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Abstract

This essay looks at the relationship between History and Myth in the literature of the grand
shaykh of the Qadiri tariga of West Africa Shaykh al-Mukhtar al-Kunti (d.1811). It explores the
role that “"miracles” played in his society and how he dealt with this concept in his literary
works. By looking at one of his major works, this study wishes to determine how he combined
historical fact with myth and what the underlying reasons were for his approach. While the
conclusion suggests that the Shaykh indeed employed myth within his writing it further shows
how he used this mechanism to maintain a careful balance between his role as a traditional

Islamic scholar and as a leader, thus strengthening his position as the head of the Kunta clan

and the Qadiri tariga.



Note on Transliteration

For the transliteration of Arabic terms I have broadly followed the English Transliteration
System of the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES). I have italicized all

Arabic terms, including common words such as Islam, Shari'ah, etc. but excluded the names of

personalities and places.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

During my visit to the city of Timbuktu at the end of 2006 I developed an interest in the
writings of the renowned West African scholar Shaykh al-Mukhtar al-Kunti (d.1811). At the time
I was working on a translation of a short article about his life and works' by a leading
contemporary scholar of Timbuktu, Shaykh Mahamane Mahamoudou (better known as Shaykh
Hamou). The article primarily focused on the literary works of Shaykh Sidi Mukhtar al-Kunti,
some of which I was fortunate to get a glimpse of in their original manuscript form at the
Ahmad Baba Centre archives, previously known as Cedrab (Centre du documentation et

recherche Ahmed Baba), in Timbuktu.

Because of my interest in manuscript materials with historical content, the section in the article
I was translating that particularly captured my attention, was the description of a book entitled
al-Minna fi I tigad Ahl al-Sunna. This is a substantial work that numbers 251 folios. According
to Shaykh Hamou’s description of the book it was essentially a work of theological discourse,
but it also contained a considerable amount of descriptive material on historical topics about the
region where Shaykh al-Kunti lived. This reference to historical events in a theological
manuscript certainly seemed like a promising research opportunity. The Ahmad Baba Institute
was kind enough to send a few months later a digitized copy of a/-Minna to the Tombouctou
Manuscripts Project office at the University of Cape Town, which enabled me to start with my

project.

! The article is entitled, "The Works of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti,” by Mahamoudou, M. (2008) in
Jeppie, S and Bachir, S. eds. 2008. The meanings of Timbuktu. Cape Town: HSRC Press.



After painstakingly reading through the entire manuscript of a/-Minna (since there were neither
content page nor an index) I discovered that the historical data in the work was not what I had
anticipated. There were only a few accounts of some important events, which were not
described in any detail. Fortunately, I did however discover something else that was interesting.
I encountered extensive discussions of historical events in which some kind of miracle had a
role. The wide-ranging discussion and narration of miracles, particularly those of the Kunta clan,
are most noticeable in this work. I decided to look at a/-Minna for a second time after creating
my own index of the work. Subsequent readings of the work for my research were therefore
not as difficult! I was now able to explore the numerous stories and discourses on the subject
of miracles. I wondered why the author related so many miracles in his book and exactly what
significance they had. How “historically sound” were these narratives and what impact did their
narration have on a broader readership of the work and on the broader society? These were
only a few questions, among many others that I wanted to explore. These questions evolved

into the kind of issues I attempt to address in this study.

I divided my study into four broad sections: The concept of miracles within theological
discourse in general, the life of Shaykh al-Kunti, his works, and finally, the core of this study, a
consideration of some of the miracles reported in a/-Minna. This is very much how this study
now appears. I also decided to learn something about miracles in other religions and also in
modern historiography. I therefore give an overview of theories about the place and

connection between history and myth in the introduction.

My research is primarily textual. The manuscript of a/-Minna is my major primary source. It is a

large work covering various fields of learning. It is rich in theological discussion and other



matters and it deserves detailed study. Although I did the translation of the relevant sections of
al-Minna, one of the challenges that I faced, apart from the challenges and scope of translation
work itself, was that I could only rely on this single copy of a/-Minna, not having at my disposal
any other copies of the text held in other libraries. I did, however, benefit from the work of H.T.
Norris who supplied some translations of similar passages in his book on the Western Sahara.

The important work of A. A. Batran was also valuable to my study.

I am greatly indebted to my supervisor, Dr. Shamil Jeppie, for his assistance and insight. His
encouragement throughout the process kept me motivated and focused. I am also grateful for
my colleague Dr. Auwais Rafudeen, as well as the research team at the Ahmad Baba Institute in
Timbuktu. A special thanks to Shaykh Hamou, who during his visit to the University of Cape
Town, helped me to understand some of the unclear passages in the text. This study would not
have been possible without this kind of collaboration. Lastly, my gratitude also goes to my wife
Qaanitah and our son Muhammad Yahya, who have patiently tolerated the late nights and often

sacrificed their comfort in support of the completion of this project.



Introduction

Shaykh al-Mukhtar al-Kunti was one of the most prolific scholars and writers of the eighteenth
century. The evidence for this is the great literary contributions that he left behind, which can
be found on the shelves of Timbuktu’s manuscript libraries. He was undoubtedly an erudite
scholar in the various Islamic disciplines such as Figh (Islamic law), Hadith (Prophetic
traditions), Agidah (Theology) and 7asawwuf (Sufism). Very often these disciplines would all be

included in one single volume, as in the case of al-Minna 17 I tigad ahl al-sunna.

Shaykh al-Kunti’s works, like that of all authors, were certainly open to critique. He enjoyed
high-ranking religious and political positions in his society and as a consequence faced
opposition and criticism. His life was certainly filled with controversy and dispute. Apart from
the many theological subjects that he addresses in a/-Minna, he narrates countless stories about
various Islamic saints and the miracles they performed, especially those of his ancestors. This
was perhaps one way through which he dealt with some of his detractors and critics. It is
however the historical questions relating to these narrations that lie at the heart of this
particular study. It is important to ask the following: To what extent has myth been
incorporated or mixed with the historical facts? What impact did this have on the perception of
the society in which the shaykh lived? Is it the task of the historian to differentiate between

myth and fact? Is it at all possible to separate myth from everyday life?

The debate surrounding the issue of myth and history has had significance since the ancient
Greek period. While Herodotus (d. 425 BC) was very accommodating in the acceptance of myth,

his contemporary Thucydides (d. 395 BC) called for an absolute and strict separation between



myth and “historical fact”. The debate has continued ever since. The complex nature of these

two discourses can be seen in the variant positions that historians have taken on this issue.

Many modern historians have not only come to accept myth as part of history but as a central
element of the human condition. According to them, the two cannot simply be separated. In
support of this view, Joseph Mali for example, pointed out that since many historians have not
yet fully used what he calls the “mythical method” they have therefore not succeeded in
developing a historiography that is, as he says “really and clearly ‘modern’ ”.? In his view, the
study of history cannot successfully be undertaken if it is separated entirely from the

subconscious human mind, even if it appears to be irrational.

The nineteenth century historian, Jacob Burckhardt, and his colleaugue Friedrich Nietzshe,
promoted the idea of presenting history as much more than the bare scientific facts. Nietzshe’s
main interest was the impact that myth has in the shaping of human culture. His primary
argument entailed the idea that all cultures definitely lose its creativity if myth is removed from
the discourse.* In othere words, the consideration of myth as part of history gives a more
“complete” or “real” view of the human experience. Myths should therefore not be seen, as
Ludwig Wittgenstein pointed out, as an explanation of what happens in the world, but rather as
an expression of how humans perceive the world, especially in relation to their emotions and

experiences.

*Mali, J. (2003). Mythistory : The Making of a Modern Historiography. Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press. 13
*Mali, 1. (2003). Mythistory. 15



Another important factor is the function of language. Scholars have shown how immensely
difficult it is to separate between the description we give to the world and the stories we often
create to illustrate how we perceive it and what we feel about it. According to Mali there is an
intermingling of the two, yet we try hard to keep them apart. Citing Wittgenstein, Mali asserts

that a whole mythology is inserted in the language we employ.’

Some historians developed another significant discourse around the relationship of myth and
the oral tradition vis-a-vis the written tradition. Some scholars (like William Bascom) have
insisted that myth constitutes only that which is verbally transmitted.® Others, however, have
argued that while myth and mythologies were - since ancient times - conveyed in both oral and
written forms, the oral tradition often allowed for a greater variation of the content and
narration of myths. The usage of oral narrations thus enabled the story-teller to render different
versions of a particular narrative in accordance with different conditions and circumstances. The
written text, on the other hand, afforded a different advantage. In a sense, the written text
possessed a certain power to easily transform myths into a “more formal statement of belief”.”
In many cultures, the written word is almost naturally seen as more “authentic” or more
“authoritative” than oral narrations. If we look at Africa for example, some have claimed that it
had no “authentic” history. One of the reasons provided is that there has always been little or
no proliferation of the written tradition on the continent. This study itself disproves these kinds
of claims, since this region of West Africa where Shaykh al-Kunti lived, enjoyed an

overwhelmingly strong written tradition. An important area of enquiry would be to understand

> Mali, J. (2003). Mythistory. 22
® Csapo, E. (2005). Theories of Mythology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 5
"Holm, J. and Bowker, 1. (1994). Myth and History. New York and London: Pinter Publishers. 4
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how precisely Shaykh al-Kunti used his written texts to his advantage and how this impacted on

those who came into contact with them.

From a Western secular perspective then, the questions around history and myth has become
an area of study that continues to arouse serious academic debate. Post modernism renders
myth as part of the human experience and thus part of history itself. And because history is
always presented in the specific way in which events of the past are interpreted, it implies that
myth is bound to become woven into the overall fabric of the construction of history. The
debate has certainly not become stagnant, and is bound to undergo further evolution and

change.

From a religious perspective, followers of Judaism and Christianity (which I will discuss in
Chapter 1) see themselves as the recipients of divine inspiration - one that is deeply entrenched
in history. For Jews it was Moses who brought the revelation, and he physically lived in a
specific era and place, and for the Christians it was Jesus. Due to the development in the theory
of myth and history, the concept of myth has not totally been dismissed by either these two
groups. Instead the debate gave rise to variant approaches and positions held by its adherents.
Towards the end of the twentieth century for example, there emerged in Christianity what is
called Narrative Theology. This entailed the idea of ordinary people giving meaning to the
stories in the Bible in relation to their own circumstances. The text itself now became
secondary, but it was the practical lessons in the narratives that Christians could relate to,
which became the core of the teaching of Christ. The Bible became more accessible to the

masses, since anyone could practice this kind of theology. Douglas Davis writes:

11



As people see their own local history as a narrative of events, often focused on elements
of injustice, they find it easy to see the Bible as one large set of narratives concerning
God’s people...This approach shows the clear importance of history as the framework
within which Christians see themselves as related to God. But it also involves a kind of
myth-making activity, a sort of mythologizing of events which otherwise might be seen

as economic, political, or ordinary social history.®

In Islamic historiography, the discourse on myth and its role in history has not been developed
to the extent mentioned above. We find, for example, that scholars of mustalah al-hadith or
hadith methodology (verification of prophetic traditions) have insisted on following rigorous
criteria for the acceptance of such traditions. Although the scope and detail of this discipline
have not all been agreed upon, scholars largely agree that whatever the prophet “actually said”
must be authenticated and separated from any “fabrications” or uncertainties. History and other
(non-prophetic) disciplines have not enjoyed the same stringency in methodology. Dr. Nuruddin
“Itr states in his book on Hadith methodology that weak narrations may be used in matters other
than those related to creed (“aqidah) or rulings of the lawful (ha/al) and unlawful (harém). He
further mentions that the narration of stories, admonitions, etc. have been allowed by the

scholars of hadith as long as they are not proven to be clear fabrications.’

Abd al- 'Aziz al-Diri, a practicing historian, has illustrated this by attempting to analyse the
development of historical writing among the Arabs. He argued that early Islamic historical
writings contained elements of fact, popular stories for entertainment purposes as well as

legendary reports derived from the pre-Islamic period. It was his view that without thoroughly

® Holm, J. and Bowker, 1. (1994). Myth and History. 67
°°Itr. N. (1997). Manhaj al-naqd fi ‘ulidm al-hadith. Damascus: Dar al-Fikr. 296
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reviewing and reclassifying all historical sources that have survived until today, “history will be
mixed with legend and belles-lettres, and early accounts and later reports will be regarded as
being of equal value. Neither the logic of history nor historical method will permit this.”’® As an
example of myth in Islamic history, he dedicated a section of his book to the life of Wahb bin
Munabbih (d.725) who was a Muslim storyteller interested in legendary tales from other
religious scriptures of pre-Islamic times. He pointed out that Wahb’s influence on the
construction of the prophet’s biography, for example, was insignificant, contrary to what many
Orientalists believed. He based his argument on the fact that the prophet’s biography was
mainly developed on the basis of Aadith methodology and that the legendary element in this

genre of Islamic history only appeared at a much later period.

Coming back to Shaykh al-Kunti, although he was an ardent scholar of hadith methodology, he
appears to have been comfortable in merging historical fact with myth. This can be observed
from his extensive narration on miracles related to the Kunta, which were neither historically
well- documented nor orally transmitted by other than the Kunta themselves. The fact that it
was common practice for them to relate these stories from one generation to the next must

also be given its due consideration.

Understanding the motivating reasons for this occurrence is of paramount historical importance.
A general exploration of the concept of miracles within religious thought is thus important in

order to obtain a broader vision on the topic.

°Duri, A.A. (1983). The Rise of Historical Writing Among the Arabs. Princeton: Princeton University
Press. 9
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I deal with this concept Chapter One, looking specifically at the views of Judaism, Christianity
and Islam. In Chapter Two, I give a brief biography of Shaykh Al-Kunti, his scholarly career and
his political and religious positions that he occupied within his society. It is crucial to investigate
who the key figures were that impacted on his life and to look at those who helped shape his
religious inclinations. This, together with the social and political setting in which he grew up, will
assist us in understanding his approach to the issue of miracles. In Chapter Three, I look at his
literary contributions, with the aim of seeing what the kinds of topics were that he focused on.
In this regard I am specifically interested in themes around miracles and myth and to what
extent it had deliberately been included. Finally in Chapter Four I describe his work a/-Minna,
highlighting and analysing the themes related to miracles. In this regard, I will select and
translate a few examples for close study. These examples will give us an idea of some of the
underlying discourses that Shaykh al-Kunti wished to convey, particularly regarding the status
of the Kunta being the beacon of spiritual and religious leadership. I hope to draw some
conclusions on the views of Shaykh al-Kunti regarding the concept of miracles, myth and

history, and the social and political consequences these views had on his society.

14



Chapter One

Perspectives on Miracles

‘And firmly establish miracles to the saints

And the one who rejects this, discard his words.’

This is a line from the famous didactic poem on Islamic theology “Jawhara al-tawhid”*!, which
is a standard eighteenth century text on Ashari belief, usually prescribed to beginners to commit
to memory. The concept of karama (pl. karamat) or miracles has received a lot of attention by
theologians and Sufis alike. Literature on Islamic creed or agida almost always contain a
chapter on miracles and the possibility of its occurrence, citing examples from the Qur‘an and
other religious texts. The marking of its parameters, for example, by making clear distinctions
between prophetic and other miracles (the former called mu jiza and the latter karama), has
also gained prominence in these works.'? In the Sufi tradition, however, the scope and
significance of miracles extend far beyond these theoretical discussions. In many circles it has
become the defining factor of the saint’s spiritual achievement.'® In this chapter, I briefly look
at the concept of miracles, with a particular focus on the various Islamic positions on the
subject. I then contextualize Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti within the tradition and analyze his stance

on the matter.

Rodney Stark reveals how people often enumerate miracles as proof of their religion:
How they recovered from cancer, how they overcame alcoholism or drug abuse, how

they became reliable and faithful spouses, how they survived a catastrophic accident, or

1 Tt was written by the Egyptian scholar Ibrahim al-Laqqani (d.1631)

12 Schimmel,A. (1975). Mystical Dimensions of Isldm. North Carolina: The University of North Carolina
Press. 206

3 Knysh,A. (2007).A/-Qushayri’s Epistle on Sufism. Berkshire: Garnet Publishing Limited. 358
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how their prayers for a dying child were answered are all cited as evidence that a
religion “works,” that its promises come true. People often testify about their own

experiences of God as proof that religious explanations are valid.*

Judaism and Christianity seem almost to be at opposite ends on the issue of miracles. This has,
however, become a topic that has developed into a far more complex discussion than merely
arguing for its possibility and occurrence, or proving the consequence of belief or disbelief in it.
While theological positions are rigorously debated, human experiences have also become a

significant and essential part in the understanding of miracles.

The subject of miracles was considered one of the most problematic areas of medieval Jewish
philosophy. Many philosophers found it difficult to explain the Biblical notion of miracles in light
of contemporary science. Although the concept of miracles does exist in Judaism, it exists only
as an act of God. Humans may be seen only as the agents of miracles, but no special status is
afforded to them." One of the earliest Jewish philosophers, Saadia Gaon (d. 942) who is
considered to be the founder of Judeo-Arabic literature'®, accepted the concept of miracles
based on the concepts of creation and divine providence.!” His view is that the purpose of
miracles is to confirm the status of a prophet as an emissary of God, but at the same time it

confirms rational investigation regarding the existence of God.

“ Stark, R. “Economics of Religion” in The Blackwell companion to the Study of Religion.(2006).

