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CHAPTER 26

Origins of Islamic Ethics:
Foundations and Constructions

A. Kevin Reinhart

Scope of the Chapter

Islamic ethics is a term that provokes as much as it defines. Do religions have ethics or
is the term irreducibly philosophical? And philosophy, as W. C. Smith (1984) has
argued, is itself a competing religious tradition. Given that no religious tradition origi-
nates in a cultural vacuum, is “origins” a meaningful term?

Here, by “ethics” we mean norms for the moral life, and also second-order reflection
on where the sources of moral norms are to be found, as well as how norms are to be
derived from them (see chapters 1 and 2). By “origins” we mean Islamic stipulations
found particularly in the Qur'an that shaped Muslims’ moral action and reflection. In _
addition, we will discuss structural features and lacunae in those sources that were 1
decisive in helping to create what we know as Islamic ethics. Finally, we will briefly show 1
how these three helped form Islamic ethics in its early classical form.

In this chapter we distinguish between “Islamic” — religion in the commonsense
understanding of the term — and “Islamicate” — other cultural features of the society
in which Islam was the dominant cultural force. This means that Islamicate falsafah,
the tradition derived particularly from the peripatetic tradition of Greek philosophy, will
not be considered here. Nor will we discuss the adab tradition of cultivated scribal cul-
tural norms (Hodgson 1974 II: 169-96). Rather, it is from the Qur’an, the Sunnah, the
Prophet, and the early community (as remembered and (re)constructed by subsequent
Islamic scholarship), and from kalam theology, and above all from the shari‘a or
legal-moral sciences that we will draw our argument.

Impinging Norms

Historical Islam arose on the cultural fringes of the Eastern Mediterranean world." In
the cities of the Eastern Roman empire — Antioch, Beirut, Damascus, Alexandria,
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Athens and Constantinople — the full range of

, isti content and technique was freely in play. In the

Persian empire the rich body of moral and religious thought was supported and prop-

agated by the state. Non-Orthodox Christian and several varieties of Jewish thought
found a home in greater Persia as well.

It is nearly impossible satisfactorily to sort out the extent to which any of these ele-
ments might have influenced the pre-Islamic Arabian world, or the Prophet himself,
While it is unlikely that, say, Stoic ethics was read in Mecca, it is clear that to some
extent all of these traditions formed a sort of koiné substrate to the moral and intellec-
tual life of those living in the Eastern Mediterranean region.

Once Islam appears, it shares many structural features of its ethics with the older
Near Eastern traditions. Among the things that Muslims shared with Jews and Chris-
tians was the belief that membership in a given community gave one a monopoly on
truth and therefore salvation. Muslims also shared with them an ethical cosmology (see
chapter 13). Time was seen as moving toward a predetermined endpoint at which moral
conduct would be eternally rewarded and vice would be punished. These traditions also
shared a view of “progressive revelation.” God's unfolding providence is manifested in
an increasingly precise and detailed set of injunctions — on how to act, and for all to
know how God regarded their community and those outside it. At a general level it is
hard to say more than this: certain general ideas from other traditions show up in the
earliest Islamic ethical understandings. This is hardly surprising when Islam was
understood, among other things, as a movement to reform the previous two Near
Eastern traditions (see Smith 1963).

Pre-Islamic Arab ethics

It is easier to discern pre-Islamic Arab ethics in the ethics of early Islam. One example
is “thanking the benefactor” (shukr al-mun‘im). Someone who provides a benefaction
to someone, particularly the giving or saving of life, has a claim (aqq) on the person
benefacted. The benefactor is entitled to satisfaction ( ridd) and also to “thanksgiving”
(shukr), that is, the public acknowledgment of the benefaction given to the benefactor.
God has given humankind life, and what satisfies him in return is acknowledging his
benefaction by moral conduct and observing the cultus (Qur’an 5:6-7). The Qur’an
takes for granted this relationship of the giver and gifted and it is the basis of God’s
claim to obedience and observance from humankind. In this manner, a pre-Islamic
view of gratitude as a virtue passed into later Islamic society and became part of the
social glue that held Islamicate society together (see Mottahedeh 1980). Similarly,

Muslim convivencia with the People of the Book (Jews and Christians) may be rooted in
| the pre-Islamic practice of al-jizyah ‘an yadin. This is a pre-Islamic practice of granting
| armistice in return for some gesture of subordination (Bravmann 19 72:199f11). Such

a gesture removes the need to defeat or kill an otherwise antagonistic enemy. Muslim
disinclination to force conversion in the way Christians and Jews did may be located in

L this pre-Islamic warfare practice. In other domains, pre-Islamic values may be present
| Inantithesis. Islamic rules of marriage and chastity are understandable seen asreactions
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against the anarchy of marriage and descent types in the Arabia of the sixth and
seventh centuries. Other features of seventh-century Arabia — polygamy, slavery,
warfare — are all taken for granted in the Qur’'an, but disciplined, moderated, and
re-understood.

