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international relations all have a keen interest in the Muslim-
Christian encounter.

A SNAPSHOT OF THE CONTRIBUTIONS

This term the CMCS Research Briefing showcases the wide 
range of interdisciplinary research that is taking place at the 
centre.  The four papers were all presented at our annual CMCS 
Academic Team ‘work in progress’ seminar in June 2015.  

Danny Crowther takes a historical approach and explores the 
reporting of Ibn 'Abbās in early ḥadīth, sīra (biography) and 
tafsīr (commentary) texts.  Given what we know of Ibn 'Abbās’ 
engagement with Jewish and Christian sources, Crowther 
ponders the question of why this should often have been 
omitted by his later recorders.  Martin Whittingham is engaged 
with a similar question.  How have Muslims approached the 
Bible historically?  He focuses on two characters from the tenth 
and eleventh centuries who were responsible for inculcating a 
more negative attitude towards Jewish and Christian scriptures 
than had previously been the case.  Their views are still 
influential.  

Yet maybe there is space for Muslims and Christians to learn 
from one another. Shirin Shafaie adopts a more theological line 
and contrasts the understanding of prophethood in Christianity 
and Islam and considers the benefits of talking together.  Of 
course tensions and disagreements exist in the intra- as well as 
the inter-faith encounter.  

Finally, in a more contemporary textual analysis I look at the 
welcome initiative by British imams to counter extremist 
propaganda, especially in the form of Daesh’s Dabiq magazine.  
The Haqiqah magazine makes a good start but will need to 
persist, clarify its audience and develop a stronger appeal.  As a 
Christian concerned about radicalization I reflect on what could 
be learned from Jesus Christ’s call to ‘take up our cross’ and 
pursue radical sacrificial love.

Dr Richard McCallum, Editor
November 2015, Oxford

Academic study on the Muslim-Christian interface calls for 
interdisciplinarity.  No single field can claim priority and 

no approach is independent of another.  Naturally the study 
often starts with comparative theology and Biblical or Qur’anic 
studies.  Very quickly the need to understand the early context 
draws in historical studies.  This raises questions about text 
and transmission.  The recent discovery of an apparently early 
fragment of the Qur’an in Birmingham has required not just 
palaeographic expertise but also the assessment of scientists 
using radio carbon dating.   The intense interest and discussion 
around that particular find, and the uses to which any evidence 
that emerges may be put, highlights the fact that Christian-
Muslim studies are always conducted in a contemporary 
socio-political context.  Indeed sociology, political science and 



‘Abd Allāh bin ‘Abbās is known as ‘the doctor’ (al-ḥibr), 
‘the master’ (al-rabbanī) and ‘the ocean’ (al-baḥr) of first 

century Islam on account of the breadth, depth and usefulness 
of his teaching and knowledge. This teaching and knowledge 
concerned the life and times of the Prophet Muhammad, 
pre-Islamic Arab culture (especially its language and poetry) 
and Jewish and Christian traditions. This briefing reviews the 
cultural memory of Ibn ‘Abbās as it is found in the three most 
important sources of Muslim history:

1. The sīra of Ibn Isḥāq: the earliest extant biography 
of the life of the Prophet Muhammad, written in the 
mid-eighth century CE by Muhammad Ibn Isḥāq Ibn 
Yasār and edited in the early ninth century by Abū 
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mālik bin Hishām.

2. Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukharī:  over seven thousand ṣaḥīḥ (genuine) 
ḥadīth collected by Abū ‘Abd Allāh Muhammad Ibn 
Ismā‘īl al-Bukhārī  in the mid-ninth century CE.

3. The commentary (tafsīr) of Abū Ja‘far Muhammad bin 
Jarīr al-Ṭabarī: the most comprehensive collection of 
early Muslim commentary on the Qur’ān, written in 
the early tenth century CE. 

