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Islamophobia and Radicalisation in the United States  

  

Nahid Afrose Kabir 
 

Dr Nahid Afrose Kabir is a History Professor in the Department of English and Humanities at Brac 

University in Dhaka, Bangladesh. Dr Nahid Kabir also holds Adjunct Professor positions at the 

University of South Australia in Adelaide and Edith Cowan University in Perth, Western Australia. 

From 2016 to 2021, Dr Kabir was a visiting researcher at Georgetown University, and in 2009–2011 

she was a visiting fellow at Harvard University in the USA. She has published widely on Muslims’ 

identities and cross-cultural understanding. 

 

Abstract: After the September 11, 2001 Twin Towers attacks in New York, many 

Muslim Americans have been facing Islamophobia from different sectors of 

mainstream American society. On the other hand, some radicalised Muslim 

Americans have joined terrorist organisations such as the Islamic State of Iraq and 

the Levant (ISIL). In this article, I argue that Islamophobia can lead to radicalisation. 

I first provide definitions of Islamophobia and radicalisation. Secondly, I discuss the 

concept of identity, and how some Muslims can be drawn to radicalisation. Thirdly, I 

examine some common forms of Islamophobia in the United States. I also assess how 

Muslim extremist groups benefit from Islamophobia. Finally, I conclude that 

American policy makers should take measures to reduce Islamophobia in American 

society. This article is mainly based on qualitative research. 

 

 

Introduction 

The literal meaning of Islamophobia is fear of Islam. It comes to the fore when people 

articulate hatred for Muslims. It is expressed in the form of violence against Muslims 

or their religious institutions. Manifestations of Islamophobia include attacking 

Muslims verbally or physically or vandalising their mosques or Islamic centres. 

Sensationalist media coverage about Muslims is also a form of Islamophobia. It 

constructs Muslims as a problem, and hence as a threat to mainstream (non-Muslim) 

society. Discrimination against Muslims in the workplace, racial profiling, and fear-

mongering political rhetoric against Muslims are also examples of Islamophobia.1 

Academic Salman Sayyid observed that the practice of vilification against Muslims is 

institutionalised. Just as people of colour have been the victims of racism, similarly, 

 
1 Andrew Shryock, “Introduction: Islam as an object of fear and affection”. In Andrew Shryock (ed), 

Islamophobia/Islamophilia: Beyond the politics of enemy and friend. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 2010, pp. 1–25, see p. 2. 
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Muslims are positioned as the “other” who do not belong to white society. Sayyid 

stated: 

 

Islamophobia is not about hate against Muslims or disputes about matters of 

faith. It is a type of racism that targets behaviours and groups that are 

perceived to exhibit Muslimness. Islamophobia is not just about attacks on 

Muslims on the street by individuals; it is also about discrimination by 

institutions. Racism is not just beliefs that people carry in their heads; rather, it 

is a system of rule. What is crucial to it is not the existence of “races”, but the 

process of racialization.2 

 

The term radicalisation refers to a social and psychological process by which an 

individual or group adopts a violent form of action that is directly linked to an 

extremist political or religious ideology. The ideology contests the existing 

established order at a political, social or cultural level.3 The individual may or may 

not resort to extreme violence.4 If an act of violence, whether domestic or 

international, coordinated or a lone wolf attack, is directed against non-combatants or 

civilians for political or ideological goals, it is defined as terrorism. The victims of 

such an attack would see the perpetrators as terrorists. The objective of terrorists is to 

generate fear in the wider population and publicise their objectives.5 

 

 
2 Salman Sayyid, “Macron’s colonial nostalgia: Anti-Muslim Islamic project”. Middle East Monitor, 10 

February 2022, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20220210-macrons-colonial-nostalgia-anti-

muslim-islamic-project/  

(Accessed 11 May 2022). 
3 Farhad Khosrokhavar, Radicalization: Why some people choose the path of violence. New York: New 

Press, 2017. 
4 John Horgan, Walking away from terrorism: Accounts of disengagement from radical and extremist 

movements. London: Routledge, 2009, p. 152. 
5 Bertjan Doosje, Fathali M. Moghaddam, Arie W. Kruglanski, Arjan De Wolf, Liesbeth Mann and 

Allard R Feddes, “Terrorism, radicalization and de-radicalization”. Current Opinion in Psychology, 11 

(2016), pp. 79–84, see p. 79; Tahir Abbas, Countering violent extremism: The international 

deradicalization agenda. London: I.B. Tauris, 2021, p. 12. 
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Research has found that there is a direct connection between Islamophobia and 

radicalisation.6 Islamophobia singles out Muslims as the “other” in the public space. It 

can “push” Muslims who have experienced hate or Islamophobic attitudes from the 

wider society towards Muslim extremist groups. Then the “pull” factors work from 

the terrorists’ end. They exploit vulnerable Muslims’ sentiments to achieve their 

objectives. In the next section, I will assess the connection between identity and 

radicalisation. 

 

Identity and Radicalisation 

Generally speaking, identity is the condition of being oneself. Identity may depend on 

the family one is born into, the culture and religion one belongs to, one’s community 

and one’s life experiences. Identity can be individual or group oriented. For example, 

a US-born Muslim of Bangladeshi heritage might define him or herself as a 

Bangladeshi-American Muslim. But identity is flexible, so one can define with a 

singular identity, dual identity or multiple identities.7 It may depend on the 

opportunities and recognition one receives from one’s community and wider society. 

Emotion plays an important role in the formation of one’s identity. Similarities and 

differences can lead to a debate about “us” and “them”. Identity can also be 

constructed by another group. For example, in Western countries some politicians and 

the media may construct a visible Muslim who wears Islamic attire as the “other”, 

meaning they are not one of “us” even though the individual is a citizen of that 

country. So, if some Muslims experience exclusion and persistent Islamophobia, they 

can be drawn to extremism.  