Specifying the outside influences on the formative period of Islamic ethics is difficult.
We have too little information on the Persian, Jewish, and Christian worlds at that time.
Moreover, any one of these could have influenced the pre-Islamic Arab world and then,
indirectly, Muslims, rather than directly influencing Islamic morals and the premises
that undergird it. For the study of Islamic ethics’ origins, we are on firmer ground if we
look to what all but the most radically skeptic scholars acknowledge to be the authen-

tically early Islamic text: the Qur'an.

Qur’anic Ethics

The Qur'an is not a work of analytic ethics but a hortatory work that sometimes
specifies the good, but more often assumes that humans know it. As the Qur’an under-
stands it, the central fact of human life is that humans have moral agency (Qur’an 81;
82:5). The response of humans to the fact of agency is shaped, however, by their
temperament.

Human beings are not fallen. The transgression of Adam was not a cosmic event
that determined human nature, but the failure of one human being — the Prophet
Adam — to obey God. That failure of course had consequences. Adam and his progeny
were expelled from the Garden. Yet this was not, as for Christians, the origin of a per-
manent estrangement from God. In fact, Adam repented and was reconciled with God
(Qur’an 2:31-8). Still, the Qur’an presents humans as inclined to be obedient to God
in difficult times, but indifferent to God's commands when things go well (Qur'an
17:83). They are hasty, oppressive, and ignorant (Qur'an 17:11; 13:34; 33:72). Yet
they also “love faith” and hate ingratitude, wickedness, and rebellion (Qur’an 49:7).
Humans are God's bondsmen and bondswomen (the meaning of the common phrase
«Abdalldh”) and owe God fealty and obedience.

Throughout its pages, the Qur'an assumes human beings can discern God’s claim
on them by the use of “reasoning” from signs’® and “thinking” or “reflection.”’ Muslims
are urged to reflect and consider, on the assumption that reflection is a means to moral
knowledge. How it is that reflection leads to morality is not clear. Do we possess knowl-
edge that we come to know through reflection, or do the structures of reflection lead
us to moral knowledge? Yet the fact remains that the Qur'an constantly urges its
hearers to do good (to parents, orphans, enemies, wives, husbands) without specifying
of what the good consists. If humans can know the good, are they free to act upon that

knowledge?

Human volition

Theologians and philosophers require consistency, but that is seldom a feature of
religious insight and vision, particularly one with a kerygmatic focus like that of
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the Qur’an. Islamic theologians became preoccupied quite early (see below) with the
question of whether humans lived in a predestinarian world. The Qur’an keeps two
insights bound together that might seem to be in tension but, for its distinctive vision,
are not. The first is that, despite the perspicacity of the Islamic summons, humans
respond in ways that disappoint. Moral conduct is sometimes outside the boundaries of
suasion and intent. To this fact, the Qur'an responds: “Whom God leads astray, you can
find no path for him” (Qur'an 30:29). “God caused their hearts to go astray. And God
does not guide a corrupt people” (Qur'an 61:5). And, classically, “God leads astray
whom He wishes and guides to Himself those who turn to him” (Qur’an 13:2 7). Despite
exposure to the good, persuasion, and revelation, one has to recognize that there are
incomprehensible limits to some human moral actions.

Yet the Qur’'an is nothing if not a call to moral conduct and moral reform. This would
make no sense in the absence of an effective human volition. Repeated discussions of
justice, the fact that God does not oppress and so others ought not to oppress their
fellows, would be incomprehensible unless humans could freely act. “Who wishes, let
him have faith; and who wishes, let him reject,” says the Qur'an (1 8:29). For “God does
not charge a soul beyond what it can encompass. He has for it only what it has earned,
and against it what it has earned” (Qur’an 2:286). God’s absolute authority is assumed,
yet so is humankind’s capacity to act, and 80, to be held responsible.