THE SĪRA OF IBN ISḤĀQ

In its original form, the sīra of Ibn Isḥāq began with the stories 
of the former prophets (Isrā’īlīyyāt) and went on to recount 
pre-Islamic traditions, Judaism and Christianity in Yemen, the 
family background of the Prophet Muhammad, his early life, 
his call, his tribulations, the migration to Yathrib (Medina), the 
Muslim wars, ending with the death and burial of Muhammad. 
We know from Al-Ṭabarī that Ibn ‘Abbās featured frequently in 
the early parts of this work. Unfortunately, Ibn Hishām radically 
edited the whole work of Ibn Isḥāq and excluded from it:

… things which it is disgraceful to discuss; matters which would 
distress certain people; and such report as al-Bakkā’ī told me he 
could not accept as trustworthy.1

Ibn Hishām's version is the only version of the sīra of Ibn Isḥāq 
extant today. In this version, all the teaching and stories of 
Ibn ‘Abbās have been omitted bar one (in which Ibn ‘Abbās is 
reported as confirming the account of Ibn Isḥāq that all the 
early Muslim apostates only apostatized under extreme duress 
after being tortured by polytheists). As a result, in this redacted 
cultural memory, Ibn ‘Abbās is of no consequence.

ṢAḤĪḤ AL-BUKHARĪ: A DIFFERENT VIEW

Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukharī gives quite a different picture of the importance 
of Ibn ‘Abbās since it includes over twenty sayings that recount 
how Ibn ‘Abbās grew up in the Prophet’s household as an 
accepted paternal cousin of the Prophet and as the nephew 
of Maimūna, the last of the Prophet’s wives. Furthermore, 
these aḥādīth report how Ibn ‘Abbās was repeatedly blessed 
by the Prophet and predicted to become a great teacher in the 
Muslim community. This prophecy is fulfilled in Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukharī 
since Ibn ‘Abbās is one of the most frequently quoted sources 
of reports. However, almost all of these aḥādīth concern the 
family life and piety of the Prophet and the practice of Islam 

IBN ‘ABBÄS: 'THE OCEAN’ OF 
EARLY ISLAM IN THE MEMORY OF THE 
EARLIEST HISTORIANS OF ISLAM
DR DANNY CROWTHER EXAMINES THE CULTURAL MEMORY OF IBN 'ABBÄS IN EARLY MUSLIM SOURCES

Dr Danny Crowther is a Research 
Associate for the Centre for 

Muslim-Christian Studies  
'Reading the Bible in the Context 

of Islam' research project with 
a special focus on reading the 

Psalms in the light of the Qur'an.
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and hardly relate to Jewish and Christian scriptures and 
traditions. This is explained by the one clear ḥadīth that does 
address these traditions:

Narrated 'Ubaidullāh:  Ibn 'Abbās said, 'Why do you ask the people 
of the Scripture about anything while your Book which has been 
revealed to Allah's Messenger is newer and the latest? You read it 
pure, undistorted and unchanged, and Allah has told you that the 
people of the Scripture changed their Scripture and distorted it, 
and wrote the scripture with their own hands and said, 'It is from 
Allah,' to sell it for a little gain. Does not the knowledge which 
has come to you prevent you from asking them about anything? 
No, by Allah, we have never seen any man from them asking you 
regarding what has been revealed to you!' 2

 
In other words, according to Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, all the teaching 
of Ibn ‘Abbās concerning biblical stories and traditions can be 
represented by one statement: biblical stories and traditions 
are unreliable and of little consequence.  

THE TAFSĪR OF AL-ṬABARĪ

Although al-Ṭabarī is chronologically the last of our chosen 
sources, his commentary quotes earlier ‘exegetes and 
interpreters who are for the most part, Companions of the 
Prophet, of whom the most important is Ibn ‘Abbās.’3 The 
opinions of Ibn ‘Abbās abound in material that builds upon 
Jewish and Christian scripture traditions, for example:

The enemy of God, Iblīs, presented himself to the beasts of this 
world asking which of them would carry him so that he could enter 
the Garden with it and converse with Adam and his wife, but all 
the beasts refused him, until he spoke to the serpent, and said 
to him: ‘I will defend you from the man, so you will be under my 
protection if you get me into the Garden.’ So it put him between 
two of its fangs, and entered with him, and he spoke to Adam and 

Eve from inside it. It was dressed to walk on four legs, but God 
stripped it and made it move along its belly.4

Here and elsewhere Ibn ‘Abbās does not quote Jewish or 
Christian scripture, instead he explains the text of the Qur’ān 
through his own Muslim reading of Jewish and Christian 
scripture traditions. 