 
6 Randy Borum, “Radicalization into violent extremism II: A review of conceptual models and 

empirical research”. Journal of Strategic Security, 4/4 (2011): 37–62, see pp. 54–57; Nahid Afrose 

Kabir, “Can Islamophobia in the media serve Islamic State propaganda? The Australian case, 2014–

2015”. In Derya Iner and John L. Esposito (eds), Islamophobia and radicalization: Breeding 

intolerance and violence. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, pp. 97–116. 
7 Nahid Afrose Kabir, Young British Muslims: Identity, culture, politics and the media. Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2012; Nahid Afrose Kabir, Young American Muslims: Dynamics of 

identity. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014. 
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Social identity refers to psychological self-identification and categorisation. It is based 

on membership in a group or category that gives an individual a shared feeling with 

others in the group. It gives the individual a sense of belonging and the person is 

expected to conform to the norms of that group and be loyal to the group. Therefore, 

some radicalised Muslims may join Muslim extremist groups such as al-Qaeda or 

ISIL and show their willingness to work for the group. Eventually these groups are 

likely to draw the radicalised individual towards terrorism.8  

 

Until November 2015, about 250 American Muslims (including some women) have 

travelled or attempted to travel to Iraq or Syria to join ISIL. Seventy-one individuals 

were charged with ISIL-related activities. About 300 Americans or US-based 

sympathisers have been active in the social media. They were spreading propaganda 

or interacting with like-minded people.9 

 

Bunker and Bunker observed that radical Islamist online magazines, including the al-

Qaeda-affiliated publication Inspire and the Islamic State’s Dabiq magazine, have 

assisted some young Muslims to self-radicalise.10 Droogan and Peattie noted that both 

e-zines are mainly focused on narratives of Muslim victimhood and how Muslims are 

treated as the “other” in non-Muslim mainstream society. They also draw the attention 

of marginalised Muslims to the illegal US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the Israeli 

government’s continuing atrocities against Palestinians.11 Goli and Rezaei found that 

radical Muslims living in the Western countries can be lonely people who feel 

disturbed by the foreign policy of their country against Muslim countries. They also 

 
8 Doosje et al., “Terrorism, radicalization and de-radicalization”, p. 79. 
9 Lorenzo Vidino and Seamus Hughes, ISIS in America: From Retweets to Raqqa. Washington, DC: 

Program on Extremism, George Washington University, 2015, p. ix, https://extremism.gwu.edu/isis-

america (accessed 11 May 2022). 
10 Robert J. Bunker and Pamela Ligouri Bunker, Radical Islamist English-language online magazines: 

Research guide, strategic insights, and policy response. Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, 2018, 

p. xiii. 
11 Julian Droogan and Shane Peattie, “Islamophobia in Al-Qa’ida’s and IS’ English language 

magazine”. In Iner and Esposito (eds), Islamophobia and radicalization, pp. 139-158. See pp. 141–143. 
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feel the Western media is against them. So, when extremist groups such as ISIL tap 

into radicalised Muslims’ minds, it works as a “pull” factor. Under the right 

circumstances, it can then make them vulnerable to radicalisation, and eventually to 

joining Muslim extremist groups.12 A participant in this study, Suhail (male, aged in 

his 30s, Somali heritage) stated:  

 

These [Muslim] kids are in search of their identity. ISIS13 simplifies their life. 

They [ISIS] say, “Hate everyone else. We are the true people, come here and 

join us and build this ummah which is a Caliphate.” This works as a powerful 

drug. 

 

The second thing is about glory. So, glory of going to heaven. They say that 

you will get seventy-two virgins. So, these kids float or sink in the bathtub of 

ISIS propaganda. They watch the jihad propaganda. They get self-radicalised. 

They are ready to plan, plot and kill anybody for the sake of ISIS. (Interview, 

Minnesota, 2017)14 

 

Suhail noted that some vulnerable Muslim youths are inclined to endorse the 

collective identity of extremist groups because they give them the identity of a jihadi 

or fighter. Also, extremist groups such as ISIL convince the fighters that they should 

die in battle or in a suicide attack. Then they will achieve shahid or martyr status. 

Their ultimate reward will be that they can get married to beautiful virgins on their 

entry to paradise.15 

 
12 Marco Goli and Shahamak Rezaei, House of war: Islamic radicalization in Denmark. Aarhus, 

Denmark: Centre for Studies in Islamism and Radicalisation, Aarhus University, 2018, 

https://pure.au.dk/portal/files/32769733/Rapport_2FINAL.pdf (accessed 24 April 2022). 
13 ISIS stands for “Islamic State in Iraq and Syria” or “Islamic State in Iraq and al-Shams”. 
14 Ummah means the Islamic community transcending all national boundaries. Caliphate means an 

institution governing a territory under Islamic rule. Jihad means the religious struggle of Muslims. 
15 Arie W. Kruglanski, Jocelyn J. Belanger and Rohan Gunaratna, The three pillars of radicalization: 

Needs, narratives, and network. New York: Oxford University Press, 2019, p. 55. 
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Forms of Islamophobia in the US 

In this section, I examine some manifestations of Islamophobia and assess how they 

can distress or marginalise Muslims. 

 

Discrimination in Employment 

In a 2021 report, the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) stated that in the 

last two years Islamophobia in America has increased by nine percent. Discrimination 

in the employment sector comprised 57 percent of all discrimination complaints. For 

example, in New York, a Muslim chaplain faced harassment and hostility in his 

workplace. Another incident involved an American-Muslim woman who wore a hijab 

and who was allegedly harassed by a supervisor in an attempt to terminate her 

employment.16 In my research a female participant, Bushra (female, 21 years, 

Bangladeshi origin), believed that her Islamic identity, revealed by her hijab, deprived 

her of employment. Bushra stated: 

 

Basically, I’ve been applying to a lot of jobs, especially after my father lost his 

job last fall. So I’ve been applying to a lot of fast food places so I could help 

with payments and bills with my parents. And a fast food shop called me back 

for an interview, and told me to go in to speak with one of the managers. 

 

The manager just asked me general questions about myself … Then she asked 

me about my hijab, “Do you have to wear that thing on your head?” I replied, 

“My hijab, I do, I have to wear my hijab all the time.” And she said, “Oh”, 

and she had a little weird look on her face. I asked her, “Is that a problem?” 

And she said, “You can’t wear that on the job.” I said, “Why?” 

 

 
16 CAIR, Resilience in the face of hate, Civil Rights Report 2021. Washington, DC: CAIR, 

https://www.cair.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/CAIRReport.pdf (accessed 22 April 2022). 
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She said, “Our fast food shop has certain terms and policies that may prohibit 

that.” I asked her, “What are these terms and policies?” She said, “All 

employees are required to wear a uniform cap while they work.” I said, “I 

have no problem with that. I can wear a cap on top of my hijab, that’s 

perfectly fine.” (Interview, Michigan, May 2010)17 

 

Bushra said the manager told her that she (the manager) would make her decision in 

the next couple of days. But Bushra heard nothing from the manager, so she (Bushra) 

called her a week later to find out about the job. Bushra found that the manager had 

decided to hire someone else, so Bushra asked the manager, “Was there something 

wrong with my interviewing, or social skills?” Then Bushra asked, “Did my headscarf 

have anything to do with it?” The manager replied, “No, it didn’t.” Bushra then told 

the manager that she (Bushra) felt discriminated against, and the manager apparently 

became very defensive. Bushra said: 

 

Muslim women may be questioned for wearing a hijab, and that is not fair. 