Individual and community

Moral responsibility is the individual's. It is he or she who will be judged for acts done
and undone. The Qur’anic imagery of the Last Day focuses on experience — fear, fore-
boding, gratification, and ease — all sentiments that are experienced individually. There
is no sense that mere membership in any community, including the Muslim, is suffi-
cient to guarantee moral behavior and hence a felicitous outcome on the Day of
Judgment. At the same time, the Qur’an envisions a community sharing with Chris-
tians and Jews certain values, but sociologically apart from them (Qur’an 5:51).Itis a
community constructed by “commanding the good and prohibiting the reprehensible,”
a community in which Muslims offer “advice” to one another (Qur'an 7:79: Cook
2000). It is also a community that replaces the tribe and other kinship groups for pur-
poses of marriage and association (Wagner 1977). Within the community, ethical
requirements are shaped by roles: fathers and guardians, adult children responsible for
parents, wives and mothers, husbands. What is required of one depends in part on what
role one has (Qur’an 2:215: 2:180: 4:36).

Failure to act rightly is described as “going astray,” but also as “betrayal,” “enmity,”
and “reneging on one’s contract” (Qur'an 20:121; 49:7; 66:3-4: 2:98). In later
Qur'anic passages (that is, those that come first in the text of the Qur’an), there is a
strong sense that ethical failure (e.g., fornication, lying, rejection of the Prophet and
his message) makes the rejecter not just someone astray (dall) but also an ingrate (kafir)

-and an enemy of the community and of God (Qur’an 9:13-14). This perspective reval-

orizes the relationship between individual and community. It is not surprising that (a)
some believed membership in the community guaranteed salvation, and (b) struggles
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over the issue of what constituted membership in the community and what merited
expulsion raged so fiercely in early Islamic history (Hodgson 1974 I: 214~30).

In sum, there is no doubt that pre-Islamic pagan and Islamic Arabs shared values
and ethical practices with Christians, Jews, Persians, and others in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean milieu. Yet, given the state of the historiography, it is neither possible nor very
interesting to try to determine the non-Arab, non-Islamic “influences” on Islam. With
pagan Arab influences, we may be on somewhat firmer ground, though that ground is
still mushy from speculation. The Qur’an gives us good evidence of early Islamic norms,
not least because, read carefully, it is sometimes at variance with later Islamic ethics.
The Qur'an represents humans as weak but capable of acting ethically, which it
commands them to do. It exhorts Muslims to act virtuously, frequently without
specifying what constitutes virtuous practice. It assumes humans can, by revelation,
reflection, and intellectation, know the good from the bad. The Qur’an assumes human
agency while recognizing that some seem doomed to act unjustly. Qur’anic ethics is
individualist while recognizing that knowledge can come from a community and is
shaped by social and communal identities. What you must do sometimes depends on
who you are.

Lacunae and Islamic Ethics

The key to the historical development of Islamic ethics is the structural tension between
the appearance of a highly prescriptive tradition and the actual absence of a great deal
of ethical prescription. The Qur’an requires one to act well, and very occasionally spec-
ifies in some detail what the good is. More often it simply exhorts the Muslim to do the
good without further information. This created the expectation of detailed prescription
without satisfying that expectation.

Take, for example, the repeated Qur’anic injunction to do “good deeds.”* What con-
stitutes or defines the good act? Ethicists looking for a Golden Rule definition of the good,
or a utilitarian definition, or indeed any definition at all will search in vain. Rather, the
Qur’an assumes that its hearers, certainly in the context of the 610-32 ck period of its
revelation, would know the good from the not-good. In another passage, Muslims are
told to “vie with one another in good works” (khayrat), but the good works in which
one is to compete are assumed to be known (Qur'an 2:148; 3:114). Indeed, a very
common term for the good is al-ma’riif, literally, “the known.” Yet because it is known,
it is not specified.

This would seem an argument for a kind of moral intuitionism (see chapter 2). As
Islamic ethical thought developed, nevertheless, the very prescriptivism of parts of the
Qur’an text, especially in the chronologically later passages (generally toward the front
of the Qur’anic text), where the details of contracts, of marriage, and divorce are spelled
out, sets up an expectation of precise stipulation that is frustrated by such general terms
as “the known"” and “good works.”

The Qur’an’s anticipation of listeners’ moral consensus can be accounted for by its
rhetorical strategies. Its text is very often an attempt not to innovate, but to recast what
the listener already knows. Hence the text is allusive, intertextual. In chapter 12 (siirat
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