In conclusion, the foundational sources of Muslim history 
approach Ibn ‘Abbās in three very different ways. In one, he 
is ignored; in another, he is recognised, but his teaching about 
biblical tradition is ignored. In the third, Ibn ‘Abbās is the 
foremost source of commentary on the Qur’ān because of his 
Muslim interpretation of biblical tradition. The question is, 
‘Why such variation?’ Could it be that his model of extensive 
interaction with the biblical tradition was considered by some 
to be best not remembered (and so followed)? If this was the 
case, it may be important for us to consider why it might be 
that some of the Muslim historians came to this conclusion, 
and some did not.

FOOTNOTES
1 Muhammad Ibn Isḥāq, The Life of Muhammad : a translation of Ishaq's 
Sirat rasul Allah, trans. Alfred Guillaume (Lahore: Oxford University Press, 
1955), 691.
2 Al-Bukhārī in The Book of Holding Fast to the Qur’an and the Sunnah 
repeated in the last book ḥadīth 7363 in Muhammad Ibn Ismāʻīl Al-
Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhāri, trans. Muhammad Muhsin Khan, 9 vols. (Riyadh: 
Darussalam, 1997). Vol. 9, 398. 
3 Abū Ja'far Muḥammad B. Jarır̄ al-Ṭabarı ̄et al., The commentary on the 
Qurʻān  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), xiii. 
4 The comments of Ibn ‘Abbās are quoted with reference to Sura Baqarah 
2:36. The translation follows Abū Jaʼfar Muḥammad B. Jarır̄ Al-Ṭabarı ̄et al., 
The commentary on the Qurʻān  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
254.
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INSIDE THE Ibn ‘Abbās Mosque in Țā'if, Saudi Arabia 

Photo Credit: Flickr: Lutfi Lokman
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In the early centuries of Islam Muslims wrote about the Bible 
in a variety of ways.1 They used it to prove the prophethood 

of Muhammad. They argued that the gospels taught that Jesus 
was human but not divine, and therefore criticised supposed 
Christian misinterpretation of key texts. They occasionally 
quoted the Bible in an altered form, so that it conformed 
to Muslim doctrine more closely. They drew on it to explain 
Qur’anic references to Biblical figures who also occur in the 
Bible, and they sometimes mentioned that the text was 
unreliable. This last point might seem like the most important 
Muslim reaction to the Bible. But interestingly, in the early 
centuries, while criticism of the text itself was mentioned from 
time to time, it was not a main focus, even though Muslims 
were clear that Christian teaching about Jesus was wrong.

But things changed. This article looks at two figures instrumental 
in bringing about that change, ‘Abd al-Jabbār (d. 1025) from 
Iran, and Ibn Ḥazm (d. 1064), from Spain.

THE APOSTLE PAUL AND THE BIBLE

Qāḍī  (‘Judge’) ‘Abd al-Jabbār was born around 937 in modern 
day Iran. He rose to become a very wealthy chief judge of Rayy 
(today a suburb of Tehran) and by his death in 1025, he had 
become the chief exponent of the Mu‘tazili school of rationalist 
Muslim theology. His main criticism of the Bible occurs in a 
work designed to prove the prophethood of Muhammad, 
Tathbīt dalā’il al-nubuwwa  (The Confirmation of the Proofs 

of Prophethood).2 He primarily addresses members of the 
Assyrian Church of the East, sometimes termed Nestorians, 
since this was the dominant church in Rayy at the time. There 
had been a bishop of this church in Rayy since at least 410CE.3

It is the account of the Apostle Paul which makes Tathbīt 
significant. ‘Abd al-Jabbār tells a story of conspiracy in which 
Paul distorts the true teaching of Jesus (understood by ‘Abd 
al-Jabbār to agree with the Islamic portrayal of Jesus) for his 
own self-advancement. The Romans were the ruling power, so 
'Paul tore himself away from the religion of Christ and entered 
the religions of the Romans.'4 Paul ‘desired leadership and 
dominion and used every kind of plot to this end’.5 

‘Abd al-Jabbār does not focus on the question of whether Paul’s 
letters could be seen as scripture, an unsurprising situation 
since from his account of Paul as a deceiver it is obvious that 
he could not accept any such view. Yet the implications for a 
significant part of the New Testament are clear.