(Ed) Segal, R. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 56-57

> Von Stuckrad, K. (Ed.) 2006. The Brill Dictionary of Religion. Leiden, Boston: Brill. 1230-1233

'® http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saadia_gaon (3.3.2010)

7 Skolnik, F. (Ed.) (2007) Encyclopaedia Judaica. Second Edition. Detroit: Thomson Gale. Vol. 14, 305-
310
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A later philosopher, Benedict Spinoza (d. 1677), had a famous dictum that read: Deus sive
Natura sive Substantia — God is Nature is Substance. He opposed the notion of providence and
declared it the ‘height of blasphemy’ if one believes that extraordinary events are beyond the
laws of nature.’® He argued that, anyone who claims that miracles are events that have no
natural cause, are acting in direct opposition to God. He considered it heresy to suggest that

nature cannot be controlled, because this would mean that God lacks control of the world.*

It is clear that Spinoza, through the deductive reasoning that he is known for, did not accept
anything to be supernatural i.e. not in conformity with the laws of nature. His thought coincides
with the philosophy of naturalism that affirms that all phenomena occur on the basis of science,
especially the theory of cause and effect and that any metaphysical explanations are not readily

considered.

Many rabbis later believed that miracles were preordained alongside the act of creation. They
further emphasized that life in itself, with all its daily occurrences, are full of miracles. What
they were referring to is the fact that miracles that do not contradict any laws of nature abound
in the human’s daily experience, such as the swallowing of food, although man is totally
unaware or heedless of its existence.”® Interestingly, some contemporary commentators make
identical remarks about Islam* and its position on miracles. I will later point out the inaccuracy

of these claims when reviewing the Islamic tradition.

' Breslauer, S.D. “Philosophy in Judaism: Two Stances” in Blackwell companion to Judaism. 174-175.
Y Breslauer, S.D. Philosophy in Judaism 174-175.

*° Encyclopaedia Judaica. Vol. 14, 305-310

21 See for example Manuba Naida in 7he Encyclopedia of religion, M. Eliade Vol. 9, 548
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In the Bible it states that,
If there rise in the midst of thee a prophet or one that saith he hath dreamed a dream,
and he fortell a sign and a wonder, and that come to pass which he spoke, and he say
to thee: Let us go and follow strange gods, which thou knowest not, and let us serve

them, thou shalt not hear the words of that prophet or dreamer.?

Engaging in a discussion on any important aspect of Christianity (or Catholicism which I will
concentrate on) without the mention of miracles would be considered one that is insignificant or
void of any essence. One of the most popular genres in Christian literature, even in present
times, remains the miracles of Mary and Jesus or that of the archangel St. Michael. Miracles are
seen as exceptional i.e. not anyone can work them, and there are also limitations with regard to
the publicizing of it by the miracle worker. These factors make them valuable and incite a

craving for its occurrence.?

Miracles are divided into three broad categories: physical (such as healing the sick), intellectual
(like predicting the occurrence of events in the future) and moral which is a “manner or mode
of deliberate action — on the part of either a single person or a group of persons — that
notably surpasses the observed and constant level of human behavior.”?* It is interesting to
note how the “moral miracle” compares to the Quranic description of a waliyy (saint), someone

normally seen as a miracle-worker:

?2 Deuteronomy 13, 1-3

 Auffarth, C. “Criticism of Religion, Nature, Relics (Veneration of), Symbol/Sign/Gesture, Veneration of
the Saints” in Brill Dictionary of Religion.(2006) (Ed) Von Stucrad, K. Leiden, Boston: Brill. 1230-1233
?* Carson, T. and Cerrito, J. (Eds.) (2003). The New Catholic Encyclopaedia, Second Edition. Detroit:
Thomson Gale.

Vol. 9, 659
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Verily the awliyad * (pl. waliyy) of Allah, no fear shall come upon them nor shall they

grieve. They are those who believed and use to be conscious (of Allah).?

Here to be “conscious of Allah” would mean to practice His teachings and to abstain from

prohibitions i.e. to lead a morally conscious and responsible lifestyle.

Because the Catholic Church recognized the legendary nature of narratives about miracles but
at the same time wished to maintain belief in the possibility of miracles, it developed the theory
around miracles to such an extent that it devised certain rules or procedures to authenticate or

t.%® This includes the performance of

accept miracles which could establish the holiness of a sain
at least two miracles that undoubtedly went against the laws of nature and that the procedure
of verifying a miracle can only be considered fifty years after the death of the so-called saint.
Medical affidavits must be signed if a person was miraculously cured from any disease through

the effect of a saint. In the modern age, this seems to reflect a fair balance between the belief

in miracles and the confirmation and usage of the advancement of science.

In this regard the Theologian Rudolf Bultmann (d.1976) has argued that miracles be
demythologized if Christianity, with its biblical accounts of miracles, was to remain credible in a
modern age. Discussing this point, he says:

...the miracle of Jesus’ resurrection was to be understood not as an actual physical

resurrection from the dead, but as the human Jesus having died in the expected manner

*Quran Ch. 10 V. 62,63
°® Auffarth, C. Criticism of Religion, Nature, Relics (Veneration of), Symbol/Sign/Gesture, Veneration of
the Saints in Brill Dictionary of religion.(2006) (Ed) Von Stucrad, K. Leiden, Boston: Brill. 1230-1233
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as a result of crucifixion, but the divine Jesus having ‘risen again’ in the preaching

(kerygma) and faith of the community, so that he can be said to live on.”’

Writing on prophecies and miracles, the Philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe (d.2001) offers an
interesting perspective on Christ’s miracles and the problems surrounding its usage as proof for
the truth of Christianity. She discusses the historical value of these miracles as seen by an
“external judge” as she calls it, in comparison to an adherent of the Christian faith. She shows
how it may be reasonable for the external judge to treat the issue of Christ’s resurrection as
any other historical fact, but at the same time it would also be acceptable for the Christian to
believe in it without having to explain the reason for this belief. She bases this on the fact that
it is quite common for miracles to be connected to the founders and heroes of any religion.
Furthermore she contends that:
...it is probably common among us to believe in fulfilled prophecies and miracles
because we believe the Catholic religion and they are part of our doctrines. Besides, the
passage from Deuteronomy, as well as reasonable reflection on the requirements of
faith, would incline us to say that a prophet or wonder-worker is to be judged in the

light of the Christian religion.”®

Although most Muslim scholars defended the existence of miracles, there has never been
complete consensus among them regarding the possibility of its occurrence especially if it

occurs at the hands of ordinary pious men. Among those who rejected the entire idea of

%" Brill Dictionary of religion, 1230-1233
*® Geach, M. and L, Gormally (Eds). (2008). Faith in a Hard Ground: Essays on Religion, Philosophy and
Ethics. Charlottesville: Imprint Academic. 25
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karamat, on the basis that it would become confused with prophetic miracles (mu jizat), are

Abu Ishaq al-Isfarayini (d.1027) and Ibn Abi Zayd al-Maliki (d.996).%

It is interesting to note that the discussion on miracles is not found per se in the works of Abul
Hasan al-Ash ‘ari (d.936), founder of the Ash ‘arite Sunni school of theology. The first Ashari
adherent to allude to the word karama is al-Baqillani (d.1013). In his ‘a/-Insaf, he mentions it
when he discusses the issue of rv’ya (having a vision of Allah), something which the

Mu tazila vigorously rejected. He uses the word in @ more general sense, pointing out that the
act of “seeing Allah is a kardma that He shall confer upon His believing servants”.*® His usage of
the term here is very general, because it merely means a gift from Allah which He shall afford
to deserving recipients in the hereafter. The more fundamental point of interest in this study is
of course the occurrence of extraordinary events in this earthly life that we find ourselves in.
John Renard also mentions that al-Baqillani has extensively written about the crucial differences

between mu jizat and karamat.*

In another Sunni theological school of thought that developed parallel to that of al-Ashari, the
school of Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d.944), their works make more explicit reference to the
concept of karadma during that early period. Abu Hanifa (d.767), whose philosophical thought
al-Maturidi drew from®, for instance, points out in his a/-Figh al-Akbar that there is a marked
difference between a miracle that is performed by a saint and one performed by “the enemies
of Allah such as Iblis (Satan), Pharaoh, and the Antichrist”.>® He notes that Allah grants this

latter group the ability to perform certain miracles in order to delude them and then eventually

*Ibn Khaldtn. (1992) Mugaddima ibn Khaldun. Beirut: Maktaba Lubnan 50.

0 Al-Bagillani. A. a/-Insaf . 56

*' Renard, J. (2008). Friends of God: Islamic images of piety, commitment and Servanthood. 95
*> He commented on Abi Hanifah’s al-Figh al-akbar. See Al- a 1am by Zirikii

33 Bin Yusuf, A. (2001). Al-Figh al-Akbar explained. California: White Thread Press. 161

21



to punish them. Another scholar of this particular tradition is Al-Tahawi (d.933), who makes
numerous remarks on the subject in his Agida.** Many later scholars such as al-Ghazali,
al-Suydtt and others have devoted specific sections in their works on agida and kalam to

discussions surrounding the occurrence of miracles.

The nineteenth century Egyptian liberal reformer, Muhammad Abduh (d.1905), who primarily
revived the rational approaches of the Mu 'tazila, devised a very sophisticated methodology
around the concept of miracles. Although Muhammad Abduh as a general principle called for
the acceptance of miracles, he declared “that every particular miracle claimed may be doubted
with impunity, either on rational or historical grounds. Thus, one may reject all the miracles one

by one, but one may not reject the possibility of miracles as a principle”.>

Although many of these works are very rich in theological content, they are however confined
to topics such as the possibility, purpose, categories and parameters of karamat. They do not
delve, and perhaps understandably so, into the social, historical or political impact that these

miracles had or may have had on the society at large.

As I have pointed out earlier, the issue of karamat among the Sufis is one of central importance
and its discourse continues to receive great prominence even today. Interesting stories in the
various paths or farigas continue to be told about the shaykhs and the karamat they performed
or those they are able to perform. Fundamentally, Sufi doctrine does not encourage that any
emphasis be placed on either the occurrence of miracles or its narration. The phenomenon of

extraordinary activity should rather be seen as a gift from God or even a test from Him.

3 Yusuf, H. (2007). The Creed of Imam al-Tahawi. California: Zaytuna Institute
> Lewis, B. et a/ (Eds.) (2008). The Cambridge History of Islam. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
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Al-Qushayri (d.1073) points out in his famous a/-Risala that while the prophets are ordered to
openly display their miracles, the saints are instructed to conceal them. This is so, he says,
because the prophets are certain that the miracles are signs that confirm the truth of their
message, but the saint however cannot guarantee why the miracle has occurred — it may be a
plot (makr) from God against him.** We do find, however, that the narration of these
miraculous events remains a strong element in the minds of the followers as well as the

admirers of the spiritual masters.

Numerous scholars have pointed out that karéma in many Sufi traditions in Africa is a very
significant aspect that is very strongly articulated and narrated. For instance, Louis Brenner
writing about the spiritual search of Cerno Bokar Saalif Taal, points out that there is
a range of beliefs and practices which will be familiar to many Africanists — for example,
the significance of repeated recitations of certain prayers believed to have special
efficacy, the belief in saints, miracles, and what are called ‘secrets’, the search for
Baraka (Arabic for spiritual grace) and salvation through one’s relationship to venerated

shaykh, and the great significance placed upon dreams and visions.*’

Writing on Shaykh al-Mukhtar al-Kunti and the Qadiriyya tariga, Batran makes it clear that the
reason why Shaykh al-Kunti had such a great impact on his society, besides being an erudite
scholar of Islam, was because people looked at him as a powerful worker of miracles. According

to Batran, Shaykh al-Kunti “used his miraculous powers for the benefit of all and for the

*® Al-Qushayri, A. (1997). ‘Al-risalah al-Qushayriyyah f ilm al-tasawwuf. Lebanon: Dar al-khayr. 354-355
3 Brenner, L. (1984) West African Sufi: The Religious Heritage and Spiritual search of Cerno Bokar Saalif
7aal. London C. Hurst and Company. 5
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enhancement of his authority over rulers and their subjects”.*® He further contends that since
the masses expected the saints to perform miracles, although the latter did not pay any heed to
it, miracles had to be seen emanating from the saints, or else they would have to be created for
them. He says:
The karamat were therefore one of the main elements that formed the charismatic
qualities on which the prestige of the saint, his influence and spiritual authority over the
community depended. The greater the number of miracles attributed to a saint, no
matter whether or not they directly affected people, the more his legend grew and the

greater was the fear and love in which his followers held him.*

Al-Kunti in a/-Minna, gives extensive accounts on numerous miracles (I shall analyse some of
them later). He also looks at theological questions surrounding this phenomenon. It is an
accepted fact that he adhered to the Ash’ari School of theology, as most West African scholars
did at the time, and his legal verdicts (7atawa) indicate that he followed the Maliki School of
Islamic law. He was also a reformer and grand leader of the Qadiriyya tariga in West Africa.
These elements are all evident in his writing, especially in a/-Minna, because it is a work that
deals primarily with the discourses on Islamic Theology ( agida) and Islamic spirituality
(tasawwuf). When discussing the highest form of miracles, he writes:

Know that the greatest miracle of the saints is continuous success in the path of

obedience and the protection against disobedience and contraventions. Abul Hasan al-

Shadhili*®, may Allah have mercy on him, said: “The benefit of miracles is that Allah

introduces Himself to you by making apparent an extraordinary event at your hands.” So

38 Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara: The Life and
times of Shaykh al-Mukhtar al-Kunti (1729-1811). Morocco: Institut des Etudes Africaines. 79

¥ Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadirivyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara. 78

“d. 1258
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there is a great difference between the one who Allah introduces Himself to by means of
His light, and the one He introduces Himself to through his intellect. So because it (i.e.
the miracle) is a means of consolidation to the one who the miracle has appeared to,
people who are at the beginning of the path may experience it while those who are at
the end of the path may not, because of where they have arrived at with regards to
steadfastness, certitude and [spiritual] capability. So they are not in need of any
consolidation, just as the mountain is not in need of support. Through the bounty of

Allah most High, miracles remove the instability of doubt.*

Here al-Kunti expresses the classical theological view that the occurrence of miracles should not
be seen as the ultimate goal, but rather as a means that should lead the person to virtue and
uprightness. In other words, the concept of miracles should not become the most important
discourse that people engage in, but at the same time its significance must not be undermined
or ignored in any way. This is precisely why we find scores of accounts in a/-Minna that portray
many miraculous events, especially those attributed to his forefathers. They are seen as a
display of power that these saints possessed, although”theologically” they are not very
important to narrate. It is interesting how al-Kunti calls up a key figure in Sufism i.e. Abul
Hasan al-Shadhil (d.1258), to substantiate his view, which illustrates the variant perspectives
that he is familiar with i.e. the blend between classical theology and spirituality. It would seem
that from a theological perspective, he wishes to remain classical in his approach, but he also

wants to remain loyal to the Sufi perspective on the discourse.

* Kunti. M. Al-minnah 251
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Writing on the hagiography genre in Moroccan Sufism Vincent Cornell makes some interesting
comments relevant to the discussion here. He refers to Thomas Heffernan who has constructed
a theory called "biographical dualism”. In it he argues:
In the hagiographer’s construction of the saint, overemphasizing the supernatural might
cause one to lose sight of the person. On the other hand, overemphasizing the ordinary
might cause one to lose sight of the saint. To arrive at a happy medium the
hagiographer had to employ his rhetorical skills to convey how he wanted the saint to be

perceived.*

In a sense, al-Kunti also wishes to arrive at this amicable compromise whereby the narration of
the miracles are not overemphasized (theoretically, at least), but at the same time the status of
the saints and their powers are not to be underemphasized, hence the large corpus of miracles

narrated in a/~-Minna.

In another text, Al-Kunti has also responded very strongly to those who reject the occurrence of

miracles when he writes:

It has reached some of the shaykhs that the Rawafid [i.e. the Shiites] and those who
follow their desires as well as some extremists of the mutakallimian [the scholars of
Theology] insulted the saints and their miracles. This has even led them to reject some

of the miracles that are mentioned about the messenger of Allah (peace be upon him)

* Cornell, V.J. (1998). Realm of the Saint: Power and authority in Moroccan Sufism. Texas: University of
Texas Press. 65
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like the splitting of the moon which is mentioned in the text [i.e. of the Quran], and the

crying of the tree trunk and the speech of the trees and stones.*?

Here again he presents the classical theological view, according to the Sunni creed of both the
Asharites and Maturidis, regarding the issue of miracles and the possibility of their occurrence at
the hands of either the prophets or the saints. He further alludes to the serious error of
someone who rejects the texts (i.e. those relating to the prophetic miracles) in which these
miracles are mentioned by referring to them as disbelievers (kafir) and being arrogant
(mukabir).” These remarks are then followed by a display of his literary skill (or rhetorical skill
as Renard calls it), where in eighteen beautifully composed poetic lines®, a ndniyya* in style,

he responds to the issue regarding the rejection of miracles.

This response adds a significant dimension to the discussion here. Although in this particular
discourse it seemed quite clear that his attention was focused on the status of those who
outrightly reject the occurrence of prophetic miracles or mu jizat, and for that he subsequently
called them arrogant disbelievers, it is evident from his response that he was also equally (and
arguably more) keen in defending the saints and their miracles (karamat). 1t appears that he
was indirectly trying to extend the same status that he earlier afforded to the rejecters of

mu jizat (i.e. that they are arrogant disbelievers) to the rejecters of karamat, and he did all of
this in a very subtle and eloquent way. Since the defense against the rejection of mu jizat
would be a relatively manageable and easy task, defending the saints and their rank, especially

as miracle workers, would require more assertiveness and eloquence, hence the eloquent

* Kunti. M. Al-minnah 253

* Kunti. M. Al-minnah 253

* Kunti. M. Al-minnah 253-254

** The last word of each line ends with the letter nan
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response. This would, of course, also then imply a defense on behalf of himself (being a saint

and a worker of miracles) as well as his saintly forefathers.

A question that arises here is: What was the need for Shaykh al-Kunti to emphasize the
importance of the miracles of the saints, over and beyond the usual theological scope of the
possibility of its occurrence? Were there perhaps underlying social or political factors that
prompted him to narrate so many miracles in a/-Minna, especially those of his forefathers of the
Kunta scholarly clan? Why was it not sufficient for him to narrate their status as outstanding

erudite scholars in the various disciplines of Islam?

