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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an in-depth study into two of the UK charity iERA's da'wah narratives: the
Qura'nic embryology 'miracle’ and the Kalam Cosmological Argument. While the embryo
verses have received scholarly attention, there is little to no research in the da'wah context for
both narratives. Berger and Luckmann's social constructionism was applied to both, which
were problematic. It was found that iERA constructed its exegesis of the embryo verses by
expanding on classical meanings to show harmony with modern science. Additionally, it
developed the Cosmological Argument by adapting it to Salafi Islamic beliefs. The
construction processes were found to be influenced by an online dialectic between iERA and
its Muslim and atheist detractors, causing it to abandon the scientific miracles and modify the
Cosmological Argument. Signs point to a weakening of faith among young people, including
Muslims, as they have unprecedented access to unfiltered online information on religion and
science. By employing the narratives, IERA aims to legitimate the fundamentals of Islam to
Muslims and to attract converts by presenting it as a rational and modern faith. While iERA's
da'wah template is practical, its errors are relevant to the wider discussions on Qur'anic

exegesis and modern challenges to the religion.
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A note on transliteration and style

A simplified transliteration of the Arabic terms was chosen in order to allow for a smoother
reading. The Arabic letters (hamza) and (‘ayn) are both represented with ('), except when
they're not used in proper names or conventional spelling. For example, da'wah is written
with the (') except when it's not employed in names or titles, such as Mission Dawah and
Jaafar Idris.

For the sake of simplicity, (i) is used for both the long and short / 1/ sounds, except for how
they are transliterated in quotations.

The Arabic rules for the article 'Al' were disregarded for consistency (e.g. ul-Qur'an or an-
Nafs were all transliterated as al-).

The letter (y) was doubled for clarity in words such as Taymiyya, and the letter (h) was added
to the ending (ah) to indicate the final Arabic letter / ta' /, except in names or conventional
use.

The article (Al) in Arabic titles was capitalised only in the first word of the title for clarity.



Glossary

of Berger and Luckmann's (1991) terms

Dialectical relationship

The relationship between humans and their social world which is in an on-going interaction.
Humans construct the external social world, which then acts back upon them, and the process
is repeated. The cycles is: externalisation, then objectivation, then internalisation.

Externalisation
Humans produce a social order, knowledge, systems of meaning, and render them external, as
if independent of themselves.

Habitualisation
Repetition of actions in a pattern the result of which is economy of decision-making.

Institutionalisation
Takes place whenever there are typified patterns of behaviours or actions shared by members
of a group.

Institutions
Humans perceive institutions as an external reality, even though they were constructed.

Internalisation

The social world, human constructions, systems of meanings, are experienced as external to
humans. Through socialisation, individuals must learn them as if they were objective truths
‘out there', existing in the world.

Legitimation

Second level of objectivation of meaning. It is the production of new meanings to make the
first-order meanings objective and plausible. It tells people both why things should be done in
a particular way rather than another, and why things are that way. Examples include
mythology, science, philosophy and theology. Legitimations can be constructed for
institutions or for symbolic universes.

Legitimation, Incipient
Explanations that are inherent in the vocabulary (first level of legitimation). They are pre-
theoretical.

Legitimation, Theoretical
A second level of validation that formulates basic theories.

Legitimation, Pure Theory
A third level of meaning with specialised, complex theories removed from pragmatic or
concrete concerns of the lay person. It requires specialists. Legitimation at this level reaches



autonomy from the institution it originally sought to validate and might produce its own
institutions.

Legitimation, Symbolic Universes

A matrix encompassing the totality of subjective and objective meanings and which produces
social order. They are experienced as separate from everyday life and with their own reality
that explains and justifies the symbolic universes. They are social constructions with a
history. For the individual, they 'put everything in its right place' (p. 116). Because they are
human constructions, they are problematic and therefore may require legitimation. Similar to
Durkheim's 'religion’ and Hjelm's ‘worldviews'.

Objectivation
The extent to which human constructs are taken for granted, taken to be objective. The
objectivity of institutions is constructed by humans.

Objectivation, First-order
The first level of constructions is meanings, e.g. vocabulary.

Objectivation, Second-order
Legitimation.

Objective reality
The human world, which is institutionalised, is perceived as a reality external to and
independent of humans. For example: society.

Reciprocity
Members of a group react to or interact with typified actions or behaviours in a predictable
manner.

Social Construction

The argument that the human world is socially produced through individuals interacting
together in a shared system of meanings and that is perceived to exist objectively, externally
and independently of them.

Symbolic universes
See Legitimation, Symbolic Universes.

Typification

Habitualised or predefined patterns of behaviour and actors in an institution become typical in
situations or roles, therefore predictable to other members of the group. Typifications are
institutions.

Universe maintenance
All levels of legitimations are conceptual machineries to maintain the universes of meaning
and their taken-for-granted quality.



CHAPTER ONE

THEORY AND APPLICATION

Man is capable paradoxically of producing a reality that denies him.
- P. L. Berger and T. Luckmann

A da'wah dialogue in Birmingham City Centre

I had been in Birmingham only a few weeks. | was on my way to the bus stop in Colmore
Row near the Bull Ring shopping centre on a Tuesday in October 2012 when | ran into a
group of men with prominent beards standing behind a table displaying leaflets on Islam. I
slowed down and wondered whether to stop, as | was in a hurry to go home. But | decided to
look at the leaflets and find out more about them. The young man across the table from me
greeted me and asked if I'm interested in Islam. I told him I’m researching Salafism and
would like to find out more about it. | pointed to the yellow leaflet that stood out on the table

because of its colour and the title 'Salafism'.

The man turned me over to another person, and then another young man who appeared next to
me started chatting and telling me about Islam. He told me, "We [Muslims] believe that Jesus
was a prophet’ and talked about other fundamental Islamic beliefs. He also asked if I believed
that Muhammad existed. Although my answer was that he most likely existed, he still

launched into the argument of the great number of Muslims who believe he was a prophet,



and how could the idea persist if Muhammad hadn’t existed and been a prophet. He then
asked where | was from. We were interrupted before | could answer, and a man behind the
table gave me more leaflets. | asked which mosque they were associated with. They said it’s
on the leaflet; they told me to go to the bookstore named on the leaflet and ask about the
mosque, that I’d be directed to it. Their websites were also advertised on the leaflets. I asked

if the mosque has a name:

Mira: ‘Is it Green Lane Mosque?’

The man: ‘No. Green Lane is... Do you know ‘cc'...'carbon copy'?’

| nodded.

Mira: ‘So Green Lane is not Salafi?’

'‘No', he replied.
Then the young man giving me da'wah resumed our conversation. He asked how much |
knew about Salafism and why | was interested. | told him I’m researching an area related to
identity. To his question on what | knew about Salafism, | talked briefly about emulating the

salaf. He explained the three generations of the salaf and mentioned that the Prophet had

spoken about them in a hadith.

Mira: 'How long have you been Salafi?'

Young man: "Three years. Where are you from again?'

Mira: 'Lebanon.’

Young man: 'I'm from Palestine, but | was born in Liverpool.'

Mira: '"How do your parents feel about you being Salafi?'
He said his English mother and her husband became Salafi after he gave da'wah to them. But
his Palestinian father thought that he was too extreme. Then | asked him why he’d chosen

Salafism to other interpretations of Islam. He said he had not been religious at all and was

searching. When he talked to Sufis, he found their ideas were very different from Islam, in



their veneration of saints, people and the Prophet, and taking blessings through touching
stones. He found Salafism to be the most convincing because it is based on the Qur'an and

Sunnah. The Salafis have ‘evidence’ for all things, he said.

He then continued to give me da'wah by talking about science in the Qur'an: He talked about
the expansion of the universe, salty and sweet water not meeting, the moon reflecting light
instead of generating it, and stages of the embryo’s development. They were proof that the
Qur'an is from God. When | excused myself to leave, he said they were in city centre (giving
da'wah) three days a week. | thanked them and took several leaflets from the table.
Throughout our conversation, | noticed a man who would stand beside us, smile and listen in,
then he would re-join the other men behind the table. He did this two or three times. Since
then | also started noticing that at least twice a week there were three Salafi tables in the city
centre for the next two years. They varied after that, but until 2016 there was regularly at least
one Salafi table playing the Qur'an in the centre of the city. Absent were Sufi, Shia, or other

Islamic da'wah tables.

This chapter explains the change in the direction of the research and encountering iERA's

work online. It explores social constructionism as an approach to analysing da'wah narratives,

explains the method adopted for this work and surveys previous research in this area.

1.1 Exploring potential Salafi participation and change of focus

The thesis initially proposed was the replacement of a British identity among White British

converts with a Salafi identity. What is meant here by a British identity is a secular identity or



a Judeo-Christian identity for converts from a religious Judeo-Christian background. My
interest was in the erosion or substitution of this identity with a Salafi Muslim one based
primarily on a Saudi Arabian expression of that identity. This curiosity was raised through
meeting Western converts to Salafi Islam in Yemen where | worked for 8 years. They had
changed their names to Muslim ones, sometimes in combination with their Christian names
and/or surnames, and the men adopted the white garment (thawb) and the women the black
face veil and dress characteristic of Saudi Arabian culture. In a few cases, after several years
the converts missed certain aspects of their native culture, such as particular American foods
or sports. The aim of the initial research was to interview converts about their conversion
experiences and motivations for choosing Salafism over other interpretations of Islam, as well
as to explore whether and how Salafism re-defined their identity. To this end, | arranged to
meet in March 2014 with the head of da'wah at Green Lane Mosque and with the head of the
Salafi Bookstore on Coventry Road, which is connected to the Wright Street mosque nearby.
The meetings were to explore the possibility of arranging interviews with converts within

their congregations. Both individuals were welcoming and open to the idea, in principle.

1.1.1 Green Lane Mosque

On 10 March 2014, Dr. lan Draper and | met with the head of da'wah at Green Lane Mosque,
who spent some time giving me an overview of the mosque. He confirmed the mosque is
Salafi and has a mixed-gender congregation. The mosque doesn’t call to a specific school of
thought; but some in the mosque followed the Hanbali madhhab or that of the Pakistani Ahl
al-Hadith, which has links with Saudi Arabia. When | asked him if the mosque was Salafi, he

answered yes without expressing a preference for the term Wahhabi. In a YouTube video



dated 2011 (Abu Abdullah UK, 2011)*, Abu Junayd Yusuf Bowers of Salafi Publications
accused Green Lane Mosque of being affiliated with the movements of Sayyid Qutb and
Muhammad Surur Zain al-Abidin through its association with the Kuwaiti Society for the
Revival of Islamic Heritage (Jam'iyat lhya' al-Turath al-Islami). The head of Green Lane
da'wah gave me several books and booklets on Islam, some of which were published by One
Reason, which I later found out was the publishing arm of iERA. He also gave me an English
copy of the Qur'an (2013) translated and annotated by the Saudi-based Saheeh International
(www.Quran.com) and published by the Saudi al-Muntada al-Islami Trust. It is critiqued later

in this chapter.

Da'wah

The mosque’s da'wah department had two branches: one for born Muslims and one for non-
Muslims and converts. The da‘'wah for Muslims included classes and social events, while the
da'wah for non-Muslims consisted mainly of direct da'wah, for example through stalls in the
city centre, distribution of literature and the Qur'an, visits to schools, the use of the internet,
and monthly open days at the mosque. These activities peak in the summer. They sometimes
received individuals at the mosque who were interested in learning more about Islam or who
had already researched it and wanted only to take the shahadah (the Islamic monotheistic
testimony). The du'at (proselytisers) used to be randomly selected individuals who had
passion, he said. Then the mosque began giving da'wah training workshops that covered basic

Islamic knowledge. They were strict about individuals having a good understanding of

! Viewed by 28,969 people on 14 March 2016. The video’s claims are contested in a video response
titled ‘Refutation on Abu Junayd Bowers’, published on 13 July 2012, and viewed by only 1,263
people. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rokdh2s08TI (Accessed: 14 March 2016).



‘agidah (doctrine) and tawhid (divine unity), and proselytisers received basic training in
delivering da'wah. However, he said without elaborating that the mosque faced issues with

the behaviour or character of some du'at and had to dismiss a few.

Conversion

Taking the shahadah (the Islamic monotheistic testimony), he explained, had 7 conditions,
which included having a basic understanding of Islam, the absence of anything that
contradicts monotheism (shirk), making sure lucky charms and supplications are not used, and
the belief in the last prophet and the five pillars of Islam. Support for converts was through
welcome packs, organising social meetups, classes and one-on-one support. But he

complained that most converts did not participate in these.

Profile of converts

Although there aren’t accurate figures on the number of conversions, he estimated without
any certainty that they had approximately 100 converts per year. The majority were from a
Christian background. However, he believed that around half of converts reverted back to
their previous faith. Of the remaining other half, he thought that perhaps only 2-3% continue
to adhere to Islamic practices. By this estimate, only 1 or 2 new converts remain practicing

Muslims out of 100 each year.



1.1.2 Salafi Bookstore

Later that week, Dr. Draper and | also met the head of the Salafi Bookstore on Coventry Road
in Birmingham. The bookstore, founded in 1996 and which publishes under the brand Salafi
Publications, is connected to a mosque on Wright Street and a secondary school. Although he
welcomed the idea of assisting me in contacting participants for my research, he warned that
due to the negative media portrayals of Salafis and the growing suspicion within the
community, individuals may hesitate to participate or may withdraw in the course of the
study. For this reason, the risks had to be weighed against the timeframe of the research. On
using the label 'Salafi’, he quoted al-Albani that it is obligatory to ascribe oneself to Salafism?.
Al-Albani's justification is presented later in this thesis. He went on to describe himself as a
‘pietist” Salafi. He said the Salafis do not have a 'prince’ (“amir’) and instead obey the Qur'an,
Sunnah and Prophet’s companions. He estimated the number of Salafis in the UK to be
between 15,000 and 20,000, half of whom were converts, and that the number of attendees of
the Eid 2013 prayer in Birmingham was around 4,000. He was critical of Roel Meijer's book
Global Salafism (2009), and recommended instead a book by Anabel Inge®, as well as Innes
Bowen’s Medina in Birmingham, Najaf in Brent: Inside British Islam (2014). The mosque’s
da'wah activities included classes for both adults and children, around a dozen weekly free
lectures, street stalls, and the use of social media and the Internet. For instance, the website
albani.co.uk which has a number of al-Albani’s writings was developed by Salafi
Publications. Classes included English, Somali, French circles and Arabic Qur'an for women,

and Saturday classes were exclusively for women. The bookstore publishes 10 to 11 books

2 Al-Albani explains this issue in an audio recording. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7HGOcX-mUfc (Accessed: 14 March 14, 2016).

* In the interview with the researcher, the head of Salafi Bookstore gave the title of Inge's book as M.
B. Abdul Wahhab, Saudi Arabia and the Revivalist Movement, but Inge published her research in
2016 as The Making of a Salafi Muslim Woman: Paths to Conversion.



per week, he said. He considers propagation of the faith to be important and following the
example of the Prophet in winning hearts and minds, while guidance comes from God. Salafi
Publications is linked to two other book publishers: the private, non-governmental Dar al-
Salam Publishers UK and the Canadian TROID. Similarly to my brief conversation above
with the young men operating the da'wah table in the city centre, the Salafi Bookstore staff
was often engaged in denouncing other Salafis and Muslim sects online. For example, two
tweets posted by Abu lyaad (@AbulyaadSP) on 1 July 2016 denounced Green Lane Mosque

(abbreviated: GLM):

20 years ago UK Salafis began refuting lhyaa al-Turaath, an Ikhwani
organisation who uses wealth to misguide and split Salafi communities.

20 years later, GLM and Luton CTI are in their pockets and serve as

platforms for lhyaa al-Turath to penetrate the UK with their da'wah. (Abu

lyaad, 2016)
Although they've operated longer than iERA, the growth of their social media following since
the beginning of this research has paled in comparison to iERA's Facebook popularity. Salafi
Publications doesn't have official Facebook pages, but their Twitter base has recently
overtaken iERA's: they had 26,200 Twitter followers on 31 August 2016 since joining that

platform in 2009, compared to iERA's 25,000 (see Table 5.1 in Chapter Five for comparative

social media figures).

1.1.3 Encountering iERA’s da'wah

In the meantime, | was also conducting online research on conversion and came across

numerous da'wah-related videos and websites. One of the first videos that | found online was



of a da'wah stall in Birmingham New Street set up by the United Kingdom Islamic Mission
(UKIM). I had seen their table many times in the city centre — for a long time a fixture along
with the Wright Street mosque’s — and had taken one of their fliers titled: *“What is the
purpose of life?” UKIM had posted several YouTube videos showcasing their da'wah work
and taking apparent ‘live shahadahs’ (filmed conversions): The videos only showed
individuals repeating the shahadah as it was read and translated to them. Through these
videos | came across a da'wah training session organized by UKIM and presented by a
speaker named Hamza Tzortzis. The speaker explained a step-by-step template to giving
da'wah. As | later learned, he was presenting the GORAP template developed by iERA,
further discussed below. | became intrigued by this approach and the da'wah themes that were

being presented.

As the research progressed | decided to narrow the scope of the research. | therefore started
focusing on online da'wah websites and videos, and found that | was repeatedly coming
across IERA’s Mission Dawah project. The project had a significant following on Facebook
in the hundreds of thousands at the time, and had developed several online videos for da'wah
training. By contrast, the Wright Street mosque had less than 10,000 Twitter followers at the
time. The Mission Dawah website was colourful and targeted the youths, and members of
IERA were very active on Facebook. Absent were any forms of explicit sectarian arguments.
Additionally, the public availability of iIERA’s texts and videos online was suitable for

exploring.

Salafism’s appeal continued to intrigue me, but I decided to reverse the initial research

question. Instead of questioning why converts were choosing Salafi Islam, I began to wonder:
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how were Salafi activists marketing Islam to the public? I found that there was a scarcity of
analyses of Salafi da'wah discourses to answer this question. The da'wah given to me in the
city centre contained several examples of miraculous scientific revelations in the Qur'an, and
it was something | had been familiar with, for I had encountered this narrative numerous
times before while living in Yemen. | was given various videos and leaflets, and I also picked
up my own leaflets in San'a on the themes of science in the Qur'an. Therefore, | wondered
whether it was being used in the UK as well. However, what | hadn’t seen in Yemen is the
Cosmological Argument, probably because questioning God's existence was not done openly
in that country. While the Internet had many websites and videos dedicated to da'wah and
counter-da'wabh, there was little scholarship on da'wah themes and the online debates and
arguments taking place in this area. Choosing to focus on iERA was for two reasons: first, its
works and videos appeared often in Internet search results as | looked for websites on
conversion to Islam and, later, on da'wah; second, | soon discovered that, despite the seeming
online popularity of this charity, it had ventured out slightly too enthusiastically with its

exegesis on embryological revelations in the Qur'an, resulting in a very public outcome.

1.2 Research Questions

As the original focus of this thesis was on conversion experiences, it began with the following
questions: Why do White British converts to Salafi Islam appear to abandon their British

identity? And how does a Salafi interpretation of Islam define their new, faith-based identity?
As discussed above, when the focus of the research shifted to the other side of conversion, i.e.
proselytism, the question became whether Salafi discourse had an influence on the significant

identity change of converts: What narratives do Salafis present in their proselytism to the
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various audiences in the UK? What doctrine do they base their arguments on? However, a
closer look at iERA’s discourse did not show an explicit doctrine. This is not to say that
IERA’s discourse does not stem from a doctrinal lens, as there are hints towards a Salafi
leaning, such as the emphasis on tawhid. But iERA’s focus on the foundations of Islam
ensures the organisation’s appeal to the widest possible audience. Subsequently, learning
more about iERA’s debacle with the Qur'anic embryology narrative raised the question of
how the charity tried unsuccessfully to re-package and market it in the context of the UK.
Thus, it became interesting to investigate how iERA constructed its da'wah narratives, and the
extent of the influence of external constructions (Muslims and non-Muslims, especially
Atheists) on IERA’s constructions — that is, the dialectical relationship between iERA and
external constructions (Hjelm, 2014, p. 109). Another question of interest was regarding the
reasons why iERA used those two constructs. While textual/output analysis alone limits the
possibility to answer this second question, an overview of the context within which iERA

operates as well as clues from various IERA statements help to better understand it.

1.3 Theoretical Framework

1.3.1 Rationale: Why social constructionism?

Determining a theoretical framework for this thesis was not a linear process. Discursive
theories were initially examined; they mainly focused on discourse and gender, power,
ideology or conversation analysis, among others. None explicitly developed an approach

towards religious discourse, or more specifically, proselytical discourse.
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Initially, a preliminary examination of the data, namely the discourse used by iERA in their
da'wah videos, led to a possibility of using Teun Van Dijk’s work (1995 and 1997) on
discourse and ideology. The reason being that the guiding research question, as discussed
above, was whether an ideology informed the discourse and, subsequently, the appeal of that
ideology to the audience. But as the theory and the preliminary data were examined, it
became clear that iIERA was not explicitly proselytising a specific interpretation of Islam —
although it did so implicitly — but a more generic, or normative, Islam. The exploration of

Van Dijk’s approach was therefore not altogether unhelpful in this respect.

The research thus moved on to collecting and examining the data to find out whether specific
narratives would emerge in iIERA’s da'wah discourse. This search yielded two important
narratives, among several. The first was iIERA’s scientific re-interpretation of the description
of the embryo in Qur'anic verses; the second, iIERA’s use of the Kalam Cosmological
Argument. These two narratives became significantly interesting, as they were both
controversial. In the first case, iERA’s handling of the embryology narrative resulted in such a
strong online backlash, from both atheists as well as Muslims, that iIERA had to mostly
abandon the narrative. In the case of the cosmological argument, iERA's Hamza Tzortzis was
accused of plagiarising the developer of this argument, American Baptist apologist William
Lane Craig (b. 1949 CE)*, and subsequently apologised. However, it has not completely given
up both narratives, as will be discussed later. These two narratives thus informed the
theoretical framework for this study. In both cases, iIERA constructed the embryo and
cosmological narratives from various previous sources, and they will be examined in two

dedicated chapters.

* Craig is the founder of ReasonableFaith.com, an online Christian apologetic resource.
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1.3.2 On Social Constructionisms

Since the publication of The Social Construction of Reality, theories of social constructionism
exploded and resulted in what Titus Hjelm (2014) calls social constructionisms, in the plural.
He describes three main features of a constructionist approach: the human world is
historically and culturally contingent; constructs are the result of an historical and interactive
process; and it has a liberating quality because definitions can be altered (p. 4). The approach
further uncovers what the human world is (ontological function), how knowledge of the
human world is constructed (epistemological function), and from these it then argues for
social change through altering the constructs (critical function). It also has an additional
methodological function to analyse the construction process (Hjelm, 2014, p. 4). Furthermore,
Hjelm (p. 7) highlights four main traditions of social constructionism: Berger and Luckmann,
constructionist research related to social problems and to social psychology, and Norman

Fairclough's critical discourse analysis.

The process of becoming human is an interrelationship between human biology and the
environment. In contrast with other mammals, human biology does not delimit our world.
Berger and Luckmann (1991) term this as world-openness, in contrast to other mammals’
world-closedness. The human environment is then ‘both a natural and a human one’ (Berger
and Luckmann, 1991, p. 66). How humans interact with and understand the larger natural
world is based on social exchange and is constructed. This position, which Hjelm (2014) calls
‘discourse in the world’, claims that ‘discourse has an effect on the human world but that

there are aspects of that world that are independent of us talking about it. [...] [M]ostly the
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natural world keeps working regardless of our thinking and talking about it’ (pp. 88-9). Figure

1.1 below adapted from Hjelm illustrates this:

Figure 1.1

Natural World

uman Worl

Discourse in the
world

1.3.3 Knowledge is socially constructed

Peter Berger’s theories on religion and identity

develop social theorists Emile Durkheim’s and

Max Weber’s theories. Unlike Durkheim and
earlier sociologists, Berger (1967) does not consider
the individual and society to be entities that are separate from each other; instead, individuals
produce the social world (culture, a system of meaning, knowledge) and the social world
produces individuals, in a dialectical process. Therefore, the relationship between the two is
complex, continuous and based on interaction. Because knowledge is man-made, it is also
unstable and prone to change. Society thus faces the challenge of re-establishing this system

with each new development and, especially, with each new generation.

In their book The Social Construction of Reality, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1991)
developed an anti-essentialist approach to sociological study. Human nature exists only in an
anthropological sense, and is not determined biologically (p. 67). They argued that reality is
constructed by individuals together; that is, knowledge, including common sense knowledge,
is created and sustained by social interaction. Knowledge is a social product, but in turn it is ‘a
factor in social change' (Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 104). This is done in three processes:
externalisation, objectivation, and internalisation. Externalisation occurs when people act or

interact in some way. Their interactions reinforce their ideas or beliefs about reality and
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produce systems of meaning about their world. Humans also produce social stability and
social order through externalisation, which ensure their survival in an otherwise chaotic
environment. As people repeat the thoughts or actions over time, the systems of meaning
become objective truths, or taken-for-granted knowledge, so that by the next generation the
source of this process is absent or forgotten, and the system is understood to be an objective
reality. Then it is internalised and subsequently taught to others, e.g. future generations,

where it is absorbed into their reality (Burr, 1995, p. 10).

1.3.4 How reality is objectivated

Institutions are an important part of objectifying the social world and its systems of meaning
(Berger and Luckmann, 1991). Institutionalisation is characterized by habitualisation,
typification and reciprocity. It occurs when meanings and actions are repeated in a pattern
which economises the effort and the thinking behind them (habitualisation). Habitualisation
narrows down the choices that humans have to make, liberating them from what Berger and

Luckmann describe as the 'burden of "all those decisions™ (p. 71) when undertaking repeated,

habitual activities or behaviours, thereby offering psychological relief as well as the energy

and ability to focus on important decision-making when needed:

And by providing a stable background in which human activity may proceed with
a minimum of decision-making most of the time, it frees energy for such decisions
as may be necessary on certain occasions. In other words, the background of
habitualised activity opens up a foreground for deliberation and innovation.