Jewish literature provides examples of Paul as conspirator, 
although with different motives than in Muslim accounts.6 
There is strong evidence that some of this literature flowed into 
early Muslim accounts, and influenced various Muslim writers, 
forming the background for ‘Abd al-Jabbār’s conspiratorial tale.

A VIEW FROM MUSLIM SPAIN

The second figure, Ibn Ḥazm, is the most well-known critic of 
the Biblical text in the classical period of Islam. He was born in 
384/994 in Cordoba, Spain, part of the area known to Muslims 
as al-Andalus, and which was a multi-religious society under 
Muslim rule.7 

Ibn Ḥazm’s major work against the Bible is Kitab al-Faṣl fi’l-milal 
wa’l-ahwā’ wa’l-niḥal (The Book of the Distinction regarding 
Religions, Sects and Heresies).8 The Distinction attacks a whole 
range of groups and views, mainly Muslim, but also includes 
a fierce attack on the Bible. Composed and revised between 
1027 and 1058, The Distinction is notoriously insulting and 
harsh towards opponents.
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Ibn Ḥazm deliberately aims to oppose more tolerant Muslim 
views. 'We have been told of some Muslims who from ignorance 
deny the corruption of the Torah and the Gospel which are in 
the hands of the Jews and the Christians. They are brought to 
say this because of their lack of concern for the Qur’ān and 
Traditions.'9 

Biblical portrayals of the sins of important figures scandalise 
Ibn Ḥazm, since they contravene the doctrine of ‘iṣma 
(protection from sin) of the prophets.10 In addition he attacks 
what he regards as factual errors, contradictions, absurdities 
and impossibilities. Because of the persecution and dispersal 
of the Jews into exile in Babylon in the 6th century BC, Ibn 
Ḥazm argues that it was impossible for the Jews to preserve 
a reliable copy of the text. He attributes to the Biblical figure 
of Ezra the role of re-writing the Tawrat in altered form, 
reflecting a long tradition ultimately reaching back to the 
apocryphal IV Ezra.11

As for the New Testament, Ibn Ḥazm targets discrepancies 
with Jewish scripture, blasphemy against God, blasphemy 
against Jesus by portraying him as a liar, subject to Satan and a 
counterfeit miracle-worker, contradictions between and within 
the gospels, and absurdities and falsehoods.12

RELEVANCE FOR TODAY

Why do these two figures from long ago matter today? Simply 
put, their views won. That is, their views of Biblical writers 
as either deceivers or, at best, deceived and mistaken, have 
flowed into the contemporary mainstream of Muslim views 
of the Biblical text. While some Muslim writers prefer to see 
the gospel writers as mistaken, rather than as liars, the overall 
view of the Bible as fundamentally flawed is very common. It 
is not clear why this turn occurred around the 11th century, 
but what is clear is that it was a decisive turn still influencing 
many Muslim-Christian discussions today. 