As I have mentioned earlier, Batran’s thesis indicates that the laymen needed to be aware of
the miracles performed by the scholar in order for them to gain confidence in him. In order for
the scholar, on the other hand, to be an effective leader or statesman, he had to display his
ability in the form of miraculous powers or extraordinary events. Another factor that could
possibly explain al-Kunti’s extensive argument on kardmat, especially surrounding his own
family, is the political rivalry that was consistently developing between the Qadiriyya Sufi path
to whom al-Kunti belonged, and the newly-formed Tijaniyyah (established by Ahmad al-Tijanr d.
1815), which was very quickly gaining prominence in the region. The exploration of all the
factors that led to this rivalry is beyond the scope of this study, but I will nonetheless make

some general remarks on the topic.

Unlike earlier expressions of Sufism in the Islamic East, which developed a private notion of
Sufism, in most instances in West Africa the Sufi masters drew followers around them and then

a whole movement developed around them. Different Sufi movements therefore would come to
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“compete” for influence over public space, wherein its specific kind of Sufi expression could be
established and propagated. Norris remarks that “Islamic mysticism (tasawwuf or sdfiyyah) in
the Western Sahara has rarely taken the private and personal form which once characterized

the way of life of Muslim mystics in the early days of Islam.” ¥

Historically, the Qadiriyya fariga (established in Baghdad by Shaykh ‘Abdul Qadir Al-Jilani
d.1165) was much older than that of the Tijaniyya, the former having been practiced in West
Africa for a much longer period of time. So because of its sequential precedence, it was most
likely seen by its adherents as being superior and worthier of following. Also from a
geographical perspective, the area that the Qadiriyya fariga originated from most likely afforded
it greater legitimacy, since its roots could be traced back to the Arab world, the area where
Islam originated from. The Tijaniyya, on the other hand, was established in Africa itself. In
other words, its origin was far more local, which perhaps made it gain popularity through an
unintended renewal and expression of African Muslim identity, i.e. it being African, while at the
same time being rooted firmly in Islamic values and principles. Writing on the spread of the
Tijaniyya in South Africa for example, Lliteras points out that “the Tijaniyya fariga in Cape Town
naturally exemplifies the characterestics and complexities of what could be termed an African
Muslim identity”.* She further mentions that it was one of the primary objectives of the tariga
to bring about the notion of an “African Islam” which South African Muslims could easily relate

to.

Furthermore, from a theological point of view, the Tijaniyya fariga directly challenged the
“orthodox” trends of Sufism practiced by the Qadiriyyah and other Sufi paths. By way of

illustration, a debate that is often seen as the basis of dispute between the Tijaniyya and its

* Norris. H.T. 1986. The Arab Conquest of the Western Sahara. London : Longman Group Limited . 251
* Lliteras. S.M. 2006. “The Tijaniyya Tariga in Cape Town,” in Journal for Islamic studies, Vol 26. Cape
Town: University of Cape Town. 89
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antagonists is one of origin and orthodoxy. The founder of the Tijaniyya fariga claimed that he
had seen the prophet in a vision while awake during the daytime, and that he had received his
instruction directly from him which included the famous 7//ani invocation known as Jawharat

49

al-kamal, “The jewel of perfection.”* It is also during this encounter that he claims the prophet

had given him the title of a/-qutb al-maktim, the hidden pole.>

When one looks at the structure of most other farigas, it is quite clear that the authority of
shaykhs are only accepted if they have a silsila, a continuous chain that historically links them
to their shaykhs until it reaches back to the prophet. On the other hand, the Tijaniyya saw this -
the fact that their leader had a personal and direct link with the prophet - as an extraordinary
privilege which was given only to him. They thus regarded him as being superior to others,*
since he did not need a long historical chain linking him to the prophet, but rather had a direct
one, linking him to the prophet without any intermediary. Based on this, the Tijaniyya

considered themselves, as P.J. Ryan points out™

, as an elitist group in comparison with other
Sufi brotherhoods. These elitist claims that the Tijaniyya made, developed into an area of
serious debate between them and other farigas (as well as anti-Sufi proponents), but the

Tijaniyya vigorously defended its position regarding these contentious matters.

Based on the above, one may argue that there was, in principle, a conflict inherently present in
the perspectives of these two Sufi farigas at that time. This then resulted in each movement
finding the need to devise various methods to propagate and defend its viewpoints and stances

on certain religious aspects of Islam and Sufism.

* Al-Tijani, M.S. undated. Ghayat al-amani fi manaqib wa karamat ashab al-shaykh Sayyidi Ahmad al-
7ijani Beirut: Al-maktaba al-sha ' biyya. 46

%0 Al-Tijani, M.S. Ghayat al-amani fi manaqib wa karamat ashab al-shaykh Sayyidi Abmad al-Tijani. 46
>! Brenner, L. West African Sufi: The Religious Heritage and Spiritual search of Cerno Bokar Saalif Taal.
40

32 Ryan. P.J. 2000. “The Mystical Theology of Tijani Sufism and its Social Significance in West Africa,” in
Journal of religion in Africa, Vol 30
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Coming back to al-Kunti and his extensive use of miracles in his prose, it can be argued that he
did so in defense of the Qadiriyya shaykhs. At the same time he was creating legitimacy for
them in the minds of the ordinary West African Muslim. While al-Kunti has the ability to present
the orthodox theological views on matters pertaining to miracles in a/-Minna, he has also ably
and convincingly showed the importance, significance and occurrence of various miraculous

events specifically at the hands of the Qadiri shaykhs.

The Tijaniyya too had also adopted similar methods to elevate the status of their shaykhs.
Brenner points out that although'Umar Tal (d.1864), the first active Tijani missionary, followed
a more orthodox view in warning against seeking miracles and regarding it as a trial that diverts
away from spiritual efforts, this orthodoxy was quickly lost on the majority of Tijanis. He says:
“The occurrence of miracles was accepted as fact by all Tijanis; and these miracles were
manifested through holy men and were believed to be signs of their closeness to God. It should
come as no surprise that ‘miracle mongering” was widespread amongst those who wished to

prove the powers of their particular shaykh”.>

By exploring the discourse on miracles within religious thought, I have tried to highlight the
complexities that surround this phenomenon. The diversity of opinions and the variant positions
about the acceptance of miracles clearly illustrate this point. Regardless of these complexities, it
may be argued that discourses about miracles have always aroused special interest, for those
who wish to use them in their own narratives, as well as those who simply come into contact
with them through whatever means. A possible explanation is that the notion of miracles
constitutes an interesting yet powerful means to propagate, defend, and convince others about

a specific belief. One of the ways that Shaykh al-Kunti, as the grand leader of the Qadiriyya

> Brenner, L. (1984) West African Sufi: The Religious Heritage and Spiritual search of Cerno Bokar Saalif
7aal. 120
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tariga, managed to maintain the loyalty of his murids, was by continuously arguing for the
credibility of miracles. He does this with a special focus on the miracles that occurred at the
hands of all Kunta luminaries of the past. This would then imply that the shaykh himself was no
different to any of his ancestors. This then also explains why he related so many instances of
miraculous events in most of his literary works. In the following chapter I will give an historical
account of the life of Shaykh al-Kunti and further illustrate what role the notion of miracles

played in the life of the shaykh.
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Chapter Two

An Introduction to the Kunta and Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti

The Kunta family network of West Africa had so many roles in their societies that it is hard to
describe them precisely. Besides being amongst the leading Islamic scholars of the region
between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, they were also prominent adherents (murids)
and propagators of the Qadiriyya Sufi path (fariga)”’, to the extent that Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar
al-Kunti extensively spread and revived the fariga during the eighteenth century.” He also later
developed his own branch of the Qadiriyya known as the Mukhtariyya.>® They were also keen
merchants who developed an economic stronghold stretching over a large territory, often
controlling the salt trade, from Morocco to Black Africa.”’

The Kunta were also committed to gaining political influence over the inhabitants of the region.
For example, one of Shaykh al-Kunti's grandsons, namely Ahmad al-Bakkay, struggled against
the Fulbe of Hamdullahi in the mid-nineteenth century and later also against al-Hajj ‘Umar
al-Futi. Shaykh Al-Kunti himself was not only seen as a religious figure, but also as a political

head.

In this chapter I sketch the biography of al-Kunti, drawing extensively on the research of Aziz

Batran, who has probably given the most comprehensive account of al-Kunti in his study.®

> Hunwick, J. (2006). West Africa, Islam and the Arab World. Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers. 28

> Brenner, L. (1984). West African Sufi: The Religious Heritage and Spiritual search of Cerno Bokar Saalif
7aal. London: C. Hurst and Company. 201

*® Martin, R.C. (Ed.) (2004). Encyclopedia of Islam and the Muslim world. USA: Thomson Gale. 402-403

>’ Quld el-Bara, Y. (2008). “The Life of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti”, in Jeppie, S and Bachir, S. eds.
2008. The meanings of Timbuktu. Cape Town: HSRC Press. 193

> The book is entitled: 'The Qadiriyya Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara: The Life and
Times of Shaykh al-Mukhtar al-Kunti (1729-1811)" 1 will more specifically rely on his chapter entitled
*Making of a Qadiri Saint’, which is particularly relevant to this study. An abridged article of his book
appears in J.R.\Willis" * Studies in West African Islamic History: The Cultivators of Islam’.
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Early Life

Very little is known about the early life and family of Shaykh Al-Kunti, and much that has been
reported about it is more legendary than historical. He was born in a place near Arawan called
Kathib Ughalu in 1729. The desert region of Azawad (situated in present-day Mali, north of
Timbuktu) which had Arawan as its capital, was a strategic route linking the settlement and the
Niger river, to the salt mines. It was thus an important point of contact between the Arabs, the
Tuareg and the peoples of the middle Niger. Although Shaykh al-Kunti grew up here as an
orphan, his mother Lalla Mbarka al-Hamilyya died when he was four or five, and his father Baba
Ahmad ibn Abi Bakr died when he was ten years old, he grew up in an area that was known to

be a retreat for scholars. Norris says:

Several of the most distinguished scholars of the Western Sahara, among them Shaykh
Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti, were either born in Azawad or made it their permanent
residence. It was strategically placed, yet at the same time it was sufficiently remote to

afford sanctuary and tranquility...>

Being reared in the company of respected scholars and men who were said to possess spiritual
powers, he was perhaps compensated for the difficulty he faced as an orphan. Shaykh Al-Kunti
had three brothers and a sister; all his brothers were known ascetics, men of profound piety
and reputed miraculous powers. At the demise of his father his half brother, Abu Hamyya, took
care of him. He grew up in a simple environment. It was a religious setting with an emphasis on
learning the basics of religion while at the same time working as a shepherd for his family. His
passion for learning later grew to such an extent that he regarded it incumbent upon every

Muslim to migrate in the quest for knowledge. This kind of thinking was not strange to the

> Norris. H.T. (1986). The Arab Conquest of the Western Sahara. London: Longman. 77
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Kunta, since one of their most distinguishing traits was that of mastering and teaching religious

knowledge.

During his early life, he travelled from one camp to another in search of knowledge, studying
under Tuareg scholars from the Kel Es-Suk, Kel Horma and others. But it was only in 1743 that
he started to seriously develop his ability in the Islamic disciplines. It was under the tutelage of
the Qadiriyya Shaykh Sidi Ali ibn Najib of Timbuktu (with whom he remained until 1747/8), who
claimed to be a descendant of the prophet as well as a descendent of the founder of the
Shadhiliyya tariga, Abul Hasan al-Shadhili, that he mastered thirteen disciplines of Islamic
scholarship. He thereafter started studying Sufism intensively, receiving training particularly in
the Qadiriyya fariga. He was given permission by his master Sidi All of Timbuktu to initiate
others into the fariga, after four years of strenuous spiritual exercise (riyada), and after he had

proven to have the ability to overpower Satan and his temptations.

Disciplines mastered

Although it would be considered a known fact that he studied all the classical works on Sufism,
Batran indicates that very little detail is mentioned about this, particularly in his son’s work
called al-7ard’if wa al-tala’id fi karGma al-walida wal walid, which is a biographical account of his
father. He also mentions that the reason for this is probably connected to the idea that Sufis
always strive to protect their secrets, an aspect that others are not supposed to discover or
know about. Besides the science of Tasawwuf, Shaykh al-Kunti mastered many other disciplines
including 7afsir (Quran exegesis), Hadith (prophetic traditions), Figh (Islamic jurisprudence)

especially that of the Malilki school of thought and the Arabic language. He probably read all the
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major classical works in these fields, perhaps more than once, with different experts and
masters. In a poem®, he describes the preference of certain disciplines above others:
The best of knowledge if you desire to benefit

Is the knowledge of the book and of law, so do comply!

Then syntax and morphology of structures and also

The science of principles without aberration and argument,

Even if you are a linguist, competent and eloquent

Then also prophetic traditions — authenticating it, no foolishness!

Whatever is besides that is futile and jest

And a type of sleep and a calling towards failure

What is interesting here is that the subjects associated with the Arabic language namely NaAw
(Syntax) and Sarf (Morphology) ranked higher than some religious subjects, such as Hadith and
the Usdl/ (principles) of Jurisprudence and Theology for example. This is interesting taking into
consideration that the Kunta were mainly an Arabic speaking people and that their scholars
composed most of their works in classical Arabic. The area of Azawad where many of the Kunta

resided was regarded as part of the Arabic-speaking region of Shingit.*!

Another observation about the poem is that there is no significance attached to the subject of

Tasawwuf, although the Kunta are seen as a group that had a “rare ability finely to balance the

* Manuscript no. 7880 of the Ahmad Baba Collection in Timbuktu
® Norris. H.T. (1986). The Arab Conquest of the Western Sahara. 77
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duties towards the interpretation of the Shari ah canonic law on the one hand, and, on the
other, the austere and ascetic path of Sufism, especially the Qadiriyya tarigah”.®® Again, an
explanation could be that the Sufis guarded their secrets and spiritual powers, to possibly
remain influential and surpass others in the sphere of spiritual or political strength. As Yahya

Ould al-Bara states:

One of the important aspects of the career and activity of the saint was this interaction
between the tribal and religious concerns in all stages of his life. Religious prestige,
which was expressed in the formation of a tariga, was quick to transform itself into
political leadership. In fact, in the region of the Moorish tribes the founders of the

brotherhoods were often leaders of tribal bodies.®

So although fasawwuf was the most important part of a scholar’s development, as can be seen
by the rigorous training that Shaykh al-Kunti had to undergo before he could be authorized to
initiate others in the fariga, it would appear that its intricacies and secrets had to be concealed
from others who were not pursuing the same path. This was done for all sorts of reasons,

including political considerations.

The teachers of Shaykh al-Kunti conferred upon him their authorizations or jjaza. Apart from it
being a special pact between teacher and student, it acknowledged the student’s transformation
into a teacher himself, who may now also confer his own jjazas. It also meant that the baraka
or blessings remained in the chain of authorized teachers connected to the original authors,
passed on from one generation to another. The chain itself is called the sanad (pl. asanid). In

most of the asanid of Shaykh al-Kunti, names of well-known scholars such as Ahmad Baba and

® Norris. H.T. (1986). The Arab Conquest of the Western Sahara. 128
® Quld el-Bara, Y. (2008). The Life of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti. 200
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his teacher, Muhammad Baghayugu featured prominently. This afforded the sanad more

authenticity and recognition.

His first return to his kinsmen as a shaykh

Upon returning to his family, he did not immediately receive the welcome or recognition that he
had expected, especially now that he had become a shaykh. The reason for this is that his
father, who was very influential among the Kunta, had died a long time ago, and also his
immediate family did not have the influence to advance his position. He realized that he had a
difficult road ahead, but through a vision that he experienced, he decided to migrate to Wallata,
the land of his glorious ancestor, Sidi Ahmad al-Bakkay Bu Dam. Upon arrival, he immediately
had the opportunity to prove his status to them, by giving to the people of Wallata the glad
tidings about the coming of a caravan that they had lost and were trying to locate. This
instantaneously granted him the recognition as a saint, taking the place of the last great saint

of that region, Sidi Ahmad al-Bakkay Bu Dam.

He strategically positioned himself close to the tomb of Sidi Ahmad where he taught the various
disciplines and initiated new murids into the Qadiriyya tariga. The mausoleum of Sidi Ahmad
was at the time also the most important meeting place for all of the Kunta, apart from it being
close to the economic center of Azawad, because it represented a place of pilgrimage for all
Kunta to pay their homage to their common ancestor Sidi Ahmad al-Bakkay Bu Dam. Shaykh al-
Kunti seized this opportunity by forging strong spiritual relations with them, something that

would tremendously benefit him in the future.

Towards the end of 1747 or the beginning of 1748, Shaykh al-Kunti set out on a propagation

campaign to spread the Qadiriyya fariga, a trip that prepared him to become the grand shaykh

38



of the fariga. He travelled the whole of present day Mauritania (which was known at the time as
al-Maghrib al-Agsa), winning over many groups to the f{ariga. The first ethnic group that joined
his movement en masse was the Mashdhuf, a Berber group who claimed Arab descent, in an
area known as Hodh between Wallata and Tichit. Other groups included the Awlad al-Fahfah,
Awlad Dawud ibn ‘Aroug and Awlad al-Nasir, who had been acquainted with the Kunta for a
long time. The largest group in this region of Hodh however, the Awlad Bella Arabs and their
allies, who were the most powerful and populace residents of the region, did not convert to the
Qadiriyya at a satisfactory rate. It was only after considerable struggle and confrontation
between the murids of Shaykh al-Kunti and the Awlad Bella that he became successful as the

spiritual head of that region.