That is not fair, because she may be an American citizen, born here. So that is 

invading her civil liberties and the First Amendment to her rights. (Interview, 

Michigan, May 2010)18  

 

School Bullying 

In 2021, the Council on American-Islamic Relations in Massachusetts found that 

some Muslim youths face bullying from their non-Muslim counterparts in their 

schools that is often extreme and dehumanising, and which can affect their learning 

environment. For example, a 14-year-old female student who wore a hijab was 

continuously harassed at her high school in Boston. Girls at her school spread false 

 
17 Cited in Kabir, Young American Muslims, pp. 50–51. 
18 Ibid. 



 

 11 

rumours that she spoke about ISIL, so she should be deported. Other students shouted 

Allahu Akbar (God is Great) at her in the school cafeteria. The girl then gave up 

wearing her hijab. Yet a male student commented that she looked like a terrorist even 

without her hijab. Another Muslim student, Ali, reported that when his teacher set an 

assignment to draw different kinds of buildings, another student drew a picture of the 

Twin Towers after the 9/11 attacks and depicted the 13-year-old Ali as one of the 

terrorists.19 In response to the survey question, “How often have you been bullied at 

school for being Muslim?”, 61 percent of students reported that they were “made fun 

of, verbally insulted, or abused for being Muslims”.20 

 

Stuart and Ward found that Muslims growing up with a Muslim identity and at the 

same time adapting to Western societies can be stressed if they continuously face 

Islamophobia.21 It can lead to depression and other mental health impacts. Koenig and 

Al Shohaib noted that distressed Muslim students could be drawn to the literal 

meaning of their Holy Book, the Quran, and learn about Jahannam (hell or hell fire). 

Their anxious minds may lead them to radical websites, which may give them a 

collective identity, and they can be drawn to radicalisation.22 

 

Muslims’ Holy Book and Mosques 

Other Islamophobic incidents in the United States have included burning the Quran 

and attacking mosques. On 20 March 2011 Terry Jones, the pastor of a church in 

Gainesville, Florida, incited an assistant pastor to burn a copy of the Quran. On 14 

June 2014 on Flag Day, in order to provoke Muslims, Terry Jones planned a rally 

 
19 CAIR-MA, Bullying report of Massachusetts Muslim youth: Standing up and speaking out. Boston, 

MA: CAIR-MA, 2021, p. 4, https://www.cairma.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/CAIR-MA-Bullying-

Report.pdf (accessed 11 May April 2022). 
20 Ibid., p. 5. 
21 Jaimie Stuart and Colleen Ward, “The relationships between religiosity, stress, and mental health for 

Muslim immigrant youth”. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 21/3 (2018), pp. 246–261. 
22 Harold G. Koenig and Saad Saleh Al Shohaib, “Religiosity and mental health in Islam”. In H. Steven 

Moffic, John Peteet, Ahmed Zakaria Hankir and Rania Awaad (eds), Islamophobia and Psychiatry: 

Recognition, prevention, and treatment. Switzerland: Springer, 2019, p. 57. 
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outside a mosque in Dearborn, Michigan to protest against shariah law. Pastor Jones 

said that shariah law threatened freedom of speech in the United States. Dearborn 

Mayor Jack O’Reilly Jr called his cause “un-American”, but noted that Jones had the 

right to free speech. Muslim leaders alerted the local Muslims not to pay attention to 

Pastor Jones’s provocation.23  

 

There is a misconception among some non-Muslims in Western societies about the 

term shariah. Shariah means the Islamic way of life and shariah law is the Islamic 

code of conduct about society, family and individual behaviour. It regulates Muslims’ 

way of life including saying prayers five times daily, proscribes gender roles and 

prohibits alcohol consumption; and in a broader sense, it is the moral and ethical 

system of the Islamic religion. More extremely, the criminal code of shariah law, 

hudud, prescribes penalties for crimes such as stealing, adultery, etc. For example, it 

commands that adulterers should be stoned to death.24 Muslims in America form 

about one percent of the total American population,25 and there has been no indication 

that they want the criminal code of shariah law imposed in the United States. 

However, some politicians have tried to capitalise on this question for political ends 

(discussed later in the article). 

 

Incidents of mosque vandalism are also common in America. For example, on 5 

August 2017, Michael Hari, the leader of an Illinois anti-government militia group, 

masterminded the bombing of the Dar al-Farooq Islamic Center in Bloomington near 

Minneapolis. When Muslims gathered at the Dar al-Farooq Mosque for early morning 

 
23 Nahid Afrose Kabir, Muslim Americans: Debating the notions of American and un-American. 

London: Routledge, 2017, pp. 187–188; Yasmine Hafiz, “Terry Jones, Quran-burning pastor, plans 

‘Dearborn Freedom Rally’ in front of mosque”. The Huffington Post, 3 June 2014, 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/06/03/terry-jones-dearborn-freedom-rally_n_5433994.html 

(accessed 11 May 2022). 
24 Kabir, Young American Muslims, pp. 15–16; Peter Mandaville, Islam and politics. London: 

Routledge, 2020, pp. 40–42. 
25 Kabir, Young American Muslims; World Population Review, “Muslim Population by State”, World 

Population Review, 2022, https://worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/muslim-population-by-

state (accessed 11 May 2022). 
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prayers (Fajr Namaz) a pipe bomb was thrown through the window of an imam’s 

office. No one was hurt, but it traumatised the Muslim community. In 2021, Hari was 

sentenced to 53 years in prison.26 

 

Law Enforcement Sector 

After 9/11, the US Patriot Act (Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and 

Obstruct Terrorism Act) of October 2001 was enacted, allowing law enforcement 

agencies to use surveillance, and to search and deport people suspected of terrorism-

related acts. Later, in 2005, a US federal court upheld the law that allows the state to 

imprison anybody indefinitely without charge in the interest of national security. 