FOOTNOTES
1 This article is based on (some of the) research for my current  book 

project, A History of Muslim Views of the Bible.
2 For the Arabic text and English translation of the section on Christianity 
in Tathbīt dalā’il al-nubuwwa see ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Critique of Christian 
Origins, edited and translated Gabriel Said Reynolds and Samir Khalil 
Samir (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2010).
3 Gabriel Said Reynolds, A Muslim Theologian in the Sectarian Milieu 
(Leiden: Brill, 2014), 67-74.  
4 Critique, 103.
5 Critique, 103. 
6 For example the polemic parody, Toledot Yeshu (The Life of Jesus), a 
complex set of varying traditions built around a frame story of Jesus 
as a deceiver and sorcerer. Some versions also include the motif of 
Paul as conspirator; see Michael Meerson and Peter Schäfer, edited 
and translated, Toledot Yeshu: The Life Story of Jesus: two volumes 
and database (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), I: 179-182. Note that 
for Muslim anti-Pauline conspiracy theorists, Paul is the wicked Jew 
corrupting the true teaching of Jesus. In some Jewish literature, 
including Toledot Yeshu, Paul is the good Jew, protecting Judaism by only 
pretending to convert to Christianity. He does this by putting Jews off the 
idea of converting to Christianity by corrupting Christian teaching so that 
it seems less attractive.
7 On 11th century al-Andalus see for example David Wasserstein, The Rise 
and Fall of the Party-kings: politics and society in Islamic Spain, 1002-
1086 (Princeton: PUP, 1985). A valuable resource is Olivia Constable (ed.), 
Medieval Iberia: readings from Christian, Muslim and Jewish Sources 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997).
8 Ibn Ḥazm Kitāb al-Faṣl fi’l-milal wa’l-ahwā’ wa’l-niḥal, 3 vols., Beirut: 
Dār al-kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2007, and many other editions. There is no 
complete English translation of this work, but lengthy summaries of 
its criticism of the Bible are given in J. Sweetman, Islam and Christian 
Theology (London: Lutterworth Press, 1955), Part 2 vol. I, 178-262, and 
Theodore Pulcini, Exegesis as Polemical Discourse, (Atlanta: Scholars’ 
Press, 1998), 57-128.  
9 Faṣl I: 240. 
10 Faṣl I: 159-61. Ibn Ḥazm discusses ‘iṣma at length in Faṣl II: 284-322. 
11 See Martin Whittingham, ‘Ezra as the Corrupter of the Torah? Re-
assessing Ibn Ḥazm’s role in the long history of an idea’ Intellectual 
History of the Islamicate World 1 (2013), 253-271.
12 See Pulcini, Exegesis, 97-128.

ALHAMBRA INSCRIPTION on Mexuar Hall translated as ‘God is the Only Victor’

Photo Credit: Wikipedia: Roberto Chamoso
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There are various methodological and analytical difficulties 
pertaining to comparative work in an interreligious context. 

One of these difficulties relates to the use of language and 
terminology, which can have implications for social relations as 
well as for academic research. It is often argued that in order 
to understand accurately a text or a culture, one must read 
it 'in its own terms'. But what does this mean, how can it be 
achieved, and what benefit does it entail to read something in 
its own terms?

Here I look briefly at the Qur’anic category of prophethood 
and discuss a framework for comparative research (inspired by 
Marilyn Waldman’s seminal work on Prophecy and Power1) that 
can go beyond the description of similarities and differences. 
The aim of such a framework is to act as a tool for transformative 
social practice based on reading each other’s scriptures and 
religious categories in their own terms and cultural context.

THE LANGUAGE BARRIERS

The language barriers in comparative research can take 
different forms. It is possible that there is simply no word for 
a concept in another language. In other situations, there might 
be a literal translation, but the connotation might be different. 
An example of this is the term ‘prophet’ which Muslims 
and Christians understand in different ways. In yet another 
situation, 'figures given a special label by one group [could be] 
held to operate in a very different manner from figures called 
by the same label by another group.'2 Consider the figure of 
Jesus for example, and how he is understood very differently in 
Islam and Christianity.

WHO IS A 'PROPHET'?

According to Waldman, there have been five strategies for 
applying the category of prophecy across cultures.3 Two main 
patterns can be observed from Waldman’s account of the five 
strategies:

1. A pattern by which comparativists in human studies 
have remade their own culture’s terminology into 
allegedly universal categories for cross-cultural study.

