al-Sanūsī’s creedal writings grew in popularity, scholars invoked them in a variety of 

ways that belie some historians’ claims about the stifling and homogenizing effect of his 

influence in subsequent centuries. For example, scholars arguing for a more lenient stance 

toward the ʿawāmm highlighted al-Sanūsī’s injunction to think well of fellow Muslims and teach 

people with kindness, and in contrast, those who saw the creedal state of the ʿawāmm as more 

dire emphasized al-Sanūsī’s laments about the ubiquity of ignorance-cum-kufr among the people 

of his time. Moreover, even though al-Sanūsī did not explicitly endorse the stipulation that such 

ignorance merited treatment by the judgment of the majūs, he did gesture toward the perspective 

from Bijāya with enough approval that later scholars could adduce him in support of it. 

 Among those scholars of the latter tendency was the 10th/16th-century circle of al-Habṭī in 

northern Morocco. What I have described here as al-Habṭī’s missionizing-Islamicizing activities 

were shaped in large part by his membership in the Jazūliyya Sufi order, which made a practice 

of sending its affiliates into rural areas to provide practical and spiritual guidance to local 
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communities. Yet the focus of al-Habṭī and his companions on creedal learning must also be 

situated within the legacy of al-Sanūsī, even as they bent his writings toward their own project. 

Deemphasizing his concern with taqlīd, they accentuated the perils of outright creedal ignorance 

and focused on teaching people the proper theological interpretation of the shahāda. More 

dramatically, they invoked al-Sanūsī in support of treating people deemed ignorant of creed by 

the judgment of the majūs, and they pushed the pedagogical aspect of their work beyond the 

realm of formal teaching circles. Under the rubric of commanding right and forbidding wrong, 

they urged all people with basic theological literacy to teach their families and others. 

 That the concern with teaching creedal basics to the broader, non-scholarly populace 

extended beyond the circle of al-Habṭī may be seen in the number of fatwas written on the topic 

in the 10th/16th and 11th/17th centuries, as well as in the proliferation of short primers that begin 

with a section on creedal material. Some judges, too, took up the cause of ensuring right belief 

among the people residing in their districts. The most striking example is that of Muḥammad al-

ʿArabī Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz in Sijilmāsa, described as imposing creedal examinations on all those 

coming to him with judicial requests, especially for marriage contracts. 

 However, a person did not need to be in a position of official authority to enact an 

interventionist campaign of commanding right belief and forbidding wrong, as evidenced by the 

nephew of Ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, Muḥammad Ibn ʿUmar. Similar to al-Habṭī and his companions, 

Ibn ʿUmar positioned himself in the legacy of al-Sanūsī. While holding al-Sanūsī and especially 

his tract al-ʿAqīda al-ṣughrā in great esteem, Ibn ʿUmar considered that most people in his 

community were not ready to engage with the material and proofs it contained. He assessed the 

problem among his contemporaries not at the level of taqlīd but rather at the level of outright 

ignorance that he considered so grave as to comprise kufr-by-consensus. In short, he understood 
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people to be so ignorant of God and Messenger as to not be Muslim. To redress the situation, he 

undertook a campaign of not only teaching but also proactive questioning and disciplining, and 

he encouraged others to do the same. 

 Whereas Ibn ʿUmar characterized his activities as an urgent ethical duty, his 

contemporaneous critics viewed them as an alarming and unnecessary disruption to social and 

religious life. Eventually, the local representatives of the ʿAlawite state interceded, calling a 

tribunal in which Ibn ʿUmar was confronted by senior scholars and which seems to have resulted 

in the dampening of his creedal campaign. In an effort to combat the possible diffusion of his 

ideas, several further senior scholars – al-ʿAnbarī, al-Yūsī, and al-ʿAyyāshī – penned critiques in 

which they offered arguments for viewing less educated members of society in an optimistic 

light, contending that the orthodox approach to the issue of īmān al-ʿawāmm entails trusting that 

people have sound īmān, even if it is not apparent. Their point is not to deemphasize the 

importance of īmān, nor even of creedal pedagogy, as indicated by their own writings on that 

topic, but rather to deflate the case for proactive creedal questioning and for disciplining people 

with social and legal sanctions. 
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