From 2004 to 2014, the New York Police Department (NYPD) used its “stop-and-

frisk” practice to keep many Muslims in New York (and people of colour) under 

surveillance. They were stopped, searched, harassed, and sometimes taken into 

custody. This practice appears to be continuing in many places in the USA. For 

example, one participant in my research, Samad (male, aged in his 40s, Somali 

heritage), commented, “Many Somali youths are locked up in prison. Somali youths 

wearing hip hop [baggy] clothing are singled out, and stopped on street corners by law 

enforcement officials” (Interview, Minnesota, 2017).  

 

Harassment of Muslim travellers is a common practice in the United States. In 2009, a 

participant of Somali origin, Zaker (male, 24 years), spoke of his ordeal when he was 

at a US airport: 

 

I’m a young, educated African-American man, who never thought about 

nothing but good about life now. But when I see all these searches, all these 

discriminations, breaking your privacy, you know, not having human rights, 

 
26 NPR News, “Militia leader gets 53-year sentence in Minnesota mosque bombing”. NPR News, 13 

September 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/09/13/1036803025/mosque-bomb-sentence (accessed 11 

May 2022). 
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basically I don’t have any privacy. I think I lost rights, my human rights were 

violated here in America, where the man [at the airport/border security] was 

telling me that you’ve got to tell me how much money you make. I can’t 

refuse to answer because he’s going to have me there another 8, 10 hours, you 

know? He takes my cell phone and keeps it like 5, 6 hours; he gets my laptop; 

he gets my videos; he takes basically my wallet … 

 

Speaking about … missing flights, there were times that I missed flights and I 

had to spend the night over at the airport, wait until the next day (24 hours 

later) because of searching. (Interview, Boston, 2009).27 

 

In 2022, similar experiences of harassment of Muslims at US airports are still 

reported. For example, in 2022, three Muslim Americans, including an imam, filed a 

federal lawsuit after being harassed over their religion by US border officials. The US 

border officials asked the Muslims questions, which were found unconstitutional. For 

example, they asked them where and how they pray. The imam said that he was proud 

of his Muslim identity but at the time of travelling he feels anxious. So, he stopped 

wearing his prayer cap while travelling.28 

 

Politics 

In my research, I asked some participants what they meant by the words “American” 

and “Un-American” because some American politicians use these words in their 

rhetoric of “us” and “them”. Participant Rabia’s (female, 22 years, Indian heritage) 

impromptu answer was just a guess: 

 

 
27 Kabir, Young American Muslims, p. 94. 
28 Gabe Ortiz, “Local faith leader among Muslim Americans suing after border officials harassed them 

over religion”. Muslim Observer, 29 March 2022, https://www.muslimobserver.com/local-faith-leader-

among-muslim-americans-suing-border-officials-harassed-religion/ (accessed 12 May 2022). 
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Hmm, I haven’t really thought about that, I guess being American is kind of 

upholding the ideals of the country, and being un-American I guess would be 

all of those things that the politicians talk about – you know, Muslims 

supporting terrorism. (Interview, Florida, 2010)29 

 

Rabia mentioned Islamophobia in politics. Arguably some politicians from the 

Republican Party have stereotyped Muslims to win elections. In the 2012 election, 

some politicians selectively ignored the ethical aspects of their responsibilities when 

they launched fear-mongering campaigns against Muslims. For example, in 2011, 

former Senator Rick Santorum of Pennsylvania began a campaign for the 2012 

Republican Party nomination for the president of the United States. In his election 

statement, Santorum said, “We’re not being honest with the American public as to 

who the enemy is … and why they hate us.” He then said, “This president has 

sanitized every defense document, everything. The word radical Islam doesn’t appear 

anywhere. Why?” Santorum explained: 

 

Because we’re trying to fight this politically correct war and not being honest 

with the American public as to who the enemy is, how virulent they are and 

why they hate us and what we must do to stop them.30  

 

In 2011 another Republican presidential candidate, Newt Gingrich of Georgia, in his 

election campaign stated that he would only support Muslim presidential candidates if 

they “would commit in public to give up Sharia”.31 

 

Senator Rick Santorum’s statement was directed against ruling US President Barack 

Hussein Obama who was raised as a Christian. President Obama was stereotyped as 

 
29 Kabir, Muslim Americans, p. 176. 
30 Kabir, Muslim Americans, pp. 189–190. 
31 Kabir, Muslim Americans, p. 191. 
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Muslim by some media and politicians because of his Arabic middle name.32 By 

mentioning radical Islam, Senator Santorum aimed to generate fear of the “Muslim 

other”. Similarly, Senator Gingrich used the word “shariah” to indicate that Muslim 

Americans were the real threat. The fear-mongering attitude of these politicians 

obviously was not successful as President Obama was re-elected in 2012. 

 

The next anti-Muslim step was taken by the Republican US President Donald Trump. 

In his 2016 election campaign, Trump’s slogan was “We will make America great 

again”. So, after he won the election, on 27 January 2017, President Trump signed an 

Executive Order that banned foreign nationals from seven predominantly Muslim 

countries from vising the US. In 2021, Democratic US President Biden called the 

Muslim ban “discriminatory” and repealed it on his first day in office.33 

 

Media 

In my previous publications, I have discussed how some American print media has 

labelled Muslims as the “other” through its headlines and reporting.34 Any terrorist-

related act committed by any Muslim receives more media coverage than domestic 

terrorism committed by a white non-Muslim American. This can thereby generate 

Islamophobia at the societal level. As discussed, studies have found that radical 

Muslims are generally more dissatisfied with life and live in isolation.35 They also feel 

distressed by the abuses of human rights that are affecting Muslim countries. Radical 

Muslims’ feelings of vulnerability and grievances against Western countries can push 

 
32 Wajahat Ali, “Goodbye, Barack Hussein Obama: America’s first ‘Muslim President’”. The 

Guardian, 17 January 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/jan/17/goodbye-

barack-hussein-obama-americas-first-muslim-president (accessed 12 May 2022). 
33 Nahid Afrose Kabir, “A study of young Yemeni-American Muslims’ identity, 2010–2021”. Journal 

of Muslim Minority Affairs, 41/4 (2021), pp. 627–642. 
34 Nahid Afrose Kabir, “Free speech: Creating the ‘us and-them’ debate’. In Erich Kolig (ed.), Freedom 

of speech and Islam. London: Routledge, 2014, pp. 177–186. See also, Kabir, Young American 