In an area called Taganit, where Shaykh al-Kunti’s kinsmen, the Kunta al-Qibla resided, his
interventions as mediator between rival factions proved to be very successful (His mediation
skills started developing at the age of eighteen while he was still under the tutelage of Sidi "Ali
bin Najib). This success resulted in the Awlad Bu Saif, who belonged to this group, giving
recognition to him as the supreme shaykh of the Qadiriyya. This in turn led to other groups and
holy men of the region, particularly from the Tajkanat Zwaya families, to develop resentment
towards Shaykh al-Kunti. Their main problem that they had with him was the claim (which he
approved of) that was given to him as the Shaykh al-tariga i.e. the supreme leader of the
Qadiriyya tariga especially in relation to his young age and inexperience. They disliked the fact
that so many people were starting to follow him and give recognition to him as their shaykh.
They thus collaborated against him and challenged him to an open debate where they would be
able to show their superiority over him in knowledge. They prepared intricate questions to be
posed to him. According to tradition, (perhaps of the legendary ones as we had mentioned

earlier) Allah gave him a vision of the questions and its responses, which he sent to them in the
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form of a satirical poem before the appointed time of the debate.®* Because they were so
amazed with his deep knowledge and the quality of the answers that he provided, not only did
they acknowledge his status and superiority in knowledge, but they also apologized to him,
expressing their loyalty to him as the new shaykh of the Qadiriyya fariga. Because of these
events that unfolded while the shaykh was among the Kunta al-Qibla, he was seen as the

symbol of strength and unity for all those affiliated to the Kunta.

His second return to his birthplace

In 1753, at the age of around twenty four, the shaykh returned to his birthplace in the Azawad.
This time his ability as an erudite scholar and mediator and his status as a master of the
Qadiriyya tariga, had already spread far and wide. Upon his arrival, he once again had to
exercise his arbitration skills in order to bring peace between certain factions of the Awlad Sidi
al-Hajj Abu Bakr. For the first few years after returning to the Azawad, he was mostly occupied
as a mediator between the Kunta of Azawad and that of Mauritania, as well as between the
Kunta themselves in Azawad. Through his preaching and writing, he tried to appease all the
differing factions and to bring unity amongst them by affording equal status to many of them.
This he did with the aim of strengthening and directing the Qadiriyya fariga, as well as
strengthening his position as leader of the entire Kunta group. It was in 1756 that he took on
the title of grand shaykh of the Qadiriyya fariga, “thus affirming his superiority over all the other
Qadirite masters’ wirds (litanies) which existed in the Sahara and especially in the Tuareg and

Moorish areas”.®®

* Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara. 71
® Quld el-Bara, Y. (2008). The Life of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti. 199
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Although the shaykh was largely successful in bringing about unity amongst the various groups,
he could not bring harmony between the Awlad al-Wafi and the al-Hammal group. But in order
to show his impartiality he moved to a neutral area called al-Hilla. Here he constructed a zawiya
and a mosque, which later became a very important center of knowledge known as Hillat al-
shaykh al-Mukhtar. This move was symbolic because it affirmed the shaykh’s neutrality in the
disputes related to the Kunta, thus strengthening his role as mediator and arbitrator. Because
many devotees now travelled to al-Hilla to seek the baraka of the shaykh, the size of this small

town grew considerably, while the fame of its founder increased.

The shaykh’s role as a waliyy and a mujaddid

Although the shaykh was considered in West Africa as the most erudite scholar and writer of his
time, it was his status as a saint of Allah, a waliyy, which afforded him the most credibility.
Batran makes it clear that the Kunta regarded his status to be equal to that of Shaykh Abd al-
Qadir al-Jaylani of Baghdad. Shaykh al-Kunti himself, through his writings and teaching,
continually stressed the importance of the notion of wildya or sainthood. At the same time, he
also believed that saints are not recognized by ordinary people. They should live normal lives,
mix with others, marry, trade and their appearance must not be distinct to the rest of their
kinsmen. He disliked scholars who outwardly displayed symbols of piety or learning. For him the
people of tasawwuf were not above the rules of Islamic law. Adhering to the shari a is

something that he strongly propagated. His son writes:

Contrary to what happens in other brotherhoods, it is forbidden to us to abandon

ourselves to game, conspicuous displays of ascetism, fainting, dance, or exaggerated
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shouting to praise God. On the other hand, many of our shaykhs do not forbid or

condemn singing. We must not wear special garments.®®

He regarded it possible that a person may be a saint while not being aware of his own status,
though other saints would be able to recognize him. With regards to his own position as a
waliyy, Shaykh al-Kunti made it clear to those around him that he was fully aware of his saintly
rank that was conferred upon him. He considered it a birthright of all the Kunta to be favored
with the status of sainthood. According to him, a person could attain this rank either through
the right of birth, through divine attraction (jhadhb) or through strenuous spiritual exercise and
devotion (rivada or mujahada). As 1 pointed out earlier, Shaykh al-Kunti only became an
authorized shaykh after the completion of mujahada. This means that he attained wildya in
more than one way (i.e. birthright and mujahada), which suggests stronger legitimacy to his

position as the leader of the Qadiriyya.

It is interesting to note that he preferred to describe his wildya as a birthright rather than as a
result of mujahada. The reason for this is that Sufis regard sainthood or wildya as being an
extension of nubuwwa or prophethood. So if prophethood is something which cannot be
acquired by any person through his own efforts, as the classical view in Islamic Theology
suggests, but through Allah’s pure selection of certain individuals to fulfill the role of prophets,
then it also means that sainthood cannot be attained by an individual on account of his own
personal achievement but rather on account of a divine choice that was decreed by Allah. In
other words, Shaykh al-Kunti considered it a divine decree from Allah to select the Kunta for the
sacred duty of sainthood, and more especially him as their spiritual head, as opposed to it being

something that they acquired through spiritual exercise or mujahada. 1t would appear that this

® Ould el-Bara, Y. (2008). The Life of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti. 201
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argument i.e. the superiority of the saint directly selected by Allah vis-a-vis the one who
espouses sainthood through his own spiritual efforts, afforded more legitimacy to the waliyy

according to the belief of Shaykh al-Kunti.

As I have mentioned in Chapter One, the laymen needed to be aware of the miracles performed
by the saint/scholar in order for them to gain confidence in him. Furthermore, in order for the
saint/scholar to be an effective leader or statesman, he had to display his ability in the form of
miraculous powers or extraordinary events. There are countless miracles attributed to Shaykh
al-Kunti. Although he himself did not explicitly speak much about it, his son and successor Sidi
Muhammad al-Khalifa (d. 1826) wrote an extensive treatise on this topic entitled: Kitab al-
tard’if wa al-tala’id fi karamat al-shaykhayn al-walida wal walid” [The book that recounts the
rare and the exquisite regarding the mother and father]®. An interesting observation in the title
is that it speaks about the miracles of his father as well as his mother. This reflects the
inclusivity of women regarding the performance of miracles, which was an acceptable

phenomenon amongst the Kunta. There are countless other Kunta women who were also

regarded as saints, including the wife of Sidi Muhammad al-Khalifa, son of Shaykh al-Kunti.

Legendary stories about the karamat of Shaykh al-Kunti were circulated widely. They included
acts such as flying, understanding the language of inanimate objects, thought-reading and
many others. He believed that these occurrences were natural to him, because he was born
with this extraordinary ability, and he could recall the names of the people who congratulated
his mother on the day that he was born. The important point to make here is that the
extraordinary happenings ascribed to Shaykh al-Kunti were largely accepted and embraced by

the people around him. As Batran states:

* This is an unpublished and uncatalogued manuscript at the Ahmed Baba Institute
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what is of ultimate importance is that many people believed in Sidi al-Mukhtar’s
charisma, and Sidi al-Mukhtar believed that Allah bestowed upon him His divine favours.
In the absence of such beliefs and confidence, the Shaykh would never have attained

such commanding stature.®®

Another title that Shaykh al-Kunti proclaimed was that of reformer or mujaddid. According to
him, he received the information pertaining to this duty through a divine message in the form of
a dream, given to him by the prophet. What most likely prompted him to make this claim was
probably what he saw as a deep decline in adherence to the principles and practice of religion.
He placed the blame on the shoulders of those whom he referred to as w/ama al-si’ or “evil
scholars”. According to him, they interpreted the laws of Islam in a way that suited their own
interests and evil agendas, thus misquiding the umma at large. He also claimed that the

prophet had foretold that this would at some stage occur.

The origin of the notion of {ajdid or renewal stems from a prophetic tradition that says: “Allah
will send to this umma (nation) at the beginning of every century, someone who will revive its
religion”.®® In his commentary on the padith collection of al-Bukhari (d. 870), al-Asqallani
(d.1449) mentions that the prophet did not specify that one specific person in every era and in
any specific region would assume this responsibility (i.e. of being the mujaddid). He argues that
because the notion of revival is not restricted to one particular aspect of Islam, different people
may revive different aspects of Islam, although ‘Umar b. Abd al-"Aziz is believed to have revived

the religion in all its dimensions at the turn of the first Islamic century.” Levtzion and Voll also

® Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara. 83
% Abl Dawid. (undated) Sunan Abi Dawiid. Beirut: Dar al-kitab al-‘arabi. Hadith 4293, Vol. 4, 178
7 *Asqallani, 1. (undated) Fath al-Bari. Vol. 20, 370. Beirut: Dar al-ma'rifa See http://www.al-islam.com
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contend that renewal in the history of Islam took on various forms according to special

circumstances of time and place.”

Shaykh al-Kunti defined the duty of revival as being the renewal of the teachings of Islam as
contained in the Quran and the prophetic traditions, which people from time to time ignored or
neglected. Thus we find the importance of sacred knowledge (' //m) being very prominent in the
teachings of the shaykh. The mujaddid had to be an expert on all exoteric and esoteric
disciplines of Islam, to the extent that should all the books of religious disciplines be destroyed
and its knowledge forgotten, he would be able to revive all of that and he would be most able

to produce new works similar to those that had been lost.

We find in the writings of Shaykh al-Kunti, as well as that of Ahmad Baba of Timbuktu, claims
that many reformers from the tenth Islamic century came from West Africa and the Western
Sahara. Ahmad Baba, for example, considered his own teacher, Muhammad Baghayugu as the
mujaddid of his time. This would suggest, according to Shaykh al-Kunti and Ahmad Baba, as
Batran indicates, that West Africa at that time was not situated on the periphery, but rather was
at the heart of the Muslim world where Islamic culture and scholarly achievements were
undisputed and perhaps unprecedented. This is also reflected in the fact that all the figures that
feature prominently in the asanid of the books that Shaykh al-Kunti studied, were all from West

Africa and not from the East or even from the Maghrib (i.e. North Africa).

The process of {agjdid took on numerous forms: The dissemination of “uncorrupted” education,
the issuing of correct fatawa (legal verdicts), the composition of legal works and the vigorous
preaching to larger audiences, exposing the corruption of the wiama si, who were either

individuals or groups of people. Although these “corrupt scholars” appeared to the layman as

! Levtzion,N and Voll, 1.0. eds. (1987). Eighteenth century renewal and reform in Islam. NY: Syracuse
University Press. 6
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men of religion and piety, they were easily recognizable to the mujaddid. According to the
shaykh, they used their knowledge to acquire material gain instead of regarding it as an act of
devotion. He placed them in numerous categories (sixteen in total) including those who
mastered the outward sciences but failed to control their inner desires, and those who
restricted themselves to the issuing of fatawa for their own personal reasons, neglecting all
other important disciplines. There were those who did not practice what they preached and
others who studied the Arabic language for its own sake, and not for the understanding of
religion and its sciences. He also condemned those scholars who concentrated solely on the
branches of figh (furd ) while forgetting the wsd/ i.e. the principles of deducing these rulings
using the tools of wsd/ al-figh. Although he was a Maliki adherent’?, he was also a strong
proponent of jjtihad (juridical reasoning), stressing on its importance and significance at all

times. Most scholars of the region also followed the Maliki madh-hab at the time.

He assured the masses that the untainted knowledge of Islam was only found in his center or
zawiya in al-Hilla, as well as in all the other zawaya which he established all over West Africa
and the Western Sahara. He claimed that all his efforts, including the numerous works that he
wrote, served the purpose of bringing about the revival of Islam, the {gjdid, in West Africa

which was required for the social and religious advancement of that time.

In 1811 Shaykh al-Kunti died at the age of eighty four and was buried at Bulunwar in Azawad,

about 400 kilometers from Timbuktu. His wife and four of his eight children are buried at the

> He wrote a huge four-volume work on Maliki law entitled: Fath al-Wahhab “ala hidaya al-tullab
Mahamoudou, M. (2008). The Works of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti, in Jeppie, S and Bachir, S. eds.
2008. The meanings of Timbuktu. Cape Town: HSRC Press. 215
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same tomb. Just before his death, he gave his prayer beads to his son Sidi Muhammad. This
was a common practice amongst shaykhs to indicate who their successor (khalifa) after them
would be. In this case it was Shaykh al-Kunti’s ultimate plan to ensure that the continuation of
his tariga and the spiritual power that accompanied it, would reside amongst the Kunta, more

particularly amongst his direct descendants.
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Chapter Three

The Literary Works of Shaykh Sidi Al-Muktar Al-Kunti

Shaykh al-Kunti wrote works on various subjects and disciplines. His main focus in his writings,
as I stated in the previous chapter, was to bring about a revival (fajdid) in the practice of Islam,
particularly in West Africa and the Western Sahara. Although he did not always articulate this
theme of tajdid explicitly it is quite evident from the numerous works that he produced on
fatawa or legal verdicts, as well as gjwiba (responses) to various problems. We find, for
example, in John O. Hunwick’s catalogue’ genres such as Wasdya , testaments or exhortations
of counsel (ten titles), Rasa 7, correspondence or epistle (twenty eight titles) and Nasiha, advice
(four titles). We also find titles such as a/-Irshad fi masalih al- ibad (The directive in [looking at]
the interest of the servants) and al-Risdla al- agjiba wa al-nasiha al-badi a ila Sayyid Baba
Ahmad (The strange treatise and profound advice [given] to Sayyid Baba Ahmad). All of this
shows how much importance Shaykh al-Kunti attached to the notion of “correcting the
perception of people” and guiding them to the ideals of Islam. In this chapter I will review some
of the works of Shaykh al-Kunti, as presented in Hunwick’s catalogue.”® I especially look at his
al-Minna fi I tigad ahl al-sunna (The Divine Favour Concerning the Beliefs of the People of
Tradition) which is the basis of this thesis. I will further rely on an article on the works of

Shaykh al-Kunti, written by one of the most prolific and respected contemporary scholars of

> The work is entitled: Arabic Literature of Africa: The Writings of Western Sudanic Africa. 1 have relied
on Hunwick’s catalogue here because it dedicates an entire section on the literary works of the Kunta and
deals with it in considerable detail. There is currently no catalogue solely devoted to the Kunta. There is
most likely much more literature on the Kunta in the libraries of the region.

" Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa: The Writings of Western Sudanic Africa, Volume 4.
Leiden, Boston: Brill. 69-94
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Timbuktu.”> By reviewing some of these literary works, I draw some conclusions on the
contributions that the Shaykh made, and how this impacted on the society of eighteenth

century West Africa.

Overview

The Azawad and Timbuktu, where Shaykh al-Kunti resided, was an important region for Islamic
learning and teaching. Although no formal institutions of learning were established or endowed
as wagf, as far as we know, the traditional method of passing on /jazat or authorizations in all
Islamic disciplines proliferated in this area. The dissemination of knowledge was not restricted
to teaching; but also in the literature written by religious scholars or w/ama. Most books were
written in Arabic. The two fields of knowledge that enjoyed the most prominence in these
writings were figh (Islamic law), more specifically fatawa, which continued into the twentieth
century, and histories of the region. Undoubtedly, the most celebrated works on history are the
two chronicles, 7arikh al-fattash and Tarikh al-sddan, both written in the middle of the

seventeenth century.

Hunwick points out that “Arabic writings of Western Sudanic Africa may be classified under four
headings: historical, pedagogical, devotional and polemical”.”® Levtzion gives a slightly different
categorization: “The reformers produced a huge mass of devotional, didactic and legal literature
in Arabic and in local languages”.”” The addition of “legal literature” as an independent category
is useful when reviewing the writing of Shaykh al-Kunti, since it contains a large corpus of

fatawa or legal opinions.

> Mahamoudou, M. (2008). “The Works of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti”, in Jeppie, S and Bachir, S.
eds. 2008. 7he meanings of Timbuktu. Cape Town: HSRC press. 213-229

’® Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 3

77 Levtzion, N. (2000) in Levtzion, N and Powells, R.L. eds. 2000. 7he History of Islam in Africa. Ohio:
Ohio University Press. 12
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Hunwick also attempts to define the meaning and role of the above-mentioned categories in
that society. The historical works, for example, helped preserve the identity of the Muslims who
were living side-by-side with larger non-Muslim communities. The conquest of Timbuktu by the
Moroccans and its administration by the Arma during the last part of the sixteenth century also
stirred on writers to record their own history. About this, David Conrad writes that, “In
Timbuktu there were Muslim scholars of Soninke descent who wanted to defy their conquerors
by recalling the glories of the Songhay Empire. Their writings are still among the most

important sources for the history of Songhay”.”®

The pedagogical writings provided suitable literature for those who pursued the study of Islam.
Classical texts on figh and the Arabic language were often abridged by local teachers and then
circulated among their students. Devotional writing included prayers, invocations, litanies and
praises of the prophet. Shaykh al-Kunti wrote quite extensively on this subject (which I will look
at later), especially since he assumed the position of the grand shaykh of the Qadiriyya tariga.
He added new litanies or awradto the tariga, which made them distinct from other regions that
also followed the same tfariga. The polemical writings surfaced in the middle of the nineteenth
century, with the advent of the establishment of the Tijaniyya fariga. They were seen as a rival
group by the Qadiriyya, who had the most influence over the region at that time. Another cause
for the proliferation of these polemical writings was the Wahhabi doctrine that appeared during
the twentieth century. These doctrines were disseminated mainly to challenge the widespread

adherence to Sufism, but more specifically that of the Tijaniyya {ariga.

