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Essentialism and Dogmatism in Reading Islamic Intellectual History.
A Conversation with Bennacer el Bouazzati— Part Two:
Reconsidering the Claim of Stagnation and Decline in the Western
Islamic World during the 8*/14™ Century
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Abstract: This article examines the argumentative and conceptual framework underlying
Bannasar al-Bu‘azzatl's “review” of Bayna Ibn ‘Arafa al-Warghammi wa-Ibn Khaldin al-
Hadrami and, more broadly, his account of intellectual life in the Maghrib during the
eighth/fourteenth century. Rather than addressing al-Ba“zatl’s project as a whole, it focuses on a
defined set of texts in order to assess the scope of his claims, the precision of his concepts, and the
evidentiary force of the historical examples on which his judgments rest. Particular attention is
given to his treatment of decline, institutional rigidity, the place of the rational sciences, and the
status of critical thought within learned culture.

Methodologically, the article combines close textual analysis with conceptual and
historiographical critique. It reexamines the sources al-Bu‘azzat cites, the examples he mobilizes,
and the explanatory patterns that recur across his work, including broad generalization,
essentializing readings of legal and theological traditions, and the use of heavily charged
interpretive vocabulary. It also considers other texts al-Bu‘azzati invokes in response to criticism
in order to determine whether they meaningfully qualify his earlier formulations or instead
reproduce the same explanatory logic in altered form.

The article argues that several of al-Bu‘azzatl’s conclusions rest on unstable comparisons,
overextended generalizations, and uses of evidence that do not fully sustain the interpretive
weight placed upon them. More specifically, it shows that claims about the absence of critical
thought, the closure of institutions to the rational sciences, and the explanatory role assigned to
legal and theological identities frequently exceed what the cited material can securely bear. By
relocating the discussion from polemical assertion to textual verification and methodological
control, the article seeks to clarify the limits of large explanatory claims about intellectual decline
in the Maghrib and to distinguish more carefully between what the evidence demonstrates and
what is projected onto it.

Keywords: Intellectual decline, Maghrib, eighth/fourteenth century, Bannasar al-Bu‘azzatr,
Bayna Ibn ‘Arafa al-Warghammiwa-Ibn Khaldin al-Hadrami, Malikism, rational sciences, critical
thought, educational institutions, legal traditions, essentialism, historical method, conservatism
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