Muslims; Kabir, Muslim Americans. 
35 Goli and Rezaei, House of war; Kabir, “Can Islamophobia in the media”; Abbas, Countering violent 

extremism. 
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them towards Muslim extremist groups such as ISIL. On the other hand, ISIL has 

been desperate to pull radicalised Muslims into their group. Muslim militant groups 

also crave publicity through the Western media. For example, on 20 August 2014, The 

New York Times with the headline “ISIS says it beheaded American journalist in 

Syria” reported that ISIL had posted a video that showed the beheading of the 

American journalist James Foley. The video showed James Foley wearing an orange 

jumpsuit, similar to the American prisoners’ uniform at Guantanamo Bay detention 

camp. He was in a kneeling position. The news reporter stated:  

 

Standing to his left is a masked ISIS fighter, who begins speaking in English, 

with what sounds like an East London accent. Pulling out a knife, he says that 

Mr. Foley’s execution is in retaliation for the recent American airstrikes 

ordered by President Obama against the extremist group in Iraq.36 

 

It should be noted that headlines such as “ISIS says it beheaded American journalist 

in Syria” inadvertently give publicity to terrorists, who crave such propaganda. 

Richardson observed that both the media and politicians are giving terrorists what 

they desire most: “three Rs: Revenge, Renown, Reaction”.37 By executing James 

Foley, ISIL committed an act of revenge, and through the Western media’s headlines 

and reporting, ISIL pursued its agenda of reaction and renown. While examining the 

Western media’s coverage of the Islamic State, Williams observed that the Islamic 

State is desperate to recruit young Muslims from Western countries.38 The Western 

media’s reporting of news about the Islamic State (including its headlines and images) 

has been instilling fear among the mainstream population, leading to Islamophobia 

 
36 Rukmini Callimachi, “ISIS says it beheaded American journalist in Syria”. New York Times, 20 

August 2014, p. A6. 
37 Louise Richardson, What terrorists want: Understanding the threat. London: John Murray 

Publishers, 2006, pp. 95–132. 
38 Lauren Williams, Islamic State propaganda and the mainstream media. Sydney: Lowy Institute, 

2016, p. 6. 
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and division between Muslims and non-Muslims. Williams suggested that the 

Western media should use less sensationalist and divisive rhetoric, including when 

reporting the views of political leaders and media representatives. 

 

Conclusion 

In this article, I have examined the discrimination that some Muslim Americans 

experience from different sectors of American society. If such exclusionary practices 

continue, it is likely that more Muslims will be drawn to radicalisation. Islamophobia 

can push some isolated and angry Muslims towards Muslim extremist groups such as 

ISIL. On the other hand, Islamophobia in American society is assisting ISIL to recruit 

new members. In these circumstances, it is important for American policy makers and 

relevant institutions to recognise the risks of Islamophobia and introduce relevant 

policies to contain this ongoing practice of exclusion. For example, in the education 

sector, school curriculum should include anti-bias programmes. The school 

administrators and teachers should be trained and made familiar with the cultural and 

religious backgrounds of their diverse students.39 Politicians should be refrained from 

making divisive statements and the media should stop promoting sensationalised 

news. Finally, some radicalised Muslim Americans felt disturbed by the biased US 

foreign policy against Muslim countries such as Iraq and Palestine, so it would help if 

the American government would adopt conciliatory measures in its foreign policy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

39 CAIR-CA, Singled Out: Islamophobia in the Classroom and the Impact of Discrimination on Muslim 

Students. California, 2019, p. 28, https://ca.cair.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/2019-Bullying-

Report.pdf (accessed 12 May 2022). 
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Abstract: For defining Islamic art, we shouldn’t refer to various artistic forms of 

Islamic nations, but rather we should understand the meaning of Islamic art by 

considering the basis of the belief. This will enable us to explain the union between 

the “Essence of Religion” and an “Islamic worldview”. Among all forms of the 

Islamic art, calligraphy and architecture that are illustrated in mosques as a symbol 

of Islamic regions are the oldest appearances. Calligraphy emanates the word of the 

Quran and mosques are the places where Muslims come to pray. Calligraphy gives 

identity to the mosque, and can bring in other forms of art to showcase and enrich the 

immediate environment. Most artistic styles and motifs in Islamic art originate from 

nature and the surrounding world. The artist, whilst obeying the principal limitations, 

employs non-figural but botanical motifs, geometry and symmetry, which intend to 

demonstrate “unity”. The goal of this essay is to discuss the meaning of Islamic art 

and its elements by using descriptive and analytical methods. It is concluded that the 

goal of Islamic art is to best represent the different manifestations of God, as handed 

down in the Quran, and the way the artists comprehend and use all these characters 

in their work. In this way, for observing the Islamic art’s framework and rules we try 

to clarify the relation between God and Muslims by considering all licit rules which 

Muslims should obey in creating artworks.   

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Islam arose in the west of the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century CE. By the 

early eighth century, the Arab armies had carried Islam westwards as far as Spain, and 

eastwards to Samarqand and the Indus valley. Under later rulers, there was further 

expansion into present-day Turkey and deep into the Indian subcontinent. As a world 

religion, Islam is no longer confined to these lands: it is also found in north-western 

China, South East Asia, Europe and the New World. As Islam grew and spread, it 

developed its own distinctive style of art that is full of beauty, rich colour, and 

about:blank
about:blank
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complex design. The teachings of Muhammad encouraged the growth and high 

quality of Islamic art.  

          

Islamic art can mean different things to different people. To a Muslim it may be an 

expression of religion, of faith read in the assured and stately progress of writing 

across a page or in the calm austerity of the cloister of a mosque. To a non-Muslim it 

tends to evoke rich and mysterious decorations applied to objects, which often have 

obvious practical purposes. To a tourist it may first present itself in the form of 

distinctive shapes, the noble swell of a dome hovering over a city skyline or the 

assertive silhouette of a minaret against a sunset. For the curators, collectors, 

specialists and students who have been gripped by the subject, Islamic art is a world 

of irresistible fascination in which they strive for a better understanding of the objects 

and of the people who made them. 

           

The aim of this paper is to describe the meaning and origin of Islamic art, considering 

the various styles of it in different Islamic regions, by focusing on two fundamental 

artistic samples: “Calligraphy” and “Mosque”. This article describes the relation 

between artistic works and ideological features based on theoretical knowledge, and it 

wants to highlight some examples from studies, which were done by specialists in the 

realm of Islam by using descriptive and analytical methods.  