’® Conrad, D. (2005). Great Empires of the Past: Empires of Medieval West Africa. New York: Facts On
File, Inc. 51
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Shaykh al-Kunti'’s works

Devotional writing

The shaykh wrote in Arabic on a range of subjects and topics. Many Muslims, of course,
consider the Arabic language to be “global, divine and culturally neutral”.” The first category
that Hunwick lists is 'Ad jya wa ahzab’ %, which consists of fifteen works, some of which are
untitled. This fits in with the broader category of devotional writings earlier mentioned
consisting of prayers, etc. Knut Vikor pointed out that, “A survey of manuscripts in some major
collections of West African Islamic manuscripts recently catalogued shows that works on piety
and praise of the Prophet equal those of figh in number”.8! Shaykh al-Kunti is no exception in
this regard. Since the main theme of his writing was fajdid, it is thus understandable why he

authored so many works on piety and personal behavioral development.

Some of the titles such as 'Hizb al-asrar’ (The litany of the secrets) and 'Du & al-awliyd’ (The
supplication of the saints) represent some of the special litanies written by the shaykh, which
are perhaps peculiar to his branch of the Qadiriyya fariga. There are also certain invocations
that served as means of protection or as a cure for certain ilinesses, such as the one “Written

for a student in a state of mental confusion”.%?

David Owusu-Ansah has noted® that these were widespread means to address common
illnesses and diseases in African societies. Religious personalities were seen by the public as

having strong healing powers. Because these notions were common before the coming of Islam

” Newell, S. (2006). West African Literatures: Ways of Reading. NY: Oxford University Press. 47

¥ Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 69-71

# vikor, K.S. (2000). “Sufi Brotherhoods in Africa”, in Levtzion, N and Powells, R.L. eds. 2000. 7he History
of Islam in Africa. Ohio: Ohio University Press. 464

# Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 70

¥ n an essay entitled: Prayers, Amulets and Healing.
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to Africa, Muslim healers sometimes had to compete for this public arena. As an example, he

sites al-Bakri’s report of the Islamization of Malal, a Malinke kingdom of the Western Sudan:

“When all local remedies failed to redress the calamitous condition of drought, the ruler
Malal found it necessary to try out a prayerful solution offered by the visiting Muslim
Holyman The dramatic effectiveness of the Muslim remedy over that performed by
sorcerers led to the destruction of palace shrines and to the monarch’s house accepting

Islam as an alternate religious practice”.®*

Although these practices were not free from any controversy (Maghil in the sixteenth century,
for example, advised the Askia to get rid of such practices), these devotional works of Shaykh
al-Kunti indicate that until the eighteenth century, the notion of spiritual healing was common

and used by members of that society.

Legal works in the form of fatawa or ajwiba

The only major work in Islamic law (7igh) that is mentioned by both Hunwick and Mahamoudou
is a large four-volume book on Maliki jurisprudence called ‘Fath al-wahhab ala hidaya al-tullab’
(The aid of the Giver for the guidance of the seekers). Not much description is given about this

book except that each volume consisted of more than seven hundred pages.®

The only category that contained many legal documents (i.e. related to Islamic law) is that of

fatawa (legal verdicts) and gjwiba (responses). The category of ajwiba in Hunwick’s volume

#0Owasa-Ansah, D. (2000). “Prayers, Amulets and Healing”, in Levtzion, N and Powells, R.L. eds. 2000.
The History of Islam in Africa. Ohio: Ohio University Press. 479

®Mahamoudou, M. (2008). The Works of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti 215. According to Hunwick, the
only copy of this work is found in Niamey. See Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 75
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comprises of a list of seventeen works and a list of eighteen works under the category of fatawi
(legal opinions also called /atawa). Both these categories are answers to legal questions on
matters related to the shari a. The titles of these works vary from answers to general figh
questions on prayer, almsgiving, trade, family law (i.e. marriage and divorce), reciting the
Quran loudly in the presence of another worshipper and the confiscation of stolen goods from
robbers (Jusis) and marauders (muharibdn) and whether a distinction should be made between

these two groups of people.

The answers to these and similar questions suggest the importance that the Muslim community,
but more so the reformers like Shaykh al-Kunti, attached to the observance of the laws of the
Shari'a as prescribed in the sphere of figh or Islamic law. Because this became one of the main
ideals that the Shaykh wished to achieve, he authored major works in this regard, e.g. A/-
burad al-muwashsha fi gat * al-matami ~ wa al-rushd’ (The embellished garments in the
eradication of greed and corruption). In an atmosphere where the teachings of Islamic law had
almost become alien to society, he saw the need for reviving it through his preaching as well as

his writings. Writing about reform and the Qadiriyya, Levtzion states:

In the Sudan, the opening up of commercial connections with the Mediterranean and
the Red Sea toward the end of the seventeenth century encouraged the development of
towns and the rise of an indigenous urban-based middle class. The new class needed
the stabilizing influence of the Shari ‘a. A rise of literacy in Arabic, public prayers, and

conformist dress gave this urban society an entirely new cultural and ethnic identity as
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Arabs. Observance of the rules of Islam became the criterion to evaluate one’s status as

a Muslim.%®

It is likely that titles such as: “The failure of women to observe hijab [Islamic dress]”, “On
attempting bribery”, “On treachery”, etc. were aimed at reforming society and changing

practices that were prevalent at the time.

Taking the above into consideration, it is interesting to observe the numerous responses on
issues related to healing through spiritual means. The following are a few titles: “On writing
Quranic verses for a fee for a sick person who then dies”, “"On seeking cures through writing of
Quranic verses”, “On stipulations a sick man makes about healing” and “On the fidya of him
who recites Quran for the dead”.®” These titles clearly indicate the existence of a debate that
was prevalent at the time surrounding these issues. The fact that people were seeking clarity
on these topics means that there was to some extent some confusion on the religious validity of

these matters. The following fatwa of al-Maghili (d.1503) demonstrates the point:

“Be they condemned to death any sorcerer or sorceress or whosoever who [sic.] claims
to create wealth, divert armies, or perform other actions of this type through talismans,
magic formulas or other procedures. Whosoever amongst them returns to their senses
should be left alone. Whosoever on the other hand, refuses must be killed. Whosoever

pretends to write words from the book of God or holy words in this goal or in any other

® Levtzion, N. (2000) in Levtzion, N and Powells, R.L. eds. 2000. 7he History of Islam in Africa. Ohio:
Ohio University Press. 10
¥ Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 71-75
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goals of like genre should not be believed. He is but an impostor. He must be driven

Out" 88

Shaykh al-Kunti, on the other hand, regarded the usage of incantations as permissible,
especially (but not exclusively) if the words are from the Quran, as long as the user is pious,
possessed the required baraka (blessings) and his religious status well-known. He also
considered the result of such actions as the criteria for its permissibility or impermissibility. If
the results were good and positive, the action will be judged accordingly, but if it were negative

then the ban on these actions should be imposed.®

It appears that Shaykh al-Kunti was quite careful in his approach when it came to certain
customs and norms that were contrary to normative Islamic practice. Some of these customs he
outrightly rejected, while others he overlooked, and sometimes even encouraged. The issue of
incantations, for instance, was an issue that a large number of scholars condemned and
rejected (including ibn Khaldun and al-Maghili, who was a Qadiri, someone who Shaykh al-Kunti
revered deeply in his book a/-Minna ). Shaykh al-Kunti not only condoned these practices, but

also made it an intrinsic part of his branch of the Qadiriyya.

Another important genre of writing that also clearly articulates the need that Shaykh al-Kunti
saw for social change and religious adherence, are those whose titles include words such as
nasiha (advice), wasiyya (exhortation or testament) and risala (correspondence or epistle).

These works were sometimes addressed to entire groups such as the whole Kunta clan: ‘Nasiha

® Quld el-Bara, Y. (2008). “The Life of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti”, in Jeppie, S and Bachir, S. eds.
2008. The meanings of Timbuktu. Cape Town: HSRC press. 203
® For more details see Ould el-Bara, Y. (2008). 7he Life of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti,
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al-batt i jami " ahl-al-Kunta’(Conclusive advice to all [the people of] Kunta), 'Riséla ila abna Ali
bin Najib’ (Correspondence to the sons [of his teacher] ‘Ali bin Najib). Sometimes they were
directed at particular individuals, e.g. 'Risala ilad sultan al-Almadri al-Mukhtar Baba al-Kunti'.
Hunwick described this correspondence as follows: “Letter to the chief of the Ullimiden asking
him to mediate in a war between the Kunta and the Iguellad”.?® The content of these writings
also varied, taking on one of two forms. Sometimes it comprised of general information or
advice on a specific topic such as 'Kayfiyyat ziyarah al-shaykh’ (How to visit the shaykh) and
Risala il kulli mu’min wa mu’mina’which is on women’s dress and comportment.®® They were
not always addressed to his own following or murids, but sometimes to his foes, e.qg. ‘a/-Risala
al-maymina’also known as ‘Sabil al-huda wal rashad fi nasiha al- ada wal hissad’ (The path of
guidance and righteousness in advising the enemies and the envious). These can generally be

looked at as treatises on various subjects.

The other form consisted of actual correspondence or letters (the literal meaning of risala being
a letter), written to specific groups or individuals, on a range of issues such as politics e.g.
Risala ila jama at Kel Antasar’ (Inviting the Kel Antasar to arbitration after they attacked
Kunta)® and ethics e.g. Risala ila abna ~ Shaykh Si Ahmad Salih fi sha’n kaff Kel Antasar “an al-
fasad’ (Correspondence to the sons of Shaykh Si Ahmad Salih in the matter regarding the

stopping of Kel Antasar from corruption).

This category of correspondence could become an important source of alternative historical

narratives of events that occurred at the time. It is usually the larger works or chronicles (such

* Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 89
> Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 89
*> Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 89
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as the 7arikhs) that are referred to when exploring the history of the region, but these ‘smaller’
testimonies may well provide a nuanced reading of the events, both from a political and
religious angle. Shaykh al-Kunti was reported to have had a keen interest in the recording of
history, and there are many traces of this in his academic writing (I will discuss some of it later

when I look at his a/-Minna). Batran writes:

His favourite topics of conversation were the endless biographies of the virtuous and
noble figures of the past and he was often heard late in the night, after the conclusion
of the wird, conversing on the issues of the day and on other diverse subjects, such as
the history of Awlad Bu Saif and the lives of their distinguished personalities including
Lamin ibn Baba, his brother Muhammad ibn Baba, al-Ma ‘ziiz ibn al-Mukhtar ibn Sidi A
‘mr, Al-Talib Ahmad ibn Al-Hasan and the descendents of Sidi Ahmad Al-Bu Saifi. He also
spoke and listened to accounts on the history of the Banu Hassan especially that of Al-
Maghafra, Awlad Abdalla (the Brakna), Awlad al-Nasir and Ida-u- Ish. History was thus
close to his heart and he is reported to have written a book as yet not recovered, on the

history of Banu Hassan that was called Dhikr Bani Hassan ".*

General themes

One of the major themes that run through most of the works of Shaykh al-Kunti is the
importance of Sufism, more particularly, the significance of wilaya (sainthood) and karama
(miracles). The leading scholar of contemporary Timbuktu, Mahamane Mahamoudou, has

illustrated the prominence of these topics® in most of the Shaykh’s major works including: ar-

* Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Saharall8
** Mahamoudou, M. (2008). “The Works of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti”, in Jeppie, S and Bachir, S.
eds. 2008. The meanings of Timbuktu. Cape Town: HSRC press. 213-229
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Minna 7 I tigad ahl al-sunna (The qift in explaining the creed of AA/ al-sunna [followers of
orthodox Sunni Islam]), a/-Jar ‘a al-safiva wa al-nafha al-kéfiva (The purified dosage and
sufficient fragrance), Kashf al-lubs fi ma bayna al-rdh wal nafs (Removing the confusion
regarding the difference between the soul and the inner-self), a/- TIm al-nafi = (Beneficial
knowledge), Jadhwa al-anwar fi al-dhabb al-manasib awliya Allah al-akhyar (Illumination on
refraining from disrespecting the stations of the closest friends of Allah), al-Kawkab al-waggad
17 dhikr al-mashayikh wa haga “iq al-awrad (The piercing star in mentioning of the scolars and
the realities of the litanies). The last two books are the most comprehensive accounts on the
topic of wilaya. One of them (Jadhwa al-anwar) was written as a refutation of someone called
al-Mukhtar ibn Bawn Sahib al-Ihmirar, who rejected the miracles of the saints. It is said that he
repented and retracted all his previous statements after reading this response of Shaykh al-
Kunti.>> Other discourses in these major works include:

e The saints, signs of sainthood, miracles of the saints and types of aw/iya

e Religion only becomes victorious through the pious awl/iya

e The grand status of the saints

e How someone becomes a saint and the saint’s miracles

e Honoring and respecting scholars

I pointed out in other parts of this thesis why Shaykh al-Kunti continually stressed upon the
importance of the notion of wildya. I alluded to the fact that because the laymen needed to be
aware of the miracles performed by the scholar in order for them to gain confidence in him, the
scholar had to display his ability to perform miracles in order to become an effective leader or

statesman. The Shaykh made it abundantly clear to those around him that the saintly rank was

* Mahamoudou, M. (2008). The Works of Shaykh Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti. 222
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indeed divinely conferred upon him. He then, from a theological point of view, further proved,
developed and emphasized the notion of wildya in his writings, in order to create full awareness
and acceptance in the minds of the masses. This entailed firstly, acceptance of the legitimacy
and supremacy of the ranks of the saints above ordinary people, and secondly, the acceptance
of him in particular for having assumed and excelled in the rank of wildya in that particular

society.

Kitab al-Minna fi I tigad ahl al-sunna (The Divine Favour Concerning the Belief System of the

People of Tradition)

General description

This work of Shaykh al-Kunti forms the basis of this thesis i.e. specifically the notion of karama
or miracles. Multiple copies of the manuscript are found at the Ahmad Baba Center (Iheri-ab) as
well as the Mama Haidara library®®, both situated in Timbuktu. The digitized copy that I used for
this research is Manuscript number 170 of the Iheri-ab collection®”, which consists of 253 folios
and is in an excellent condition.®® Each folio is 16,2 cm x 21 cm and consists of approximately
29 lines. The manuscript is written in beautiful, clear Sahrawi script in blue and occasional red
ink. According to the manuscript entry card at Iheri-ab, the date when the book was originally
completed is unknown, but it was copied in 1840 for Sidi Muhammad bin Talib al-Ghadamisi by

the copyist al-Khalif bin Muhammad al-Bukhar. The book was abridged by Ahmad bin Abil A'raf

% According to Mahamoudou it is Manuscript no. 515. See Mahamoudou, M. (2008). 7he Works of Shaykh
Sidi al-Mukhtar al-Kunti. 228 Endnote 7 and 8

%7 According to Hunwick, the other copy of the manuscript is no. 415. See Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic
literature of Africa. 77

* According to Mahamoudov, it has 519 pages. He is referring to Manuscript no. 415.
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al-Tinbukti under the title: 7arig al-janna fi fawa id kitab al-minna (The path to heaven [in

extracting] the benefits of Kitab al-Minna). ¥

Content

As the title suggests, the book deals with Islamic creed and belief or agida of orthodox Sunni
Islam. In his introduction Shaykh al-Kunti says that the reason he compiled this work, was that
someone requested him to write an easy manual on the tenets of faith and the unity of Allah.
He also alludes to the fact that many ignorant people spoke on this subject without knowledge,
thus leading them to make fakfir i.e. claiming others to be unbelievers. How widespread this

phenomenon was at the time is not exactly known, but Levtzion and Voll state that:

The spread of Islam was greatly aided by a broad and inclusive definition of a Muslim:
whoever identified himself as such by pronouncing the shahada. However, the
reformists sought to separate Muslims from non-believers and to delineate more clearly
the boundaries of the Muslim community. For them, those who claimed to be Muslims
but were associated with what the reformers believed to be non-Islamic beliefs and
practices, were non-believers. The notion of takfir (the act of declaring that someone is
a kafir or unbeliever) was essential for Muslim militants, since jihad may be waged only

against infidels.'®

The introduction of a/-Minna shows that Shaykh al-Kunti was certainly not one of those

reformers who ascribed to the doctrine of fakfir. Brenner has argued along these lines when he

* Hunwick, J. (2003). Arabic literature of Africa. 78
1% Levtzion,N and Voll, J.0. eds. (1987). Eighteenth century renewal and reform in Islam. NY: Syracuse
University Press. 12
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showed that although Shaykh al-Kunti regarded al-Maghili as a mujaddid of the sixteenth
century and a high-ranking shaykh within the Qadiriyya {ariga, he virtually never quoted any of
his legal opinions (contrary to Uthman b. Fudi), simply because he did not share al-Maghili’s
views on takfir. He says: “Sidi al-Mukhtar was not overly concerned with questions of kufrin his

efforts to renew Islam in the southern Sahara”.!*!

The book a/-Minna is largely consistent in discussing issues related to agida. He presents the
topics in the classical manner, like previous famous theologians have done, by looking at the
three main divisions of agida namely, I/ahiyyat (All doctrines related to Allah and His
attributes), Nubuwwat (All doctrines related to the prophets and their attributes), and Sam iyyat
or Ghaybiyyat (All doctrines related to the unseen world such as paradise and hell, the angels,
etc.). He provides both textual and extensive rational proofs for these discourses, quoting

extensively from the Quran and prophetic traditions.