In terms of the meanings bestowed by man upon his activity, habitualisation
makes it unnecessary for each situation to be defined anew, step by step. (p. 71)
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By its nature institutionalisation is a process that resists the chaos of the human world. By
economizing on the effort to reinvent the wheel, so to speak, institutionalisation facilitates
innovation and deliberation. | agree with Berger on this point but only to an extent, for
institutionalisation can also restrict innovation or allow only institutionally sanctioned
innovation. Innovation here is understood to mean new knowledge, actions, or behaviours that
require decision-making, or deliberation. The adverse effect of institutionalisation,
particularly where conformity is expected and enforced, is that innovation is viewed with
suspicion and at times can only proceed with the approval and regulation of its enforcers®. An
example of this will be discussed in Chapter Five. The repeated actions or meanings also
make them more accessible and predictable to others when shared (typification), which in turn
prompts others to interact in a certain, predictable manner (reciprocal). This is best
understood when examining social roles, which institutionalisation creates. A person
undertakes various roles on a daily basis: parent, sibling, professional, friend, neighbour, and
so forth. The various roles facilitate interactions between members of the same institution in
that the individual is expected to behave in certain, predictable ways within each role, in
‘predefined patterns of conduct’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 72). For example, when a
teacher goes into a classroom, their role dictates their interactions with students, and vice
verse. It is considered disruptive, confusing or unethical if the teacher or the student behave in
a way that is uncharacteristic of their roles. That is because, by allowing for predictability and
shared meanings, institutionalisation maximizes social order and stability. Subsequently, any
typification that prompts reciprocation in a repeated pattern, or habitualisation, is an

institution.

> Berger and Luckmann also discuss the negative consequences of institutionalisation, such as the
limits on individuals and inertia (p. 135).
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As long as all involved persons accept the institutions that arise out of their interactions, then
they gradually become objective truth, to be taken for granted and independently of the
persons who were involved in constructing them. They change from “There we go again’
(habitualisation) to “This is how these things are done’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 77).
However, more effort would be required to objectivate reality should some individuals not
subscribe to the institutional meanings or actions, or when these are to be transmitted to the
next generation. It is usually in the latter case that the transfer of institutions can be more
problematic. That is because, when persons together give rise to institutionalised behaviours
or actions, they were present during the process and may have even been involved in their
construction. However, when the institutions are to be taught to a new generation, they will
be taught as “This is how these things are done’, where the rationale behind them may have
become lost or overlooked; in other words, they are taught as tradition, since they are now
perceived to be an objective part of the natural world (reified). Berger and Luckmann (1991)

define reification as

the apprehension of the products of human activity as if they were something
other than human products — such as facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, or
manifestations of divine will. Reification implies that man is capable of
forgetting his own authorship of the human world, and further, that the
dialectic between man, the producer, and his products is lost to
consciousness. (p. 106, italics in original)

Therefore, it may take more to successfully transfer this now-external reality to the new
generation, and that 'more’ is the process of legitimating it. That is because constructs are

man-made, not naturally (biologically) an inherent part of being human. They are not

‘biologically given’ as discussed above, but have to be explicitly instructed, along with or
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after language instruction (Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 70). Language thus plays an

important role as a vehicle for the construction of the human world.

1.3.5 Levels of legitimation

Meaning is the first interaction between humans and the world around them. Berger and
Luckmann (1991) call it “first order objectivation’ (p. 110). Because they are constructs,
objectivations require on-going maintenance and explanations, horizontally across society and
vertically across a person’s lifetime and subsequent generations. This maintenance is
legitimation, and it’s a ‘second order’ objectivation of meaning (p. 110). In other words, they
are (new) meanings to explain or justify the first meanings. ‘The function of legitimation is to
make objectively available and subjectively plausible the ‘first order' objectivations that have
been institutionalised” (p. 110). It tells the person not only the reason to do certain things, but
also the reason why things are that way. Thus legitimation is cognitive as well as normative,
with knowledge preceding values. Legitimations become necessary when institutions become
problematic. But similarly to institutions, since symbolic universes are theoretical constructs,
they can be constantly problematic (pp. 123-4) either when they are to be passed on to the
next generation as seen above or when they encounter other symbolic universes (pp. 123-6).
Therefore, the authors argue that legitimations become necessary to the extent that symbolic
universes become problematic and have to be maintained. Additionally, by ordering not only
history and the world but also everyday roles, symbolic universes may instil even simple

everyday interactions with 'profound significance’ (p. 117).
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For analytical purposes, Berger and Luckmann (1991) divide legitimation into four levels, but
empirically they can overlap. The first level immediately occurs with language. This level of
legitimation is incipient as soon as a concept is constructed linguistically. Because it’s at the
linguistic level, it’s pre-theoretical. Linguistic objectivations at this level are transmitted, such
as vocabulary. They are simple affirmations: ‘This is how things are done’ (p. 112). The next
level is a basic form of theory-making. Explanations at this level are pragmatic and directly
connected to concrete actions. Some examples include proverbs, legends, moral maxims, and
folk tales. The next level of legitimation consists of more advanced theoretical propositions
and are entrusted to specialists. Legitimations at this level are beyond the pragmatic and
become ‘pure theory’. Because theorising at this level may not have any immediate or
concrete application, third-level legitimations may become their own institutions, which in
turn require their own legitimations to maintain them. Finally, the final level of legitimation is
termed ‘symbolic universes’ (p. 113). They define realities beyond the immediate, everyday

ones. Berger and Luckmann (1991) explain the symbolic universe as:

the matrix of all socially objectivated and subjectively real meanings; the
entire historic society and the entire biography of the individual are seen as
events taking place within this universe. What is particularly important, the
marginal situations of the life of the individual [...] are also encompassed by
the symbolic universe. Such situations are experienced in dreams and
fantasies as provinces of meaning detached from everyday life, and endowed
with a peculiar reality of their own. Within the symbolic universe these
detached realms of reality are integrated within a meaningful totality that
‘explains’, perhaps also justifies them (p. 114).

The authors explain that the concept of symbolic universes is close in meaning to Durkheim’s
concept of religion (p. 226). Hjelm likens them to ‘worldviews’ (2014, p. 27) Additionally, to

understand symbolic universes, it is important to understand the history of how they were

constructed. Because symbolic universes are theoretical, they require their own universe-
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maintenance, which functions in the same way as institutional legitimations, except without
the first, incipient level since it is pre-theoretical (Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 123).
Legitimations are ‘mostly a further elaboration, on a higher level’ of theory (Berger and

Luckmann, 1991, p. 127).

Berger and Luckmann (1991) give four examples of universe-maintaining legitimations:
mythology, theology, philosophy and science. Mythology is a more naive form of
legitimation, since its explanations are shared by lay people as well as the experts and does
not require theorising. The other three legitimations are more advanced, in that the experts or
specialists may formulate theories that are removed from the lay people and which may not be
common knowledge. Thus the distinction between naive and sophisticated legitimations lies

in the degree to which they are taken for granted (p. 123):

Unlike mythology, the other three historically dominant forms of conceptual
machinery [theology, philosophy and science] became the property of
specialist elites, whose bodies of knowledge were increasingly removed from
the common knowledge of society at large. Modern science is an extreme step
in this development, and in the secularisation and sophistication of universe-
maintenance. Science not only completes the removal of the sacred from the
world of everyday life, but removes universe-maintaining knowledge as such
from that world. [...] Put more simply, the ‘lay’ member of society no longer
knows how his universe is to be conceptually maintained. (1991, p. 130, my
italics)

1.3.6 Knowledge is culturally and historically contingent

Importantly, the implication of institutions is social control and historicity (p. 72). Hjelm
defines historicity as not only that something took place, but also that “ideas do not pop up out

of nowhere, but are products of people’s thinking and communicating in a sequence of time’
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(2014, p. 4). He notes that constructionists 'pay careful attention to the social processes in
which the human world is constructed... the idea of process assumes that the construction of
ideas, for example, takes places in stages in history’ (p. 4, italics in original). Berger and
Luckmann argue that institutions cannot be understood well without knowledge of the
historical development from which they came into being (1991, p. 72). And in this dialectical
relationship between the individual and society, the habitual actions and behaviours of
individuals that give rise to their institutionalisation subsequently establish patterns of
behaviour that serve to control the individuals. This characteristic of control doesn't only arise
from the enforcers of the institutions but is inherent in the institutionalisation process (p. 72)
and can be found in all societies, although how effectively the institution exercises this
control varies. Thus, '[t]o say that a segment of human activity has been institutionalised is
already to say that this segment of human activity has been subsumed under social control’

(Berger and Luckmann, 1991, p. 73).

1.3.7 Critique of social constructionism

Criticism of social constructionism has been made both by its detractors as well as from
within by constructionists. The main external criticism of constructionism is its inability to
address particular questions. Internal critique, on the other hand, attempts to define how
constructionism can be a social science. Hjelm (2014) points to the ontological premises of
social constructionism as the main flashpoint of disagreement (p. 88). The spectrum of
contention extends from the ‘world in discourse’ on one end — the relativist position — to the
‘discourse in the world” on the other — the realist position. The ‘world in discourse’ position

holds that the world can only be understood through discourse. On the other end, the
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‘discourse in the world’ position argues that only the human world is understood through
discourse, but that there are aspects of the natural world that are independent of this discourse.

Consequently, the position one takes along this spectrum has implications for human agency.

The world in discourse

A criticism of social constructionism comes from an article by Woolgar and Pawluch (1985a)

attacking the approach as ‘ontological gerrymandering’:

First, authors identify certain conditions or behaviours. Second, they identify

various definitions (or claims) made about these conditions (or behaviours).

Third, the authors stress the variability of the definitions vis-a-vis the

constancy of the conditions to which they relate. They imply that since the

condition does not vary, variations in the definition of the condition must

result from the social circumstances of the definers, rather than from the

condition itself (1985a, quoted in Hjelm, 2014, p. 90).
Thus scholars’ assumptions about the objectivity of those conditions are just as much
constructions as the conditions themselves. This leads to relativism. Edwards et al. (1995)
responded to this criticism with the examples of furniture and death. The physical existence of
furniture is evidence that things exist independently of discourse. And death, particularly

reprehensible death caused through genocide or murder, is morally ‘real’ (p. 92). Realists

respond that in such cases detached relativism makes evil possible (Hjelm, 2014, p. 92).

Another example is gravity. Hjelm (2014) explains:

It is one thing to say that the meaning of, say, gravity is dependent on our
ways of talking about it — a position that all constructionists would happily
embrace. It is another for me to jump out of a sixth story window and assume
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a safe landing because 1I’m shouting ‘I’m not falling!” on the way down. (p.
93, italics in original)

For example, in the embryology chapter, the verses of the Qur'an describing the embryo
appear to exist objectively, while the different interpretations vary according to the definers’
needs, as in the examples of iERA and Bucaille. Thus, even though humans can only

understand their world through discursive constructs, their constructs can still be tested

against the real world, which exists independently of them.

Discourse in the world

Because they study oral and written discourses, constructionist theories are often criticised for
not being able to answer why-questions (Hjelm, 2014, p. 93). Their assumption is that
discourse influences thoughts about the world, but they seldom reveal the mechanisms of how

discourse does that.

Where is the self?

The above spectrum of contention subsequently raises the question of human agency. If the
human world is a product of society, then how much agency do individuals have in it? And
how does social constructionism account for individual subjectivity, differences, thoughts,
motivations, and so on? The self would seem to disappear in a socially constructed human
world. It becomes ‘an effect of language, fragmented and distributed across discourses and

interactions’ (Burr, 1995, p. 179). Thus the relationship between the individual and society
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becomes problematic. Is it bottom-up, where the individual pre-exists society, or top-down,

where society pre-exists the individual?

If the relationship is bottom-up, then society is the result of individual decisions and actions.
This preserves human agency but does not explain homogeneity and order in society. Burr
(1995) asks, “Why should millions of individuals independently choose to get married, have
children, decorate their houses in similar ways or wear similar kinds of clothes?’ (p. 182) On
the other hand, if the relationship is top-down, then it does away with human agency or turns
it into an illusion. Human choices become a product of their own society’s values and norms.
Critiquing social constructionism from the perspective of psychology, Burr notes that a
socially constructed discourse means the death of the subject. lan Parker (1999) argues that

social constructionist theories of psychology need to reincorporate agency and subjectivity.

Ontological premises of this thesis

Hjelm (2014, p. 109) advocates that in any constructionist work, it is important to define the
ontological premises. This thesis does not subscribe to anti-realism, i.e. the position that all of
reality is socially constructed and, thus, that there isn’t a real ‘'world out there' (Hjelm, p. 93)
to be understood empirically; in other words, that all of reality is socially constructed. In the
relativist view, since humans can only understand and experience their world through
language, then reality depends entirely on constructs. This is the ‘world in discourse’ (Hjelm,
p. 88). The next question in the realist approach is, what is specifically being constructed? If

it’s not all of reality, then what? The way that humans make sense of their world is primarily
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through language. Thus, the focus of this thesis is the construction of narratives in IERA's

da'wah.

1.3.8 Theological framework

The theological frame of this thesis is limited to Sunni Islam due to the fact that IERA works
within this tradition. The core texts that inform Sunni exegesis are the Qur'an, the Sunnah, the
four main schools of thought, and the following authoritative tafsirs: al-Tabari (d. 923 CE),
al-Zamakhshari (d. 1143 CE), al-Baidawi (d. 1260 CE), al-Qurtubi (d. 1273 CE), Ibn Kathir
(d. 1373 CE) and al-Jalalayn (1459 and1505 CE). Often the later tafsirs are very similar to the
earlier ones, e.g. to that of al-Tabari, due to taglid, or the process of not imitating the

traditional exegeses.

1.3.9 Use of the term “‘Narrative’

The term 'narrative' is defined by Abbot (2002) as the ‘representation of an event or a series of
events' (p. 11). The larger definition of “narrative’ is adopted in this study, which involves the
triangle: event -> representation -> audience (Abbott, p. 15). Additionally, Coffey and
Atkinson (1996) argue that a narrative should be viewed in terms of the functions that it

serves for the teller’ (Bryman, 2001, p. 401).
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1.4 Method used in this study

1.4.1 Data collection

This research was informed by Berger and Luckmann's social construction of knowledge. To
explore if and how iERA constructed these two main narratives, several of the organisation's
works were selected for examination. A development in the narratives was not the initial
focus of this thesis and was not immediately apparent, because the aim was to explore
whether IERA was promoting a particular doctrine in its GORAP discourse. However, the
evolution of the two narratives began to gradually appear, and it became interesting to
examine this process. To survey this development, it was important to also to compare a

selection of iIERA's works on the same topic.

Data collection began with transcribing the seven training videos of iERA’s GORAP.
Subsequent research highlighted two main narratives: embryology revelation in the Qur'an
(I'jaz "llmi) and the Kalam Cosmological Argument. Tzortzis has published essays on his
website to support the various arguments in the videos. For iERA’s use of the embryo
narrative, | searched for the deleted document on the topic authored by Tzortzis, and the
search also yielded a critical document developed by anonymous atheists online to counter
this narrative. Other relevant works on the topic were a later essay by Tzortzis advocating an

alternative approach and the GORAP video of 2014.

Thus, the works examined for the I'jaz narrative were:
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1. A 2011 document by Tzortzis with an exegesis of Qur'an 23:12-15,
2. A blog post by Tzortzis proposing a different approach,

3. iIERA's 2014 video with an overview of GORAP.

For the Kalam narrative, a combination of videos and texts were also collected:

1. A GORAP video featuring Green, posted in 2012,

2. An undated essay (after 2011) posted on Tzortzis' blog: 'The Qur'anic Argument for
God's Existence’,

3. Atalk by Tzortzis filmed and published in 2013,

4. A GORAP video by Tzortzis from 2014.

1.4.2 Data analysis

To examine the narrative of scientific revelations in the Qur'an, I conducted an analysis of
IERA’s online texts in two genres (a blog post as well as transcripts of training videos) and
the text of Maurice Bucaille in this area. | further consulted classical exegeses on the same
Qur'anic verse in order to find out to what extent modern interpretations might depart from
the classical in light of modern science and, if they do, how they construct the narrative
through their re-interpretations. I also investigated the historical development of the

inimitability of the Qur'an in order to put the scientific miracles narrative into context.

A document written by Tzortzis in 2011 provided an exegesis of the Qur'anic description of

the embryo in verses 23:12-15, in which he argued that the description was scientifically
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accurate and consistent with modern knowledge. iERA thus used this verse to argue for the
divine nature of the Qur'an and for the prophethood of Muhammad. A controversy then
followed the online publication of this document, to which Tzortzis reacted in the subsequent
redrafting of the work in question before finally removing it altogether and replacing it with
an alternative approach. The training video (iERA, 2014b) reflects this change in discourse
that distances iIERA from directly using I'jaz 'limi in their arguments. To find out how this
narrative was initially constructed by Tzortzis, | transcribed the videos and compared them
with Tzortzis’ work on embryology to study the organisation’s inter-discursive texts. In
addition, I compared other texts on the same subject, such as Bucaille’s work, to contextualize
the subject and to survey its inter-textual aspects. The reason that Bucaille’s text was chosen
is because of Bucaille’s pivotal role in propelling this narrative forward and in targeting a
Western audience, as will be discussed below. It was also relevant to find out to what extent
the interpretations departed from or remained close to authoritative traditional exegeses, each
case with its own implications. When interpretations diverged, it was interesting to see what

processes were used and to what end.

To examine IERA’s use of the Kalam Cosmological Argument, | examined William Lane
Craig’s development of this argument in his book On Guard (2010), a practical manual for
Christian apologists, and compared it with how iIERA adapted the argument for da'wah to
argue for the existence of a deity. Tzortzis was accused of plagiarising Craig, and he
subsequently apologised in a post on his personal blog (Tzortzis, 2013Db). Craig is aware of the

plagiarism®.

® In a conversation with the researcher, March 2015, University of Birmingham.
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1.5 A survey of research on da‘wah narratives

The purpose of this review of the literature is twofold, to identify gaps in the knowledge on

the topic of da'wah narratives, and to identify an appropriate research method for this thesis.

1.5.1 Da'wah

Surveying the existing research on da'wabh yields very little in the way of examining da'wah
narratives, except for hermeneutical approaches to Qur'anic verses that are not within the
context of proselytism. A notable book on da‘'wabh is Larry Poston’s Islamic Da'wah in the
West (1992), which surveys the different proselytism paradigms in North America by Muslim
organisations from overseas. Poston examines in particular the da'wah approaches of Abu
‘Ala’ al-Mawdudi and Hassan al-Banna, whom he calls the ‘pioneers of modern Islamic
pietism’ (p. 64). He borrows the term Pietist from Christianity and sees Sufism as a similar
movement within Islam to Christianity’s move towards Pietism. He describes Christian Pietist

missiology as follows (pp. 59-60):

1. Anemphasis on individual conversion, personal experience and spiritual life rather
than preoccupation with liturgy and religious institutions;

2. An activist approach to spiritual growth instead of conformity to orthodox doctrines;

3. Promoting a separation between the spiritual and the political, ‘the effect of this being
the ability to enter a target society at a level other than that occupied by the controlling

agencies of that society’;
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4. *An eschatological motivation” more concerned with the salvation of the individual

than the nation.

Poston links al-Banna’s pietism to his Sufi background in discussing his strategy of starting
with the Muslim individual by bringing them to the true Islam, then the family, then the
umma (Muslim community), and finally the Islamic state (p. 67). Al-Mawdudi also wanted to
reform Muslims’ faith and practices and his da'wah approach began with Muslim individuals.
He began to address political and social questions only after the establishment of Jama’at-i
Islami. Al-Mawdudi was also raised in a (strict) Sufi household. What they have in common
is their bottom-up strategy, which Poston calls ‘internal-personal’ as opposed to the top-down
strategy, ‘external-institutional’ (p. 49). These are further discussed later in the chapter. This
approach is based on the prophetic model: Muhammad began his mission, as shown in the
Mecca verses, preaching the basic foundations of monotheism, and as the community of his
followers grew, his mission became increasingly concerned with ritual, practice and law in
the Madinah period. Poston then goes on to look at how da'wah was institutionalised in North
America. He also attempts to explore the profiles and experiences of converts, but

unfortunately it was ‘met with such suspicion that for the most part, it had to be abandoned’

(p. 8).

While Poston’s book contributes significantly to our knowledge of da'wah in North America,
what it lacks is the identification of the Salafi movement. Poston never uses the term *Salafi’,
even though he was advised by Muslim experts, and instead opts for using the terms Pietist

and reformist. This could be understandable as his work was published in 1992, i.e. before
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Salafism as a movement became better known in the West, which began to take place later in

that decade.

1.5.2 Scientific miracles in the Qur'an

Campanini (2005) explores how a philosophical hermeneutic approach can be used to
interpret the Qur'anic verses related to cosmological and natural descriptions. He adopts Hans
Gadamer’s perspective that the text is a fixed linguistic object that has its own rules, and the

interpreter brings to the text their own presuppositions that result in a personal interpretation.

He provides an overview of the three positions concerning the relationship between science
and the Qur'an: complete agreement between them, partial agreement, and no agreement.
Scholars have taken different stances in each case. Proponents of the complete agreement
between science and the Qur'an believe that since the Qur'an is for all times and all people, it
contains all of human knowledge and, therefore, scientific knowledge can be extracted from
it. Subsequently they believe that the revelations in the Qur'an are scientific miracles because
Muhammad and his contemporaries did not have that knowledge. Additionally, any apparent
contradictions between the Qur'an and modern science are due to human errors or wrong
theories. When this position insists on a literalist reading of the text, it can restrict scientific
interpretations, for example if the text is understood to describe the Earth as flat then the
interpreter cannot probe any further (p. 50). For example, Saudi preacher Bandar al-Khaybari

recently responded to a question about the Earth’s rotation by insisting that the Earth is
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stationary and the sun revolves around it’. Those who reject any agreement between the text
and science defend this stance by arguing that religion and science deal with very different
topics and purposes. The third position, fundamentally a reconciliatory one, argues that the
Qur'an is a spiritual guidebook rather than a book of science. There remain for this position
the verses that are related to the natural world, and subsequently its proponents believe that
they are meant to provoke thinking and contemplation of human existence and the
relationship with the divine. There are disagreements within this group as to what extent the

Qur'an can be claimed to be scientifically miraculous.

Campanini discusses two scholars’ views on the topic: Ibn Rushd (d. 1198 CE) and Nasr
Hamid Abu Zayd (d. 2010 CE). 1bn Rushd favoured philosophical hermeneutics based on a
linguistic, not esoteric, interpretation that reconciles the seeming contradictions between the

text and human knowledge. Campanini (2005) writes about Ibn Rushd’s method:

Language displays the being as it is, but the different sides of being are
captured by the different ways in which language can be understood. In this
sense, the role of the interpreter is central: it is the interpreter who decodes
the meanings of the text and its linguistic structures. 1bn Rushd, on a semantic
level, regards as equivalent two propositions so apparently in contradiction as
‘the world is created” and “the world is eternal’. These propositions are
equally true because they are only expressed in different linguistic ways. (pp.
57-8, my italics)

Therefore, Campanini places Ibn Rushd in the camp of the Qur'an and science being in partial
agreement. For Ibn Rushd, science and revelation are different expressions of the same Truth,

and therefore do not contradict each other. His position, however, inevitably results in the

necessity of interpreting the text allegorically when differences between the two do surface.

" English subtitles provided by MEMRI: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-9Jp_XCvVto (Accessed:
19 February 2015).
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On the other hand, Egyptian liberal theologian Abu Zayd argued for the historicity of the text,
which means that it can only be interpreted linguistically and therefore not as a carrier of
scientific truths. However, an exegesis of the text is not simply a linguistic analysis but a
‘hermeneutical circle’” (Campanini p. 59), or a dialectic in Berger’s terms, between the
interpreted text and the interpreter. Campanini concludes that the above three hermeneutical
approaches to the text do not necessarily have to be contradictory, since the intentions of the
interpreter lead to a plurality of meanings (p. 60). Finally, he quotes Mu'tazili proponent

Hassan Hanafi (b. 1935 CE) on the validity of a plurality of interpretations:

There is no true or false interpretation, right or wrong understanding. There

are only different efforts to approach the text from different motivations...

There is no one interpretation of a text... An interpretation of a text is

essentially pluralistic. (p. 60)
Campanini and others attempt to reconcile the contradictions between the Qur'anic and
modern scientific knowledge, as well as between the three different positions above. His
argument for a plurality of meanings of a text is valid. Campanini fails, however, to be

persuasive on how a reader who is a believer can achieve certainty in their faith if the text is

not perceived as an absolute and does not provide such certainty.

The approach could lead to a democratisation and personalisation of scriptural interpretation.
While Salafi scholars encourage Muslims to read and find their proofs in the Qur'an, their aim
is not a plurality of meanings, but the opposite: the homogenisation of religious beliefs and
practices. In The Sacred Canopy (1967), Berger argued that Protestantism led to
secularisation. Protestantism aimed to return to Biblical Christianity by removing

intermediaries between the individual and the text. Its leaders encouraged Christians to read
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the Bible, the Word of God, and this reduced the individual’s relationship with the divine to
the text, which proved to be a fragile connection. This increasingly secularised life as religion
receded from the public to the personal and private, and rationality gradually eroded the

textual connection.