2. Or, inspired by physical, social, and biological scientists, 
comparativists have tried to deduce or induce 'meta-
categories that can subsume all local phenomena 
under one allegedly universal umbrella'4 to cut across 
the cultural and linguistic boundaries established by 
individual societies.
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None of these is considered by Waldman to be conducive to 
the kind of comparative research that can be used for the 
advancement of mutual understanding between the adherents 
of the different traditions in question, because each of these 
approaches assumes, in one way or another, 'that prophecy 
can be defined in such a way as to overcome its culture-specific 
connotations and complex history of usage.'5

Conversely, Waldman suggests a framework that allows for 
conversation among various traditions and cultures by avoiding 
the role of the omniscient social scientist who claims that his 
or her classification system is more explanatory or truer to the 
real facts than the self-presentation of the subjects studied.6

WHY COMPARE?

According to this framework, the aim of the comparison would 
be to go beyond a description of similarities and differences 
in order to add new insight, not necessarily achievable by 
studying the phenomena in isolation or in a pseudo-scientific 
vacuum. As a result, the comparativist scholar would not only 
learn something about the text of others but also about his or 
her own scripture and ways of interpreting it in a new context.  
In short, a truly comparative analysis of prophethood should be 
as much inter-contextual as it is inter-textual.

THE QUR’AN’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF 
PROPHETHOOD

Due to space limitations, I only discuss the Qur’anic 
conceptualisation of prophethood here and invite non-Muslim 
readers to reflect on how this might be different from their own 
understanding of prophethood based on their own scriptures.

In fact, the Qur’an is no stranger to using comparisons as a 
strategy for establishing Muhammad as God’s Messenger 
(Rasūl Allah). The Qur’an uses two modes of comparison for this 
purpose. First, it likens Muhammad to previous prophets in a 
positive form of comparison in order to establish the idea of the 
continuation of messengership in the Abrahamic tradition (e.g. 
Q:2:136, Q:3:84, Q:4:150). On the other hand, the Qur’an uses 
the strategy of negative comparison to dissociate Muhammad 
from figures such as the poet (shā‘ir) or the magician (sāḥir) 
(e.g. Q:21:3, Q:21:5, Q:28:48, Q:61:6). 

The emphasis in the Qur’an is on the importance of the message 
and the One who has sent it, not on the messenger. Here, 
the term rasūl meaning ‘messenger’ should be differentiated 
from the literal meaning of the term ‘prophet’ as a seer or 
someone who prophesises about the future. In fact the Qur’an 
insists that Muhammad is merely a reciter who transfers God’s 
message (i.e. the Qur’an) verbatim and is not a seer (e.g. 
Q:6:50; Q:7:188).

Once Muhammad’s position as God’s messenger has been 

established and legitimised through positive comparison with 
previous messengers such as Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, the 
Qur’an then adds distinctive characteristics, such as finality, to 
differentiate him from his predecessors (e.g. Q:33:40).

This is a very distinct way of conceptualizing the category 
of prophethood (for Muhammad in particular) that is very 
different from the way in which the idea of prophethood has 
been conceptualized in the Bible.

CONCLUSION

An understanding of these differences in the conceptualization 
of the idea of prophethood can be used as the building block 
for a deeper understanding between the adherents of different 
traditions and therefore as a tool for transformative social 
practice. Here, comparison can act as an extra language that 
goes beyond the literal translation of words to include the 
nuances of the context within which they have evolved as 
distinct theological categories.

We are often so deeply socialised in our own culture that we 
might not see the nuances of the terminology and categories 
that we use and take for granted. By removing our categories 
out of their own context, and putting them vis-à-vis those of 
another tradition, we might discover new ways of reading and 
interpreting them hitherto invisible to us. Such learning can 
only be accomplished if we avoid reification of categories and 
attempts at mere descriptive comparisons. At the end, we may 
not find a category that we can use to put phenomena neatly in 
groups and sets. We have to come to terms with our differences 
and try to learn from them instead. 

What is there to be learned? For me, it is not a question of 
'what' we learn, but 'how' we interact with one another, 
based on a deeper level of understanding that goes beyond 
terminology and categorisation, not through fabrication of 
sameness but through attempting to understand differences in 
their own terms.