Shaykh al-Kunti also touches on a range of other topics.'®. One of my initial interests was the
historical content alluded to by Mahamoudou in his article on the works of the Shaykh. One of
the headings in a/-Minnah that caught my attention was: A discussion of al-Maghili and the fall
of the Askiyah Empire. However, upon closer reading of the said section, I discovered that the
topic was not really a historical account or an analysis of the event, but rather a narrative on
some of the virtues of al-Maghili and how he performed a prayer calling for the fall of the

Askiya Empire. Here follows a brief translation of the event'® according to a/-Minna:

“'Brenner, L. (1987). “*Muslim thought in Eighteenth- Century West Africa: The case of Shaykh Uthman
b. Fudi” in Levtzion,N and Voll, J.0. eds. Eighteenth century renewal and reform in Islam. 55

1% Topics include Sufism, biographies on some of the companions and some of their political disputes,
history of the prophets, supplications, etc. Refer to my index of topics in Appendix 1

1% 1 will discuss this event in more detail in the following chapter. H.T. Norris has also translated an
identical piece from what is called * 7he Golden chain; which he describes as: “an incomplete manuscript
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When they returned from their pilgrimage, Shaykh ibn ‘Abd al-Karim [al-Maghili]
discovered that one of the villagers from the people of Tuwat had assaulted one of his
sons and killed him. Shaykh ibn ‘Abd al-Karim informed the Askiyah, who revered him
and [always] sought to be at his service, about the killing of his son by the people of
that village. He said to the Askiyah: “Kill his murderer”. He replied: "I am not pleased
with that [request] because all the people of that village collaborated in his killing”. [Al-
Maghili said to him:] “If you do not do that I will call on Allah to destroy this city of
yours and to strip you from your kingdom, and I will pray to Allah against the people of
this village in which he was killed. Their village will be destroyed and its fruits will be

spoiled”.

This angered the Askiyah. The shaykh then left until he reached a town called Kasina.
The people here welcomed him with reverence and respect and studied the religion
under him. When he saw this [how the people respected him], he sent a messenger to
Gao, which was the city of the Askiyah and said to him: “If he [the Askiyah] asks you
about me then tell him that the shaykh had died. If he is sad and makes istijg * %, 1

will leave him and his kingdom, and his city will remain prosperous until the end of time.

But if you see him in a state that he shows no interest [about my death], then I will

which is preserved in Walata and which was written by a Kuntah or Mahajib scholar there. The text
appears to be an abridgement of a famous Kuntah work entitled, *The book of uncommon and precious
things, both acquired and inherited, as were displayed in the miracles and godly deeds accomplished by
the two leading elders, the mother and the father, Shaykh Sidi'l-Mukhtar al-Kunti and his wife” [This book
was written by his son Sidi Muhammad al-Khalifa and he probably took the information from al-Minna].
See Norris. H.T. 1986. The Arab Conquest of the Western Sahara. London: Longman Group Limited. 227-

1% Istirja * means to say: Innd lillah wa innd ilayhi rgji dn (Quran Ch.2 V.156) — From Allah do we come
and to Him is our return. It is recommended for a Muslim to utter these words when afflicted by a
calamity.
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transfer [the prosperity of] his kingdom to Kasina, here, and his city will be ruined until

the end of time”.

When the messenger of the shaykh came to him [i.e. the Askiyah] and he enquired
about him [i.e. al-Maghill], he said: ‘The shaykh died, may Allah have mercy on him. He
replied: ‘I do not care!” So when he returned to the shaykh and informed him about
that, the latter pointed toward Gao and said: ‘Destruction to Gao and may the Songhay
empire perish! We have transferred its prosperity to Kasina and it will remain prosperous

until Allah’s command arrives.®

It is nearly impossible to verify any of this narrative. The historical content and imagination are
mixed together. Elsewhere, Mahamadou has perhaps also overstated, through his eloquent
usage of Arabic, some of the topics contained in the book a/-Minna. 1t is only after the actual
reading of the contents that one is able to formulate certain arguments and draw conclusions.
By looking at the contents of topics related to wilaya and karama in al-Minna one can, for
example, see Shaykh al-Kunti’s consistent defence of these particular doctrines, for the reasons

mentioned earlier. As an illustration of this, here are some of the topic-headings in this regard:

e The proof that all the companions of the prophet (saw) are saints

e Of the miracles that prove their sainthood

e The highest miracle is steadfastness in the obedience of Allah

e The rejection of the Rawafid and the extremists of the scholars of “iim al-kalam [Islamic

theology] of the saints and their miracles

195 Kunti. M. Al-minnah .271
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In this chapter, I have shown the literary contributions to scholarship of Shaykh al-Kunti. The
range of topics that the shaykh wrote on displays the depth of knowledge that he possessed in
the Islamic disciplines. The issue of tgjdid is visible in his work, articulated clearly in the genres
of nasiha and wasaya. We have also seen the prominent role that miracles play in his writing,
especially in relation to wildya or sainthood. The extent to which he emphasized the occurrence
of miracles and the countless arguments that he used to challenge his detractors shows his
keenness to instill the concept of miracles into the minds of both the murids and the skeptics
alike. It appears that “historical authenticity” was not always a priority for the shaykh; for as
long as the Kunta were venerated the traditions narrated about them remained unquestioned.
Much more in-depth research on the works and writings of Shaykh al-Kunti and other Kunta
scholars is needed to fully unravel these and other contentions. In the final chapter I attempt to
start this process by analyzing some of the arguments and narratives connected to miracles in

one of the major works of Shaykh al-Kunti.
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Chapter Four

A Discussion On The Miracles In ‘Al-Minna’

One of the major themes in Shaykh al-Kunti’s works is sainthood which is, of course, connected
to the concepts of karama and wildya. He wrote a few works in which he particularly focused on
the role and significance of karama and wildya. The main work I have used, a-Minna, is no
exception. In this book, which primarily deals with Islamic creed, he deals with the issue of
karamat in two ways: Firstly, he speaks about some theoretical issues related to the topic, and
secondly, he cites numerous incidents to illustrate the prevalence of karamat amongst his
forefathers of the Kunta, as well as other saintly figures. In this chapter, I will review and
analyse some of these discourses, from both an historical and social perspective. In doing so, I

will rely on my own translations of selected passages of a/-Minna.

In his book on Shaykh al-Kunti, Batran dealt with the subject of kardma and wildya in relation
to the Shaykh. As I previously mentioned, he pointed out the reasons why the notion of karama
was so important for the image and stature of the Shaykh. He also alluded to the types of

miracles that were attributed to the Shaykh, which included:

flying, revival of the dead, travelling across long distances in a very short time [ta/ a/-
makan], thought reading, foretelling events and unveiling inner secrets and mysteries,
da’'wa [curse], understanding the language of solids, seeing beyond the range of the

physical eye, relieving natural disasters such as drought and famine, appearing in two
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places simultaneously, hearing voices warning of imminent danger, curing the sick

transfiguration etc. 1%

These, of course, were not reported or written directly by the Shaykh, but by others including
his son Sidi Muhammad Khalifa in the work that he wrote about his father'””. Batran did not say
much about the nature of the miracles portrayed in the works of Shaykh al-Kunti, except by
mentioning them as part of the historical account of certain saintly personalities. It is this angle

that I am interested in, particularly in the work of al-Minna.

John Renard and his study on the Friends of God

In this study, I have found the work of John Renard, who has done an excellent study on
sainthood in hagiographical accounts, quite useful. He dedicated an entire chapter of his book

to miracles.

Renard divided the study of miracles into three major areas namely: scope of the miracle, its
type, and its theme. According to him, understanding the scope of the miracle allows us to
make a distinction between the miracles that benefits the saint directly (which he calls reflexive)
and that which may benefit others (which he refers to as transitive). This latter category may

either involve humans, nature or the unseen worlds.

Discussing the type of miracles performed, Renard divides miracles into two major categories:
Those involving knowledge and those related to power. Knowledge or epistemological miracles
would include the saint’s ability to have an extremely powerful awareness and knowledge of

hidden truths, such as predicting the future and “knowing” others’ thoughts. Power miracles on

1% Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadirivyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara78
" The work is entitled a/-7ard’if wa al-taldid fi karama al-walida wal walid.
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the other hand refer to the saint’s ability to control wild animals or the forces of nature, as well
as the control over time and space. These two types of miracles are transitive in nature, since it

demonstrates interaction between the saint and other creatures.

According to Renard, categorization of miracles according to a particular theme allows one to
make a clear distinction between those related to knowledge and those related to outward
power. The former would include divine protection from all forms of danger, while controlling
the jinn and the wild beasts and challenging negative forces will be considered to be power

related.!®

He further points out that the preference that is given to certain types of miracles above others
may differ from one region to another. Writers or hagiographers may prefer to shed more light
on certain types of miracles than others. In Morocco, for example, he says, hagiographers focus
their attention more on knowledge-related miracles instead of those related to power. This
would mean that for a saint to sustain his position, he would have to prove what he can or had

accomplished in terms of the knowledge that he acquired.

As T will show when reviewing some of the miracles in a/-Minna, there is certainly a strong
presence of all these categories which Renard mentions. It is, however, very difficult, as he
himself admits, to consistently fit these miracles into the aforementioned categories. It is quite
inevitable that overlap will occur, and also some miracles would not fit into any of these
categories. There may also be a strong sense of similarity that exists between the miracles in
al-Minna and that which were depicted about the saints of earlier times including the prophets,

since the saints, in their own view, are none other than the ardent followers of these prophets.

% Renard, J. (2008). Friends of God: Islamic Images of Piety, Commitment and Servanthood. Berkeley:
University of California Press. 92
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Theory of miracles in al-Minna

The case of the companions

The main theoretical issue related to the topic of karama which Shaykh al-Kunti looks at in al-

Minna, is the permissibility of the occurrence of miracles at the hands of the saints. One of the

interesting discussions that he engages in is the sainthood of the first generation of Muslims i.e.

the companions of the prophet. In this regard he cites numerous examples of miracles that they

performed, thus affording all of them the highest rank that any saint could ever achieve. The

approach that he takes to argue and to prove that all the companions of the prophet are saints,

is to recall all the karamat that they performed. He narrates accounts of both individuals,

especially the first four caliphs Abibakr, Umar, Uthman and "Ali, as well as of the companions in

general. An example of a collective account is as follows:

Of the clear karamat that indicate the sainthood of the companions of the prophet
(saw) is what al-Suyuti narrated (as previously indicated) in his book a/-Tabagat when
he relates the narration of Abu Dharr. It shows that Mu ‘awiyah wanted to extract a
water spring from the land of Ta'if, which would run pass the mountains of Tahamah.
When it reached the graves of the martyrs of Uhud ‘%, he gathered the people of
Madinah and said to them: “I want this spring to run to the end of [the land] but there
is no way [to do this] except over the graves of the companions. Whoever has a
deceased family member [buried] there let him come to me”. They came forward,
opened up the graves and the bodies were found to be intact. Something touched the
foot of Hamzah and blood came out of the wound. They found a man from amongst the

martyrs who was holding his hand on a wound on his head. They took his hand away

109

A mountain range situated near Madina. The second battle fought in Islam is named after it.
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and the wound started to bleed. Abu Dharr said: “"No one can doubt after this, neither in
the resurrection, nor in the miracles of the saints, except if he is arrogant and a
disbeliever”. [In the above incident], some claimed that they were already buried for

fifty years, while others said forty years. The latter is the more correct opinion.'°

The book that Shaykh al-Kunti quotes from here is al-Suyutl’s 7abagat. The tabagat refers to a
genre of historical works that deals with the biographies of scholars in a particular field of
study. So there are, for example, the fabagat of the mufassiran, the scholars of Quranic
exegesis, the fabagat of the Sufis, the grammarians, etc. The word literally means “generation”
or “layer”, so the scholars mentioned in these biographical dictionaries would be categorized
according to the time-lines or centuries that they lived in. This discipline became especially
important in the subject of hadiith or prophetic traditions for the recognition of narrators as well

as their teachers and students.

In the famous reference dictionary, Kashf al-zundn an asémi al-kutub wal fundn, Hajji Khalifa
ascribes seven tabagat titles to al-Suyutl: 7abagat al-usdliyyin (scholars of fundaments),
Tabagat al-bayaniyyin (scholars of Rhetoric), 7abagat al-khattatin (calligraphers), 7abagat al-
faradiyyin (scholars of inheritance), 7abagat al-kuttab (classes of professional secretaries),
Tabaqgat al-lughawiyyin wal nuhat (grammarians), 7abagat al-mufassirin (exegetes).!** Most of
these works are not in publication, so it is difficult to ascertain from which book he quoted this
particular event. There are however similar versions of the event narrated in a/-Bidaya wal

nihdya'*? of ibn Kathir (d.1373) and 7&rikh al-Islam wa wafayat al-mashahir wal a /am of al-

YO Kunti. M. Al-minnah 222

" Khalifa, H. (undated). Kashf al-zundn an asami al-kutub wal fundn. Beirut: Dar ihya” al-turath al-"arabi.
1096-1107.

2 1bn Kathir. 1. (1997). Al-Bidaya wal nihdya. Cairo: Dar ibn Hajar. Vol. 4, 49
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Dhahabi (d.1348)'**, narrated by Jabir b. Abdillah instead of Abl Dharr as stated by al-Kunti.
This gives an indication that the event quoted by Shaykh al-Kunti was one that was well
documented in the classical sources of Islamic history. This in turn gives more credibility to the
event and therefore strengthens the argument that Shaykh al-Kunti wishes to present i.e. that

the occurrence of miraculous events at the hands of the companions prove their sainthood.

The discourse concerning the karamat of the companions have remained quite an important
one for the antagonists of miracles and wildya, right up to the modern age. One of the
arguments that are waged against those who claim that some shaykhs have performed certain
miracles, is the following: Why were the companions, who were the best of generations, unable
to perform these types of miracles, while it is possible for later generations who are living in a
time of corruption and deceit? Are the companions more superior in rank or the shaykhs of later
generations? Shaykh al-Kunti, of course, disproves this notion by simply demonstrating that
there are countless historical examples of the companions that proves their ability of performing
karamat, thus affording them the rank of sainthood. Others have given a different response in
order to defend the position of the permissibility of kardma, especially in later times. Shaykh
Muhammad al-Hashimi (d.1961) leader of the Shadhillyya fariga in Syria for example, was

asked this question by the then mufti of Iraq and he responded (in summary) as follows:

First, the answer to this question is the same as that given by the eminent Imam Ahmad
ibn Hanbal, may Allah’s blessings and peace be upon him, who said: “The faith of the
Companions was strong and so they did not need something additional to strengthen
their faith, whereas the faith of others who came late became weak in their respective

times and so it needed strengthening through the manifestations of miracles”...

'Y Dhahabi, M. (1986). Tarikh al-Islam wa wafayat al-mashahir wal a 1am. Beirut: Dar al-kitab al-"arabi.
Vol. 2, 212
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Second, it may be that reporting the saintly miracles of the prophetic companions was
dispensed with because of their finding sufficiency in their tremendous ranks and their
absorption of the behavior of the Chosen one, may Allah’s peace and blessings be upon
him, and their adherence to the path of moral rectitude, which is the greatest of all

saintly miracles”.!**

The first point made by Shaykh al-Hashimi justifies why the occurrence of miracles are so
important in later times, because it is a mechanism that helps increase one’s faith, an aspect
that the religion requires. The second point is also particularly interesting, because it highlights
the fact that the true miracle is moral reform and not necessarily the extraordinary events that
people are looking for. This was precisely what Shaykh al-Kunti argued in a/-Minna, as 1 pointed
out in the chapter on the theory of miracles. It is important for al-Kunti and for al-Hashimi to
create the impression of balance with regards to the belief in miracles, in order not to shift the

focus away from the person to the actual event.

‘Umar and the Persians

Another miraculous incident that Shaykh al-Kunti mentions, which relates to the previous
discussion on the companions, is what happened at the time of the second caliph Umar. Umar
is seen in the Islamic tradition as a great worker of miracles. His oft-repeated feat is regarded
as a classic, and that is when he stood on the pulpit in Madina’s mosque while delivering the
Friday sermon and he suddenly yelled: “O Sariya, the mountain! The mountain!” He was

warning the General of the army of an imminent danger. The latter heard him while being

" Guezzo, M. (2009). Shaykh Muhammad al-Hashimi: His Life and Works. London: Viator Books. 146
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thousands of miles away in the Iranian province of Nahawand.!”® In a/-Minna, Shaykh al-Kunti

writes about another event that involves'Umar:

“And of the greatest karamat was the subservience of the Tigris River to the army of
‘Umar when they moved on top of it with their horses and on foot while throwing palm
stumps into it. When the Persians saw this they said: ‘Verily you are manipulating the
sea!” They were shocked and ran away, no person waited for anyone else. The
subservience of the sea in the time of Musa and his people was for them to escape,
while this [event] was to cast terror [in the hearts of the Persians]. There is a
considerable difference between the two [incidents]. Salman said: ‘I saw the horsemen
landing on the surface of the water with their horses as if they were landing on the
surface of the ground, and they were speaking [to one another] as if they were on land.
The waves of the water were creating foam as big as mountains’. So this karama that
Allah showed at the hands of the companions of Muhammad, no other miracle, not even

that of the [previous] prophets were equal to it”.!!

Hereafter he describes the happening in more detail, explaining exactly how it occurred.

Unlike the previous example, Shaykh al-Kunti does not supply any reference for this happening.
Although Ibn Kathir mentioned it on numerous occasions in his a/-Bidaya wal nihaya, the details
that he provided were considerably less than al-Kunti’s extended narrative in a/-Minna. The type
of miracle that is displayed here is certainly one related to power i.e. the power of the Muslim
army versus that of the Persians, as well as control over natural phenomena (in this case the
sea). This miracle also appears to suggest a strong similarity with the event of prophet Musa

and his encounter with the Pharaoh, although Shaykh al-Kunti explicitly states that there are

' Bin Yusuf, A. (2001). Abu Hanifa’s Al-Figh al-Akbar explained. California: White Thread Press.
Yo Kunti. M. Al-minnah . 215
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clear differences between the two. Establishing a similarity between the two events means that
just like the struggle in Musa’s time was between the forces of oppression and justice, here too
the same struggle exists between these opposite forces. It is not unusual for the miracles of the
saints to have prophetic counterparts, as Renard states, that there are “explicit hagiographical

efforts to relate marvels of Friends to prophetic counterparts”.!!’