 

The Meaning of Islamic Art and its Origin  

           

According to Brend (1991, p.10), the concept “Islamic art” has to be broad and 

comprehensive such that it encompasses all the artefacts. With this view, she proposes 

the following definition: Islamic art is “the art produced for rulers or populations of 

Islamic culture”. Further, she suggests that it would be more appropriate to describe 

these artefacts as Islamic, rather than Muslim, because, first, not all of them were 

produced for the particular religious purpose and, secondly, not all the patrons and 
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artists, engaged in their production, were invariably good Muslims and occasionally 

not Muslims at all. It is for this reason that it is appropriate to speak of this art as 

Islamic, which admits of some latitude in definition, rather than as Muslim, which 

does not. However, the culture in which the works were produced was permeated with 

Muslim thought, and this, together with factors of geography and history, conditioned 

what was made. The latter two factors will be considered first. 

 

As Izetbegovic believes, what art tells us and how it tells us is as incredible as the 

message of religion. This inner link between art and religion can be perceived in one 

more fact: it is the intentional or the professional lack of attention that artists devote to 

their physical appearance and the "sacred dirtiness" of certain religious orders 

(Izetbegovic1993, p.88).  

           

If one looks with the eye of discernment upon the extremely varied manifestations of 

Islamic art over vast expanses of space and time, the question arises as to the source 

of the unifying principles of this art. Whether in the great courtyard of the Delhi 

Mosque or the Qarawiyyin in Fez, one feels oneself within the same artistic and 

spiritual universe despite all the local variation in material, structural techniques, and 

the like. The creation of this artistic universe, with its particular genius, distinct 

characteristics, and formal homogeneity underlying differences of a cultural, 

geographical or temporal nature, requires a cause, for no effect of such immense 

dimensions can be considered as simply a result of chance or the agglomeration of 

accidental historical factors (Nasr 1987, p4).  

           

It could also be said that art consists in fashioning objects in a manner conformable to 

their nature, for that nature has a virtual content of beauty since it comes from God; 

all one has to do is to release that beauty in order to make it apparent. According to 
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the most general Islamic conception, art is no more than a method of ennobling matter 

(Schuon 2007, p1). 

             

In a discussion of the origin of Islamic art, taking an anthropological view, lifeworld 

seems as an informal and everyday realm of thought, feeling and subjectively 

meaningful activity. People dwell in their lifeworld, but not freely or 

unproblematically so. Every person’s lifeworld is complexly cultural, inescapably 

political, and very much bound up with the public sphere. Each is filled with the 

contradictions and predicaments that come with seeking identities and solidarities, 

with finding meaning and dispelling illusion. All are vulnerable to the political-

economic intrusion and enticement of states and markets. All are richly storied. 

Although lifeworlds are situationally imposed on us, and prejudiced by cultural 

traditions, they are, in no small way, open-ended, uncertain, politically inflected 

works in progress – fragile, blinding, and prone to turmoil and repression, and yet 

creative, aspiring, and exalting in possibility and power (George 2010, p27). 

           

In Islamic society, a lifeworld is not set apart from collectivities and publics but is the 

very place in which collectivities and publics work their magic – and extract their 

demands – on a person’s sensibility, judgment, ambition and thought. The Islamic 

artist is accompanied and surrounded by beliefs, stories and functions, which are a 

bridge between the public and private aspects of their lifeworld. Taking a cue from 

Hannah Arendt (1958) and anthropologist Michael Jackson (2006), we could consider 

Islamic art works and art stories a “subjective in between” – a highly political arena 

for the intermingling of experience and recognition. Jackson so elegantly summarizes 

Arendt in this quote:  

 

“Every person is at once a “who” and a “what” – a subject who actively participates in 

the making and unmaking of his or her world, and a subject who suffers and is 
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subjected to actions by others, as well as by forces that lie largely outside of his or her 

control. This oscillation between being an actor and being acted upon is felt in every 

human encounter” (Arendt 2007, p13).  

           

Some might concede such a relationship but seek the origin of Islamic art in the socio-

political conditions created by Islam. This view is a thoroughly modern and a non-

Islamic one, even if now emulated by certain Muslims, for it sees the origin of the 

inward in the outward and reduces sacred art with its interiorizing power to simply 

external, social and, as in the case of Marxist historians, economic conditions. It can 

be easily rejected from the point of view of Islamic metaphysics and theology, which 

see the origin of all forms in God, for He is the Knower of all things and therefore the 

essences or forms of all things have their reality in the Divine Intellect. Islamic 

thought does not allow the reduction of the higher to the lower, of the intellectual to 

the corporeal or the sacred to the mundane. But even from the non- Islamic point of 

view, the very nature of Islamic art and the sciences and spiritual realization necessary 

for its creation would make it evident to any impartial observer – not blinded by the 

various ideologies which parade as all-consuming worldviews today in place of 

traditional religion – that whatever relation exists between Islamic art and the Islamic 

revelation, it cannot be simply on the plane of socio-political changes brought about 

by Islam. The answer must be sought in the Islamic religion itself.  

           

Islam consists of a Divine Law (al-Shariah), a spiritual path (al-Tarigah) and the 

Truth (al-Haqiqah), which is the origin of both the Law and the Way. The Divine 

Law plays a very important role in creating the ambience and background for Islamic 

art, and in setting certain limitations upon some arts while encouraging others. But 

essentially, the Divine Law contains instructions for Muslims on how to act, not how 

to make things. Its role in art, besides providing the general social background, is in 

moulding the soul of the artist by imbuing it with certain attitudes and virtues derived 
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from the Quran and the prophetic “Hadith” and “Sunnah” as twin sources of Islamic 

spirituality. But it does not provide guidance for the creation of a sacred art such as 

that of Islam (Nasr 1987, p.7-10). 

           

As to its origin, Islamic art issued from the sensory form of the revealed Book; that is, 

from the interlaced letters of the verses of the Quran, and also, from – as paradoxical 

as this may seem – the forbidding of images. This restriction in Islamic Art, that 

eliminated certain creative possibilities, intensified others, even more so since it was 

accompanied by the express permission to represent plants; hence, the visible 

importance of arabesques, and of geometrical and botanical decorative motifs. Islamic 

architecture, the themes of which were inherited from neighbouring civilizations, was 

transmuted by its own particular genius, which tended simultaneously both to 

simplification and to ornamentation. In Islam, the love of beauty compensates for the 

tendency to austere simplicity. It lends elegant form to simplicity and partially clothes 

it in a profusion of precious and abstract lacework. “God is Beautiful said the Prophet, 

and He loves beauty” (Shuon 2007, p.2). 