FOOTNOTES
1 Marilyn Robinson Waldman, Prophecy and Power: Muhammad and 
the Qur’an in the Light of Comparison, edited by Bruce B. Lawrence, with 
Lindsay Jones and Robert M. Baum (Sheffield and Bristol, Equinox: 2013).
2  Marilyn Robinson Waldman, Robert M. Baum, 'Innovation as renovation: 
The 'prophet' as an agent of change', in Innovation in Religions Traditions: 
Essays in the Interpretation of religious Change, edited by Michael A. 
Williams, Collett Cox, Martin Jaffeep (Walter de Gruyter & Co, Berlin,  
1992), 243.
3 See Prophecy and Power, pp. 12-28, for a detailed account of these 
strategies.
4 Ibid. 28.
5 Ibid. 29.
6 Ibid. 32.
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In March 2015 British imams launched a new magazine called 
Haqiqah (‘Truth’) with the first issue entitled ‘What is the 

truth behind ISIS?’1  It was a welcome and commendable 
attempt to 'reclaim the internet' from the violent extremist 
group dubbed Daesh (a.k.a. Islamic State) with its online 
magazine called Dabiq.2 

Haqiqah suggests that the authors of Dabiq  have stopped 
'consulting the Qur'an and the Sunnah' (p.11) and believes 
that its own scholars have 'stood up and taken responsibility 
to present the correct, informed and educated interpretations 
of the Qur’an and Sunnah as the only legitimate way of 
counteracting evil, immoral and malevolent mindsets' (p.6). 
It goes on to suggest that 'recently, you find (the authors 
of Dabiq) avoiding religious justifications for why they are 
an Islamic State or why al-Baghdadi is the Caliph' (p.11).  
However, to the casual observer – Muslim or Christian – this 
does not appear to be the case.

DABIQ AND ITS APPEAL

Up until October 2015 there have been 11 editions of 
Dabiq.  Four of them have been published since the first and 
only issue of Haqiqah.3  The magazines are glossy and well 
produced in good quality English set alongside gruesome 
images of executions and pictures of apparently happy 
young fighters on the adventure of a lifetime.  Headlines 

are designed to appeal positively to Muslims who feel 
disempowered or humiliated in the present global climate: 
‘Erasing the Legacy of a Ruined Nation’, ‘Glad Tidings for 
the Muslim Ummah’, ‘A New Era has Arrived’, ‘Hijrah from 
Hypocrisy to Sincerity’.  Indeed, the call for Muslims to make 
hijrah (migration) and join the Islamic State is very strong.  
Under the title ‘a call to all Muslims’ the magazine appeals 
to doctors, engineers and administrators alongside Islamic 
scholars and judges to come and join what they call the 
new Khilāfa (Caliphate).4  This is a strong call to sacrifice set 
in a framework that understands modern realities to be a 
fulfilment of Islamic eschatology.5

This is a strong call to sacrifice set in a 
framework that understands modern 
realities to be a fulfilment of Islamic 
eschatology

All these appeals are made with reference to the Qur’an and 
ḥadīth.  In Issue 3 (‘The Call to Hijrah’) there are 11 quotes 
from the Qur’an and 30 from the ḥadīth.  In Issue 4 (‘The 
Failed Crusade’) there are 22 from the Qur’an and 25 from 
the ḥadīth.  Interestingly, only 5 of the quotes were from 
Meccan surahs of the Qur’an with the majority being from the 
later Medinan surahs.  The latest issue (Sept 2015 ‘From the 
Battle of the Ahzab to the War of the Coalitions’) contains 50 
Qur’anic quotes, 17 from the ḥadīth.  In short there seems to 
be no sign of the diminution claimed by Haqiqah above.

MORE WORK TO BE DONE

However much the authors of Haqiqah may disagree with 
the interpretation that Daesh puts on the texts quoted, it is 
clear that Dabiq has not stopped 'consulting the Qur’an and 
Sunnah'.  Therefore, Haqiqah must address the issues raised 
and present cogent arguments against the interpretations 
promulgated.  It attempts to do this with articles arguing 
from the Sunnah that the new self-proclaimed Caliph has 