Historicity of the Qur'anic text

On the other hand, Abu Zayd argues that ‘the text is a cultural and historical product’ (quoted
in Campanini, 2005, p. 58). In addition, Abu Zayd iterates a less popular opinion than the

Muslim mainstream:

in the last analysis, religious texts are simply linguistic texts. This means that
they belong to a well-determined cultural structure, that they have been
produced in agreement with the laws of the culture which gave birth to them
and whose language represents correctly. (quoted in Campanini, p. 58)
Campanini further asserts that ‘[o]ne of the most serious issues contemporary Islamic culture

is facing in its confrontation with modernity is the problem of the historicisation of the Qur'an

and Qur'anic hermeneutics’ (p. 59).

An important book on the topic of scientific revelations in the Qur'an is by an opponent of the
approach, Algerian Muslim astrophysicist Nidhal Guessoum (b. 1960 CE). In Islam’s
Quantum Question: Reconciling Muslim Tradition and Modern Science (2011), Guessoum
critiques the methodology of proponents of the scientific miracles narrative and provides his

own approach, inspired by Muslim scholar Ibn Rushd (Averroes). He questions the reasons
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behind the popularity of the I'jaz 'llmi trend in the Muslim world and asks important

questions:

What kind of understanding does the Muslim world have of science today?

What level of critical thinking and analysis do we find in the Muslim

society? How eager are Muslim peoples today to turn their general defeat in

all fields into a position of precedence and superiority and to convince

themselves that their religion and civilisation are indeed true — in the absolute

sense — and superior? (p. 166)
Khir (2000) provides a useful classification of scholars according to their stances regarding
the scientific miracles in the Qur'an. They are categorised as: the modernists, the advocates,
the rejectionists, and the moderates (pp. 24-32). The modernists advocate a reinterpretation of
religious concepts regarding modern science and human knowledge and appear to be
influenced by Western ideas. This perspective was first proposed by Sayyid Ahmed Khan (d.
1898 CE). The advocates support a scientific exegesis of the Qur'an and include M. Rashid
Rida (d. 1905 CE). As their name implies, the rejectionists are opposed to this approach that
is seen to do injustice to both science and religion. Bint al-Shati' (d. 1998 CE) is among the
rejectionists. Khir thinks that they tend to be supported by traditionalists; however, his view
was not confirmed by this study, as evidenced by Salafi scholar Abdul Majid al-Zindani (b.
1942 CE) and the Saudi Commission of the Scientific Miracles in the Qur'an. Finally, the
moderates, such as Hassan al-Banna (d. 1949 CE), take a conciliatory position between the
supporters and opponents. They do not object to the use of science to better understand the
Qur'an; however, they are of the view that interpretations must adhere to the methodologies of
exegesis. Khir, furthermore, discusses Qutb's (d. 1966 CE) position on this issue as a

moderate supporter. Khir rightly points to the difference between the Islamic experience with

science with that of Christianity's, in that medieval Islamic scholars pursued the sciences to
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better understand the Qur'an’s signs. However, in the modern era, and perhaps due to the
strong influence of modern science, the proponents of I'jaz 'limi are less interested in
discovering the natural world than in either validating particular religious beliefs or
reconciling apparently contradictory claims by science and religion, exacerbated by a literalist
reading of the scripture. This issue will be further explored in this thesis. Khir offers a helpful
recommendation that scholars differentiate between exegesis and commentaries. The first
would provide explanations particularly related to context or language. The second, on the
other hand, could present opinions built upon the exegesis. Khir comments: 'If scientific
interpretations are viewed in the light of human constructions, there will be no objection in
principle against them' (p. 33), but their validity will depend on their methods and evidence.
The approach that is undertaken in this study is that interpretations in the area of I'jaz 'llmi are

constructs.

Abu-Milha (2003) adopts Khir's four categories above towards the scientific miracles trend.
He provides an overview of scientific knowledge in pre-Islamic civilisations and explores the
possible venues through which they may have reached the Arabs. They may have been
through trade, with the resulting exchange of knowledge and culture. Another possible
channel was from the Hellenistic world through Nestorian missionary activity among Arabs
and from Byzantine-Greek culture through Monophysite Christian missionary work. War
among neighbouring Byzantine, Persian and Abyssinian powers as well as the migration or
displacement of populations could have been another channel through which Arabs may have
encountered more advanced knowledge about the natural world than their own. Abu-Milha
does not explore the academy or hospital of the Persian Jundishapur that some historians

claim to have had some influence on the Arabs' scientific knowledge through the physician al-
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Harith bin Kalada (Fiori, 2015). Further research into this institution would be useful to better
understand the context of the early Islamic period. iIERA, as will be seen in Chapter Three,
has attempted to deny such a link with Jundishapur. Furthermore, Abu-Milha highlights that
the Pythagoras (d. c. 495 BCE) had argued that the Earth's shape is spherical and that the
moon reflects the sun's light, and Thales (d. c. 546 BCE) reached the conclusion that water
was at the origin of living beings. Abu-Milha undertakes interesting work through translation
theory to explore to what extent scientific exegeses remain faithful to the Arabic linguistic
meanings in the Qur'an. His purpose is only to explore how those meanings were expanded to
incorporate scientific knowledge, and how this process masks the original meanings for non-
Arabic speakers. Through comparing 25 verses related to the Creation, Abu-Milha finds that
Arberry's translation is the closest reflection of the Arabic text, followed by that of Shakir,

then Yusuf Ali and Pickthall concurrently, and lastly al-Hilali and Khan.

Guessoum (2011) critiques a prominent propagator in the Middle East of the scientific
miracles (I'jaz 'l1imi), Egyptian geologist and television preacher Zaghloul al-Naggar (b. 1933

CE). He outlines (pp. 156-7) al-Naggar’s ten guiding principles, worth listing here briefly:

1. A good understanding of the Qur'an and the rules of the Arabic language;

2. Consulting the commentaries on the Qur'an, such as the reasons for the revelations and
the hadiths;

Grouping the scattered verses on a topic before working on a new interpretation;
Avoiding exaggerating interpretations or squaring circles, so to speak, in order to
reconcile them with modern science;

Avoiding questions around ghayb, the unseen which is exclusively known to God;
Interpreters should limit themselves to their own areas of scientific expertise;
Maintaining accuracy and intellectual honesty;

Using only established scientific facts, not uncertain theories, except in the cases of
Cosmology and Creation; significantly, Zaghloul here argues that Qur'anic statements
on these issues can be elevated to established truth because they are not directly
observable;

~w
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9. Distinguishing between a scientifically-informed exegesis, which relies on yet
uncertain scientific knowledge, and the scientific miracles, which are based on
established scientific facts;

10. Respecting the tradition of previous scholars.

Even though most of the principles are generally accepted, Guessoum is critical that
proponents of I'jaz do not adhere to them. For example, al-Naggar himself breaks the sixth
principle by delving into the topic of embryology in the Qur'an while he himself is a
geologist. Guessoum also advocates a plurality of meanings for the text without either
burdening it with I'jaz 'llmi, or denying that it can carry new meanings other than those of the
Prophet and the companions (see, for example, p. 160). Guessoum proposes that the Qur'an
has multiple layers of meaning, it is not wrong, and human knowledge of the natural world
changes over time. Any attempt to understand natural descriptions in the Qur'an should take
those three principles as a starting point. This approach, again, liberates the Qur'an from
literalism and problematic claims and allows believers to have a more personal relationship
with it. Therefore, it is constructive for the individual. However, at the level of the
institutional construction of knowledge and providing certainty in an uncertain world, this
approach will not suffice and will have to be adopted cautiously. It requires a methodology
that restrains the enthusiastic exegete, as shall be seen in iERA's handling of the embryo
interpretation in Chapter Four. Guessoum acknowledges the challenges of this position. He
proposes the possibility of a synthesis of science and religion similar to Ibn Rushd's attempt
but admits his inability to formulate one (p. 217). While Guessoum's intentions are admirable,
a solution to this dilemma could in fact be the opposite: to separate the two, as religion is
more concerned with the personal and spiritual and science with understanding and bettering

our world.
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1.5.3 Kalam Cosmological Argument in Islamic da‘'wah

While research is available on the Kalam Cosmological Argument, there aren't studies that

investigate it in the modern da'wah context.

1.6 Notes on Saheeh International’s translation of the Qur'an

Saheeh International's translation of the Qur'an (2013) is published by the Saudi-based al-
Muntada al-Islami. The full-text along with al-Jalalayn's commentary and other translations
are available online (www.quran.com). It includes comments that reflect its Salafi leanings,
which is the reason that it was used in this study®. For example, a footnote to Qur'an 2:19
expounds on the issue of divine attributes (hearing, sight, hands, anger, being encompassing,
etc.) and stresses as 'correct belief' the following, consistent with Ibn Taymiyya's (d. 1328

CE) views:

Correct Islamic belief requires faith in the existence of these attributes as
Allah has described them without applying to them any allegorical meanings
or attempting to explain how a certain quality could be (...) and without
comparing them to creation or denying that He (...) would have such a

quality. (p. 4)
This addendum is not part of the commentary of al-Jalalayn (Al-Siyuti, and al-Mahali, 1505),
which is available on Sahih's Qur'an website. In addition, consistently with the stance of the
Saudi government on atheism (Withnall, 2014), Saheeh International lists ‘disbelief and its

imposition on others' — along with terrorism — among the examples of fitnah (discord or

® In the analysis of iERA's scientific interpretation, two other translations were also included for
comparative purposes.
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strife). Lisan al-Arab, by contrast, defines fitnah as an affliction, a test, an ordeal, disbelief

(without mentioning its imposition), and disagreements in opinions (Ibn Manthour, 1290).

1.7 On the terminology ‘convert’ versus ‘revert’ and Fitrah

The Islamic worldview sees people as born Muslim, with the innate belief (fitrah) in God, and

that they are taught to be other than Muslim, such as Christian or atheist, by their parents.

This is based on the Qur'anic verse:

So direct your face toward the religion, inclining to truth. [Adhere to] the
fitrah of Allah upon which He has created [all] people. No change should
there be in the creation of Allah. That is the correct religion, but most of the

people do not know. (Qur'an 30:30)

Hadiths in both al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim also repeat it:

Narrated Abu Huraira:

Allah's Messenger said, 'No child is born except on al-Fitrah (Islam) and then
his parents make him Jewish, Christian or Magian, as an animal produces a
perfect young animal: do you see any part of its body amputated?' Then he
[recited,] 'The religion of pure Islamic Faith (Hanifa), (i.e. to worship none
but Allah), The pure Allah's Islamic nature with which He (Allah) has created
mankind. Let There be no change in Allah's religion (i.e. to join none in
Allah's worship). That is the straight religion; but most of men know not...'
(Sahih Muslim, Book 30, Hadith 30)

Therefore, some Muslims prefer the English term ‘revert to Islam’ rather than ‘convert’ to

indicate this return to the innate nature. However, the first use of the term 'revert' in English is
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uncertain. Zebiri (2008) explains it in reference to born Muslim reverts as 'Muslims who
discover or rediscover their faith' (p. 39). By contrast, in Arabic the common wordings are:
‘became Muslim’ (aslama), ‘entered Islam’ (dakhala fil-Islam), or ‘embraced Islam’

(I’tanaga al-Islam). The term “convert’ is used in this study.

1.8 Structure of the thesis

Following this introductory chapter, iIERA is introduced in Chapter Two and situated in the
wider context of da'wah. For this purpose, the late Saudi Mufti Bin Baz's position on da'wah
and the qualities of the proselytisers is examined. Chapters Three and Four are similar in
structure. In Chapter Three the evolution of the concept of the Qur'an's miraculous nature
(I'jaz al-Qur'an) is surveyed in order to study the historical contingency of the narrative. In
modern times, the trend of Bucaillism is highlighted because it further popularised the
narrative internationally. iERA's controversial exegesis of the embryo verses in the Qur'an is
then examined, along with atheist and Muslim critics of this approach. The charity's second
narrative, the Kalam Cosmological Argument, is examined in Chapter Four, again with the
historical development of the argument until modern times, and criticism of iIERA's adoption
of the argument by atheist as well as Muslim detractors. An in-depth analysis of both
narratives is then undertaken in Chapter Five through the application of social
constructionism, with interesting results. Particularly, the process of how iERA constructed
each narrative is examined and reveals the dialectic between iIERA and its audience. Finally,
Chapter Six provides a summary of the research and highlights areas that will be of interest

for future research.
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1.9 Findings

This thesis was able to investigate how IERA developed its Qur'anic embryo miracles and
Kalam narratives between 2011 and 2014 through examining a select number of the
organisation's essays and videos. Understanding iIERA's processes was useful to see how it
has built a da'wah template that users appreciate for being practical, simple and targeted. In
the case of I'jaz al-Qur'an (Chapter Three), IERA resorted to a scientific exegesis of Chapter
23 verses 12-15 that describe the development of the embryo. While iIERA's methodology
was largely faithful to traditional exegeses by starting with the classical definitions of the
terms, their commentary then took a significant leap by stretching the meanings to fit
contemporary scientific information. Challenges to their work then pressured iERA to revise
the document four times between October 2011 and April 2012, before finally deleting it and
advocating a different approach by 2013. Similarly, the adoption of William L. Craig's Kalam
Cosmological Argument was marred by iIERA's plagiarism of the American Baptist
apologist's work. The investigation into iIERA's process revealed that, what began as a
simplistic presentation of Craig's more complex template, was modified to bring it more in
line to Islamic principles, and particularly, to include Ibn Taymiyya's (d. 1328 CE) arguments
rather than Craig's use of al-Ghazali's (d. 1111 CE)°. The changes again reflect interactions
with iIERA's audience; however, the charity was able to maintain this narrative. iERA has
stated in several instances that its goal is to challenge widespread atheist narratives and make

a 'rational and positive' case for Islam. Analysing these processes demonstrated how iERA

% Ibn Taymiyya was a medieval conservative, Hanbali theologian and reformist who sought to unify
various Muslim factions under a single doctrine that reconciles reason and revelation (Laoust, 2012).
He is discussed in greater depth later in this thesis. Al-Ghazali was a theologian, thinker and religious
reformer whose works on philosophy had a significant influence on Islamic theology and the
incorporation of philosophical methods (Watt, 2012).
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tried to do this through the use of modern scientific facts and rational argumentation. An
equally important purpose of adopting this approach is to reassure Muslims of their faith

while at the same time providing of a sense of purpose through involvement in da'wah.

1.10 Limitations

The main drawback of utilising this approach to analysing the construction processes is that it
limited the research to how-questions based on the texts and videos. Thus, any attempts to
understand the intentions, goals or reasons of iERA's work is restricted to what is available
online. Answering why-questions then relies on the context within which iERA works and
statements made by Green and Tzortzis. iIERA has been forthcoming to an extent about its
goals to counter atheist arguments, which was helpful for the analysis. Furthermore, due to
the nature of IERA's work online, the Internet was used to find critics of the charity's work.
This had to be done cautiously as sources are difficult to verify. However, a positive aspect of
the Internet is that it is a record, albeit limited, of events. Thus it was possible to find some of
IERA's interactions with its detractors and challengers. Further research, e.g. interviews,

would be useful to fully understand the iIERA's reasons and processes.

1.11 Conclusion

This introductory chapter explained the change of the thesis' initial focus and finding IERA's
da'wah work online. The frame as well as the method of the investigation were detailed, along

with a survey of existing research. Finally, the chapter also provides an outline of the thesis
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and its findings. The next chapter will introduce the charity iERA, its two main public figures,

and locate it in the wider Salafi and Islamic da'wah contexts.
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CHAPTER TWO

INTRODUCING iERA

This chapter introduces iERA with profiles of Abdurraheem Anthony Green and Hamza
Andreas Tzortzis, their conversion experiences in their own words and the da'wah approach
that they developed. In order to shed some perspective on why IERA is encouraging
mobilising young people to do da'wah and what is different about iERA's model, it's helpful
to look at the bigger picture of da'wah in Islam, specifically in the Qur'an. The late Saudi
Mufti Abdul Aziz Bin Baz’s recommendations on da'wah are also examined along with the
Saudi institution for spreading the religion, the Muslim World League. It also discusses
conversion as it relates to da'wah, to extract from the studies of al-Qwidi and Kdse on

conversion whether da'wah had any impact on participants' decision to convert.

2.1 Who is iIERA?

The Islamic Education and Research Academy (with the resulting catchy acronym iERA) is a
registered charity in the UK working towards training Muslims to invite to Islam and to
‘create a mass movement in da'wah?. It branded itself on its website as the 'new era in
da'wah', while its Twitter profile states: 'IERA is a UK-based charity dedicated to articulating
an intelligent and compassionate case for #Islam all over the world' (iERA, 2016). It was

founded in 2009 by Abdurraheem (Anthony) Green, a British convert to Islam from a Roman

10 See: http://www.missiondawah.com/about-us/ (Accessed: 15 June 2015).
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Catholic background. Among its speakers are Green (b. 1962 CE) and Hamza (Andreas)
Tzortzis (b. 1980 CE), a Greek convert to Islam and a former member of Hizb ut-Tahrir. The
organisation is being investigated by the Charity Commission (2014) into its events, invited
external speakers, and payments to trustees'’. As part of their da'wah training activities, iIERA
speakers travel both within the UK and internationally to give talks and take part in various
events. Online, iERA maintains several websites under its umbrella, including
NewMuslims.com and its flagship project MissionDawah.com. Its website reported in 2015
that iIERA had organized 72 da'wah missions in the UK and also delivered training in 17

countries (see Image 2.1 for locations in 2016).

Image 2.1

iERA is now giving Dawah in more than 80% of the countries in the WORLD

£30 a month, just 99p a day! ———

£ DONATE NOW =
«ET)  WWW.IERA.ORG | CALL 03000 111 365 <i¥%)

Source: www.facebook.com/AbdurraheemGreen.
(Accessed: 16 September 2016).

! The Council of ex-Muslims of Britain (2014) documented past instances when Green and Tzortzis
made statements that the Council described as hate speech. Both have clarified their controversial
previous views; see http://www.hamzatzortzis.com/clarifications-and-responses/ (accessed: 15
September 2016) and iIERA's response to the Council's report: https://www.iera.org/2014/05/iera-
responds-fraudulent-document-written-anti-religion-extremists/ (accessed: 15 September 2016).
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The organisation is also very active on social media. The number of Facebook followers of its
Mission Dawah page nearly doubled within a year to over 646,000 in June 2015, while Green
had over 721,000 Facebook followers. These figures have reached over 1 million and over
800,000 on 17 February 2016, respectively. Monitoring iERA's Mission Dawah page on Facebook
consistently showed a demographic of 18 to 24 year-olds in October 2014, mainly in the Malaysian
capital at the time. While on 10 November 2014, the city of highest followers was in Riyadh.
Unfortunately, Facebook's demographic feature is no longer publicly available. In 2014, iERA stirred
controversy again when five young men who were involved in its Mission Dawah project in
Portsmouth travelled to Syria to join the Islamic State (in al-Sham and Iraq) and were later all killed
(Burke, 2015). However, iERA (2014a) denied that they were members of the organisation and
explained that they had only purchased its da'wah products online where they are available to the
public. It further stated that Green 'has repeatedly implored members of the Muslim community in the
UK and Internationally not to leave the important work of community engagement in their homelands'
(iERA, 2014a). In fact, Mission Dawah aims to produce grassroots da‘'wah teams which the
organisation promotes and supports; it is unclear to what extent it does this but they do not appear to

be institutionally affiliated with iERA.

As part of its training program, iERA has developed a simplified blueprint to da'wah called
GORAP. The acronym stands for four steps of argumentation in the following order: God’s
existence, Oneness (of God), Revelation and Prophethood. Videos explaining the GORAP
steps are available on the iERA website as well as its YouTube channel. They are
complemented online by essays written by Tzortzis on topics related to da'wah, such as the
inimitability of the Qur'an, and offline through various workshops and talks. The group adopts
a 'cool' approach that primarily targets the Muslim youth. It uses bright and colourful visuals

online and memorable slogans for its da'wah campaigns, such as “What’s your goal?’ during
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the 2014 World Cup in Brazil and #WhoDoYouLove in April 2015, a combined online and
offline campaign to communicate to non-Muslims why Muslims love the Prophet. These

campaigns, among others, now recur annually.

IERA’s financial statements between 2011 and 2015 show a diminishing income, nearly
£658,000 in 2015 and a drop from over £817,000 two years earlier (see Screenshot 2.1
below). Although the iERA main offices are located in London, it is listed as based in Canada

on the Charity Commission website™.

Screenshot 2.1.

Source: www.charitycommission.org.uk.

12
See:

http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/FinancialHistory.aspx?Regist

eredCharityNumber=1134566&SubsidiaryNumber=0 (Accessed: 17 March 2016).
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In addition, iIERA maintains online stores on its One Reason website for da'wah books and on the
Mission Dawah website which provides a combination of free and purchasable da‘'wah paraphernalia

(see Appendix A).

2.1.1 Why research iERA?

iERA's da'wah narratives deserved a closer look due to the charity's visibility, including on the
Internet, the scope of countries it operates in, and the international invitations it receives to deliver
da'wah training. iERA's GORAP videos were examined, and they contained familiar theistic
arguments for God's existence used in the Christian evangelical tradition, such as the Watchmaker
analogy. Additionally, and departing from Christian apologism, iERA developed da'wah techniques to
argue for God's oneness, that the Qur'an has a divine source and that Muhammad was a Prophet. The
seven videos posted on MissionDawah.com are as follows:

- Episode 1: Introducing the GORAP + Initiation (23 min)

- Episode 2: Common sense agreement (10 min)

- Episode 3: God’s existence + Oneness (17 min)

- Episode 4: Revelation + Prophethood (23 min)

- Episode 5: Getting the shahadah + After shahadah (14 min)

- Episode 6: Bonus — Da'wah to Christians and Atheists (23 min)

- How to give da'wah with Hamza Tzortzis (40 min)

The first six episodes consist of Haroon Qureshi interviewing Abdurraheem Green on the
steps of GORAP and were filmed in 2012. The last video was filmed later, in 2014, and
features Tzortzis giving a general and more structured overview of the GORAP arguments.
The setting of this video is more informal. Tzortzis is shown sitting with a group of six young
trainees in front of a stadium. They are all wearing purple T-shirts with iERA’s World Cup
2014 slogan “What’s your goal?” as seen in Screenshot 2.2 below. The da'wah slogan was

developed to coincide with the 2014 World Cup in Brazil when iERA organised its annual

Global Da'wah Day. It is possible to see in the videos how iIERA's narrative evolved between
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2012 and 2014, as well as the differences between Tzortzis' and Green's presentations. The

evolution of iIERA's narrative will be further discussed later in this thesis.

Tzortzis giving da'wah training. Source: iERA, 2014b.

Researching iIERA, Green and Tzortzis on Google yielded accusations of plagiarising
Christian apologist William Lane Craig, and critical websites such as RationalSkepticism.org,
Harry's Place (HurryUpHarry.org), MuslimAnswers.net and AsharisAssemble.com. The
search highlighted two main arguments which iERA had drawn ire for from atheists and
Muslims. The first was its plagiarism of an online article by Craig on God's existence and of
his Kalam Cosmological Argument in 2010, and the second was iERA's scientific
reinterpretation of the Qur'anic embryo description between 2011 and 2013, which prompted
online rebuttals from atheists and condemnation of the approach by Muslims. These incidents
raised interesting questions over how iERA constructed these two GORAP narratives and
how those constructs subsequently developed as they came under scrutiny and were
challenged online. The Cosmological Argument supports iERA's first GORAP step on God's
existence, and the embryology in the Qur'an argues for the scripture’s divine origin, which is

the third step in the GORAP template. For the latter, although iERA also uses its linguistic
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uniqueness and historical prophecies as arguments, the Qur'an's scientific miracles is by far
the most controversial and, despite its popularity in many Muslim communities in the Middle
East and Asia, has many Muslim detractors as well. The choice of the narratives for analysis
in this thesis is due to how problematic they were for iERA. The result of the 'embryology
debacle’ was that Tzortzis warned against its use as it caused converts who had been
persuaded by the science in the Qur'an narrative to leave Islam after scrutinising the
arguments against it. iERA subsequently modified how it portrays the natural descriptions in
the Qur'an. And the analysis of the Kalam approach reveals useful insight into Tzortzis'

familiarity with the history of Kalam in Islam, as well as his (mis)handling of his critics.

2.2 How GORAP was developed

According to Green, the idea of GORAP started when he met an Egyptian sheikh, whom he
identifies only as Muhammad bin Isma'il, during his visit to the UK. The sheikh went with
Green to Speaker's Corner and observed him giving da'wah. Afterwards, the sheikh noted that
people were going up to Green to challenge him, and his approach was too defensive. His
perspective was that since the Islamic worldview is very different to the secular, materialistic
worldview of his audience, Green had better explain the worldview rather than the resulting

practices. Green recalls that the sheikh told him:

why don’t you explain the premise, why don’t you show that, look there is a
God, and why don’t you show that God is one, and why don’t you explain to
them that the Qur'an is from God and that Muhammad is the Prophet?
Because if they accept those foundations, then they’ll accept everything that
comes with it. If they don’t accept those foundations, what’s the benefit of
persuading them that pig is bad for you and alcohol is damaging and interest-
based economy is not the best way to go? (iERA, 2012f)
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Green took his advice. He found that there were a limited number of questions that people
asked. He realised that people were more familiar with arguments against God's existence
even when they did not object to the idea of a deity, and it became important to him to refute

those arguments. Green continues:

... so if in your conversation you can dispel or contradict some of those
counter-arguments, then it’s psychologically very powerful to the person
you’re having that conversation with. And that’s why we’ve tried to build
into the GORAP which may... it may seem to some people a little bit
complicated, but it’s based upon years of experience and the understanding
that there is a narrative out there amongst the public — an atheist narrative —
that has to be countered, and the GORAP makes an attempt to counter some
of that narrative as well. (iERA, 2012f)

Green also emphasises good conversational skills as being more important than the arguments

of GORAP. Instead of taking a defensive stance trying to answer a question, he proposes

introducing oneself and smiling in order to make a connection with the person. He explains:

... you smile, almost automatically the person will smile back, they’ll feel...
You know, it’s about state change, it’s about putting the person in a more
comfortable zone so they’re gonna be...[interrupted thought]. So relax the
person because, you know, you want them to be able to accept what you’re
saying. (IERA, 2012f)

2.3 Profiles

The following are Green's and Tzortzis' own narratives about their conversion experiences.
They are relayed here in their own words in order to allow their voices to come through. The
narratives that take shape have parallels with other conversion narratives. They contain
recurring themes such as hidayah and the impact of reading the Qur'an, as well as

retrospection and a narrative arc.
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2.3.1 Abdurraheem (Anthony) Green

Screenshot 2.3.