A bold comment that al-Kunti unapologetically makes here is the fact that this particular miracle
of the companions is superior to that of even the prophets (excluding Muhammad, of course].
This understanding may arise from the Quranic verse: “You are the best of peoples ever raised
up for mankind”.!*® He diverts slightly from Ash'ari orthodoxy by comparing the prophets with
ordinary people and saying that some aspect of the latter may be superior to the former. The
Ash “arites have generally stated that Muhammad is the best of all God’s creation, and
immediately after him, the rest of the prophets. *° This stems from the fact that all prophets
are deemed to be infallible 'ma sdm; a quality which no ordinary human being can ever

acquire.

Although Shaykh al-Kunti cites numerous examples of the companions’ miracles to disprove the
claims of his antagonists, the above statement is further employed by him (although subtly) to
strengthen his viewpoint, even if it goes against the grain of orthodoxy per se. Shaykh al-Kunti
has also shown this kind of bold initiative regarding the method of instruction in the Qadiriyya
tariga, where he added a number of rituals to its existenting system, which later developed into

a completely independent and unique strand of the fariga. 1t is interesting to note how other

" Renard, J. (2008). Friends of God. 96
¥ Quran Ch. 3, Verse 110
' Rajab, B. (1996). Tawdih hid3yat al-murid il sharh jawhara al-tawhid. Publisher unknown. 98
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tarigas have differed in their approach regarding this issue. Writing about the Shadhill {ariga in

Syria during the nineteenth and twentieth century, Guezzo remarks:

“A Sufi master is an inheritor, custodian and perpetuator, not an innovator. He inherits
the grace and teaching of his master, through all the previous masters of the chain of
transmission back to the prophet, Allah’s blessings and peace be upon him. The
responsibility of training disciples is a trust. A trust must be handed back to its
proprietors intact. A Sufi master is also a perpetuator because continuity is of the
essence in Tradition and traditional knowledge. He invents nothing, and teaches nothing
that has not been taught before by his predecessors. Originality, as understood today by
the profane, is only a figment of imagination of ‘system builders’. However, Sufi masters

have nothing to do with man-made systems, nor are they free, independent thinkers”.!?°

The above approach is clearly much more conservative than the one adopted by Shaykh

al-Kunti on the issue of innovation. The question that arises here is the following: Is this a case
where in the “heartland” of Islam, the expectations of normative Sufi practices are higher than,
for instance, Africa and elsewhere which are considered to be on the “peripheries™
Contemporary studies about Islam in Africa have examined the relationship between Islamic
practices peculiar to Africa and global Islamic tendencies. An example of this research is that of
Rosander. She pointed out that while “African Islam” was often portrayed as accommodating
and flexible, an increase in reformist tendencies that wish to “purify” Islam from innovative
practices has also been observed.'?! This is what Charles Stewart and others were referring to

when they wrote about the notion of “popular Islam” that is often cited in explaining

% Guezzo, M. (2009). Shaykh Muhammad al-Hashimi: His Life and Works. 36
2! Westerlund, D. and Rosander, E.E. (eds). (1997). African Islam and Islam in Africa. London: Hurst and
Company. 1
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widespread religious practices in Africa. It is a notion whose presence should be taken seriously,

particularly in relation to the expansion of Islam during this century.'?

From Arabia to Africa: The story of the famous trio: Umar al-Shaykh, al-Maghili and al-Suydti

One of the most detailed and intriguing stories that Shaykh al-Kunti narrates in a/-Minna is the
events that involve one of his ancestorsUmar al-Shaykh (d.1552), 'Umar al-Shaykh’s teacher
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Maghili (d.1503/1504) and the famous sixteenth century
Egyptian scholar Jalaluddin al-Suyuti (d.1505). He describes at length the travels of the first two
personalities followed by their encounter with the third. The story is fraught with miraculous
feats, at times quite violent, and it contains an impressive display of intellectual skill or
knowledge-related miracles, as we previously categorized, it by the respective shaykhs. 1 will
first present a complete annotated translation of the narrative’®, thereafter provide an analysis
thereof, looking particularly at the historical value of the piece.

From the saints of Allah who were known for their knowledge and sainthood was his'®
shaykh, our grandfather Sidna ‘Umar known as ‘a/-shaykh’ It is reported through

multiple transmissions that before he reached the age of maturity, he memorised one

22 peel, D.Y. and Stewart, C.C. (eds). (1985). Popular Islam South of the Sahara. Manchester:
Manchester University Press. 363

' This piece was also translated by Norris. See footnote 103

' He is referring to someone called Abiibakr al-Taji who he previously discussed. Batran remarks: “Kunta
traditions assert that the origin of Sidi Abu Bakr was obscure, for when he was questioned on his
background he gave no answer. Nonetheless, Sidi Abu Bakr was reputed for his sanctity and miraculous
powers that his descendants inherited from him. He accompanied Sidi ‘Umar al-Shaykh on his missionary
campaigns and when the master died, Sidi Abu Bakr settled in Sijilmasa and later died somewhere in
Southern Morocco”. See Batran, A.A. (2001). 7he Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western
Sahara. 120
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thousand volumes in various disciplines of knowledge. He went to al-Maghrib al-

Jawani*?® from al-Maghrib al-Aqsa'®’

in search of knowledge after his father and shaykh
Sidi Ahmad al-Bakkay [d.1502] had reared him. He travelled to all the towns of al-
Maghrib but he did not find anyone that could teach him something from any of the
disciplines of knowledge. He then travelled to Syria and there also he did not find

anyone that could benefit him or who he could learn from. Instead, everyone else took

the disciplines from him.

He then performed the Aaj?® and returned to al-Maghrib and then wandered in the
towns of al-Takrdr'® until he met the honourable shaykh, the complete pole Sidi
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Maghili. He had come from the country of the Hausa to
travel to al-Takrlr and al-Maghrib al-Agsa. His journey was for the purpose of calling
toward Islam and guidance, to command the good and prohibit the evil and to return
people back to the prophetic tradition and to segregation.*® The two of them
exchanged knowledge™! and he [al-Maghili] said to him [Sidi ‘Umar]: “From where did
you come young lad?” He replied: “From al-Maghrib al-Aqgsa; it is my place of birth and
my permanent place of residence.” He then said: “The land from which someone like

you came and [especially if he is] as young as you, is not in need of someone like me”.

% Norris simply calls it the Western lands

127

Literally it means the furthest Maghrib. In the past it referred to what is known today as Morocco.

Other terms include a/-Maghrib al-adna which referred to Tunisia and some parts of Eastern Algeria.
Algeria was known as a/-Maghrib al-awsat. See Ta rif bil a lam al-warida fil bidaya wal nihaya at
http://www.al-islam.com. Vol. 1, 260

%8 Holy pilgrimage to Mecca

Located in the Senegal Valley, along the border of present-day Senegal and Mauritania, it was a
trading center that prospered throughout the 9th and 10th centuries. See
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Takrur

139§ e. between the sexes

129

131

He was very impressed with his level of knowledge. According to Batran: “Kunta traditions proudly

relate that the outstanding erudition of "Umar al-Shaykh convinced Al-Maghili that the missionary work he
planned to undertake in the Middle Niger and Southern Mauritania was not needed”. Batran, A.A. (2001).
The Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara. 111
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They then continued exchanging knowledge regarding the esoteric disciplines and he
[Sidi 'Umar] discovered that Shaykh Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim surpassed him. He

remained in his company for thirty years.

The two of them then left toward the east and they arrived at Bargah'*?, [they found
out that] one of the chiefs of the Arabs of Bargah married from his [al-Maghili’s] family.
When the shaykh saw him, he rebuked him and said: “Oh accursed one, you
contravened the Book, the tradition and the consensus of the umma through what you
have done”. He attempted to stab the shAaykh with his spear but the shaykh merely

pointed to him with his finger and his head fell from his body.

t'>3 on the coast of

They then pursued their journey until they reached the city of Egyp
the Mediterranean Sea from the side of Bargah. Here they found the eminent shaykh
Sidi "Abd al-Rahman al-Suydti. He asked them about their coming and what they had
experienced on their way. They informed him what had happened between them and

the Arabs of Bargah and how he [one of the chiefs] died at his hands through the

permission of Allah.

He said: “Verily from Allah do we come and to Him is our return”. He [al-Maghili] said to
him: “Do you think oh ‘Abd al-Rahman, that we came in order to seek your assistance?
If T wished, I could cast this village of yours in the ocean”. While they were talking like
that, there came a request for the two of them [al-Maghili and Sidi "'Umar] to come out.
They came out and al-Maghili pointed to the ground. Through the power of Allah the

Most High, it split open in front of them. When they saw this, they asked for forgiveness

132

This is a huge area consisting of many towns between Alexandria and Africa. See Mu jam al-buldan in

al-Maktaba al-shamila [software]. Norris translates it as Cyrenaica.

133

Norris’s translation specifies it to be Assiut, al-Suyuti’s birth town.
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and the two of them said: “There cannot be forgiveness except through repentance and
you must vow never to return to the same act that your chief has committed. You must
not confront the Agjj [i.e. the pilgrim referring to themselves] as long as you live”. They
made a pact and agreement with them and the ground returned to the way it was
before. The people then left and returned to their families, following the same route

from where they came.

The two of them then returned to al-Suydati in his mosque and Shaykh ibn "Abd al-Karim
said to Abd al-Rahman al-Suyiti: “What disciplines do you have with you ‘Abd al-
Rahman?” He replied to him: “I have encompassed all the traditions** of the prophet
(saw) from beginning to end”. He said to him: “Perhaps you are lying, and if you are
truthful I shall ask you about the traditions that are authentic narrations from the
prophet, peace and blessings of Allah be upon him”. So he started quoting to him a
tradition upon which he [al-SuyUti] replied: “This did not reach me”. Then he stood up
until he passed by one of the pillars of the mosque and returned to them and said: “You

have spoken the truth”, until he [al-Maghili] narrated to him five hundred traditions. Sidi

‘Umar then said to Shaykh al-Maghili: “Why is it that he does not accept your tradition

until he passes by the pillar?” He said to him: “He is not able to see the prophet, peace
and blessings of Allah be upon him, until he passes the pillar, then he sees the prophet,
peace and blessings of Allah be upon him, asks him about the tradition and he says to
him that it is from me [i.e. that it is a tradition narrated by me]. Had the prophet, peace
and blessings of Allah be upon him, for one moment been absent from me, I would not
consider myself from amongst the believers”. From that day on, al-Suyuti acknowledged

the virtue of ibn “abd al-Karim’s knowledge and his sainthood and each one of them

134

Referring to what is known as the subject of Aadithi.e. the words, actions and tacit approvals of the

prophet.
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took litanies (@awrad)? from the other. Ibn ‘Abd al-Karim first only called him ‘Ubayd al-
Rahman®*®, and when he authored his a/-Talgin * he said: “The student ‘Abd al-
Rahman has now become a scholar”. And when he wrote his a/-ftgan **® he said: “Sidi

‘abd al-Rahman has now [only] penetrated deeply into the disciplines”.**

The historical controversies

Shaykh al-Kunti does not provide any reference for this event, nor are any dates supplied, like
many of the other narratives in a/-Minna. Although some historians have accepted the meeting
between the three!®, many have questioned its historicity. Batran says that although the latter
position is justifiable according to the available evidence, the disciples of the Qadiriyya fariga in
West and North Africa, especially amongst the Kunta, have regarded it as an indisputable fact,
since this affiliation between al-Maghili and al-Suyuti afforded their fariga in that part of Africa
the necessary repute to propagate it amongst the masses. Therefore the “prestige which the

silsila gave to the Kunta as shaykhs of the Qadiriyya was passed on to the murids and the

% This refers to the set patterns of rituals and invocations that Sufi farigas ascribe themselves to. It was
on account of this exchange of the Qadiri litanies, that many believed that “al-Maghili was al-Suyuti’s
direct spiritual disciple” as Batran indicated. Batran, A.A. (2001). 7he Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West
Africa and the Western Sahara. 112 . Writing on Shaykh’Uthman b. Fidi, Louis Brenner makes an
interesting comment on this topic when he says: “The Qadiriyya-Mukhtariyya [i.e. the branch of the
tariga of Shaykh al-Kunti, author of al-Minna], is the only farigah known to attribute Sufi status to al-
Maghili”. See Brenner, L. (1987). Muslim thought in Eighteenth- Century West Africa: The case of Shaykh
Uthman b. Fudiin Levtzion,N and Voll, 1.0. eds. Eighteenth century renewal and reform in Islam. 54

136 Tt means the little servant of the Most merciful

Y7 This title is not listed in Kashf al-zunin and other famous reference books as one of Suyti’s works.
Norris’s translation has it as ‘a/-Burhan’instead.

138 Al-itgan fi ulidm al-qurén, a book dealing with the sciences of the Quran. See Kashf al-zundn by Haiji
Khalifa

B9 Kunti. M. Al-minnah 268-269

2 See for example, R.G. Jenkins in his paper entitled "The evolution of Religious brotherhoods in North
and Northwest Africa 1523-1900% in Willis, J.R. 1979. Studlies in West African Islamic History - The
Cultivators of Islam. London and New Jersey: Frank Cass and company Limited. Vol.1, 51. Here he states
that al-Suyti initiated both al-Maghili and ‘Umar al-Shaykh into the Qadiriyya fariga.
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‘usefulness’ of this distinction seems to have been a decisive factor in the widespread

acceptance of the Kunta claims”.'*

During the period of the meeting of the three scholars, relationships were certainly established
between certain scholars and rulers of West Africa and Egypt. It is through this relationship and
on account of the exposure that West African w/ama had, that they became less parochial than
their counterparts in North Africa concerning religious matters, especially matters related to the

following of the Maliki madh-hab.***

Stefan Reichmuth points out that al-Suyuti was indeed the most prominent Egyptian figure to

make contact with scholars and rulers of Bornu and Songhay.'*

This conclusion is obviously not sufficient to suggest that the above incident is authentic,
although it creates a possible background for its narrative and thus for its acceptance. What
further strengthens this idea is the fact that there is tangible evidence that shows that al-
Maghili and al-Suyuti definitely corresponded with each other by way of writing letters to each
other. The scholar who indicated this was Norris, who provided an interesting hypothesis on this
issue. He points out that the “popular literature” of the Kunta, “were primarily homiletic and

hagiographic. Their function was to provide an ideal example of the devout believer”.***

On account of this, not only does he question the historicity of the meeting between the three
scholars, but also the long-standing companionship between al-Maghili and his student Sidi

‘Umar al-Shaykh, , which he claims is only narrated in Kunta sources. By looking at two of the

! Batran, A.A. (2001). The Qadiriyyah Brotherhood in West Africa and the Western Sahara. 112-113
%2 See Levtzion, N. (2000) in Levtzion, N and Powells, R.L. eds. 2000. 7he History of Islam in Africa.
Ohio: Ohio University Press. 72-73

3 Reichmuth, S. (2000) in Levtzion, N and Powells, R.L. eds. 2000. The History of Islam in Africa. Ohio:
Ohio University Press. 427

“* Norris. H.T. (1986). The Arab Congquest of the Western Sahara. 129
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earliest documents (the first dated 1440 or 1470 and the second 1460) that make reference to
the Kunta, he shows that Sidi "Umar at best could have been a young novice of al-Maghili. In
formulating his hypothesis as to how this came about, he illustrates that Sidi ‘Umar al-Shaykh
was “given the identity” of another scholar by the name of Ayd Ahmad al-Tazikhti. This figure
was definitely (according to historical documents) a pupil of al-Maghili, he definitely met with
some Egyptian scholars and he travelled with al-Maghili to Katsina. These were all claims that

were made about Sidi ‘Umar al-Shaykh. Norris remarks:

If confusion of fact, of date, of lineage one and all, have to be accepted as endemic in
such texts, Kuntah or non-Kuntah, then the following hypothesis, a lineal transplant of
an early date has to be faced as a possible explanation. That is that Ayd Ahmad was
possibly the prototype figure upon whom the Kuntah story tellers fashioned their story.
Unlike these others, Ayd Ahmad was a figure with several historical documents to

substantiate his life and attainments.*

The fact that there are many inconsistencies surrounding the friendship between al-Maghill and
his disciple Sidi "Umar al-Shaykh, as well the alleged meeting that transpired between the two
of them and al-Suyuti, raises many issues. Why, for example, would al-Maghili accept to be
initiated into the Qadiriyya tariga by al-Suyuti, while the former (according to the above
passage in al-Minna) purported to have much more knowledge than the latter? But if Norris ‘s
theory indeed holds true, then there remain a number of pertinent questions. For example:
Why has this story remained so popular amongst the Kunta? Why would an erudite scholar like
Sidi Mukhtar al-Kunti insist on narrating it with such confidence? Is it really simply a display of
prestige or is it perhaps part of the tradition not to delve into these matters pertaining to the

ancestors, but rather to accept them unconditionally? Is the evidence to prove either case

“Norris. H.T. (1986). The Arab Conquest of the Western Sahara. 129
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conclusive or is more evidence required before drawing any such conclusions? What these
questions certainly indicate, is that the socio-political conditions definitely play a significant role

in the way history is narrated and documented.

In other words, how events are reported and then later interpreted depends largely on the
socio-political condition of the role-players involved. Those who subsequently narrate the events
and the circumstances under which the reports were formulated must obviously also be given
due consideration. The inconsistencies that sometimes surface in historical reports are perhaps
not always of importance, but rather how the historian have understood and analysed the

reasons for those inconsistencies that occurred in the narration of the event.

