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Essentialism and Dogmatism in Reading Islamic Intellectual History.
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Absract. Our co-authored book, Bayna Ibn ‘Arafa al-Warghami wa-Ibn Khaldin al-Hadrami: Jadal al-Inhitat al-
Fikrt bi-Tanis al-Qarn al-Thamin li-l-Hijra / al-Rabi‘ ‘Ashar li-I-Milad (Between Ibn ‘Arafa al-Warghami and Ibn
Khaldun al-Hadrami: The Debate over Intellectual “Decline” in Eighth-/Fourteenth-Century Tunisia) (Rabat: Dar
al-Aman, late October 2025, 216 pp.), was followed a few weeks later by Bennacer el Bouazzati’s (B. al-Bu‘azzati)
56-page article, “Qira’a fi Kitab ‘Bayna Ibn ‘Arafa al-Warghami wa-Ibn Khaldun al-Hadrami’.” As his own framing
indicates, the article neither engages the book as an integrated whole nor treats it as a genuinely collaborative
work; it does not address the central thesis or its evidentiary architecture. Instead, it limits itself to a single
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chapter and a small portion of the introduction and its notes, while addressing one co-author and excluding the
other without explicit justification. This narrowing of scope is further accompanied by a strongly accusatory
register that tends to displace substantive evaluation with personalized reproach.

This response nevertheless offers an occasion to clarify what is methodologically at stake in contemporary
debates on “decline,” periodization, and the intellectual history of the Islamic disciplines. Proceeding from the
premise that arguments warrant assessment even when advanced polemically, this essay sets aside rhetorical
escalation and focuses on the substance of al-Bu‘azzati’s objections. In broad outline, our discussion develops
along three axes. The first concerns al-Bu‘azzati’s endorsement of Goldziher’s thesis regarding Sunni “orthodoxy”
and the philosophical (or rational) sciences. We analyze how he formulates, modulates, and at times softens the
thesis according to context, producing an instability that weakens the inference he seeks to secure: a general
claim cannot be stabilized through formulations that shift with argumentative need. The second axis addresses
his framing of the “problems of science” in the eighth/fourteenth century and the evaluative conclusions he
derives from this periodization—especially claims of “decline” or “retrenchment” that oscillate between
sweeping generalization and essentialist typology, with direct consequences for how intellectual actors are
characterized and differentiated. The third concerns his account of the history of logic in Muslim contexts and
of intellectual life in the Islamic West after the sixth/twelfth century—an account that effectively recycles a
familiar decline narrative. Rather than reassessing that narrative in light of major recent scholarship, he objects
to (and at times chastises) our appeal to it, reiterates dated claims despite decisive shifts in the state of research,
and fills the resulting inferential gaps with impressionistic judgments, substituting suggestion for demonstration.
In this mode, “review” becomes reproduction, and citation becomes the selective enlistment of references that
confirm a pre-established picture rather than a genuine test of it.

Our aim is not an affective defense of a “book,” but a defense of the elementary norms of scholarly criticism:
that a text be addressed in its integrity, that claims be advanced with evidence, and that the order of inquiry be
respected—rather than extracting isolated passages, inflating them into a quarrel, and allowing accusation to
stand in for argument. This first installment concentrates on the first axis, namely Goldziher’s thesis as defended
by al-Bu‘azzati: his mode of formulation, his strategies of persistence in the face of objections, and the
consequences of this stance for his reading of Islamic history.

Key-words: Islamic intellectual history; 8th century/igth century; Ibn ‘Arafa al-Warghami; Ibn Khaldun;
Goldziher; Islamic orthodoxy; al-Hanabila; al-Bu‘azzaty; decline thesis; essentialism; dogmatism; Islam and
science
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Ignaz Goldziher, “Stellung der alten islamischen Orthodoxie zu den antiken Wissenschaften,”
Abhandlungen der Koniglich Preuflischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-historische
Klasse, Jahrgang 1915, no. 8 (Berlin: Verlag der Konigl. Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1916), 3—46.
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George Makdisi, “Hanbalite Islam,” in Studies on Islam, trans. Merlin L. Swartz (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1981), 219—220, 223—226, 243—245, 254—264; Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic
Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early ‘Abbasid Society (2nd-
4th/8th—10th Centuries) (London: Routledge, 1998), 166—175; Sonja Brentjes, “Orthodoxy,” in Ancient
Sciences, Power, and the Madrasa (“College”) in Ayyubid and Early Mamluk Damascus (Berlin: Max-
Planck-Institut fiir Wissenschaftsgeschichte, 1997), 3, 19, 47; Khaled El-Rouayheb, “Sunni Muslim
Scholars on the Status of Loglc, 1500-1800,” Islamic Law and Society 11, no. 2 (2004): 213—232.
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