Source: Screen grab from YouTube.com (Islam Net
Video, 2011).

Green was christened Anthony Vatswaf Galvin Green. He was born in 1964 in Dar al-Salam,
Tanzania while it was still a British colony and where his British father worked as an
administrator. His father was an agnostic until the final few days of his life, when he was
filmed taking his shahadah in hospital. Anthony and his younger brother were raised Roman
Catholic by their Polish mother and grew up in an Upper Middle Class household. In a filmed
talk about his conversion to Islam*®, Green recounts that when his mother was a toddler, her
family fled Poland during the Second World War to Iran then to Kenya (Islam Net Video,
2011). Green says he doesn’t have any recollections of his time in Tanzania. Upon Tanzania’s
independence, when Green was only two years old, the family returned to the UK, where his
father took up employment in Barclays International Bank. At the age of ten Green moved
with his parents to Cairo, Egypt, where his father was tasked with setting up a branch of the
bank and where the family remained for a decade. In this year, 10-year-old Green was sent to
Yorkshire’s Ampleforth College, a monastic boarding school run by Benedictine monks and

where he would spend the next nine or ten years until his graduation, except for holidays

3 The talk was organised in Norway by IslamNet. The audience appears to be predominantly Muslim.
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spent in Egypt. He says he never understood why he was sent there, and while he’s uncertain
that his hatred of the school made him convert to Islam, it did make him question what he was

being taught (Islam Net Video, 2011). He converted to Islam in ca.1988.

According to Green, even though his mother was devout, his home was not religious and she
never taught him about religion. Green explains that the only person who took him to church
was his Aunt Zosha, but “his mother never bothered” (Islam Net Video, 2011). Yet his earliest
memory of a religious instruction was from his mother. Apparently motivated by getting him
into the boarding school, she taught him the Hail Mary prayer. He says he recalls that, even at
the age of 8, the prayer struck him with the idea that Mary was the mother of God, that *‘God
has a mummy’. He goes on to say in what appears to be more of a retrospective reconstruction

of this narrative:

And I’m thinking in my head, ‘God has a mum?’ I’m thinking, God is
supposed to be eternal, without beginning and without end, and God has a
mummy. How... OK, I didn’t really get that. But then you know when your
mum tells you something at that age, | mean you believe it absolutely, you
don’t question what your mum tells you, because what your mum tells you,
you just accept it. I just said well, I figured it out in my head, I said well, if
Mary is the mother of God, the only way that could work out is she had to be
a bigger god than God. [...] So I put that [waves, in the back of his mind]. But
that was my first question. (Islam Net Video, 2011)

Green goes on to talk about the troubling idea of the Trinity, which Muslim converts
sometimes point to as one of the difficulties they had with Christianity. He was given many
examples to illustrate the Trinity which he says are in fact considered heretical in Christian

theology: water in three different states, the human mind, body and soul, the three parts of an

egg, or, he thought, it was akin to the three candles in his mother’s candle-stand. To him, the
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examples are simply people’s efforts to “‘make sense of something that doesn’t make sense’

(Islam Net Video, 2011).

Interestingly, his profile on IERA’s website contradicts his remark that he was not explicitly
taught religion. It states that while he had *strong Christian principles’, he still “‘dabbled with

other religions™**

, without specifically mentioning his conversion to Buddhism, which he
embraced for three years prior to Islam. Green says that while he still thinks that aspects of
Buddhism are true, he came to disagree with its fundamental premise, that ‘life is suffering’
and the cause of it is the self, or the ego, which he equates to the Islamic nafs. Green argues
that not all of life is suffering. He says: ‘Even in the Qur'an, you will find that the nafs is
referred to in negative terms’ (Islam Net Video, 2011). But in actuality, he goes on, the nafs is

‘essential’ and only causes suffering if it exceeds the limits, for example, when hunger

becomes gluttony, anger becomes uncontrollable, or jealousy becomes irrational.

Green became involved in da'wah shortly after converting and proselytised in Hyde Park’s
Speakers Corner for years, at times making controversial remarks or inflammatory anti-
Semitic comments (Council of Ex-Muslims of Britain, 2014). He has also appeared on Zakir
Naik’s Peace TV* and supported the group that founded Salafi Publications, which included

Abu Khadeejah and the late Dawud Burbank (Brown, 2014).

1 See: http://www.iera.org/education/book-a-speaker/meet-our-speakers/abdurraheem-green
(Accessed: 26 April 2016).

15 Zakir Naik (b. 1965 CE) is a popular Indian Islamic televangelist and preacher. He owns the
international broadcasting channel Peace TV as well as several educational institutions in India. He
also founded and heads the Islamic Research Foundation. He stirred controversy and Peace TV was
banned in Bangladesh following being quoted by one of the Dhaka attackers (PTI, 2016). Previously,
he was banned from entering the UK (Home Office, 2010). A report by Stand For Peace (2014) claims
that Naik served as iERA's board of advisors; however, the page on iERA's website that is cited as the
source of this information is no longer online. In addition, iERA's financial reports between 2011 and
2015 do not list Naik as a member of the board. Therefore, it was not possible to confirm this. Swami
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While narrating the story of his conversion to Islam in the above-mentioned YouTube video,

Green expresses his views on the British Empire:

It was not long ago that Britain of course had one of the biggest empires the
world has ever seen. As they said: the sun never set on the British Empire.
And now look at the British Empire. Yeah? All we have left... Hong Kong
went back in 19... what is it... 1999 or 1998. And now all we have is a few
islands in the Atlantic where there’s more sheep than people. The Falkland
Islands (laughs with some in the audience). Had a big battle over that. Some
sheep! You know. That’s it. But you know that’s, that’s one of the signs,
actually, from God. In the Qur'an, Allah says: Travel the Earth and see the
end of those people who rejected faith. See the end of people whose power
and strength is actually greater than yours, more numerous, more powerful,
their buildings were more magnificent. But you can travel the Earth and see
the ruins of those civilisations and see what has become of them. This is the
reality of course that civilisations come and civilisations go, but there are
some truths that always endure. (Islam Net Video, 2011)

In the talk about his conversion to Islam, in a university hall with segregated gender seating,
Green mocks aspects of Catholicism that he experienced as a child in the monastic boarding
school, such as: the literalism of consuming the flesh and blood of Jesus, the weekly
confession, the holiness of the monks whom he saw as his equal to him, not holier (Islam Net
Video, 2011). Green recalls that when he complained about his headmaster, his mother
refused to believe him and thought that the monks were infallible. In contrast to the ritualistic
aspects of Catholicism that Green found absurd, he was exposed to the simplicity of worship
practised by the Muslim cook, Ibrahim, working for his parents in Egypt. Green describes

Ibrahim as a simple and humble man who wore simple clothes, the Egyptian jalabiyyah form

of dress. Seeing Ibrahim pray in his parents’ kitchen had a ‘very powerful impact” on Green

(2008) describes Naik as the 'most influential Salafi ideologue in India’; however, Naik is opposed to
the use of the label 'Salafi' because it leads to divisions among Muslims (Wahhabi Salafi Exposed,
2011).
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as he observed him prostrating silently and privately (Islam Net Video, 2011). He’d hated his
first two years of holidays in Egypt because it was a third-world country that was very
different from Britain. But as he became a teenager between around 15 to 19 years old, he
started looking at it differently. He was becoming disillusioned with Western society and
questioning it along with questions of the purpose of his existence. This was fuelled by his
hatred for the school and why he was being forced to stay there. He had come to feel that he
was just a ‘cog in the wheel’. He refers to Pink Floyd’s phrase ‘Brick in the Wall” — from the
movie The Wall (1982) which he likes ‘even though it has music' — and that he felt he was just
‘part of the machine’ (Islam Net Video, 2011). That was the beginning of his search for a
deeper, more meaningful understanding of existence. In Egypt, after the age of 15, Green
discovered the widely available Hash, the “instant nirvana’ as he calls it, through his brother.
But the 'different states of being' that he experienced through his experimenting with drugs
still did not explain why he existed and what was the purpose of his life (Islam Net Video,

2011).

Green’s long 'hippy" hair at the time of the video made people compare him to Jesus, which he

jokes about:

So I was looking through all of these different religions. And what happened
is that | reached a stage where what | had done is I had invented my own
religion. So what did I do, as I got bits and pieces of all the different, you
know, a bit of Christianity, a bit of Buddhism, a bit of psychosomatic yoga, a
bit of, you know, these New Age philosophies, | got dem bit of rasta stuff,
you know, and I mixed it boom chanka and stuff like that [...], so I got
myself my own religion. | actually still somewhere have the book where I sort
of started to detail its principles. And it was... you know, if I tell you, you’d
probably love it. | could probably form a sect, actually. | could probably do a
cult, you know. It would be quite easy, | mean, [I] look a bit like Jesus
[audience laughs]. (Islam Net Video, 2011)
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The principles of the religion Green developed were: oneness, peace and love. But he thought
that this religion he made was ‘absolutely atrocious’ and it still didn’t answer his question as
to why he was alive. He then gave up and resigned himself to the possibility that there wasn't
an answer to this question. Instead, he started exploring the possibility that money would
bring him happiness. But he confesses that he wasn’t in need of money at this time as the
spending money he received from his father was ‘more than lots of people’s wages’ (Islam
Net Video, 2011). He candidly tells an entertaining story of how he wanted to find the easiest
way to get rich fast, and as he thought about this he realised that while Britons, Americans,
Germans and the Japanese worked hard for their wealth, the Saudis were rich just through
prayer. So he wanted to find out how that had happened. He knew a bit about Islam and the
Qur'an at this point. He bought an English translation of the Qur'an, started reading it, and two
weeks later still hadn’t finished it. Green found it difficult because it didn’t have a structure or
consistency of themes. But it made him think. One day on the train to work in London where
he was a life insurance salesman, he had an epiphany while reading the Qur'an: ‘I said to
myself, if | have ever read a book that’s from God, this is the one’ (Islam Net Video, 2011).
He started to pray the way he remembered Ibrahim praying but without knowing the exact
steps. He recounts an instance when he came across a Muslim bookshop in ‘a part of London
he was not used to' and met a man who thought he was Muslim because of his long 'hippy’
hairstyle (Islam Net Video, 2011). The man invited him to pray in the mosque. Green says he
may have taken the shahadah afterwards but it was a blur. The mosque was owned by Arabs,
and he remarks that Arab mosques are usually very welcoming. He describes leaving the
mosque feeling like he’d “got this shower from the inside’ (Islam Net Video, 2011). He felt

high without drugs.
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Green had another epiphany two years later. He had stopped practising Islam after his then-
girlfriend, whom he was in love with, reacted negatively to the news that he had converted to
Islam. Two years later, while she was in Spain, the relationship suffered when he suspected
that she wasn't faithful to him. She hadn’t contacted him for two weeks while he was at his
parents’ retirement home in Portugal, and he was tormented. His epiphany came while he was
gardening one day, and he blamed the chaos of his life on the fact that he was certain that
Islam was the truth, but he wasn’t living it or doing his daily prayers. He pleaded with God
that if his girlfriend called him that day, he would start doing the five daily prayers. Later that
day, the telephone call did come, and he says that he has been praying ever since, overall only
purposely missing one prayer. He considers that day to be when he became Muslim, not when
he took the shahadah, and emphasises that prayer is what distinguishes a Muslim from a non-

Muslim.

Green ends his talk with expressing how humbled he feels by hidayah, by being privileged to
have been guided to the light of Islam out of the darkness of his previous life. He doesn’t
know what he did to deserve it. Hidayah is a powerful narrative in the Islamic conversion
experience. Green emphasises it when he narrates his father's conversion on his deathbed. In
the YouTube video ‘“The Amazing Story of my Dad’s Shahadah’ (iERA, 2011b), Green is
filmed in Africa talking about his father's hidayah. The camera occasionally cuts away to
show him hiking with his mother. Green recounts how his father converted to Islam days
before his death, while he was on respiratory support in hospital. The 20-minute video
concludes with his father repeating after Abdurraheem, with difficulty, the words of the

Islamic testimony.
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Following his above monologue on his conversion to Islam, Green took a few questions from
the audience. One such question related to whether belief is enough or whether one should
practise the faith. To this Green responds that iman (belief) constitutes three parts: iman with
the heart (faith), the tongue (speech), and the limbs (action). Iman increases or decreases
relatively to one’s obedience to God. Likening the belief-action relationship to people running
when they hear a warning about a fire, he says: ‘Belief must translate itself into action.... [I]f

you really believe, you must have some action’ (Islam Net Video, 2011).

A woman in the audience then asked Green how to deal with her parents who stopped talking
to her after she converted to Islam and wouldn’t allow her to live with them, particularly since
the majority of Islamic opinions prohibit a woman from living alone. Green disagreed with
her on this issue and spoke about his own experience with his parents. They were deeply
disappointed with his conversion and rejection of British lifestyle, they asked him to leave
Portugal and return to London, and they removed him from their will. But the relationship
changed when Green and his wife had their firstborn son. He then advises the woman that if
her parents don’t re-establish a relationship with her after she gets married and has children,
then they may not be worth it because their hearts must be made of stone. Green goes on to
credit Islam with the significant improvement in his relationship with his parents. But after
talking about the importance of arham (wombs) ties, Green reconsiders his advice and tells
her to persist in staying in contact with her parents, send them gifts and do whatever it takes
to re-establish the relationship, ‘without compromising — | have to say — the religion” (Islam

Net Video, 2011).
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Finally, asked about the importance of wearing the headscarf when the person is otherwise a
practising Muslim woman, Green says that the question is difficult to answer because people
have different circumstances. But he asks the audience to think of it not in terms of
trivializing the headscarf compared to prayer and other practices, but in terms of ‘how great is
the One who you are disobeying’ (Islam Net Video, 2011). Green says God asks women to
wear the headscarf for their own good, even though they may sometimes not know why it’s

good for them. He likens disobeying God to not believing in Him or defying Him.

Three years after converting to Islam, Green was married and had a son when he decided to
join the jihad in Afghanistan. Green (2014) reveals it without much detail in an article for
Islam21c.com, and he argues against criminalising returning jihadis such as he himself once
was. Green describes stories of the mujahidin dominating social meetings at the time, where
‘almost everyone’ he knew had either joined or was planning to become a mujahid (jihadi).
Green (2014) continues:

The question | faced is one challenging young men today. | had no real

enthusiasm to either fight, or Kill, or be killed. But I did want to do the right

thing. | wanted to be part of ending tyranny and occupation. | wanted to
support the oppressed in their struggle for freedom.

2.3.2 Hamza (Andreas) Tzortzis

Tzortzis was born in England in 1980 to a Greek father and Greek Cypriot mother. He has a
brother and a sister. His working-class family lived in apartment buildings until he was 14
years old. His father, who worked in a factory, is a New Age Humanist and spiritualist who
was not interested in organised religion but admired Jesus. He was more interested in

existential questions such as what it means to exist. The interviewer comments that Tzortzis'
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father is a typical Greek man, to which Tzortzis replies that he is more of typical ancient
Greek man, as the modern Greek men have 'been drowned in the tsunami of materialism and
avid capitalism' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). His mother was a refugee from the

Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974.

Tzortzis became familiar with Islam through his classmates in school. He had a religious
friend who was born in London to Bengali parents. Tzortzis was puzzled that he wouldn't talk
to girls unnecessarily, which his friend explained was because women are honoured in Islam.

Tzortzis says:

He was linking some of his practices to his beliefs. That to me was fascinating
because | was attracted to that type of difference: different attitudes towards
people, and different behaviours that were not part of 'normal’ society. | found that
quite attractive that he was distinct and honourable in that way. (Hamza Andreas
Tzortzis Fans, 2014)

Later in high school, Tzortzis went to Friday prayers at the mosque with his classmates, who
were Muslims of different backgrounds, such as Pakistani and Turkish. He saw that his
Muslim friends were 'empowered' in their belief because they behaved as if it were 'self-
evident' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). Due to his father's influence, Tzortzis was

curious about religions and began reading about Buddhism in college as he began to search

for the greater meaning of life:

What makes a chocolate bunny any different from me? If | crush that chocolate
bunny, it's just a rearrangement of carbon (...) From a materialistic, physical
scientific perspective, it's just a rearrangement of carbon, so what makes any
difference? There must be some kind of meaning that has a basis for our lives.
(Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014, emphasis in original)
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Tzortzis admits that his friends were not exemplary in that they didn’t practice as they should
and were 'doing other naughty things as well' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). But what
he admired was the brotherhood they had because it went beyond social and ethnic

boundaries.

Even though he was a good student, Tzortzis stopped being concerned about passing his A-
levels, because he felt that ‘who cares | become a doctor? Who cares | get married? Who cares
I become a millionaire?' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). He found that these things
didn't have any meaning; they were delusions, because one day he was going to die. When
Tzortzis was studying psychology in university, he found himself in a society that was very
different from his Muslim schoolmates — presumably the university society was
predominantly White British. He became very unhappy and describes it as the worst time of
his life. In contrast to the brotherly ties of his Muslim friends, the university society was
individualistic, opportunistic (‘what's in it for me?"), and shallow. For example, Tzortzis used
to be criticised if he wore the same item of clothing for several days in a row. He felt very out

of place because it conflicted with his upbringing.

Tzortzis had to take a year off from university due to an incident that he doesn't delve into,
and therefore he found a job during this time. During the office Christmas party on a boat, an
attractive woman came up to Tzortzis and he struck a conversation with her. (He remarks that
he found it strange to be more comfortable talking to strangers than to those close to him.) He
found out that the woman was Muslim and was surprised that she was at the party drinking
alcohol. Hamza told her that the people there didn’t respect her, and that because she was

beautiful they would try to take advantage of her. He then took away her alcoholic drink and
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bought her orange juice. After some time had passed, she contacted him and they started a
relationship. While he was still reading about Buddhism, he had also begun reading about
Islam. And even though he hadn't converted to Islam yet, he would hang posts about God and
Islam on his girlfriend's wall, and he would preach to her. He felt that the young lady wanted
to be close to her religion, but that there wasn't love in her family and that kept creating
distance for her from the religion. It would appear that her Muslim family may not have been
religious or may have been liberally so. At this point, Tzortzis raises several Islamic teachings
in the interview on loving the divine and having love and compassion for one another.
Eventually, the young woman moved away — he thought perhaps to get married. But she later
telephoned Tzortzis to let him know that she began to pray five times a day and had started
wearing the hijab. Here Hamza pauses and is overcome with emotion. He realised that he had
‘guided her back'’ to Islam even though he wasn't a Muslim, and he wasn't yet ready to become
Muslim because of unresolved personal issues that he doesn't discuss. Tzortzis subsequently

went to Greece to try to re-order his life.

Tzortzis in this period began drinking alcohol less frequently and spent more time at home
reading an English translation of the Qur'an. His friend advised him that when he was in
prostration (sajdah) in the prayer, he was the closest to God. That prompted Hamza to shout
to God: 'If this is You, and if You're real, and if this is the Truth, then show me!" (Hamza
Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). But then he didn’t pursue Islam any further, until his old
conservative classmate from school re-entered his life for professional advice after many
years of separation. Tzortzis comments about this: 'It's so amazing how things work out, how
Allah plans' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). The man began to give da'wah to Tzortzis

and gave him booklets that persuaded him again to believe in Islam. Tzortzis reflects on this
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that although intellectually he believed the truth of Islam, that God existed, and that He had
sent the Qur'an, it had still been "abstract' and Hamza hadn't yet 'internalised’ this belief in his
heart (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). His friend then tried to appeal to his emotions to
help him, he says. One night, he iterated the Qur'anic words: 'Every soul is going to taste
death' and spoke to Tzortzis about death while they were sitting in the car. His words were of
such eloquence that Tzortzis was very moved. He felt that he needed to internalise everything
that he knew intellectually about Islam and no longer wanted to be a 'donkey carrying books'
(Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). The next day, on 5 October 2002, Tzortzis went to a
mosque and took the shahadah. Yet the transformation wasn’t drastic because he had already
been in the process of changing his life. Tzortzis continues candidly: 'But I think the most
amazing thing for me — something which I miss actually — when | became Muslim was the
first few months when | went to the mosque at fajr time, and it was an amazing feeling'

(Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014).

Although his parents had many Muslim friends and were open-minded, his conversion to
Islam still upset them. His mother was not happy that Andreas changed his name to Hamza.
What disappointed his father was that he had tried to intellectually stimulate his son away
from religion to be humanist, liberal, progressive, and spiritual. It was as if he'd thrown all his
father's life lessons in his face (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). For the next six years,
Tzortzis would argue with his father about his beliefs, and he attributes this to his excessive
zeal and passion early on. He admits that, in retrospect, he realised that he was very wrong to
stop perceiving his father as his hero during this time. He speaks highly of how his father
himself nursed his ill grandfather for three years in Greece. Hamza describes him as a

‘walking Muslim without faith' due to his generosity and compassion, but adds that his father
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now believes that Muhammad was a prophet, 'so he's almost there, insha'Allah’ (Hamza
Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014)*. Here he pauses again and fights back the tears. He reflects on

his relationship with his father after converting:

I think the worst thing was — and this is advice to new Muslims — that

subconsciously, just because you found the truth, you think everyone who loved

you is baseless now, and you want to try and make sure that they are wrong and

they're bad. And this is what I tried doing with my father, because he was a hero

to me, and he wasn't Muslim, and | became Muslim, so what do | do with this

hero? | was trying to hack him down basically, and | would really make him feel

really, really bad. (...) And, I'm a father; if my children did that to me [breaks

down in tears]... [Interviewer: It would be devastating.] Of course! (Hamza

Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014)
After six years of a turbulent relationship with his father, where he eventually was rarely in
contact with him, Tzortzis was consumed with guilt and telephoned him to tell him that he
was still his hero. It was an emotional conversation, and his father was also in tears. Hamza
proceeds to speak highly of his father's good deeds. For instance, his father selflessly gave his
entire inheritance to his brother. Tzortzis then remarks: 'We Muslims don't even do that.' The
interviewer comments: 'As you said, he was Muslim but without the faith,' to which Tzortzis
replies: 'Of course' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014). As the interviewer tries to steer the
conversation away to Tzortzis' work, Hamza interrupts because he wanted to also speak
positively about his mother and her love for them. That is because he says he tends to speak
more about his father due to his influence but didn't want to forget to give due credit to his

mother. He describes how, following the invasion, his mother frantically searched for her

brother among the victims because he had been fighting against the Turks. He says: 'How

'8 In an undated blog post (c 2015) to apologise for past statements on the permissibility of killing
apostates, Tzortzis wrote that two members of his family converted to Islam then later left the religion,
and that he still had love and respect for them. Available at:
http://www.hamzatzortzis.com/clarifications-and-responses/beheading-is-painless-comment-apology-
clarification/. (Accessed: 1 August 2016).
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many women are refugees and accept people, accept the race that entered her homeland and

took over her house?' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis Fans, 2014).

Tzortzis says that da'wah has greatly improved since 2002, because a new convert at the time
used to be very lonely, whereas now there are scholars and mentors who can guide and
support converts. He also admits that iERA has made some mistakes but that lessons have
been learned from them. Tzortzis also speaks about an important aspect of the appeal of
Islamic da'wah. He gave a talk while he was in Texas to an audience of Muslims and non-
Muslims. He says that an African-American man named Terry, aged 55, stood up and

expressed his surprise at learning about Muslims. In Tzortzis' words, Terry said:

I don't believe Muslims are like this. They believe in Jesus, they believe in the
Bible, they have family. Look how multicultural they are. He said, in my church
there's black people. I can't go to a white church sometimes, | feel a bit...
different. He said, these people are full of love. Because... | [Hamza] gave advice
to a non-Muslim saying, if you wanna engage with Muslims, knock on the door
and say, can you feed me please, | want dinner. Every Muslim is gonna say: come
to my house. (Tzortzis then demonstrated this through everyone in the audience
agreeing by a show of hands, which shocked Terry). (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis
Fans, 2014, emphasis in original)

Terry, tearful, said that he had never experienced that before and that they had changed
his heart. And Tzortzis thought: 'This is what it's all about.' (Hamza Andreas Tzortzis

Fans, 2014).

2.4 1s iIERA Salafi?

IERA doesn't publicly self-identify as Salafi; however, exploring their networks may give

clues to their doctrinal orientation. In their 2015 financial statement, iERA (2015c) reported
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that 'key working relationships have been built' with the following organisations: Madinah
University Students, Islamic Online University, Chat Islam (Saudi), ICNA and Why Islam
(both USA), eDialogue and al-Muntada (Lebanon), and Bayyinah Institute and Qalam
Institute (both USA). These institutions, some of which appear to be Salafi-oriented, could be

useful to shed light on iERA's doctrine. Below is a brief profile of some of them.

Islamic University of Madinah, Saudi Arabia

Madinah University Students: Searching online for “Madinah University Students’ returned
pages related to the Islamic University of Madinah (IUM). A page with the URL
madinahstudents.com is described as ‘American Students at the [IUM (Islamic University of
Madinah) who volunteer to serve the american [sic] student body’ (Madinah University
Students, 2011). And another, madinahstudent.co.uk, is described as the official page for
British students of IUM"". Its information about the university describes it as the Islamic
‘equivalent of Oxford or Yale University’, with a student body of around 12,000, ‘most of
whom are from outside Saudi Arabia. The syllabus and education at the University are based
on the Qur'an and the Authentic Sunnah as understood by the Sahabah’*é. Noteworthy alumni
of Islamic University of Madinah include'®:

- Isma'il Menk: Grand Mufti of Zimbabwe.