“
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no legitimacy and that the rights of minorities should be 
protected by Muslims.  The first issue of Haqiqah has 10 
quotes from the Qur’an (4 Meccan, 6 Medinan) and 10 from 
the ḥadīth.  Unfortunately, whilst the Qur’anic quotes in both 
magazines are clearly referenced, the ḥadīth quotes are not so 
easy to track down.  One that is clearly cited (Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukharī 
5057) is for some reason only partially quoted.6  It is quoted 
to show that the Sunnah predicts the rise of movements like 
Daesh: 'in the last days (of the world) there will appear young 
people with idiotic thoughts and ideas'.  However, what is 
not quoted is the remainder of the ḥadīth which goes on to 
say, ‘so, wherever you find them, kill them, for there will be 
a reward for their killers on the Day of Resurrection’.7  Such 
selective quoting of the texts is concerning as it could easily 
lead young Muslims – and others – to conclude, once they 
realise this, that the truth is being concealed or the texts 
manipulated.

If the Haqiqah  magazine is to reach its intended audience, it 
will have to present rigorous arguments as to why the Sunnah 
should be interpreted in certain ways, and, importantly, do 
so in a manner that is likely to appeal to young Muslims.  The 
first issue is not as glossy as Dabiq and the language is a little 
patronising.  Despite the heralded aim of reaching young 
Muslims by 'reclaiming the internet' the magazine seems to 
address an older generation and casts the youth in the third 
person: 'The Muslim youth are being misled', 'Our Imams 
and Scholars have a responsibility to the youth – to educate, 
inform and guide them on the right path' (p. 4).  The language 
is prosaic and lacks 'street cred': 'the onus on us is to ensure 
we are resilient in our condemnations and forthright in our 
response' (p. 7), 'the struggle against extremism is one that 
requires fortitude and haste' (p. 6).  A different approach will 
be needed to attract a younger audience.

A CHRISTIAN REFLECTION

Of course much of the problem is familiar to Christians.  
Christianity too has its extremist groups.  Poor exegesis of 
texts is not uncommon.  Sadly, many have interpreted Biblical 
eschatology in ways that have led to violence.  So Christians 

need to empathise with those Muslims, such as the Haqiqah 
authors, who are trying to refute the extremist narrative.  

But above all Haqiqah needs a sense of appeal to a greater 
cause.  As it stands it is a negation and not a rallying cry.  
A call to sacrifice – so strong in Dabiq – is compelling.  It 
is reminiscent of Jesus Christ’s call to ‘take up the cross’ 
(Matthew 16:24). This is not a call to suicide bombing.  It is not 
a call to seize political power through violent means.  Rather 
it is a call to sacrificial love that follows Jesus in laying down 
one’s life for friend and foe alike.  Commenting on this verse 
Keener suggests that:

Only a cause worth dying for is truly worth living for, and a 
generation of Western youth, deprived of causes worth their lives 
and of elders personally committed enough to point the way, 
have become restless and disillusioned.8

This may be equally true of Muslim young people in the West.  
They too need to hear an inspiring call to a different sort of 
sacrifice, a sacrifice of radical selfless love.

FOOTNOTES
1 Haqiqah means truth or reality and the magazine can be downloaded 
from http://imamsonline.com/blog/haqiqah-what-is-the-truth-behind-
isis/ 
2 For a report of the launch see www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-32078681.  
Daesh is an acronym from the Arabic initial letters for the Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria.  The group is more commonly called ISIS or Islamic State.
3 Back issues of Dabiq can be downloaded in pdf format from http://
www.clarionproject.org/news/islamic-state-isis-isil-propaganda-
magazine-dabiq 
4 See Issue 1 (The Return of the Khilafa), p11.
5 There are numerous eschatological references in Dabiq and the title 
itself refers to a town in Syria which, according to a tradition recorded 
by the famous ḥadīth collector Muslim (2897), will be the site of a great 
battle (cf. Armageddon) between Rome and an army from Medina.
6 See Haqiqah Issue 1, p19
7 See al-Bukharī Vol. 6, Book 61 at http://sunnah.com/bukhari/66 
8 Craig Keener, Matthew (Illinois: IVP Academic Press, 2011).

GLOSSY COVER pages of Dabiq and Haqiqah magazines
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