 

The Islamic Art Features  

          

The Islamic hall of prayer, unlike a church or a temple, has no centre toward which 

worship is directed. The grouping of the faithful around a centre, so characteristic of 

Christian communities, can only be witnessed in Islam at the time of the pilgrimage to 

Mecca, in the collective prayer around the Ka’aba., external to the walls of the 

mosque. But the Ka’aba itself does not represent a sacramental centre comparable to 

the Christian altar, nor does it contain any symbol, which could be an immediate 

support to worship, for it is empty. Its emptiness reveals an essential feature of the 

spiritual attitude of Islam: whereas Christian piety is eager to concentrate on a 

concrete centre since the “Incarnate Word” is a centre, both in space and in time, and 
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since the Eucharistic sacrament is no less a centre – a Muslim’s awareness of the 

Divine Presence is based on a feeling of limitlessness; he or she rejects all 

objectivities of the Divine, except that which presents itself to him in the form of 

limitless space (Burckhardt 2007, p. 9-11). All elements above make the concept of 

Unity as a most important goal in Islamic belief and art.       

         

Islamic art allies the joyous profusion of vegetation with the pure and abstract severity 

of crystals. A prayer niche adorned with arabesques owes something to a garden and 

to snowflakes. This mixture of qualities is already to be met with in the Quran, where 

the geometry of the ideas is as it were hidden under the flamboyance of forms. Islam, 

being possessed by the idea of Unity  

(Tawhid), if one may so put it, also has an aspect of the simplicity of the desert, of 

whiteness and of austerity, which, in its art, alternates with the crystalline joy of 

ornamentation. The cradle of the Arabs is a landscape of deserts and oases. 

          

The principle, which demands that art should conform to the laws inherent in the 

objects it deals with, is no less respected in the minor arts; for example, that of rug 

making, so characteristic to the world of Islam. The restriction to geometric forms 

alone, which are faithful to the flat surface of the composition, and the absence of so-

called proper images, have proved to be no obstacle to artistic fertility; on the 

contrary, for each piece – apart from those mass-produced for the European market – 

expresses a creative joy (Shuon 2007, p.2). 

            

The universe can be symbolized by a tree, which according to the Quran has “its roots 

firm and its branches spread in the heavens”.40 The World Tree is one of the most 

universal symbols of cosmic manifestation. Since the Quran is the prototype of 

creation and itself the world of multiplicity as issuing from and returning to Unity, 

 
  1( Ebrahim,24)(24)سوره ابراهيم، آيه لَسَمآءِ ٱَمثًَۭلا َكِلَمةۭا َطي ِبَةۭا َكَشَجَرةٍٍۢ َطي ِبٍَة أَْصلهَها ثَابِت ا َوفَْرعهَها فِى  ّلَله ٱأَلَْم تََر َكْيَف َضَرَب  .
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Islamic art was bound to combine these two symbols, that of the Word and of the 

World Tree, in combining calligraphy with stylized plant forms. Many of the mosques 

and other architectural edifices of the Islamic world from the Cordoba mosque to the 

Minareli Medrese in Anatolia, from the Gawhar Shad mosque in Mashhad to the 

mausoleums and mosques of Agra, display this intertwining of calligraphy and 

arabesque forms whose meditation recalls the correspondence between the Quran and 

the world of nature and also the primordiality of the Quranic revelation throughout 

which the theme of “creation-consciousness” is repeated (Nasr 1987, p.26-29).  

           

The sense of rhythm, innate in nomadic people, and the genius for geometry: these are 

the two poles, which, transposed into the spiritual order, determine all Islamic art. 

Nomadic rhythmicality found its most direct expression in Arab prosody, which 

extended its influence as far as the Christian troubadours, while speculative geometry 

belongs to the Pythagorean inheritance very directly taken over by the Muslim world.   

          

Art to the Muslim is a “proof of the divine existence” only to the extent that it is 

beautiful without showing the marks of a subjective individualistic inspiration; its 

beauty must be impersonal, like that of the starry sky. Islamic art does indeed attain a 

kind of perfection that seems to be independent of its author; his triumph and his 

failure disappear before the universal character of the forms (Burckhardt 2007, p.8).  

 

Licit and Admissible Motifs 

          

Islam rejects portraiture for theological reasons. It is a fact that the Semitic nomads 

had no figurative tradition – the pre-Islamic Arabs imported most of their idols from 

abroad – and the image never became a natural and transparent means of expression 

for the Arabs. Verbal reality eclipsed the reality of static vision: compared with the 

word forever “in act,” whose root is anchored in the primordiality of sound, a painted 
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or a carved image seemed like a disquieting congealment of the spirit. For the pagan 

Arabs, it smacked of magic.     

           

In classical Islamic art, a small number of categories of motifs dominate: vegetation, 

writing and geometry. Vegetal ornament has a long history and its varieties are not 

pertinent to the goal of this essay. Writing is more troubling, as the transformation of 

the Arabic alphabet into abstract forms, angular in Kufic and curved in later Persian 

script, often led to the lack of, or difficulty in, intelligibility (Grabar 2006, p.84).   

 

Arabesque 

         

According to Encyclopedia Britannica, arabesque derived from the work of 

Hellenistic craftsmen working in Asia Minor, and originally included birds in a highly 

naturalistic setting. As adapted by Muslim artisans about CE 1000, it became highly 

formalized; for religious reasons, no birds, beasts, or human figures were included. 

The arabesque became an essential part of the decorative tradition of Islamic cultures. 

Islam assimilates these archaic elements and reduces them to their most abstract and 

most generalized formulation; it levels them out in a certain sense, and thereby 

eliminates any magical qualities they may have possessed; in return, it endows them 

with a fresh intellectual lucidity, one might almost say: with a spiritual elegance.   

         

The Islamic spirit has a much more direct affinity with this vast current of archaic 

forms, for they are in implicit correspondence with its conscious return toward a 

primordial order, toward the “primordial religion” (Din al-Fitra).  

           

The arabesque, which is the outcome of this synthesis, has also analogies in Arab 

rhetoric and poetry; a rhythmical outpouring of thought is given precision by parallels 

and inversions strictly interlinked. The Quran itself uses the same means of 
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expression; in its periods they become elements in a spiritual algebra and rhythms of 

incantation (Burckhardt 2007, p.9-11).  