17 See: http://www.madinahstudent.co.uk (Accessed: 17 March 2016).

18 See: http://www.madinahstudent.co.uk/#/info-about-the-university/4542000391 (Accessed: 17
March 2016).

9 This list is publicly available. See:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Islamic_University of Madinah_alumni. And also:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/lslamic_University of Madinah#Alumni. And:
http://www.ranker.com/list/famous-islamic-university-of-madinah-alumni-and-
students/reference?var=3&utm_expid=16418821-

179.L j85cRBSIGUH417Qr719g.2&utm_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.co.uk%2F
(Accessed: 17 March 2016).
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- Rabi' al-Madkhali: Former head of Sunnah Department at IUM and founder of the Madkhali
movement.

- Mugpbil bin Hadi al-Wad’i: founder of Dar al-Hadith in Dammaj, Yemen, a school popular
with Salafi converts.

- Bilal Philips (Abu Ameenah): founder and head of the Islamic Online University in Qatar
(see below).

- Yasir Qadhi (Abu Ammar): former Salafi.

- Prince Nayef bin Mamdouh bin AbdulAziz al-Saud: Saudi Royal.

- Ali al-Tamimi: Islamic teacher serving a life sentence in the US on terrorism charges.

- Abu Usamah al-Thahabi: Imam of Birmingham’s Green Lane Mosque.

On 25 April 2016, iERA was invited for the second consecutive year to Madinah by the
university students to deliver an advanced da'wah training course to a multinational group of
pupils, led by Tzortzis. One student who was interviewed had flown from Uruguay, where he
said that there were only 80 Muslims in his country. The student went on to praise iIERA’s
course because it contained updated information not available to him elsewhere in Saudi
Arabia on how to give da'wabh to atheists and Christians (iERA, 2015a). Another student from
Venezuela said that his village also had a small number of Muslims, around 100 only. An
American student from Minnesota said that the course echoed their theoretical studies at the
university with a practical approach to da'wah. Tzortzis describes the students as ‘loving’,
‘non-sectarian’ and ‘nuanced’, and he adds that the course's intellectual aspects are based on
scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya, al-Ghazali, al-Razi, Ibn Kathir and al-Qurtubi — ‘a myriad of
ulama that answered questions for us' (iERA, 2015a). In a press release on the same course
the previous year, Tzortzis was quoted as saying: ‘These du'at (proselytisers) will be an

intellectual force against atheism and all other ‘isms’ that attempt to challenge the Deen of

Allah’ (iERA, 2015d).
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Islamic Online University, Qatar

Founded in 2001 and headed by IUM alumnus Dr. Bilal Philips, the Islamic Online
University offers online courses in the Madinah and Azhar curriculums. Bilal Philips had over
4 million followers and the university over 1 million followers on Facebook on 17 March
2016. The university’s profile boasted of over 180,000 students from 224 countries in March
2016, but the website has since been updated without that figure. Instead, its statistics page
shows that nearly 20,000 students were admitted between 2010 and 2015 (Islamic Online
University, 2016). It offers a tuition-free diploma in Islamic Studies and other fields;
however, students still pay a registration fee. Also, its degree programs have a tuition scale
based on the student’s country, and it ranges from $70 to $160 each semester. The tuition for
a complete degree program can range from $560 to $1260. The university offers degrees in
Business Administration, Education, Information Technology, Islamic Banking and Finance,
Psychology and Islamic Studies. The university’s advisory committee includes IUM alumnus
Abdul Hakim Quick, Ibrahim al-Nu'aimi, former president of Qatar University, and Saad al-

Shithri, former member of the Saudi Council of Senior Scholars (‘ulama).

The university’s doctrinal system is specified as Athari®. Atharis are traditionalists, i.e.

followers of Ahl al-Hadith and whose most famous figures are Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya;

20 A recent survey (Pickersgill, 2016) commissioned by the British web publication 5Pillarsuk.com
showed that respondents selected the following to describe their theological orientations: 19% Salafi,
13% Ash'ari, 11% Athari, 2% Sufi, with 19% not wishing to specify and 9% reporting they didn’t
know. However, the survey notes that while around 19% chose either Ash'ari (13%) or Maturidi (7%),
Tit] is a well established fact that many Sufi groups... within Sunni Islam may ascribe to one of these
creeds,’ and therefore they were grouped with Sufis, as a very low percentage selected the designation
'Sufi' (p. 16). Similarly, Athari respondents were grouped with Salafis. The survey further notes: 'it
could be understood that those who selected the "Athari" creed were actual adherents of what is
commonly understood as "Salafism," whilst those who ascribed themselves under the broader "Salafi"
category were unaware that "Athari" is the creed of most "Salafis™ (p. 16).
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however, Atharis are not strictly Hanbali. An undated post on the university’s blog discusses
the difference between Atharis and Ash'aris. It explains that Atharis are Salafis who follow
the authentic narrations (athar) about the Prophet and the salaf. The post’s author writes:
“They [Ash'aris] claim that we (those who follow the true way of the Salaf today) interpret
meanings of attributes literally or metaphorically, hence giving Allah a jism (body). And so
they thereby conclude that we are not true Atharis. But this is obviously a lie and distortion
[...]” (Ahmad, no date). When a questioner on the discussion forum ummah.com inquired
about the Islamic Online University, a user replied:

It is headed by Bilal Phillips who is controversial for some people | guess you

could say. Almost all the teachers are University of Madinah graduates. They

don't really advocate adhering strictly to one madhhab like some people do so

that is something different. Also [they] don't teach Ashari ageedah like many
institutions and masjids do. (InProgress, 2013)

eDialogue

Searching online for eDialogue returned the website edialogue.org, an Internet chat website
aimed at non-Muslims who have “concerns’ about Islam and answers their questions about the
religion. A separate seemingly unrelated website is eDialoguec.com in Arabic with telephone
numbers based in Saudi Arabia. However, it is likely linked to the chat website because its
contact email address is info@edialogue.org (Accessed: 21 April 2016). The company has
two online academies based in Saudi Arabia: The New Muslim Academy and Messengers of
Peace Academy, operated in collaboration with iERAZ. In fact, both Tzortzis and Green are

on the latter's teaching body (see www.mopacademy.org).

2! Available at: http://www.edialoguec.com/page/8. (Accessed: 21 April 2016).
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Al-Muntada (Lebanon)

Al-Muntada (Islam-Forum.net) organised Hamza Tzortzis’ talk in Lebanon in November
2015. Their Facebook page (www.facebook.com/elslamForum) had less than 14,000
followers in May 2016, and their YouTube channel had only a few videos that were two or
three years old, one of which was of British speaker Abdullah al-Andalusi (previously Filippe
Santos). The Forum is headed by Ahmad al-Zaatari. In his weeklong visit to Lebanon,
Tzortzis delivered the following talks which are his staple lectures: ‘“My Journey to Islam’,
‘God’s Testimony’, “The Divine Reality’ and “Why Belief in God is Rational’. He has also
given undated talks titled ‘Is it possible to be a Secular Muslim’, in which he spoke about his
conversion, and ‘How to Debate a Secularist” with Adnan Rashid and Saleem Chagtai, head
of iIERA’s communications. Other speakers it has invited include Yusuf Estes and Adnan
Rashid. The Forum declared among its activities on its website cooperating with the Saudi
World League for Introduction to Islam (wwaii.org) which is affiliated with the Muslim
World League. Al-Andalusi and Estes are named among the Forum’s eight charitable donors
(tadhkiat al-muntada), the top two being from Kuwait and Dr. Khalid al-Rumaih of Saudi

Arabia’s International Association for New Muslims of the Muslim World League.

Bayyinah and Qalam Institutes, Texas, USA

Bayyinah Institute was founded by Nouman Ali Khan in 2005 and provides lessons on the
Arabic language and the Qur'an. In 2011 it collaborated with Qalam Institute to provide
Qur'an lessons by Qalam’s founder Abdul Nassir Jangda. In November 2011, Khan

participated in the Twins of Faith convention in London alongside Haitham al-Haddad.
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Bayyinah also partnered with Hamza Yusuf’s Zaytuna College and Mishkah University in
2012. Khan was born in West Germany to Pakistani parents. He studied Arabic in Saudi
Arabia and Pakistan before moving to the United States to teach it. He has over 1.8 million

Facebook followers.

Abdul Nasir Jangda established Qalam Institute in 2009. He studied in Karachi’s Jamia
Binoria for seven years where he graduated in 2002 from the 'Alim (Scholar) Course and
specialised in Hanafi figh. Jamia Binoria in Site Town is a Deobandi madrassa whose
leadership is described by the International Crisis Group (2007) as being pro-jihadist and anti-
West. Its Wikipedia entry cautions against confusing it with Jamia '‘Uloom Islamia. Its
founder, Mufti Muhammad Naeem, is a graduate of Jamia Uloom Islamia, known as the
Binori Town madrassa, a producer of Deobandi militancy which led the anti-Soviet jihad and

has ties to the Taliban (Crisis Group, 2009).

2.5 iIERA’s influence — da'wah affiliations worldwide

IERA is well on its way of achieving its stated mission of creating a global da'wah movement.
The charity’s website states: “IERA is involved in supporting more than 80 local community

22 Mission

and volunteer groups around the country, many unknown to the organisation
Dawah frequently endorses or publicizes da'wah missions around the world. The missions do
not appear to be institutionally affiliated with iERA. The following is a sample of groups

publicised by Mission Dawah between 15 and 17 February 2016, with a rounded number of

followers as of 17 February 2016:

22 See: http://www.iera.org/about-us (Accessed: 17 February 2016).
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Table 2.1.
Name Facebook Facebook page
followers

Street Dawah — Bengaluru 22,000 https://www.facebook.com/S
TREETDAWAHBLORE/

Japan Dawah Movement 20,600 https://www.facebook.com/J
apan-Dawah-Movement-
1508095132790215/

Grassroots Dawah NYC 16,000 https://www.facebook.com/g
rassrootsdawahnyc/

One God SG - Singapore 8,900 https://www.facebook.com/
OneGodSG/

Dawah Turkiye 7,700 https://www.facebook.com/
DawahTurkiye/

Muslim Association of 5,900 https://www.facebook.com/

Finland and the Baltic Muslim-Association-of-

Countries Finland-and-the-Baltic-
Countries-
1521546678065738/

Dawah ‘centrum de 5,500 https://www.facebook.com/d

middenweg’ — The awahmiddenweg/

Netherlands

CDD - Mauritius 5,300 https://www.facebook.com/c
dd.net/

Street Dawah Nigeria 4,900 https://www.facebook.com/S
treet-Dawah-Nigeria-
521017324636401/

Table 2.1. International online Mission Dawah teams.
Source: www.Facebook.com/MissionDawah, 17 February 2016.

iIERA’s influence in Sweden

The group Swedish United Da'wah Centre (SUDC) is a Salafi street da'wah group. Olsson
(2014) chose them because they are a rare street da'wah presence in Stockholm and they
appeared to be influenced by iERA, since their website (www.sudc.se) linked to videos by

iIERA as well as Zakir Naik.
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2.6 How IERA uses the Internet

The Internet has become an important tool for religious groups. Campbell (2005) explores
four discourses that justify Internet use for religious purposes: they are the narratives of the
‘spiritual network’, “worship space’, ‘mission tool’ and ‘religious identity’ (p. 20). Using the
Internet as a mission tool allows missionaries and proselytisers to propagate the religion to a
wider audience and in a variety of ways, using videos, web pages, or social media. On the
other hand, the Internet in general, and social media in particular can help maintain a religious
identity among users. This can be done through networking, building community cohesion,
and reinforcing beliefs. iERA primarily uses the Internet as a mission tool, to reinforce beliefs
and to affirm a religious identity. It has several websites, a YouTube channel and social media

pages on both Facebook and Twitter. They are detailed in Table 2.2 below.

Table 2.2.
Websites Purpose
iIERA.org Updates of the organisation’s events and activities, press

releases, announcements, and so on.

Da'wabh training videos, availability of free da'wabh literature,
products to set up a da'wah table, and sale of clothing items.
Support for new converts through annual retreats, webinars and
literature.

Mission Dawah

Muslims Now

One Reason
The Big Debates

Social Media

Facebook.com/iIERA
Facebook.com/Missi
onDawah

Facebook - Green

Facebook - Tzortzis

Facebook — Imran
Hussein

Publishing and distribution entity.

Several debates per year addressing current issues, such as a
discussion on whether Islam is compatible with British values
and whether Islam needs reform.

Purpose

Informational

Da'wah, promotion and support of da'wah groups worldwide,
information sharing, discussions, motivational messages.
Similar, focuses more on personal trips or thoughts and general
announcements.

Similar, focuses more on personal trips or thoughts and general
announcements.

Similar.
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Facebook — New Focuses on help and support for new converts. Shares stories of
Muslims converts and announcement of the annual New Muslim Retreat in
the summer.

YouTube Channels Purpose

iIERA Videos of Don’t Hate, Debate! events.

Mission Dawah Most of the videos are of the new Global Dawah Movement
(GDM) weekly show.

YouTube Channels Purpose

by fans

Reminders from Videos of Hamza’s talks.

Hamza Tzortzis®

Hamza Andreas Videos of Hamza’s talks.

Tzortzis Fans®
Table 2.2: A selection of IERA’s platforms on the Internet.

In March 2015, iERA developed a pocket da'wah manual app to quickly teach users the
basics of da'wah and then test their knowledge with a quiz. The app is only available in India
and no longer in Apple's UK App Store.

Screenshot 2.4.

Source: Apple App Store. (Accessed: 16 April 2016).

2 The channel had 7,083 subscribers when it was last accessed on 10 May 2016.
(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCOEUG2Gtr3BS827NEPY LtVw).

# The channel had 2,371 subscribers when last accessed on 10 May 20186.
(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCICh9J2uAP3pRg5WT bbGsw).
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The MissionDawah.com website describes iIERA’s goal to create a ‘"mass movement” in

da'wah through training and mobilising a network of du’at or Islamic missionaries’?.

Screenshot 2.5.

Source: www.missiondawah.com/about-us.
(Accessed: 13 April 2016).

Applying Campbell’s model (2005), Mission Dawah serves not only as a mission tool but also
to build a religious identity through its Facebook page. To reach its proselytism objectives,
Mission Dawah on Facebook informs, trains, converts, and maintains a unifying narrative.
Campbell explores the reasons, the ‘why’, and encourages looking at the “how”’. I will briefly

explore how iERA achieves this as follows (see Chart 2.1 below).

% Available at: http://www.missiondawah.com/about-us/. (Accessed: 13 April 2016).
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Chart 2.1.
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Chart 2.1: IERA’s use of the Internet.

To inform its audience, Mission Dawah is a form of mouthpiece for iERA’s other arms, such
as its research published on its website and undertaken by its research department headed by
Hamza Tzortzis, as well as the promotion of its print material created by its publishing arm,
One Reason. Through these, iERA not only seeks to inform non-Muslims, but Muslims as
well. Arguably, it can also educate Muslims on the “correct’, or in its own words, ‘orthodox
Islam’, in the same way that Salafis try to correct other Muslims’ beliefs and practices. Also
in its use of the Internet as a mission tool, iIERA provides da'wah training to train individuals
in how to communicate Islam to others, particularly to atheists and Christians in the West.
Whether directly through the Mission Dawah page or indirectly through the street teams,
IERA aims to attract converts to Islam. Mission Dawah also helps connect individuals across
borders through a shared common goal of da'wah. But although we see some interaction
between da'wah groups and online users, there isn’t evidence in the pubic domain whether
individuals are connecting with each other on a personal level. This could create a sense of
community, but how concretely communal is it? iIERA engages its Facebook followers by
occasionally asking them to answer questions the proselytisers sometimes receive. For

example, on 13 April 16, a Mission Dawah post asked: ‘The man said, “you’re all Muslims



79

because you were born into a Muslim family, you had no choice.” How would you

respond?”*®

I would also expand on Campbell’s list of reasons to use the Internet with the following three
reasons as they apply to iERA: to fundraise, to generate renewed interest in the religion, to
address current affairs, and to deliver motivational messages. Particularly in the month of
Ramadan and during Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, but also occasionally throughout the year,
IERA launches fundraising campaigns for its projects with mixed results. Its most popular
fundraiser tends to be the Mission Dawah project. iERA also aims to generate renewed
interest in Islam among the youth. By giving them da‘'wah training, it encourages young
people to be acquainted with the arguments for Islam. These include arguments for the
existence of God, for the divine origin of the Qur'an and for Muhammad’s prophethood. This
process helps to affirm and reinforce their beliefs and encourage them to find more examples
and arguments to support them. iERA has also recently begun to address various current
issues. It has released press statements following certain significant events, such as terror
attacks. Following the attacks on the staff of the publication Charlie Hebdo in France in
January 2015, iERA launched a project titled 'Don’t Hate, Debate!" in defence of the Prophet.
The debates address current topics in the news. For example, iERA organised a debate on the
compatibility of Islam with British values following David Cameron’s speech on the topic,

and another debate on whether Islam needs reform following media discussions on the topic.

Furthermore, Hamza Tzortzis occasionally posts motivational messages encouraging

followers to improve themselves. For example:

% Available at: https://www.facebook.com/20531316728/posts/10154009990506729/ (Accessed: 13
April 2016).
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Screenshot 2.6.

Source: http://www.facebook.com/HamzaAndreasTzortzis.
(Accessed: 14 April 2016).

2.6.1 Accusations of plagiarism

In February 2012, blogger Geoff Shorts discovered that Hamza Tzortzis had plagiarised
William Lane Craig in Tzortzis' response to Dawkins' The God Delusion. Shorts
demonstrated several sections of plagiarism in Tzortzis' piece, such as the following in which

Tzortzis erroneously misquoted the numerical chance:

Hamza Tzortzis: 'Big Bang’s Low Entropy Condition: Roger Penrose of
Oxford University has calculated that the odds of the Big Bang’s low entropy
condition existing by chance are on the order of one out of 10™°. Penrose
comments, “I cannot even recall seeing anything else in physics whose
accuracy is known to approach, even remotely, a figure like one part in 10%°.”"

William Lane Craig: 'Roger Penrose of Oxford University has calculated that
the odds of the Big Bang's low entropy condition existing by chance are on the
order of one out of 10'°°™?)_ Penrose comments, "I cannot even recall seeing
anything else in physics whose accuracy is known to approach, even remotely,
a figure like one part in 10'®%) ™ (Shorts, 2012b)
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Shorts' discovery received a trickle of tens of views until atheist evolutionary biologist P. Z.
Myers publicised the incident in a short blog entry titled 'An Unsurprising Case of Plagiarism'
on 20 June 2012 (Myers, 2012). As a result, Shorts' post received significantly more attention
of over 1,700 views, which prompted Tzortzis to react. Initially Tzortzis rejected the
accusation of plagiarism and responded in tweets screen-grabbed by Shorts: 'Why don’t you
actually read it? They're different. Atheists have now lost the argument & [sic] are now
attacking personalities’ (Shorts, 2012a). However, two days later and bowing to public
pressure, Tzortzis updated the article and tweeted to Shorts: 'I've updated the article with a
bibliography and mentioned it is a compilation. It is still a draft in progress,’ and also:
‘Thanks. It'd have been better if you just emailed me & [sic] | would have updated it. This was
my intention anyway' (Shorts, 2012a). Shorts notes that Tzortzis then references several
Christian apologists, including Craig, Keith Ward and Frank J. Tipler, and one atheist,
American philosopher Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, but Muslim sources are absent except for
quotations from the Qur'an. Tzortzis' claim that the article was only a draft is also
questionable since Shorts was able to trace it back to May 2010. Accessed in 2016, the article
still carries the draft number 0.3 that Shorts reported in 2012 and has not been updated since

June 2012 (Tzortzis, 2012a).

Additionally, a post dated 9 July 2013 on Tzortzis’ blog apologises for the 'unintentional lack

of citation' in Hamza’s writings in general. It goes on to state:

There are other articles that use references taken from some of Dr. Craig’s
work. Although Hamza Tzortzis has read copies of the referenced material,
some of the references were taken from Dr. Craig’s and others’ work. This is
clearly mentioned as an editorial note in the beginning of the pieces. (Tzortzis,
2013b)
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One such article is 'The Qur’anic Argument for God’s Existence’ (Tzortzis, no date) which

begins with a similar disclaimer and is further discussed later in this thesis.

2.7 iIERA’s methodology

2.7.1 Compassion and positively communicating Islam
Tzortzis often writes in his Facebook posts about the importance of compassion in giving

da'wah. For example:

Screenshot 2.7.

Source: www.facebook.com/HamzaAndreasTzortzis.
(Accessed: 14 April 2016).
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Screenshot 2.8.

Source: www.facebook.com/HamzaAndreasTzortzis.
(Accessed: 23 October 2015).

2.7.2 Planting the seeds

Tzortzis urges proselytisers not to get frustrated and weighed down by ‘“intellectual
gymnastics and philosophical ideas’, but to see da'wah work as ‘planting the seed’, and that
it’s “Allah’s job’ to lead people to Islam (iERA, 2014b). He also indirectly addresses the
limited nature of the Qur'anic arguments and attributes it to the text’s primary purpose, which

is only to awaken the fitrah.

2.7.3 Orthodox Islam as the solution

While promoting its event “Tackling Extremism: Is Islam the Cause or Solution to
Extremism?’ that took place on 16 October 2015, iERA has for the first time openly argued
that ‘orthodox Islam’ is the ‘only’ solution to radicalisation, as Tzortzis writes below, again

with emphasis on compassion:
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Screenshot 2.9.

Source: www.facebook.com/HamzaAndreasTzortzis.
(Accessed: 23 October 2015)

While Tzortzis does not elaborate on what “orthodox Islam’ signifies, an article on iERA’s

website briefly describes it as follows:

Orthodox Islam is loosely defined as the traditional adherence to the Islamic
source texts, via the understanding of classical scholars. This understanding
of Islam is nuanced, compassionate and is applicable across different cultures
and times. (iERA, 2015b)

2.8 Da'wah in Islam

Da'wabh literally means invitation. In the Islamic context it means inviting or calling to Islam.
It is considered a duty for individual Muslims, and a Muslim who successfully converts others
to Islam receives rewards for the deeds of each new converts’ deeds along with his or her own

good deeds. This is based on the following hadith:

Abu Hurairah reported: The Messenger of Allah said, ‘He who calls others to
follow the Right Guidance will have a reward equal to the reward of those
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who follow him, without their reward being diminished in any respect on that
account” (Muslim, Book 13, Hadith 7)*’

Da'wah in the Qur'an and hadiths

Several verses in the Qur'an encourage believers to invite others to the religion:

And let there be [arising] from you a nation inviting to [all that is] good,
enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong, and those will be the
successful. (Qur'an 3:104)

Invite to the way of your Lord with wisdom and good instruction, and argue
with them in a way that is best. Indeed, your Lord is most knowing of who
has strayed from His way, and He is most knowing of who is [rightly] guided.
(Qur'an 16:125)

And do not argue with the People of the Scripture except in a way that is best,
except for those who commit injustice among them, and say, ‘We believe in
that which has been revealed to us and revealed to you. And our God and
your God is one; and we are Muslims [in submission] to Him.” (Qur'an 29:46)

And never let them avert you from the verses of Allah after they have been
revealed to you. And invite [people] to your Lord. And never be of those who
associate others with Allah. (Qur'an 28:87)

And who is better in speech than one who invites to Allah and does
righteousness and says, ‘Indeed, | am of the Muslims.” (Qur'an 41:33)

‘If any does not hearken to the one who invites (us) to Allah, he cannot
frustrate (Allah's Plan) on Earth, and no protectors can he have besides Allah:
such men (wander) in manifest error.” (Qur'an 46:32)

The hadiths report that when Muhammad told his wife Khadijah about his encounter in a

dream?® in the Harra’ cave, she immediately believed that he was a prophet. Similarly, Ali ibn

2" This hadith is often quoted by iERA.

% One version in Ibn Kathir’s prophetic biography describes that the encounter between Muhammad
and Gabriel occurred in a dream while he was asleep, while others report it as a vision.
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abi Taleb, Abu Bakr and Zaid were the first male believers in his prophethood. A narration
attributed to Ibn Ishaq reports that when he was 9 years old®, Ali found Muhammad and
Khadijah praying in secret. Ali asked Muhammad, ‘“Muhammad, what is this?” Muhammad
responded, ‘This is Allah’s religion that he has favoured for Himself (istafa linafsihi) and sent
to his messengers, so | invite you to Allah alone who has no partner, and to worship Him, and
to disbelieve in al-Lat and al-Uzzah.” Ali replied that he’d never heard of this religion before
and therefore asked to speak to his father Abu Taleb first. He promised Muhammad to keep
his secret. Upon his return the next day, Ali inquired again about what he had to do.
Muhammad told him, “You should witness that there is no deity but Allah alone without a
partner; to disbelieve in al-Lat and al-Uzzah; and disown other worshipped beings (tabra’ min

al-andad)’ (Ibn Kathir, 2007, p. 159).