A discussion on the content

There are two main issues related to miracles in this particular extract from al-Minna. The first
depicts the intellectual ability of both Sidi ‘Umar al-shaykh and al-Maghili, while the second
portrays the miraculous power that the true saint possesses, here in the form of al-Maghili.
Shaykh al-Kunti shows how Sidi "Umar had mastered most of the sciences at a young age, but
continued to pursue the path of knowledge until he met al-Maghili. To claim that nobody in the
regions of al-Maghrib and al-Sham could teach him anything, and that al-Suydti was almost
insignificant in comparison to al-Maghili, are bold statements. The region of al-Sham especially,
was known to have produced the most reputable scholars over the centuries. There is clearly a
sense of pride in Shaykh al-Kunti’s description of Sidi"'Umar as well as Maghili, which seeks to
create the impression that the Kunta and its affiliates are indeed the most scholarly

establishment in that region.
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There is perhaps an interesting similarity in this aspect of the story and the encounter that
ensued between Khidr and the prophet Musa. Sufis very often use Khidr as the prototype of the
true saint, especially since even Musa felt inadequate in his interaction with this great saint of
God. Renard writes that “Traditional sources often identify Khidr as a Friend of God to whom
God granted a higher form of knowledge than he gave even to Moses. In hagiographical
literature, one of Khidr's main functions is to visit those in need of guidance and spiritual

initiation into a Sufi order outside of the ordinary process”.**

The similarity is linked to the idea that just as Musa claimed to be the most knowledgeable on
the face of the earth, but later discovered that there were certain things about Khidr that he
could not understand, many scholars (like al-Suyuti and others) may have claimed that they
were the masters of certain fields of knowledge, but it was definitely the Kunta and their
affiliates that have been endowed with a special knowledge that very few others were able to
attain. This can clearly be observed when al-Maghili questioned al-Suyuti about the authenticity

of some narrations of the prophet, which al-Suytti were unaware of.

Another interesting aspect of this incident is that al-Suyuti retreated to a specific area of the
mosque after every question that al-Maghili asked him, apparently to meet the prophet there
and to enquire by him the status of the hadith that was narrated to him by al-Maghili. This is
then followed by al-Maghili’'s explanation that al-Suyuti had to go there in order that he may
meet the prophet, whereas he (al-Maghili) claimed that he would consider himself as a
disbeliever if the prophet was not constantly present with. This stems from the following

contentious theological question: Can a person meet and see the prophet while he is awake

“®Renard, J. (2008). Friends of God. 85
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(i.e. not in the form of a dream)? Although most of the Sufi farigas affirm this particular
doctrine, it was the Tijaniyya that seriously adopted this concept as a measurement of spiritual

advancement.

Now historically, the Tijaniyya {ariga directly challenged the “orthodox” trends of Sufism
practiced by the Qadiriyya and other Sufi tarigas. As a reaction to this, it can be intimated that
the Qadiriyyah saw them as an intruding force and a threat to the authoritative public and
religious role that the former have played for so many decades, a role that many people
hitherto largely accepted. An example of this “unorthodoxy” would be that the founder of the
Tijaniyya tariga, Shaykh Ahmad al-Tijani, claimed that he had seen the prophet in a vision while
awake (i.e. not in a dream), and that he had received his instruction directly from the prophet
which included the famous 77/ani invocation known as Jawharat al-kamal (The jewel of
perfection).’* It is also during this encounter that he claims the prophet had given him the title

of al-qutb al-maktdm, the hidden pole.*®®

On the other hand, when one looks at the structure of most of the other {arigas, it is quite clear
that the authority of shaykhs are only accepted if they have a silsila, a continuous chain that
historically links them to their shaykhs until it reaches the prophet. The Tijaniyya, however,
regarded the fact that their leader had a personal and direct link with the prophet, as an
extraordinary privilege which was given only to him. They thus considered him to be far more
superior to others'*, since he did not need a long historical chain linking him to the prophet,

but rather had a direct one, linking him to the prophet without any intermediary. Based on this,

w7 Al-Tijani, M.S. undated. Ghayat al-amani fi managib wa karamat ashab al-shaykh Sayyidi Ahmad al-
Tijani. Beirut: Al-maktaba al-sha ' biyya. 46

%8 AI-Tijani, M.S. Ghayat al-amani fi manaqib wa karamat ashab al-shaykh Sayyidi Ahmad al-Tijani.

1 Brenner, L. West African Sufi: The Religious Heritage and Spiritual search of Cerno Bokar Saalif Taal.
40
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the Tijaniyya considered themselves, as P.J. Ryan points out'®, as an elitist group in
comparison to other Sufi brotherhoods. These elitist claims that the Tijaniyyah made, developed
into an area of serious debate between them and other farigas (as well as anti-Sufi
proponents), but the Tijaniyya vigorously defended its position regarding these contentious

matters.

Coming back to the above claim that al-Maghili made in the narrative of Shaykh al-Kunti.
Although there is no historical account indicating that Shaykh Ahmad al-Tijani and Shaykh al-
Kuntl met each other, the two shaykhs were contemporaries and the Tijaniyya fariga reached
Mauritania as early as 1789™, It is thus possible that Shaykh al-Kunti became aware of the
ideas of the newly formed fariga. In light of this, the above narration of al-Maghili's comment,
could then be read as an attempt from Shaykh al-Kunti to create the impression that the Qadiri
shaykh al-Maghill had a special ability of constantly meeting the prophet, unlike those (i.e. the
Tijaniyya) who occasionally received this privilege in specific times and under specific
conditions. The legitimacy and supremacy afforded to the Kunta affiliates here, once again
alludes to the credibility and superiority of the Kunta Shaykhs, including Shaykh al-Kunti

himself.

130 Ryan. P.]. 2000. “The Mystical Theology of Tijani Sufism and its Social Significance in West Africa”, in
Journal of religion in Africa, Vol 30
! See for example http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tijaniyyah
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Conclusion

The remarkable intellectual capacity of Shaykh al-Kunti can be seen in the range of works that
he produced in the various fields of Islamic learning. His excellent organizational and leadership

talents afforded him further prominence amongst the masses.

But due to the high-ranking positions that he held, and due to the challenge of changing
circumstances, he had to create a careful balance between what one may term a “traditional
approach to Islam” and the need to come up with innovative ways to further his cause. New
elements that he introduced into the Qadiriyya fariga of which he was the grand shaykh serves
as an example of this innovation. In a sense, he created for himself the image of being an

independent thinker and scholar, yet remaining a traditional Muslim cleric and leader.

It is my contention that he occasionally presented his knowledge in such a way that would
serve both the tradition as well as his position as the highest-ranking religious persona of his
clan and the tfariga. The discourse on miracles within his writings, as I have presented,
constitutes the basis for this argument. While Shaykh al-Kunti was fully aware of the constraints
that Aadith methodology imposes on the narration of historic statements and events, he was
mindful of the distinction that some Muslim scholars make between prophetic statements and
other historical material. While the former had to be uncompromisingly well authenticated, the
latter did not necessarily have to follow the same stringent criteria. So by taking this distinction
into consideration, he comfortably narrated numerous accounts of miraculous events, mainly

occurring at the hands of the Kunta shaykhs or its Qadiri affiliates.

In a/-Minna, Shaykh al-Kunti manages to subtly authenticate these events in a number of ways.
Firstly, he eloquently argues for the existence of miracles in a general way, and establishes the

idea that this forms an essential part of Islamic belief. This mechanism, together with the

86



vociferous responses that he gives to those who reject the concept of miracles, are repeatedly
reinforced in his writing. Secondly, he cites numerous miracles of the first generations of
Muslims, the companions of the prophet and their successors, and that of well-known saints of
the past. This creates further credibility in the mind of the ordinary person, since these early
figures are viewed (at least by members of his community) as exemplary role models. It also
serves as a precursor for the acceptance of the miracles belonging to the Kunta shaykhs.
Thirdly, all of this is presented in a very scholarly way, alongside fundamental discussions on
the Quran and the prophetic traditions. The formalization of these events through the usage of
formal writing, serves as a tool that augments the entire process, thus finally removing all
doubts regarding these narrations. The possibility of it being a mere story or myth is therefore

considerably minimized.

Does this mean that we should ignore or dismiss these miraculous accounts? Does this indicate
that Shaykh al-Kunti’s position as a critical scholar is under scrutiny? It was not the intent of
this research to answer these questions. This was a preliminary attempt to understand the
ambiguous relationship between history, miracle and myth in relation to the writings of Shaykh
al-Kunti.The fact that he lived in a society where people were continuously in search of shaykhs
who were able to perform miracles, and the fact that a shaykh’s influence on the masses would
be determined by the extent to which he could provide them with miraculous feats, must be
given careful consideration. This complex integration of myth into the lives of ordinary people
and the sophisticated ways in which leaders respond to that, sometimes possibly to further their
own course, makes it difficult under any circumstances to define the barriers between the

“factual” history of a people and the "myths” that occupy their minds.

Much more enquiry into Shaykh al-Kunti’s other works is however required in order to draw
more substantial conclusions. Even this, however, will not resolve the long-standing conflict
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between history and myth. It would nonetheless provide us with a broader insight into how and
why the grand shaykh was able to maintain a harmonious interaction between these two

supposedly diametrically opposing concepts.
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Appendix 1

An index of A/-Minna Fi I Tigad Ahl Al-Sunna by Shaykh Sidi Al-Mukhtar Al-Kunti Al-Kabir based

on ms 170 (Iheri-ab). Prepared by Ebrahiem Moos.

No Topic Page Line
1 Introduction 1 1
2 Reason for writing the book 1 10
3 A believer does not become a disbeliever if he is merely ignorant 1 19
4 Those who prays facing our direction is considered Muslim 2 3
5 Tawhid must be tasted and is a gift [from Allah);it cannot [really] 2 21
be learnt and studied
6 The story of the people of the cave ‘ashab al-kahf’ 3 4
7 Of those whom Allah had cast faith in their hearts: 8 17
Qiss bin Sa‘ida al-Iyadi
8 Of those whom Allah had also guided: Zayd bin’Amr bin Nufayl, 9 3
"Umar bin al-Khattab’s uncle
9 Using destiny as an excuse is incorrect 10 7
10 The quality of speech attributed to Allah is of three kinds 11 5
11 The proof that Allah is different to His creation 12 1
12 The revelation of chapter 112 — a/-ikhlas 13 14
13 Rational judgement is divided into three categories 15 16
14 The ruling of the faith of one who blindly follows (mugallid) 15 24
15 The importance of contemplating the meanings of the quran 16 21
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16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

The story of Nabri Ibrahim (as)

The necessity of believing in certain qualities of the prophets
The necessity of believing in the vision of Allah in the hereafter
Allah aided the prophets through His miracles

The necessity of believing that the prophet (saw) was sent to all
creation

The intercession of the prophet: major and minor

The permissibility of superiority of some verses over others and
the superiority of the Quran over other scriptures

The explanation of ayat al-kursi

The qualities of the innovators: The Khawarij

The oneness of Allah

Belief in the angels

The belief of Allah being over his throne

The etiquette of supplication

The necessity of believing that Allah shapes the human while it is
still in the womb

The necessity of believing that sustenance lies in the hand of
Allah

The infallibility of the prophets

The necessity of believing that anyone who faces the gibla does
not leave the fold of Islam if he sins

The distinction between major and minor sins

The necessity of believing in the ‘scale’ a-mizan
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17

25

26

29

30

30

34

35

40

44

50

52

57

59

67

80

83

84

96

26

10

18

26

19

22

12

13

19

10

21

24

22
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35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

The necessity of believing in the ‘bridge’ al-sirat
Allah has prohibited the fire to burn the limbs that prostrated

The necessity of believing in judgment and reckoning

The necessity of believing in the divine decree ‘al-gada wal gadr’

The rejection of all faiths except Islam

The corruption of fire-worshipping

Rejection or ‘kufr’consists of four types

The story of Nabi Sulayman (as)

The necessity of believing in the signs of the last hour

The rising of the sun in the west

Gog and Magog

The final day

The superiority of some prophets over others

The encounter between the nabi (saw) and the delegation of
Najran regarding the oneness of Allah

The necessity of revering and respecting the saints

The first saint of this nation was Abu Bakr

Of the miracles of Abu Bakr

If there had to be a prophet after me it would have been "Umar
The status of Uthman

Nobody disputes the sainthood of “Ali

The battle between "Ali and Mu awiya

The response of ‘Umar b. "Abd al-"Aziz on the dispute between

"All and Mu'awiyya
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100

107

108

111

115

123

124

128

140

143

144

147

165

168

172

176

177

178

185

186

190

193

11

21

22

19

14

22

11

26

30

22

13

12

11

20

27

21

26



57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

The necessity of believing in the innocence of "A‘isha (ra)
The scholars differ on who is more superior in rank:'A’isha (ra)

or Khadija (ra)

The choice that Allah gave to wives of the prophet (saw) in order

to show their high rank

The scholars differ on who is more superior in rank: Asiya and
Maryam or the wives of the prophet (saw)

Allah has made this nation superior (men and women alike) by

granting them victory

Of the greatest miracles is that the army of ‘Umar rode with their

horses over the river of Dajla

The food glorified Allah in the prophet’s hand

The proof that all the companions of the prophet (saw) are
saints

Of the miracles that prove their sainthood

The virtue of the household of the prophet (saw)

Of the miracles of "Ali Zayn al-'Abidin

The narrations about Al-Hasan b. Ja'far al-Samghani

The dangers of this world

The virtues of the people of honour

What the shaykhs have said about the miracles of Abu Madyan

The highest miracle is steadfastness in the obedience of Allah

The key to success lies in revering those who are close to Allah -

the prophets and the saints
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194

197

200

205

208

215

216

217

222

230

231

237

239

241

246

251

252
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11
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13

26

28

27

24

17

21

30

19



74

75

76

77

78

79

80

81

82

83

84

85

86

87

88

89

90

The rejection of the Rawafid and the extremists of the scholars
of Jlm al-kalam of the saints and their miracles

The narrations about al-Khidr

The narrations about the saints that live in the mountains and in
caves

The virtues of those who know Allah on the day of judgment

Of them is Abiibakr al-Tujl, student of Sidi ‘Umar (known as al-
Shaykh) b. Sidi Ahmad al-Bakkay b. Sidi Muhammad al-Kunti

Of the saints is our grandfather Sidi "Umar (known as al-Shaykh)
The incident of Shaykh "Abd al-Karim

Of the saints is Sidi Abtbakr b. "All b. Muhammad b. al-Mukhtar
al-shaykh

Of the saints is Sidi Ahmad known as al-Fayram b. al-Sayyid

“Umar al-Shaykh

Sidi Muhammad al-Raqqad

Ahmad b. Sidi Muhammad al-Raqgad

Remembering death and decreasing one’s hope

Shirk is divided in three categories: minor, medium and major
The station of having the vision "rv yah”

Al-fana”: Annihilation consists of three categories

The description of the human with regards to the issues of

religion are divided into two categories: outer and inner

To have good thoughts is a requirement for this world and the
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274
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276

289

293

302
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310

315
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18

28

22

21

21

14

12



o1

92

93

94

95

96

97

98

99

100

101

102

103

104

105

106

107

next

The hidden shirk

Three things will afford a person to die with faith

Of the signs that indicate the love for Allah is to constantly
remember Him

The reality and benefits of knowledge

Whenever J/mis mentioned in the sacred text it refers to
beneficial knowledge accompanied with the fear of Allah
The interpretation of the verse of light

The scholars differed on the interpretation of the comparison in
the verse

The parable that Allah makes regarding the disbeliever and
hypocrite

The most profound parable that Allah makes concerning the
deviant sects that oppose the religion of Islam

The saint of Allah; al-Sanusi

Factors that sustain the faith

The best remembrance is the remembrance of the heart
The first person who uttered “la ilaha illa Allah” was Nuh (as)
The difference between hamd and shukr

The virtues of the word of /kh/as "Ia ilaha ill Allah™

The dhikr of “la hawla wa la quwwata lilla bi Allah”

Various prayers and supplications for various circumstances from

%94

316

319

323

327

329

346

349

352

357

362

370

371

374

376

382

383

387
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20

27
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20
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24

21
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109

110

111

112

113

114

115

116

117

118

119

120

121

122

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

a person’s birth until he dies

The prayer when eating

The prayer when dressing

The prayer when clipping the nails

The prayer when taking ablution

The prayer when going to sleep

What t recite in the middle of the night

The virtue of praying at night

What to recite when leaving the house

What to recite when entering the mosque

What to recite when entering the house

What to recite when entering the toilet

What to recite when the wind blows

What to recite when it rains severely

What to recite when there is an eclipse of the sun
What to recite when embarking on a journey
What to recite when having a headache

What to recite when seeing the new moon

The second supplement of faith: having modesty
The second supplement of faith: having a sense of honor
Patience and silence

Silence brings about honor and takes away envy
The prophetic statement: Every good action is a charity

The prophetic statement: Preserve the bounties of Allah
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388

389

389

389

391

394

398

398

398

398

399

400

400

400

401

403

404

405

409

411

418

419

424

17

13

18

21
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22

25

22

10

16

23

19

24

18

26
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131

132

133

134

135

136

137

138

139

140

141

142

143

144

145

The wisdom of extraordinary events

The complete human is the greatest of all worlds

The necessity of believing that Allah created all creation before
the heavens and the earth by a million years

The necessity of believing in the bodily night journey of the
prophet (saw)

The virtue of seeking forgiveness: istighfar

The prayers to be recited in the mornings and evenings
The virtues of beneficial knowledge

The reality of faith

The categories of tranquility: sakina

Submissiveness: khushid

Trustworthiness: amana

The signs that indicate love for the prophet (saw)

The story of Musa (as) and Khidr

The taste of faith

Reflection is not a condition to have faith
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429

433
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446
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448
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460
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483
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497

502

14

23

22

16

11

14

26

10

25

14



Appendix 2

Extracts from sections of A/-Minna translated and discussed in this study. Images are from ms

170 from the Iheri-ab collection.
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