IERA often quotes the following hadiths to encourage Muslims to undertake da'wah:

Abdullah bin 'Amr bin al-'As reported: The Prophet said, ‘Convey from me
even an Ayah of the Qur'an; relate traditions from Banu Israel, and there is no
restriction on that; but he who deliberately forges a lie against me let him
have his abode in the Hell’. (Al- Bukhari, Book 13, Hadith 5)

Sahl bin Sa'd reported: The Prophet said to Ali, ‘By Allah, if a single person
is guided by Allah through you, it will be better for you than a whole lot of
red camels’. (Muslim, Book 13, Hadith 4)

A popular hadith sometimes used as a model for da'wah is when Muhammad sent Mu'adh bin

Jabal to proselytise in Yemen:

Narrated Ibn Abbas: When the Prophet sent Mu'adh to Yemen, he said to
him, “You are going to a nation from the people of the Scripture, so let the

# Ali was thought to be 10 years old in other versions.
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first thing to which you will invite them, be the [Tawhid]*® of Allah. If they
learn that, tell them that Allah has enjoined on them five prayers to be offered
in one day and one night. And if they pray, tell them that Allah has enjoined
on them Zakat of their properties and it is to be taken from the rich among
them and given to the poor. And if they agree to that, then take from them
Zakat but avoid the best property of the people’. (Al-Bukhari, Book 97,
Hadith 2)
It is seen as gradual steps: first. informing people about God, then once they believe, teaching

them to pray, and followed by the remaining steps.

2.9 Bin Baz on Da'wah

The website of Salafi Publications (http://www.salafipublications.com) lists a few links™* to
articles in English that give advice on how to invite people to Islam (da'wah). One such
article is a lengthy undated document titled “Inviting towards Allaah [sic] and the Qualities of
the Caller’ attributed to the late Saudi Grand Mufti Sheikh Abdul Aziz Bin Baz (d. 1999 CE).
The translator of the article is not named, and it is unclear whether Bin Baz wrote it for a
specifically Western audience or for proselytising in general - although the latter appears
more likely. It gives reasons to worship God, answers why God sent prophets, what Islam is,
and a brief account of the Prophet’s da'wah mission — presumably as reminders for Muslim
readers. In addition, it addresses other-Muslims in the question of “‘What constitutes belief in

Islam?’ | will explore this issue briefly in this section.

The article discusses da'wah under four main themes:

% The oneness of God.

3 See
http://www.salafipublications.com/sps/sp.cfm?seclD=DAW&subsecID=DAWO01&loadpage=displays
ubsection.cfm. (Accessed: 31 August 2013).
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i- God’s command to call people to Him and its virtues;

ii- The method to invite people to Islam;

iii- The message people are invited to (Islam);

iv- The qualities and values that the proselytiser should have.

2.9.1 God’s command to call people to Him and its virtues

According to Bin Baz (no date), da'wah can be any of the following depending on
circumstances and conditions, and he supports his points with Qur'anic verses:

1. Da'wah as wajib (“essential’) and fard (‘almost obligatory’): Qur'an 3:104, 16:125,
28:87 and 12:108.

2. Da'wah as fard kifayah (“collective responsibility’): Qur'an 3:104 and he refers to 1bn
Kathir’s commentary on this verse.

3. Similarly, al-wala’ wal-bara' - commanding good and forbidding evil - is to be
considered fard ‘ayn (“extremely obligatory’), that is for the individual to carry out, and
fard kifayah (“collective responsibility’) for a sufficient number of members of the
community to carry out.

4. Da'wah is Sunnah and is thus considered a virtue.

Bin Baz does not explain what the legal terms mean and only briefly mentions when they
should be applied, that is, when there is an absence of da'wah work. In Islamic jurisprudence,
there are five main types of rulings (al-ahkam al-khamsa): wajib (duty or obligation,
sometimes used synonymously with fard); mustahhab or Sunnah (recommended or
desirable); mubah (allowed or neutral opinion); makruh (hated or abominable); and haram
(forbidden or sinful). There are differences of opinion over the distinction between wajib and
fard, in Hanafi jurisprudence for instance (Juynboll, 2012). In addition, fard rulings are of
two types: one which is obligatory for the individual (fard ‘ayn), such as daily prayers; and
one which is not obligatory for the individual on the condition that there are others in society

undertaking it, such as Bin Baz’s opinion of da'wah. This legislation has been used to
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organise commandments in the Qur'an and hadiths, such as in interpreting conditions for
jihad. Furthermore, Bin Baz advocates that countries have permanent bodies for da'wah
activities, and that all modes of communication be used to this end. Additionally, he warns
against the spread of Christianity: ‘It is also essential to [check] all pervading and deluding
theories widespread by Christian missionaries. (...) The prime need of the hour is to reinforce
and strengthen one another through mutual help and cooperation as the enemies of Islaam
[sic] are trying hard to create atheism and scepticism amongst the people’ (Bin Baz, no date).
He does not specify where the Christian influence is being exerted. In contrast to Saheeh
International, Bin Baz does not describe atheism as 'fitnah’ in this document. Proselytising is
virtuous, and callers to the faith are considered to be, after the prophets, the best in speech, as
the verse in the Qur'an states: ‘And who is better in speech than him who calls unto his
Lord...” (Qur'an 41:33). Bin Baz quotes various hadiths that report that proselytisers are

rewarded equally to the individuals they convert.

2.9.2 The method to invite people to Islam

Bin Baz proceeds to list the qualities that proselytisers should have: they should be wise,
knowledgeable, persuasive, and patient. They should avoid being rude or harsh to those who
resist or speak harshly to them when they’re being introduced to the religion. This is
supported with the Qur'anic verse 16:125: “Call unto the way of thy Lord with wisdom and
fair exhortation and reason with them in better ways.” He gives the example of the Prophet’s
patience and steadfastness in the face of the adversity he faced over the years. However, Bin
Baz states that the exception to ‘reasoning with them in better ways’ is when people show

enmity, then they can be dealt with in the same way, according to this verse:
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O Prophet! Strive against the disbelievers and the hypocrites. Be harsh with
them! Their ultimate abode is Hell, a hopeless journey’s end. (Qur'an 9:73)

2.9.3 The message that people are invited to

Proselytisers should invite people to Islam and explain what Islam means. Bin Baz expounds
on what becoming Muslim means, from saying the shahadabh, to prayer, pilgrimage, but also
including jihad and al-wala’ wal-bara'. In fact, the term *jihad’ is mentioned eight times in
the article, and *mujahid’ or ‘mujahidin’ twice, as Bin Baz advocates using force ‘if
necessary’ to spread Islam - without elaborating on what would constitute a necessity to

spread the faith through jihad. For example, he says:

In this way a Muslim calls people to the way of Allaah, and also makes

Jihaad (striving for the way of Allaah) in the way of Allaah that is he fights

against a person who turns renegade. Thus he follows the Qur’aan, enforces

its commandments with determination even by the use of force if necessary.

(Bin Baz, no date)
And more explicitly in the example of Muhammad: 'From here [Madinah] he ordered Jihaad
(striving in the way of Allaah) with the help of the sword (if necessary)' (Bin Baz, no date).
Bin Baz then goes on to explain that Islam is a ‘complete code of life’ that needs to be fully
adopted. Its teachings and rulings extend to social, economic and political issues. An
important feature that he also highlights is the fact that Muslims form a brotherhood and that a
Muslim’s “property, his blood and his honour is forbidden to another Muslim’, according to a

hadith. Bin Baz further quotes several hadiths*? that promote a brotherhood among Muslims,

such as Muslims being ‘a wall and every Muslim strengthens it’. He is emphatically against

%2 The sources of these hadiths are not provided.
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the selectivity of religiosity. ‘Guard against only accepting the belief and neglecting the deeds
and morals [or vice-versa]... In short we must adopt Islaam [sic] in its entirety, that is in
belief, action, worship, Jihaad [sic] in social matters, politics and economics, in other words a
perfect Muslim, as has been enjoined by Almighty Allaah’. Bin Baz adopts the Sunni
traditionalist view that becoming Muslim entails full submission. He also warns proselytisers
against inviting people to a particular madhhab or sect, and to look to the imams and scholars
as long as they follow Sunni authorities, yet without blind loyalty to any. His view is that

mujtahids should be learned from and are rewarded for their ijtihad even when they err®,

2.10 The Muslim World League and international da'wah

The Muslim World League was established in Saudi Arabia in 1962 during the General
Islamic Conference (Pew Research Center, 2010). It has had general consultative status in the
United Nations’ Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) since 1979. It is an umbrella for a
group of over a dozen councils, among them: the World League for Introduction to Islam
(wwaii.org) and the International Association for New Muslims. The Muslim World League
also oversees the Institute of Training for Imams, Spiritual Leaders and Preachers
(www.itimams.net) in Mecca. The institute offers a free year-long training programme in
Arabic to Muslims under 45 years old, preferably involved in da'wah. The cost of the
programme and the travel ticket to Saudi Arabia is fully undertaken by the Muslim World

League™. Trainees are not allowed to leave the country during their studies®. The programme

3 If they interpret correctly they earn two rewards, and when incorrect they earn only one (Bin Baz,
no date).

3 See (in Arabic): http://www.itimams.net/node/27 (Accessed: 20 April 2016).

% See (in Arabic): http://www.itimams.net/sites/default/files/Application_Learning.pdf (Accessed: 20
April 2016).
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is practical and is linked to each trainee’s culture in order to help them develop their societies
along the “correct understanding of Islam’*. It aims to develop the preachers’ education and
behaviour and to ‘strengthen the faith in their hearts’. Trainees attend evening events in

addition to the daily 5 hours of instruction.

Among its ‘important links’, the website of the Muslim World League London
(mwllo.org.uk) links to London Central Mosque, the East London Mosque, and the website of
the Islamic Sharia Council (Islamic-sharia.org) (Accessed: 20 April 2016). The London office

is headed by regional director Dr. Ahmad M. Makhdoom.

2.12 Creating an Islamic ambience in non-Islamic environments

Poston (1992) describes two historical approaches to da'wah, which are similar to Christian
missionary methods. The first is a top-down approach, or what he calls external-institutional
(p. 52), which controls political, economic and judicial institutions and thereby creates an
‘Islamic ambience’, a term coined by Levtzion (p. 16). Historically following the conquest of

a country, an Islamic ambience would be created:

the purpose of which was to allow Islam to gradually pervade the culture at
all levels and thus make conversion more socially acceptable than it would
have been had Islam remained a completely alien faith (Poston, 1992, p. 52).

Whaling (1981) argues that despite conquest, early Muslims did not immediately convert

Jews and Christians but imposed a tax system, and conversion was a gradual process that

% See (in Arabic): http://www.itimams.net/node/31 (Accessed: 20 April 2016).
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followed. This was done through three stages: contact, penetration, then dominance (p. 332).
Penetration occurred through the Arabic language and mixing between Arabs and local

inhabitants.

In contrast, early Sufi da'wah was spread without the advantage of an ambience and the
control of institutions, particularly when Sufis were themselves escaping persecution. Rather,
Sufi da'wah was individual-to-individual, then later through the establishment of the tarigas
(p. 19). This is the second form of da'wah that Poston calls internal-personal (p. 49).
Furthermore, Sufism in 19" century Africa developed a dual approach of the internal, the
spiritual life of the individual, as well as the external, working towards an Islamic system, but
this proved to be a failed model due to competing priorities. The Ahmadiyya in 20" century
America followed the model of Christian missionaries and were able to convert 500 people by
mid-century, most of whom were Asian or black, with whites constituting only 5 to 10
percent of converts. The Ahmadiyya’s success was in its presenting Islam as a racially non-
discriminating faith and which is based on reason (Poston, p. 115). However, it is considered

an unorthodox Islamic sect and at times deemed to be heretical (Kadri, 2011, p. 237).

Another approach to da'wah which attempted to create an Islamic ambience was the
International Institute of Islamic Thought (I11T) in Washington, D.C. It sought to do this by
Islamising knowledge, through producing textbooks for use in Islamic higher education and
that gradually and eventually, its developers hoped, would trickle down to other tertiary
institutions (p. 120). In 1977 the Muslim World League became the first organisation to

propose the establishment of Islamic schools. They would serve as an alternative to secular
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education, but they wouldn’t exclude non-Muslims. On the contrary, they would attract non-

Muslims in order to expose them to Islam (p. 121).

2.12.1 Lifestyle evangelism

Generally, however, there hasn’t been in the past a specifically “Islamic’ approach to da'wah.
In his book, Poston studies several organisations as well as individual efforts in the United
States and summarises their methods. Despite the Ahmadiyya’s model, not all Muslims
groups support imitating Christian missionary models. However, some have established
broadcasting stations and distribute missionary literature similarly to Christian missions.
Another strategy similar to Christian missions is indirect da'wah through ‘lifestyles
evangelism’, adopted by Palestinian-American Islamic scholar Isma'il Raji al-Farugi (d.
1986), among others. This is done through befriending and mixing with non-Muslims so they
can experience an Islamic lifestyle and values. Its proponents believe that it is God who
guides people to Islam, not Muslims, therefore individuals can only embody the religion's
values as an example. For example, al-Farugi promoted the family unit as a da'wah tool in the
West, and encouraged Muslims to invite non-Muslims to visit them once a week in order to
experience the Islamic family lifestyle (Kose, p. 25). | encountered similar Christian
missionary principles in my travels, whereby Christian missionaries do not proselytise but
rather seek to be living examples of a lifestyle imbued with Christian values. A feature of this
approach that Kdse highlights is that when its proponents interact with non-Muslims, they
tend to seek common ground and shared values between them rather than stressing Islam'’s
supremacy (p. 26). The drawback of this method is that, while it succeeds at dispelling

stereotypes and builds bridges across communities, it may not result in conversion, but just
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better relationships (Poston, 1992). Moreover, Akbar Muhammad argued that Christian
evangelism has been successful due to the conversion experience itself, and as such Muslim
converts have been better able to gain conversions than born-Muslims through sharing their
own conversion experiences®’ and attempting to help others recreate them in themselves (p.
117). Both Green's and Tzortzis' initial exposure to Islam was through interacting with
Muslims, in the case of Green, through seeing his parents' Egyptian cook pray, and Tzortzis

by interacting with his Muslim schoolmates.

2.12.2 Direct da'wah

Invite to the way of your Lord with wisdom and good instruction, and argue

with them in a way that is best. Indeed, your Lord is most knowing of who

has strayed from His way, and He is most knowing of who is [rightly] guided.

(Qur'an 16:125)
Those who are critical of the ineffectiveness of the indirect approach argue for more proactive
proselytising, as does Bin Baz above. Verse 16:125 inspires da'wah methods related to
proselytising positively. 'Allal al-Fasi promoted ‘gentle preaching with reasonable and
acceptable ideas which will attract the people’ (quoted in Poston, p. 122). Kdse holds that
Muslims born in British are more likely to adopt this activist approach than their immigrant
parents, who more likely favoured the more passive lifestyle approach (p. 27). Due to the
advanced educational development of British society in the natural and social sciences,

Mawdudi in 1967 encouraged Muslim proselytisers to pursue education to participate in

social life and formulate solutions to social problems so as to be more effective (Kése, p. 27).

% iERA organises the annual event 'My Journey to Islam’, in which converts Green, Tzortzis, Yusuf
Chambers and others speak about their conversion experiences.
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Direct da'wah involves various approaches, from individual-to-individual, door-to-door, to

organising public events and inter-faith dialogues.

In a Cambridge study on female conversion to Islam (Suleiman, 2013), da'wah was discussed
in passing although the study does not focus on the topic. Participants who commented on it
differed over da'wah strategies. A participant commented on the use of the term kuffar in a
da'wah context: ' If | see a [da'wah] stall in the street, | don’t want to hear about the kuffar — |
don’t want to hear my family described like this. It’s not about putting other people down.
How can a majority population see Islam in a positive light if it is constantly subjected to
hearing that their system is not good enough and needs to be replaced?’ (p.75). A participant
in a subsequent Cambridge study on male conversion (Suleiman, 2015) pointed to an
unidentified statistic that 95% of the British public was not interested in learning about Islam.
He therefore proposed that da'wah needed a new approach based on shared values instead of
the current methods that were 'fifty years out of date' (p. 82). Another remarked that he found
da'wah organisations to be 'smug and self-indulgent’, and that they did not engage with non-

Muslims. He advocated instead personal interactions at the social level (p. 83).

Before Tablighi Jama‘at, Jamaat-i Islami and, now, iERA, there hasn’t been a structured
method of da'wah in Britain. Mohammad (1991) attributes this to several factors, such as the
low self-image among British Muslims, their preoccupation with sectarian arguments — as
was seen above between Green Lane Mosque and the Salafi Bookstore — their lack of
knowledge about Christianity, cultural restrictions that prevent from engaging with non-
Muslims, and those who do engage not being equipped to communicate their religion to non-

Muslims. These issues have been exacerbated after the 9 September 2011 attacks in the US.
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IERA, as will be seen in this thesis, has developed a strategy that addresses many of the above
issues: firstly, it does not publicly delve into sectarian disputes but remains focused on
external ones (e.g. with atheists); it aims to improve Muslim youths' self-esteem through
presenting Islam as a modern, rational faith that is also compatible with science and to point
out its rich historical legacy; and its GORAP template is a practical guide to arguing against
atheists and Christians, and thereby giving Muslims the tools to better communicate the
fundamental teachings of the faith while also avoiding being defensive about specific

practices when challenged.

2.12.3 Sufi da'wah versus Salafi da'wah

Lofland and Skonovd (Kdse, 1996) classified general conversion experiences into six types,
the first three of which are relevant for the purpose of briefly contrasting Sufi and Salafi

da'wah approaches:

1. Intellectual: individuals read books or become acquainted with alternative worldviews
through different media. This might occur as solitary work or through social interaction with

members of the religious group. This may be a short process.

2. Affectional: Conversion through attachment or admiration for practicing religious
individuals. Some social pressure usually exists in this type of conversion. It may also be a

lengthy process, and the emotional intensity of the individual is medium.
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3. Mystical: This type of conversion is sometimes also called ‘Damascus Road’ or ‘Pauline’.
Even though the conversion is fast, it is preceded by a period of stress or trauma. The
emotional intensity in this form of conversion is very high. A higher number of Sufi than non-

Sufi converts reported having a mystical experience in Kose's study (p. 109).

The other experiences are experimental, revivalist, and coercive. When applied to Kdse’s
sample, he found that intellectual conversion was highest (71% of total numbers), especially

among men, while affectional conversion was highest among women (90%).

An example of an experimental conversion is a form of Sufi da'wah which involves
participation in a group dhikr ceremony. Dhikr literally means ‘mention’ or ‘remembrance’.
The ceremonies involve chanting words related to God or the Prophet, and may or may not be
combined with musical instruments (Kdse, p. 159). Dhikr ceremonies provoke emotional
experiences among participants, which have been described as freeing, peaceful or purifying
(Kose, p. 60). Kose links the Sufi groups’” warmth to attracting individuals with past

traumatic experiences (p. 83).

By contrast, al-Farugi argued for a rational approach to da'wah, and was critical of the Sufi

method:

B. Da'wabh is not a psychotropic induction

It follows from the nature of judgement that da'wah cannot have for objective
anything but a conscientious acquiescence to its contents on the part of the
called. This means that if the consciousness of the called is in any way
vitiated by any of the common defaults or defects of consciousness, the
da'wah is itself equally vitiated. Thus a da'wah that is fulfilled through, or
whose fulfilment involves in any way, a lapse of consciousness, a lapse of
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forgetfulness, a lapse in ta’agqul or the intellectual binding of ideas and facts
so as to make a cohesive and consistent whole, or a transport of emotion and
enthusiasm, a sort of “trip’, is not Islamic da'wah. Da'wabh, therefore, is not
the work of magic, of illusion, of excitement, of any kind of psychotropia. In
such work, the subject is not in control of his power of judgement, and hence,
his judgement cannot be properly said to be his ‘personal free judgement’.
(Al-Faruqi, 1976)

He defines da'wah as an intellectual process which can be continually improved and

transformed according to new needs and new scientific discoveries (p. 394). Thus,

In Kdse's study, 47% of converts reported having struggled in the two years prior to
conversion with cognitive questions, such as the sense of meaningless and lack of purpose,
and therefore conversion was an intellectual process for them. Green's and Tzortzis'
conversion experiences would fit into this category as they were searching for the meaning of

life.

2.13 Da'wah to Muslims as well as non-Muslims

Al-Faruqi, moreover, favours giving da'wah to Muslims as well as non-Muslims. The lifestyle
approach requires Muslims to practice their faith on a daily basis and discourages them from
lapsing, thus reinforcing their commitment. Al-Farugi (1976) writes: 'Islamicity is never a fait
accompli. Islamicity is a process. It grows, and sometimes it is reduced' (p. 393). This
confirms Berger and Luckmann’s concept of legitimation. Religion, as a social construct,
needs to be maintained and reinforced continually, and the da'wah approaches discussed
above contain this internal element. In his book The Islamist, Ed Husain (2007, pp. 57-8)

recalls participating in da'wah events that were mainly aimed at Muslim students and with the
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purpose of recruiting them to the Young Muslim Organisation UK. Similarly, the Tablighi
Jama'at's main purpose is to give da'wah to Muslims, and da‘'wah to non-Muslims is of a

lesser priority (Gaborieau, 2012).

2.14 Conversion to Islam

‘I used to have dreams about nothingness after death. [...]
I thought there must be something after death, there must be life; you can’t just die.’
Janet, quoted in Kose (1996, p. 88)

Although this thesis is not focused on conversion to Islam or the impact of da'wah on
conversion, it is useful to discuss conversion briefly as part of the context of da'wah activity
in the U.K. An examination of the findings of the research undertaken by Maha al-Qwidi and
Ali Kdse reveals contrasting views on conversion. Although both studies are small and not
representative, they are among the few but increasing studies on conversion to Islam and

could provide some clues for future research on the role of da'wah in conversion.

2.14.1 Using Rambo’s model with Muslim converts

In her unpublished doctoral thesis, Maha al-Qwidi opted to use Lewis Rambo’s seven-stage
model as a framework for her study of converts to Islam, undertaken in 2000, due to the
limitations she found in other theories. The results were unexpected but at the same time
informative for future research. Most notably, al-Qwidi’s findings yielded a six-stage

conversion process rather than Rambo’s seven. Rambo’s (1993) seven stages are: Context,
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Crisis, Quest, Encounter, Interaction, Commitment and Consequences. He argues that there
are four aspects to consider: cultural, social, personal and religious. Rambo notes that
professional proselytising is a new trend in Islam, whereas historically proselytising was done
informally by ordinary individuals through trade or other encounters (p. 70). For the
participants in al-Qwidi’s study, the Interaction and Commitment phases appeared to coincide
because all the converts’ interaction with Islam was not through significant contact through
Muslim friendships or proselytisers, but mainly through reading the Qur'an, following which

they decided to convert.

A second significant finding in her research was similar to Kése’s results: participants did not
report childhood or adolescent turmoil that could have contributed to their conversion. Both
studies concluded that the converts’ conversion process was mainly of existential, cognitive
motivation rather than social or psychological. While this may be valid and true, some
critique of both al-Qwidi and Kdse’s analyses is necessary. For one, al-Qwidi acknowledges
inconsistencies in the participants’ responses. For example, participants confirm that they
found a copy of the Qur'an by chance and that they hadn’t come into contact with any da'wah
efforts. However, al-Qwidi notes that “'other Islamic material’ including books, booklets,
leaflets and videos, all of which were mentioned, can only be obtained through da'wah
outlets’ (2002, p. 250). Al-Qwidi attributes this to the possibility that respondents were
‘unaware’ of the proselytising links to the materials. Another example is those who stated that
early in the process they fasted in Ramadan or performed the Islamic prayer but were
‘[unaware] of the Muslim community’; whereas fasting in the Islamic holy month or learning
how to do the prayer would necessitate contact with Muslims and Islam outside of merely

reading the Qur'an. It’s unclear whether respondents intentionally or unintentionally
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downplayed other factors and stressed the role of the Qur'an and other Islamic-oriented

factors.

Al-Qwidi writes that da'wah efforts in Britain were few or ineffective, and that the study
participants’ encounters with da'wah were rare or non-existent. Al-Qwidi cites an interesting
observation that existing da'wah revolved around the extension of Christian concepts in Islam
and narrowing the gap between the two faiths. An example is that some booklets can be found
in Birmingham titled *Jesus in the Qur’an’. However, with time, there were perceptions that
Britain was evolving into a post-Christian environment, causing the da'wah message to be

shifted against materialism.

2.14.2 Similarities between al-Qwidi’s and Kdse’s findings

Unlike academic research that largely based conversion on Christianity and New Religious
Movements, both al-Qwidi and Kose’s studies did not support claims of turbulent youth
experiences or conversion during adolescence. Both found that a recurrent factor was the
rejection of a “hedonistic’ Western lifestyle and culture of materialism. The data from both
studies supported Kdse’s ‘cognitive and existential’ pursuit of a belief system rather than an
emotional and psychosocial one. In al-Qwidi’s study, more respondents reported an
intellectual pursuit instead of the more affectional or mystical factors in Kése’s study, which
included converts to Sufism. Finally, respondents in both appeared to have had few
encounters with Muslims, which could have contributed to conversion but were not felt to be

significant.
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2.14.3 Differences between al-Qwidi’s and Kdse’s findings

While the age range in Kése’s sample was wider and the average age of conversion was 29.7
years, al-Qwidi’s average age was 25, but still higher than the period of adolescence which
many studies of conversions to other religions found. Al-Qwidi’s respondents did not actively
seek out Islam as did Kdse’s sample. They responded that their encounters with the religion
were accidental, such as in the case of an individual who was searching for the Bible in a
bookstore and came across the Qur'an. Furthermore, Kose’s (1996) respondents felt that the
conversion resulted in “major transformations in [their] basic religious identity” (p. 126),
whereas this was not the case for al-Qwidi’s respondents, who were from loosely religious or
non-religious backgrounds. The latter’s descriptions were rather of a ‘return to faith’ than a

dramatic change.

2.14.4 An Islamic worldview: on the roles of hidayah and fitrah

One possible explanation for why respondents may have knowingly or unknowingly
downplayed other psychosocial factors of their conversion could be due to the Islamic
worldview which they adopted (al-Qwidi, 2002). This is not to assert that psychosocial factors
must play a role; the theories cannot be imposed on the data collected in the research.
However, the probability of psychosocial factors to have an influence have been shown in
conversions to other faiths; thus, one way to interpret al-Qwidi’s and Kdse’s data not
supporting them could be the important Islamic concept of hidayah, a point which was raised
by the participants. It is possible that respondents may downplay psychosocial or other

factors, because they adopt the Islamic view that they have been fortunate that God led them
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to Islam (hidayah), as Islamic tradition holds that only believers whom God inspires are

guided (from hada, which also signifies giving as a gift):

And who is more unjust than one who is reminded of the verses of his Lord

but turns away from them and forgets what his hands have put forth? Indeed,

We have placed over their hearts coverings, lest they understand it, and in

their ears deafness. And if you invite them to guidance - they will never be

guided, then — ever. (Qur'an 18:57)%
Therefore, in retrospect, converts may reinterpret events in light of this perception,
highlighting chance encounters and establishing a narrative that supports this view. This can
be seen in both Green's and Tzortzis' narratives of their path to conversion, discussed above.

Green speaks about hidayah, and they both see an overarching divine plan that connects the

sequence of life events that led them to Islam.

Another Islamic concept is the Arabic term fitrah (al-Qwidi, 2002). In its general linguistic
use fitrah means “innate’ or ‘by birth’. From an Islamic perspective, fitrah is given or created
by God, and Islam is perceived as “din al-fitrah” (Qur'an 30:30) or the religion of the innate or
the God-bestowed qualities. Essentially, this describes Islam as a religion that corresponds to
human nature and to what humans are naturally inclined to believe. Al-Farugi (1976) thus
characterises da'wah as inviting individuals to 'return’ to themselves (p. 395). Therefore, many
respondents in al-Qwidi’s study are quoted as saying that when they read the Qur'an they felt
they were Muslim or had the desire to become Muslim, because they saw that it was in line

with their personal beliefs.

% See also verse 41:5.
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2.14.5 Roald’s four post-conversion stages

Anne Sofie Roald (2012) builds on Peter Schindler’s three psychological phases that converts
to Catholicism experience following their conversion. However, Roald proposes a Weberian
four-stage model for Muslim converts. They are: zealotry, disappointment, acceptance, and
secularisation. In her model, Roald incorporates Warner Susman’s two types of character:
Character and Personality. Character is the modal type which behaves according to the norms
and standards of the group, and has such features as sacrifice. On the other hand, Personality
is a shift to the actualisation of the self based on the personal needs and interests of an

individual (Roald, 2012, p. 349).

2.14.6 Doubting or leaving Islam: how many converts remain?

Although it is difficult to estimate how many converts to Islam remain Muslim, anecdotal
numbers from Green Lane Mosque estimate 2 to 3 percent of around 50 converts annually
remain Muslim, as discussed in Chapter One. This question needs further investigation but is
not without difficulties due to its sensitive nature and the stigma surrounding apostasy from
Islam. Blog posts can give an idea of the difficulties that converts face. One such blog post,
which received 10,100 views by 10 March 2016, was written by convert K. T. Lynn (2015),

who discusses four main challenges. They are briefly as follows:

1. Lack of support within the local community. Converts tends to experience loneliness and

isolation due to the lack of communal support. The author attributes this to the new challenges
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of forming social bonds with their new co-religionists, such as receiving support when a

convert experiences doubt.

2. Lack of educational resources. The author explains the difficulty in learning about Islam
and says that ‘most reverts are self-taught” using mainly books (Lynn, 2015). She attributes
this to the differing opinions on Islamic matters and the resulting confusion in knowing which

opinion to follow.

3. Cultural clashes between the convert culture and the adopted “Muslim culture’. This is

often due to the convert adopting the culture of their spouse and experiencing culture shock.

4. Spiritual *burnout’. Following the initial euphoria of conversion, Lynn describes the reality
that sets in:

Real life as a Muslim is far less exciting, fresh and energising than those first

few rounds of salat (prayer), fasting or dhikr (remembrance). It is quite

common to start spiralling. The constant cycle of seeking the initial spiritual

and emotional high by setting tiring and unrealistic expectations and failing to

attain the desired level of perfection is enough to dampen the highest of
spirits. (Lynn, 2015)

She adds:

Being a Muslim is exhausting. There is a constant battle between who you

were, who you are, and who you want to be. (Lynn, 2015)
The author concludes by asking Muslims to be more supportive and helpful towards new
converts, who ‘hold a special place in the community’, in order to help them maintain their

faith.
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The following are reactions from readers who said they could relate to the four challenges that
Lynn highlighted. There were at least 9 who agreed with the article and described similar
experiences, out of a total of 28 comments (on 10 March 2016), most of which were from

Muslims giving suggestions for online communities to join and other advice.

Screenshot 2.10.

M Gary Dargan - Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

d | have experienced all of those. The worst was a complete betrayal by the person who led me to Islam in
the first place and the ignorance and abuse by other Muslims at that tme. It has been an ongoing
struggle ever since to stay on the path. Some days are better than others but the deep sense of
connection i once had is all but gone.

Like - Reply - ¥ 10 - Dec 2, 201

Source: Lynn, 2015.
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2.15 Salafism: From Ibn Taymiyya to the U.K.

This section is an overview of Salafism with the aim of placing the da'wah charity iERA in
context. Themes examined are the origin of Salafism as a movement, scholars Ibn Taymiyya
and al-Albani, the major trends within Salafism, and the effects of the Madkhali split. The
choice of these two scholars is because iIERA often cites Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328 CE), while
al-Albani (d. 1999 CE) is associated with quietist Salafis and some of iERA's critics. The
section on Ibn Taymiyya begins with Salafi Sheikh Khalid 'Akk’s (d. 1999 CE) support of the
medieval scholar and the four main reasons he outlines for why Ibn Taymiyya was needed in
that period of history. Because Salafis are often said to shun the four Sunni schools of
thought, it is useful to also look at Ibn Taymiyya’s contentious juristic status, whether he
remained affiliated with the Hanbali school or became an independent mujtahid and if so,
whether his example is what influences some contemporary Salafis to question traditional
Islamic scholarship. Finally, a brief look at the historical context of Ibn Taymiyya could shed
light on whether Salafis turn to him because they see modern parallels with that era. IERA at
times quotes from both scholars but sparsely. An important schism among Salafis, the so-
called Madkhali split, occurred in the 1990s. Since Salafism has evolved to become a
heterogeneous movement, there have been scholarly attempts to categorise the various trends
within it. One such widely adopted typology is by Quintan Wiktorowicz, and a more recent

one that tests and revises Wiktorowicz’s typology is by Zoltan Pall.
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2.16 In their own words

The Arabic term Salafiyyah is a term describing the way of ‘al-salaf al-salih’, or the pious
ancestors. Salafis revere the first three generations of Muslims and strive to emulate their
beliefs and practices. This is based on a hadith in Bukhari and Muslim's collections of the
Prophet's sayings: ‘The best of mankind is my generation, then those who come after them,

then those who come after them’ (Salafi Publications, no date a)*.

Another hadith further solidifies this belief: *And this nation of Muslims will divide into 73
sects, all of them will go to the Fire except one.” That victorious group is * “[t]hat which | [the
Prophet] and my Companions are upon today.” (Tirmidhee, authentic)’ (Salafi Publications,
no date). Subsequently, Salafis believe they are the only group of Muslims whom God will
‘save’ (al-firgah al-najiyah) or ‘make victorious’ (al-ta'ifa al-mansoorah) because they

follow the true and pure religion of the Prophet and the early Muslims.

The three generations of pious forefathers are believed to span a period of nearly 250 years
from the estimated year of the divine revelation in 610 CE and ending with the death of 1bn
Hanbal in 855 CE (Haykel, 2009). Defining this period is important not only to knowing
where Salafis look to formulate or justify their creed, but also to attempt to trace the
ambiguous beginnings of this movement by contrasting the period with Muhammed Abduh's

understanding of the term salaf, as will be discussed later in this chapter.

! Both quotations are the translations used in a flier titled ‘Who are the Salafis?’ handed out in central
Birmingham.
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2.17 What is Salafism?

In the tradition of 1bn Taymiyya, Salafis aim to rid Islam of interpretations and accumulated
corruptions which they believe veered the Muslim umma away from the right path. Their goal
is to purify Muslims’ beliefs and practices from cultural and other influences and at times
simplify it by ignoring or challenging the established authorities of the four schools of
thought (madhahib) and the principle of taglid, which led to a stagnation in Islamic thought
and belief and formed an obstacle between the believer and the scriptures of the faith. Instead,
every believer is seen to be able to refer directly to the Qur'an and hadith and in a literal

manner, as opposed to the more traditional historical or contextual approach.

The core of Salafi theology consists of: the return to the practices of the first three generations
of the salaf; the Oneness of God (tawhid) in a particular, Salafist interpretation; persistently
fighting unbelief, and shirk in particular, in all its forms, whether it is in new or familiar
manifestations; the purging of innovations (bida’); a literalist interpretation based on the
Qur'an and the hadith as the sole reliable sources; and the belief that the Qur'an and hadith are

enough to guide Muslims in all times and conditions (Haykel, 2009).

The various Salafi groups are generally united on matters of theology. Their differences begin
to appear, however, when addressing issues of jurisprudence and politics. In jurisprudence,
while Ibn Taymiyya does not altogether reject taglid for ordinary Muslims, Haykel (2009)
argues that Salafis seem to take their stance against it from his disciple, Ibn al-Qayyim (d.
1348 CE), and Salafi groups are in disagreement among themselves over the extent to which

to adopt or reject it.
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Similar disagreements can be seen in political issues. All Salafis adopt the concept of manhaj,
or a method of living that expresses the creedal tenets of the group, developed by Nasiruddin
al-Albani. However, not all subscribe to his argument against joining political parties or any
forms of organizing into groups for fear that they will create divisions among Muslims, as al-
Albani saw it. Salafis can thus be divided into 3 main groups according to their political
stances: the Jihadist Salafists who advocate violent jihad to establish an Islamic state based on
divine law — which can be described as a top-down approach; the non-violent Salafis who
pursue activism without jihad and who were influenced by Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood —
and thus taking more of a grassroots approach; and the apolitical, quietist Salafis who are
more in line with al-Albani's teachings of rejecting all forms of political involvement that

could lead to divisions and conflict (fitnah) among Muslims (Haykel, 2009).

Abou el Fadl (2001), who argues that Salafism and Wahhabism became ‘indistinguishable’ in
the 1970s, describes Salafism as an egalitarian movement that rejects elitism. By being
egalitarian in reaction against the status quo created by the blind imitation of the Muslim
scholars, Salafis empower the individual but they also fall into a crisis of authority, especially
when disagreements arise. This can be seen when disagreement over the Saudis allowing US
forces on holy soil split Salafis into those who stayed loyal to the authority of the rulers and
those who rejected their alliance with the U.S., considered to be an enemy. This is further

discussed below.
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2.18 When did Salafism originate?

Haykel (2009) poses the question: “How old is the term Salafi as a designation for a particular
group or movement among Muslims?’ (p. 34). The origin of the Salafi movement has been at
the centre of scholarly debate since the 1990s. Up until then, the accepted scholarship had
been that it originated mainly in Egypt in the late 19" century as a reformist, modernist
movement led by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (Persia), Muhammed Abduh (Egypt) and
Muhammad Rashid Rida (Tripoli, then-Syria)*. But this view is now being challenged®.
Salafism's evolution since — if it can be considered to have evolved as such — has raised a
problematic question. If Salafism in its modern form was (re)introduced by Muhammed
Abduh and his contemporaries, then how can one consolidate the position of Abduh with that
of Salafism vis-a-vis the West? The former was a revivalist who argued that Western
achievement can be integrated into Islamic society, whereas contemporary Salafism rejects
not only Western hegemony but also Muslim beliefs and practices that contradict the Qur'an
and the tradition of the salaf as they are interpreted by Salafis. Did Salafism evolve into an
increasingly extreme form since Abduh in a manner comparable to Sayyid Qutb’s
radicalisation in reaction to Western politics? Or was Abduh mistakenly associated with

Salafism? (Lauziére, 2010).

Additionally, Salafism's Egyptian roots are contested by Hourani (1962) and Weismann
(2001), who make a strong case for Syria as its birthplace - at least in its modern form. ‘[Rida]

interpreted Sunnism in the direction of strict Hanbalism, of which the tradition was more alive

* See for example Encyclopaedia of Islam (Shinar and Ende, 2012) which describes Abduh as 'not
purely Salafi), and Kepel.
* See Hourani, Weismann, and Haykel.
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in Syria, particularly in Damascus, than in Egypt’ (Hourani, p. 231). Damascus was an
important learning centre of Hanbalism in the Ottoman period, and the libraries of Syrian
mosques still held manuscripts of Ibn Taymiyya's works, since he lived in Syria for the
greater part of his life and is buried there (Weismann, 2001). Therefore, scholars in Damascus
looked to Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya in their efforts to reform and revive the nation,
resulting in a movement that became Salafism. It would also likely be inaccurate to single out
one individual to describe as the founding figure of modern Salafism, since the trend appears
to have developed over time and through different individuals. For example, while Rida is
described as favouring a more literalist approach than Abduh — and thus, closer to the current
form of Salafism - the Salafist trend could still not be said to have started with him alone —
although his prominent Cairo publication, al-Manar, did play a significant role. In fact, Rida
tipped his hat to Abd al-Razzaq al-Bitar, calling him “the renewer of the forefather's way
(madhhab al-salaf) in Syria” (Weismann, 2001). Thus, the links with and influences among
Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria and others were established during this period as scholars and
activists travelled and discussed their ideas with their counterparts in other Arab countries.
The mistaken scholarship on Egypt is attributed to European academics encountering the
works of Egyptian Abduh (who lived in exile in France for a time) and Rida after the first
World War, and particularly the influence of Rida's al-Manar in spreading their ideas

(Weismann, 2001 and Lauziére, 2010).

2.19 Abduh and Salafism: an ambiguous connection

Several questions and issues have been raised regarding considering Abduh as one of the

founders of modern Salafism. For one, Abduh's reformist stance was modernist, in that he
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sought to reconcile Islam with the West. While Abduh wanted to free the religion from what
he saw as the chains of Islamic tradition (taglid), which had made scholars rigidly follow their
predecessors instead of actively participating in modern life and responding to the new needs
and challenges of the era, he still did not see the revival of Islam as a return to the time of the
forefathers (Hourani, 1962). He tried to find a middle road due to the schism he witnessed in
Egypt between the religious and the secular trends. He advocated rationalism and Western
progress to be viewed and weighed through the prism of Islam in a manner that would allow
Muslims to be both religious and modern, without having to choose one at the expense of the

other.

Furthermore, his use of the term salaf designated a longer period than the early generations of
Muslims who lived until Ibn Hanbal's time, as mentioned above. For Abduh, the forefathers
included the subsequent generations — to Abu Hamed al-Ghazali (d. 1111 CE) — who

formulated the Sunni tradition and formed the Golden Age of Islam (Hourani, 1962).

Lauziére (2010) goes even further in casting doubt over Abduh's link to Salafism, arguing

from a conceptual historical perspective that

[i]n 1902, three years before his death, Abduh made a very rare mention of
the Salafis (al-salafiyyin) in the pages of al-Manar. Although he did not
criticise them, he clearly did not claim to be one of them nor did he imply that
the Salafis were his followers. Rather, he briefly presented them as Sunni
Muslims who differed from the Ash'aris with respect to theology. The most
striking feature of this passage, however, is that Abduh did not even expect
his readers to know who the Salafis were. Evidently the word begged for an
explanation, even among the subscribers of al-Manar, for Abduh deemed it
useful to specify in parentheses that the Salafis were “‘people who adhered to
the creed of the forefathers’ (al-akhidhin bi-'agidat al-salaf).
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Apart from the weight of scholarly tradition, there is little reason to consider
al-Afghani and Abduh as self-proclaimed Salafis or proponents of a broad
Salafiyyah movement. The fact that both men invoked the pious ancestors, as
did many other Muslims before them, does not constitute a sufficient
explanation and must not become a red herring. (p. 374)

In fact, Abduh is dismissed by Saudi Salafis as a ‘rationalist neo-Mu‘tazili’ (Hasan, 2005, p.

81f).

2.20 Salafism — a modern or a pre-modern movement?

Lauziére's study of the history of the terms salaf and salafiyyah, as can be seen in the above
quote, led him to the conclusion that, first, Salafism as a movement cannot be associated with
Abduh from an analysis of his writings and use of the term; and second, the early, medieval
usage by Ibn Taymiyya and others was in reference to the salaf or to the madhhab al-salaf in
a more limited form, but not to Salafiyyah as a full-fledged movement as it has come to be
known in the 20" century, replete with theology and law. Lauziére's conclusion warrants
further investigation and should, at the very least, make researchers exercise caution and

closer analysis in examining the medieval use of the terms.

Haykel (2009) argues that the roots of Salafism are in the medieval works of Ibn Hanbal and,
later, Ibn Taymiyya, while at the same he too cautions against confusing the latter's use of the
term salafi with its later usage by Abduh, Afghani and Rida (in his earlier thought)®. The term
salafi appears as early as in the works of 1bn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 1348 CE),

among other pre-modern theologians, and was used in reference to Ahl al-Hadith (Haykel,

® Their salafism has been labelled Enlightened Salafism, as opposed to Traditional Salafism, which
Rida adopted later in his life (Haykel, 2009).
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2009). Ahl al-Hadith were a group of traditionists who, from the 8™ century onwards,
embarked on collecting, authenticating and studying the traditions of the Prophet and his
companions, and to whom Ibn Hanbal belongs (Schacht, 2012). Ibn Taymiyya describes
madhhab al-salaf® thus: “The way of the Salaf is to interpret literally the Qur'anic verses and
hadiths that relate to the Divine attributes [...], and without indicating modality and without
attributing to Him anthropomorphic qualities’ (quoted in Haykel, p. 38). In the above
mentioned flier on Salafism, the Prophet is quoted as having told his daughter: ‘I am for you a
blessed Salaf’, and several medieval authors are named who used the term or promoted the

way of the salaf, including Ibn Hanbal and 1bn Taymiyya.

2.21 Ibn Taymiyya and Salafism

Takiuddin Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya’s name has become associated with political Islamist and
jihadist groups. The parallels drawn between Ibn Taymiyya’s era and modern times can be
seen in 'Akk’s argument in particular where he draws similarities between the 13th and the

20th centuries, as will be shown next.

2.21.1 A need for reform

‘With apocalypse so close and conventional ideas of the shari’a under such
threat, conservatism was crying out for a champion. And as God, luck or
cause and effect would have it, just the hero was at hand - Ahmad Ibn
Taymiyya (1263-1328).” - Sadakat Kadri, 2012.

® Note Ibn Taymiyya's use of the terms ‘madhhab al-salaf’ rather than ‘al-Salafiyyah’ - as Lauziére
points out.
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In a chapter titled ‘Necessary reasons to call (da‘'wah) for the ways of the salaf in the time of
Ibn Taymiyya and even in our time,” 'Akk (1995) discusses four main reasons for the need for
a reformer like 1bn Taymiyya in the 13th century. These are: the proliferation of philosophical
ideas; of what is considered Sufi excess (ghuluw); of what he describes as wrong atheistic
beliefs; and of the different esoteric sects of Islam. The first two of these will be discussed

next.

Philosophy

Following exposure to classical Greek thought and interaction with it, an Islamic philosophy
emerged and soon after an Islamic theology ('ilm al-kalam) followed. Debates raged around
the nature of God and God’s attributes, particularly stemming from the Qur'anic portrayals of
God sitting on a throne, God’s hands, God hearing and seeing, and being omnipotent,
omnipresent, merciful, and so forth. The debate was further complicated by arguments over
whether the Qur'an, as the revealed word of God, is created or eternal, and the implications of
each case. These themes will be further explored in Chapter Four. According to 'Akk (1995),
when the theologians adopted the same methodology and Greek terminology as the
philosophers, they fell into the same errors. He describes the Mu'tazila as having committed
an innovation (bid'a) by rejecting prophetic sayings in their quest for a rationally based belief

system.

In this atmosphere of bitter and divisive disagreements, leading scholars issued fatwas
forbidding philosophical and theological debates and urged a return to the faith of the
forefathers. 'Akk thus concludes that this era demonstrated the dangers of engaging in

purposeless philosophical debates that, instead of providing answers, created discord and
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divisions that have persisted to modern times. Ibn Taymiyya was accused of
anthropomorphism when he defended the Qur'anic descriptions of God while refusing to
engage any further in a debate on the divine attributes. This has remained a point of
contention between proponents of this view and their detractors among Sufis and others.
Haykel (2009) describes Ibn Taymiyya's position, which is discussed in the theologian's book

Al-Fatawa al-Kubra:

The way of the Salaf is to interpret literally the Qur’anic verses and hadiths
that relate to the divine attributes (ijra’ ayat al-sifat wa ahadith al-sifat 'ala
zahirha), and without indicating modality and without attributing to Him
anthropomorphic qualities (ma’ nafy al-kayfiyyah wal-tashbih). So that one is
not to state that the meaning of *hand’ is power or that “hearing’ is knowledge

(p. 38).

The Kalam debates are further examined in Chapter Four.

Sufism
‘Between the spiritual Muslims and the jurists there is an unceasing struggle,
and battles which will not end until... the Day of Judgment.’
- Afifuddin Tilimsani (d. 1291 CE), quoted in Kadri, 2012.
By the time Ibn Taymiyya was born in 1263 CE, Sufism had evolved into a formalised
practice with the establishment of the orders (tarigas) and the works of al-Ghazali (d. 1111
CE) and Ibn Arabi (d. 1240 CE). Sufism was also to prosper under the Mongol rule of the al-

Khanid dynasty after its leader converted to Islam in 1295 CE and which reigned until 1336

CE (Shepard, 2009).

Ibn Taymiyya did not reject Sufism altogether; rather, he was critical of what he considered to

be Sufi excess (ghuluw). He rejected such practices as glorifying the saints and seeking their
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intercession with God, and grave visitations. Furthermore, he took confrontational actions to
disprove the mystics’ claims, such as the forcible destruction of a special rock or tree, or
publicly challenging the Rafi’iya about using a special mixture to render them immune to fire
(Kadri, 2012). In the above-mentioned chapter, 'Akk (1995) quotes several hadiths to criticise
grave visitations and to support his claim that the Prophet dismissed the practice as Judeo-
Christian in origin. In an implicit warning to contemporary Muslims, 'AkK is critical of those
among medieval Muslims who imitated ‘the mores and shirk beliefs of the Dhimmis and
Mushrikin’ (p. 83). In his exposition on the spread of ‘atheistic’ beliefs, 'Akk refers to
monism, unionism, and antinomianism which he says crept into Sufism through the
Zoroastrians along with Greek and Indian influences. Additionally, he considers the esoteric
Isma'ili sects that appeared under the Fatimid rule to have been a *grave danger to Islam’ and
blames the Fatimids for their proliferation, particularly in their attempts to restore their lost
reign in Egypt. He also accuses the Isma'ili sects of collaborating with the Crusaders and the

Mongols against the Muslims, thereby justifying Ibn Taymiyya declaring jihad against them.

2.21.2 Enter Ibn Taymiyya

Ibn Taymiyya was largely a product of his time, but he was more than a reactionary. His
knowledge of Islam, Judaism and Christianity was profound and he became renowned for it
(Kadri, 2012). He also became famous for his debates against Christians, Sufis and other
esoteric sects, as well as his criticism of the Islamic establishment and schools of thought
(Kadri, 2012). While he belonged to the Hanbali madhhab, he did not hesitate to clarify and
correct some Hanbali ideas as they were being practiced by contemporary scholars (al-

Matroudi, 2006). Torture and repeated imprisonment did not deter him from issuing
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controversial fatwas nor did they force him to renounce his stances. Only evidence could do
so, as is illustrated in his refutation of his earlier writing on hajj, which he subsequently found
to have been false based on uncovering new textual proof (al-Matroudi, 2006). But did Ibn
Taymiyya altogether reject the madhhabs and adopt individual ijtihad as it is encouraged by

some modern Salafis?

2.21.3 Ibn Taymiyya’s juristic rank

There are two opinions about the type of mujtahid Ibn Taymiyya was. One states that he was
Hanbali to the end of his life, while another holds that he was Hanbali but later in life became
an absolute independent mujtahid. This question is important because of the implications it
has for particular Salafi groups’ rejection of the imitation of the four Sunni schools of thought
and in the extent to which they model their reasoning on Ibn Taymiyya - except for

Wahhabis, who adhere to the Hanbali madhhab (Peskes and Ende, 2012).

Based on Ibn al-Qayyim’s classifications of the types of mujtahids, 1bn Taymiyya had to have
been extensively knowledgeable about the Qur'an, the Sunnah, the Shari'a, the opinions of the
companions and the Arabic language (Al-Matroudi, 2006). Al-Matroudi further argues that
Ibn Taymiyya could be considered either an absolute independent mujtahid or an absolute
mujtahid affiliated with the jurisprudence of another scholar. While the two types of ijtihad
are considered of equal rank in knowledge, the main difference between them is that, as an
absolute independent, a mujtahid uses his own sources of law and does not imitate other
scholars except in certain cases where others might be more knowledgeable than him. In

contrast, an affiliated mujtahid only rarely turns to his own independent search of evidence
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and bases most of his opinions on those of the scholar he is affiliated with, using the same
sources of law (in this case, that of Ibn Hanbal). Therefore, the central question becomes
whether the mujtahid chooses to use his own sources of law or whether he uses the same
sources as another scholar’s. Al-Matroudi is of the opinion that it would be safest to consider

Ibn Taymiyya a mujtahid affiliated with the Hanbali school of thought.

The issue is contentious because of the different opinions, the complexity of Ibn Taymiyya’s
career and the absence or the conflicting statements from him or his contemporaries in
relation to his status. The examples of al-Dhahabi and Schact help illustrate the differing
opinions. A student of Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn al-Qayyim wrote in a biography that for several
years Ibn Taymiyya did not base his fatwas on any of the legal schools and instead used
exclusively textual evidence that he himself found and validated (Haykel, 2009). In contrast,
Schacht narrates an exchange between Ibn Taymiyya and his detractors in which the former
appears to indirectly imply that he was a muhtasib who issued legal opinions, but did not
affirm that he was a mujtahid (al-Matroudi, 2006). Most significant is that, while he was
affiliated with Hanbali jurisprudence, Ibn Taymiyya did not reject other schools of thought,
nor did he reject Hanbalism when he sought to clarify or correct some of its legal principles.
However, when he found evidence in the Qur'an or Sunnah, Ibn Taymiyya favoured it to the
legal schools’ rulings. His hierarchy of textual authority for a legal ruling was in the following

order (al-Matroudi, 2006):

- the Qur'an,

- the Sunnah (divided into categories),

- a consensus limited to the companions (salaf) only - since he believed that a consensus
couldn’t be reached thereafter,

- analogy if an issue is not in the text, such as likening hashish to wine for a ruling on its use,
- Istishab (established judgement based on the lack of new evidence to the contrary),



122

- Maslahah mursalah (benefit to public interest).

What can be asserted is that, first, textual evidence to him was the most definite and highest
form of proof, even when it was at odds with the establishment, and second, that he did not

reject taglid (al-Matroudi, 2006).

According to Haykel (2009), Salafis possibly take their stance against imitation - termed la-
madhhabiyyah - not from Ibn Taymiyya but from Ibn al-Qayyim. The latter ‘argued that

ordinary Muslims should be liberated from the taglid of the four schools of law’ (p. 44).

2.21.4 Historical context

Ibn Taymiyya lived during a time of change and political instability. He was directly affected
by the approaching Mongols in 1269 CE when he escaped with his family from his native
Harran to Damascus. The period witnessed significant changes, including demographic
changes, as the Mongols defeated the Abbasids and took Baghdad in 1258 CE and were
moving further west. The centres of learning along with the immigration of peoples of
different customs and traditions shifted from Baghdad to Sham and Egypt. As noted above,
Sufism spread under Mongol rule during Ibn Taymiyya’s lifetime, and Isma'ilism had
flourished under the Fatimids earlier. Both were targeted by Ibn Taymiyya for their
esotericism and practices. The Mamluk sultans encouraged education, resulting in several
schools and libraries being built. However, the era is also characterized by political conflict as
sultans wrestled power from each other, by heavy taxation - compounded by the effects of the

Mongol invasions and the Crusades - and theologically by a stagnating culture of taglid, in
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which the majority of scholars were repeating rulings confined to the four schools of law and

not contributing anything new (al-Matroudi, 2006).

Even though the Muslim world during his time was more advanced in many ways than
Byzantium, that ‘Western” empire was perceived as a threat, embodied in the Crusades; and
current times are seen as an extension of that history ('Akk, 1995). Additionally, the creeping
of certain beliefs and practices that are perceived to be un-Islamic into the Muslim nation is
also echoed in modern times in the Salafis main aim of purifying Muslims’ practices. This is
seen in the wave of attacks in recent years against Sufi shrines in various countries, from Mali
and Tunisia, to Yemen and Pakistan, also mirroring Ibn Taymiyya’s actions (Kadri, 2012). In
2015, Jordan was one of a number of countries that restricted Ibn Taymiyya’s books because
he is considered one of the leading scholars whose opinions the terror organisation Islamic

State (in al-Sham and Iraq) draws from®.

2.22 Muhammad Nasiruddin al-Albani’s apolitical Salafism

Born in 1914 CE to a poor, religious Albanian family, Nasiruddin al-Albani** moved with his
parents to Damascus when he was nine years old following Albania’s post-Ottoman Western-
leaning, secularist policies. In Damascus, Nasiruddin studied the Arabic language and the

religion according to the Hanafi figh of his father as well as the latter’s trade as a watchmaker.

% Available in Arabic at: http://www.aljazeera.net/news/reportsandinterviews/2015/6/8/c2_id)-
Lz g-dp -alaad sa-ol-ssas s (Accessed: 9 June 2015).

“ He later added Muhammad to his name to create the phrase ‘Muhammad Nasiruddin’ in praise of
the Prophet.
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The autodidactic young man would rise to fame to become one of contemporary Salafism’s
most prominent figures, after the Saudi Mufti Bin Baz and the Mufti’s deputy Ibn al-
Uthaymin (Lacroix, 2009). His Salafism described as pietist, cautious and quietist, al-Albani
nonetheless did find himself at the centre of controversy more than once. Still, the focus of his
studies and writing - the close evaluation and purification of the Sunni tradition of weak
hadiths - gained him considerable repute and occupied his work throughout his life until his

death in 1999 in Jordan at the age of 85.

2.22.1 On the self-label ‘Salafi’

Al-Albani defends the ascription to Salafism as being to the correct and infallible way of the
forefathers, whereas he views those who subscribe to one of the four legal schools as
following those who were fallible and “not protected from mistakes' (Salafi Publications, no
date b). In a Q&A session reported in ‘On Ascription to the Salaf’ (Salafi Publications, no
date b), al-Albani is asked about using the label ‘Salafi’ and engages in the following

exchange. Al-Albani recounts this exchange in an audio recording uploaded to YouTube*":

al-Albani: When it is said to you, What is your madhhab, what is your reply?
Questioner: A Muslim.

al-Albani: This is not sufficient!

Questioner: Allaah has named us Muslims and he recited the saying of Allaah

Most High, ‘He is the one who has called you Muslims beforehand’ (Qur'an
22:78)

* Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7HGOcX-mUfc (Accessed: 3 December 2012).
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al-Albani: This would be a correct answer if we were in the very first times
(of Islaam) before the sects had appeared and spread. But if we were to ask,
now, any Muslim from any of these sects with which we differ on account of
ageedah, his answer would not be any different to this word. All of them the
Shi’ite Rafidi, the Khaariji, the Nusayri Alawi would say, ‘I am a Muslim.’
Hence, this is not sufficient in these days.

Questioner: In that case I say, | am a Muslim upon the Book and the Sunnah.
al-Albani: This is not sufficient either.

Questioner: Why?

al-Albani: Do you find any of those whom we have just mentioned by way of
example saying, ‘I am a Muslim who is not upon the Book and the Sunnah’?
Who is the one who says, ‘I am not upon the Book and the Sunnah’?

At this point [al-Albani] then explains in detail the importance of [adhering
to] the Book and the Sunnabh in light of the understanding of the Salaf al-
Salih.

Questioner: In that case I am a Muslim upon the Book and the Sunnah with
the understanding of the Salaf us-Saalih.

al-Albani: When a person asks you about your madhhab, is this what you will
say to him?

Questioner: Yes.
al-Albani: What is your view that we shorten this phrase in the language,

since the best words are those that are few but indicated the desired intent, so
we say, Salafi? (Salafi Publications, no date b)

2.22.2 Purging the Sunni cannon of weak hadiths

In their stated goal of purifying Islam from innovations, Salafis scrutinise the Sunni hadiths to
purge them of those that are considered weak and inauthentic. Al-Albani dedicated his life to
hadith scholarship, and singled out, by one count, nearly one thousand hadiths that he
considered to be unreliable, including ones from Muslim 1bn Hajjaj’s reputable collection,

Sahih Muslim. His methodology was to examine the sanad or isnad of the hadith, that is, the
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chain of transmitters, in which he evaluated the reputation and reliability of the narrators,
whereas his study of the matn, the saying itself, was limited to grammar and linguistics. In

this process, reasoning was to be kept out of the investigation.

This is illustrated in Amin’s critique (2004) of al-Albani’s methodology. The following
hadith was dismissed by al-Albani as being weak based on the credibility of one of the
transmitters, Abu al-Zubayr: ‘Sacrifice only a mature cow, unless it is difficult for you, in
which case sacrifice a ram’ (Amin, 2004). Amin quotes two other hadiths that are similar in
content and which al-Albani considers to be authentic yet does not use them to authenticate

the first hadith. Amin writes:

However, al-Albani does not treat them as confirming the hadith of Abu al-
Zubayr in order to enhance its quality as sahih. Rather, instead of
understanding them literally, he engages in tawil (interpretation) of the two
reportedly authentic hadiths by quoting other hadiths that have reliable
isnads, while continuing to regard the hadith of Abu al-Zubayr as weak. Al-
Albani prefers to understand the hadith of Abu al-Zubayr literally and is
reluctant to subject it to interpretation, because [it] is not authentic.
Interpretation is an aspect of authentification. Therefore, there is no place for
interpretation in the case of a weak tradition (p. 155).

The reason for discrediting Abu al-Zubayr is that, based on his biography, al-Albani views
him as a mudallis, a ‘person who suppressed the faults in isnads’ (Amin, p. 154) and who’s
thus considered unreliable if he wasn’t explicitly clear about how he heard the hadith.
Therefore, for example, al-Albani considers other hadiths transmitted through Abu al-Zubayr

as being authentic because the manner of the transmission is specified*?. Consequently, Amin

counted 125 hadiths quoted in Muslim’s collection Sahih that would be discredited by this

*2 For example, whether the terms used were ‘heard from’ or ‘on the authority of’ (an) — al-Albani
considers the latter to be less reliable.
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criteria and which were transmitted by the thus-questionable Abu al-Zubayr-Jabir link. Amin
concludes that while al-Albani’s method falls within the framework of the traditional Sunni
hadith authentication, his criteria for excluding weak ones is too general. He further suspects
that al-Albani’s methodology was more likely based on Ibn Hazm’s and al-Dhahabi’s

opinions rather than a comprehensive study of the hadiths.

2.22.3 Controversy

Al-Albani found himself in the middle of controversy when he was asked about his opinion
on Muslims living in non-Muslim countries who cannot openly show their religious symbols
or rituals. His response, based on a hadith, was that they should move (make hijrah) to
Muslim countries where they can openly practice their religion. He was then asked whether
this applied to Palestinians, to which he replied in the affirmative and further gave the
example of the Prophet leaving the holiest place, Mecca, and relocating to Madinah*. His
controversial fatwa demonstrated his commitment to faith before politics and land - it may
also have had a personal element since his own family left Albania and settled in Syria. His

stance was that religion preceded all else.

Another controversy he stirred up was his harsh attack on the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt
and Sayyid Quitb, criticising the organisation for not having religious scholars and
“forbidding’ its members from attending religious classes, therefore making it more motivated

by political power than faith. His stance proved to be inflammatory at a time in the 1970s

* From ‘Wagafat fi Hayat al-lmam al-'Allama Mohammad Nasir al-Albani Rahimahu Allah’.
Available at: http://saaid.net/Doat/ehsan/4.htm (Accessed: 3 December 2012).
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when the Brotherhood was at the height of its popularity. He later found himself having to

soften his position on Qutb, but the damage was done.

Finally, al-Albani also angered Wahhabis when he criticised Ibn Abdul Wahhab’s taqlid of
Hanbali thought and accused him of being ignorant of the Prophetic tradition. However, his
stance on taglid resonated with some scholars in Saudi Arabia who had been disciples of Ahl-
e-Hadith scholars in India and who as a result had differences with the Hanbali school. Bin
Baz’s support for al-Albani paved the way for his work in Saudi Arabia from the 1960s and

his consequent significant influence in the shaping of contemporary Salafism.

2.22.4 Neo-Ahl al-Hadith and apoliticism

Al-Albani inspired the neo-Ahl al-Hadith, a movement formed by his disciples and which
rejected the Wahhabi Hanbali stance and vehemently opposed any role in politics. Based on
his teachings, they developed an ideology and identity distinct from both Wahhabis and al-
Sahwa al-Islamiyya (the Islamic Awakening), a product of the Muslim Brotherhood and
Wahhabism in the Saudi Kingdom. A schism split the group in the 1970s on disagreement
over the question of the loyalty to the ruler, the first rejecting the state and the second

adopting unconditional allegiance to the ruler.

Al-Albani’s famous stance on politics became his statement: “In the present circumstances,
the good policy is to stay away from politics (min al-siyasah tark al-siyasah)’ (Lacroix, 2009,
p. 69), again demonstrating his preference for prioritizing correcting religious practices over

politics. Apolitical Salafism was able to make peace with Arab regimes and in return they
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have embraced it for its quietism, and at times manipulated it against the political strands of
Salafism. For example, in the 1990s the Saudi government supported the apolitical Madkhali
movement against Sahwa (Hegghammer, 2009). Finally, Lacroix sees this governmental

relationship as an insurance card for apolitical Salafism’s continued survival in the future.

2.23 The Madkhali split — online and in Birmingham

Rabi' al-Madkhali (b. 1931 CE) is a retired Saudi university professor at the Islamic
University of Madinah associated with al-Albani’s quietist Salafism. Along with Sheikh
Muhammad Aman al-Jami, he led a group of al-Albani’s disciples in giving unconditional
support to the Saudi leadership after U.S. armed forces were invited in 1990 to be based in the
Kingdom following the Gulf War. This led to yet another split with al-Albani’s followers who
rejected the government’s decision and, as a result, its legitimacy. The split became known as
the Madkhali split and the movement derogatorily as Madkhalism. In Yemen, quietist
Madkhali Salafi Sheikh Mugbil al-Wad’i’s rapprochement with the Saudi government before
his death paved the way for Madkhali influence among Yemeni Salafis (Bonnefoy, 2009). In
Saudi Arabia, Madkhali influence was permitted to grow in the Islamic University of
Madinah to counter the influences of the Muslim Brotherhood and Sahwa. This subsequently
led to the growth of Madkhalism in Europe as European students returned from the Islamic

University.

Yet the ripples of the Madkhali split were not immediately felt in Britain, where most Salafis
were apolitical. One group for example, Ahl-e-Hadith, with roots in India, had links to the

Saudi government and therefore refrained from criticising the Kingdom’s decision on US
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troops. The main British youth group Jam'iyat Ihya' Minhaaj al-Sunnah (JIMAS) was founded
in 1984 by Salafi autodidact Abu Muntasir Manwar Ali (b. 1959 CE) and which played an
important role in the spread of Salafism among the Muslim youth in the UK. Among its

notable members were Usama Hasan and Abdurraheem Green (Hamid, 2009).

Innes Bowen (2014) argues that it was Arab scholars who introduced the Madkhali split to the
UK, and one such scholar was Syrian Muhammad Surur Zain al-Abidin (b. 1938 CE) whose
movement was branded by critics as Sururiyyah to discredit it. One of his prominent students
is the Saudi Sahwi Sheikh Salman al-Ouda (b. 1956 CE). Surur promoted Qutbian views and
established several organisations in the UK, among them the Centre for Islamic Studies,
London’s al-Muntada al-Islami (the Islamic Forum), and in Birmingham Markaz Dirasat al-
Sunnah al-Nabawiyyah (Centre for the Study of the Prophet’s Example). When the schism
reached Britain in 1995, it divided JIMAS between those who supported jihadism and those
who opposed it. The latter were headed by quietist Abu Khadeejah Abdul Wahid who was
reportedly a supporter of the Saudi government (Hamid, 2009). He along with British convert
Dawud Burbank (d. 2011 CE) split from JIMAS to form the Organisation of Ahl al-Sunnah
Islamic Societies (OASIS)*. OASIS attempted to rival the Federation of Students Islamic
Societies (FOSIS) (Hamid, 2009). In 1996, OASIS founded the Salafi Bookstore and Islamic
Centre in Birmingham’s Coventry Road, better known as Salafi Publications — headed by Abu
Khadeejah — and followed by the establishment of the Salafi Mosque, also known as the
Wright Street Mosque, in 2002. Abu Khadeejah and his supporters then began a campaign of
discrediting other Salafis and became known as the *Super Salafis’ as a result of their

intolerance (Hamid, 2009). A larger and older Salafi mosque founded in the 1979 in

* Abu Khadeejah has written an account of the events of 1995 with JIMAS on his blog, available at:
http://www.abukhadeejah.com/tag/abu-muntasir/.
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Birmingham is the Green Lane Mosque associated with the Ahl-e-Hadith has been denounced
by Salafi Publications. The head of da'wah at Green Lange confirmed to me in 2014 that the
mosque was Salafi and that it welcomed both men and women, as discussed in Chapter One.
The mosque didn’t adhere to or promote a particular school of thought. However, some
mosque attendants followed Hanbalism or the madhhab of Pakistan’s Ahl al-Hadith, with
close links to Saudi Arabia — which suggests that the mosque is close to Wahhabism. In a
2011 YouTube video, Abu Junayd Yusuf Bowers of Salafi Publications accused Green Lane
Mosque of being affiliated with the Kuwaiti Society for the Revival of Islamic Heritage
(Jam'iyat Ihya' al-Turath al-Islami), i.e. affiliated with the movements of Sayyid Qutb and
Muhammad Surur (Abu Abdullah UK, 2011). The 9/11 attacks and subsequent events in
Britain led to a change of course by JIMAS founder Manwar Ali, who in 2005 apologised in
tears for his earlier stances and began appearing in public talks with Sufi speakers and
participating in inter-faith events (Hamid, 2009) and which aired weekly sermons from the

Saudi Mufti (Bowen, 2014).

Among Salafi Publications’ online productions is the website albani.co.uk that contains
several of al-Albani’s opinions. Salafi Publications is also linked to two other book
publishers: the private, non-governmental Dar al-Salam Publishers UK and the Canadian
TROID. A website was set up in December 2009, themadkhalis.com, to counter attacks by a
Brotherhood supporter against Madkhali views. Interestingly, it appears to be linked to Salafi

Publications as its layout is very similar to another affiliated website
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(IslamAgainstExtremism.com) which Salafi Publications’ main website links to**. But the

Madkhali website is anonymous and isn’t directly endorsed by Salafi Publications.

2.24 Conclusion

This chapter introduced iERA with profiles of Green and Tzortzis, their own conversion
narratives and their development of their da'wah approach. To contextualise IERA's work, it
also briefly examined Salafism and the two scholars associated with the movement, al-Albani
and Ibn Taymiyya. Salafism is deeply rooted in the legacies of the traditionists in general and
of Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya in particular. It emphasizes both belief and practice and
strives to emulate these as they were experienced by the righteous ancestors. Its insistence on
literalism, occasional hostility or rejection of the Other (whether other-Muslim or non-
Muslim) and uncompromising stances give it an absolutist streak. Its appeal lies in Salafism
portraying itself as the authentic Islam, and its adherents present their proofs directly from the
core texts. Salafism also better defines their identity as opposed to that Other, and gives them
the reassurance that they follow in the footsteps of the companions, with beliefs and practices
that are unchanging and eternal. The chapter also looked at the general Islamic view towards
da'wah and the late Saudi Mufti's guidelines for undertaking it. Additionally, conversion to

Islam was also discussed as it relates to da'wah efforts.

% One of the articles published in December 2015 on Islam Against Extremism is titled: ‘Refutations
of Ibn Taymiyyah against the Doctrines of al-Qaeda and ISIS’.
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CHAPTER THREE

IERA'S SCIENTIFIC MIRACLES NARRATIVE

While | was teaching in Yemen in 2009, one of my students came to me one day and gave me
a videotape titled This is the Truth*. He politely asked me to watch it. It was a program
presented by controversial Yemeni cleric Abdul Majid al-Zindani on modern scientific facts
found in the Qur'an, with Western scientists acknowledging this mystery and appearing to

admit or confirm the divine nature of Islam’s holy book.

Quite often in da'wah, examples are given of scientific truths that were revealed to the
Prophet in the Qur'an long before they were discovered by modern science. This popular
narrative is used to prove the divine nature of the Qur'an to non-Muslims. It can also be
argued that a secondary purpose of this narrative is to reinforce Muslims’ belief as well — not
without the danger of it having an adverse effect. For instance, Ahmed Abd al-Wahab*' told
Stenberg (1996) that 'the meaning of science is to learn more about Allah’s creation — a
science in the service of God. Thus, science should serve to create a stronger belief among
Muslims' (Stenberg, p. 236). Al-Wahab also maintains that any contradictions between

science and the Qur'an are the result of poor or deficient understanding of the verses.

This chapter explores a widespread narrative in da'wah that claims the existence of scientific

revelations in the Qur'an consistent with modern knowledge. The way in which iERA

*® The title of the show appears to be taken from Qur'an 41:53.
" An Egyptian general who published works on religious topics after retiring in 1980.
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constructed this narrative around the Qur'anic embryo verses and the subsequent backlash it
received from both Muslims and non-Muslims are examined. This chapter examines iERA's
following works:

1. A 2011 document by Tzortzis with an exegesis of Qur'an 23:12-15

2. A blog post by Tzortzis proposing a different approach
3. IERA's 2014 video with an overview of GORAP

3.1 The inimitability of the Qur'an (I'jaz al-Qur*an): the evolution of the concept

The Arabic term I'jaz literally means ‘weakness or inability’, from the root (‘a j z) in Lisan al-
Arab*: however, the phrase I'jaz al-Qur'an is intriguingly missing in Lisan al-Arab. The term
I'jaz shares the same root as the Arabic word for 'miracle’, mu'jiza. The Encyclopaedia of
Islam defines the term I'jaz as 'the rendering incapable, powerless' (Grunebaum, 2012).
Before acquiring various other meanings, the phrase I'jaz al-Qur'an in the early Islamic
period referred to the challenge presented in various Qur'anic verses to the sceptics of Arabia
who questioned the divinity of the text and the prophethood of Muhammed. Islamic tradition
states the inability (I'jaz) of the Arabs to produce similar verses — although this is disputed
(Grunebaum, 2012). The verses that present the challenge include: Qur'an 2:23, 10:38, 11:13,

and 17:88.

Say, 'If mankind and the jinn gathered in order to produce the like of this
Qur'an, they could not produce the like of it, even if they were to each other
assistants." (Qur'an 17:88)

* Lisan al-Arab is an authoritative, rigorous, and comprehensive dictionary of the Arabic language
compiled by Muhammad Ibn Manthour (d. 1311 CE). It consists of around 80 thousand entries.
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Up until the time of the jurist Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 855 CE) the term appears to have been
limited to its linguistic uniqueness and the inability of the Arabs to imitate its verses. The
period between 750 CE and 1,000 CE was the height of disputes over the question of I'jaz
(Welch et al., 2012). This coincided with the Abbasid take-over. In an increasingly multi-
ethnic empire, challenges to the claims of defenders of the faith required them to develop
proofs for textual divinity — to derive doctrines and laws from — and proof for prophethood.
From the end of the 9" century onwards, however, other interpretations began to appear,
although a work by Muhammed bin Yazid al-Wasiti (d. 918 CE) has been lost (Grunebaum,
2012). One of the earliest surviving works that included arguments for I'jaz beyond the
linguistic superiority is that of Ali ibn Isa al-Rummani (d. 944 CE). Both al-Rummani and
Abu Bakr Muhammad al-Bagillani (d. 1013 CE) argued for the unmatched style of the Qur'an
as well as its knowledge of unknown ancient events and future prophecies (Welch et al.,
2012)*. The term I'jaz al-Qur'an thus acquired the greater meaning of miraculous nature. Not
only had God revealed and protected the Qur'an — a less popular view is that God even
prevented people from imitating its style — but God also inserted knowledge into it beyond

that of the inhabitants of seventh-century Arabia.

In modern times and in light of modern science, a popular book on I'jaz al-Qur'an was
authored by 20" century poet and author Mustafa Sadek al-Raf'i (d. 1937 CE) and was
reprinted at least nine times. In the preface to the second edition of this book, dated 1346 AH/

ca.1927 CE®, M. Rashid Rida (d. 1935 CE) emphasized that the belief in I'jaz al-Qur'an is a

* One modern example given of a Qur'anic prophecy is the following verse, re-interpreted by I'jaz
‘llmi proponent Marwan al-Taftanazi to predict NASA’s moon-landing (Guessoum, 2012): 'And [by]
the moon when it becomes full, [That] you will surely experience state after state' (Qur'an 84:18-19).
% The book is titled The Inimitability of the Qur'an and Prophetic Eloquence (1'jaz al-Qur'an wal-
Balagha al-Nabawiyya). The second edition of the book, with Rida’s preface, was likely published a
year before the third edition, in 1927, which overlaps with the Hijri year 1346.
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religious obligation for the entire Muslim community®, by the consensus of the
commentators and 'ulama (al-Raf'i, p. 20). However, Rida does not mention the concept of the
Quranic scientific miracles in his description of I'jaz in that preface. On the other hand, al-
Raf'i does discuss revealed scientific truths in a chapter titled 'Secrets of the Qur'an' (Sara'ir
al-Qur'an). He bases this chapter on a book of the same name by the Ottoman general and
astro-mathematician Ahmed Muhtar Pasha (d. 1919 CE) published in Turkey around the time
of the first edition of al-Raf'i’s book, ca.1912 CE®? and translated by Muhibaddin al-Khatib.
The chapter gives a brief summary of Pasha’s book on the Creation, the end of the Earth, and
the Qur'anic description of the planets, which Pasha argues have been confirmed by modern
science. In this chapter also, al-Raf'i refers to a book titled Islam and Modern Medicine (al-
Islam wal-Tubb al Hadith) by Egyptian physician Abdul Aziz Isma'il Pasha (al-Raf'i, pp. 130-
133). Interestingly, al-Raf'i added a chapter on the Qur'anic description of embryo
development later, in the third edition of the book, which was published in Egypt in 1346
AH/ca.1928 CE (see al-Raf'i’s footnote, p. 134). He summarizes in this chapter a commentary
on verses 23:12-15 (on the embryo) by 16™ century pharmacist David of Antioch/Dawud al-

Antaki (d. 1599 CE).

The above clues seem to point to the fact that, in modern times, the science narrative may
have begun