           

In arabesque, the typical creation of Islam, the geometrical genius meets the nomadic 

genius. The arabesque is a sort of dialectic of ornament, in which logic is allied to a 

living continuity of rhythm. It has two basic elements: the interlacement and the plant 

motif. The former is essentially a derivative of geometrical speculation, while the 

latter represents a sort of graphic formulation of rhythm, expressed in spiraloid 

designs, which may possibly be derived not so much from plant forms as from a 

purely linear symbolism. Ornaments with spiraloid design such as heraldic animals 

and vines, are also found in the art of Asiatic nomads, like the art of the Scythians.  

 

Two Substantial Principles: Geometry and Symmetry 

 

Unity, order and balance are the laws of creation in Islam. Geometry expresses the 

unity that is found within the diversity of nature. The same geometry that is found in a 

snowflake can also be found in a flower and a beehive. Geometry, in other words, 

represents the universal laws that create order and balance in nature. For Muslims, this 

order and balance in nature is a reflection of the order and balance that govern the 

spiritual world and help Muslims focus on the unity. The geometric forms may seem 

quite complex at first. Polygons and stars with 6, 8, 10, or even 12 points commonly 

appear. Shapes interlock in complicated ways. However, even the most complex 

designs are mostly based on the circle, which is the primary symbol of unity in 

Islamic art (Levy 2007, p.6).  

           

Geometry lies at the heart of Islamic design. Just as the rhombic dot is the basic unit 

for determining the proportions of Arabic letters, so the forms of plane geometry, 

circle, triangles, quadrilaterals and polygons, and their segments underpin the non-

figural decoration of both objects and structures in Islamic art and architecture. From 
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the simple polygons and rectangles, used as framing devices, to the highly complex 

interlaces of stars and irregular polygons, geometry functions as an organizing 

principle on the surfaces of the whole range of media.  

           

Geometry has precedents in the Late Antique and Byzantine art of the Eastern 

Mediterranean and North Africa. What distinguishes geometric ornament in Islamic 

art from its predecessors are both its emphasis and its great formal variety. Whereas 

lozenges or bands of the Greek key motif, for example, are found in multiple pre-

Islamic contexts, such forms were either adapted and changed beyond recognition or 

embellished with additional decoration in Islamic art (Canby 2005, p.20).  

           

The geometrical genius, which asserts itself so strongly in Islamic art, flows directly 

from the kind of speculation favoured by Islam, which is “abstract” and not 

“mythological”. There is moreover no better symbol in the visual order of the internal 

complexity of Unity – of the passage from the Indivisible Unity to “Unity in 

multiplicity” or “multiplicity in Unity” – than the series of the regular geometrical 

figures contained within a circle, or that of the regular polyhedral contained within a 

sphere (Burckhardt, 2007, p10). 

           

Besides geometric forms, symmetry is the other element that is very important in 

Islamic art. Symmetry brings balance and harmony to the artistic works, which are 

made to show Unity, the concept, which is the most important goal of Islamic art 

(Levy 2007, p.7).      

                      

The development of geometry in Islamic art, from the tenth century onward, was 

spectacular, culminating, as it did, in the variety of symmetries found in Islamic 

architecture such as the Alhambra (Grabar 2006, p.84).  
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Essential Artistic Works: Calligraphy  

                     

 Islamic art has its own visual language, which is used everywhere: in manuscripts 

and on buildings, pottery, metalwork, and rugs. Calligraphy, or artistic writing, is one 

important element in the visual language of Islamic art. Muslims’ respect for the 

written word of the Quran led them to raise writing to an art form in the very early 

days of Islam. Designs, predicated on flowers and plant forms, are another important 

element in Islamic art’s visual language. Geometric designs constitute a third 

important element (Levy 2007, p.4).   

                     

Islamic calligraphy reflects, through the symbolism of its very forms, this intertwining 

between permanence and change that characterizes creation itself. The world consists 

of a continuous flow or becoming; yet becoming is nothing but the reflection of Being 

and the immutable archetypes contained in the Divine World or Intellect. Islamic 

calligraphy recreates this metaphysical reality inasmuch as in “embodying” the text of 

the Quran it repeats the contours of creation itself. Hence, as in weaving, the 

horizontal movement of the script, which is a rippling movement, corresponds to 

change and becoming, whereas the vertical represents the dimension of the Essence or 

the immutable essences. Or from another point of view, it might be said that the 

vertical symbolizes the Unity of the Principle and the horizontal the Multiplicity of 

Manifestation. Islamic patterns also often combine calligraphy with both stylized 

plant forms or arabesques and geometric patterns (Nasr 1987, p.15).  

 

Calligraphy is related to the sacred world, which is the dialogue between Prophet 

Mohammad and Jibrail (Gabriel). Besides that, calligraphy links all Islamic culture, 

from North Africa to East Asia, to each other by incarnating God’s word in different 

artistic forms. This is the most essential and fundamental display of “Art Unity”, 

which gives identity to the mosques as the place gathering Muslims in it. Applying 
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calligraphy in different materials and various architecture styles all around the Islamic 

realm, even artistic works that are “affected” by native and previous cultures, show 

one single belief in visual culture – as Unity. Due to that, all decorative motifs such as 

arabesque and geometrical design alongside calligraphy relate their definition to the 

sacred identity.    

 

Mosques as a Symbol of Islam all over the Islamic Regions 

           

In every place around the world, believers in Islam turn in their prayers toward that 

distant centre, external to the walls of the mosque.. 

 

The culminating point in the Islamic prayer is the moment when the forehead of the 

believer prostrated on the rug touches the floor, that mirror-like surface which 

abolishes the contrast of height and depth and makes space a homogeneous unity with 

no particular tendency. It is by its immobility that the atmosphere of a mosque is 

distinguished from all things ephemeral. Here infinity is not attained by a 

transformation from one side of a dialectical antithesis to the other; in this architecture 

the beyond is not merely a goal, it is lived here and now, in a freedom exempt from all 

tendencies; there is a repose free from all aspiration; its omnipresence is incorporated 

in the edifice so like a diamond (Burckhardt 2007, p.9-11). 

        

There are certain arts which may be said to have issued from the mosque, in the 

general sense of its being the centre of religious activity – such arts as Quranic 

psalmody, sacred architecture, and calligraphy, especially the Kufic which represents 

the most archaic, formal and religiously significant calligraphic style (Nasr 1987, 

p.12). 

 

Mosque is one of the best expressions of social order in Islam. A multi-functional 

place that carries three important and distinct constants: “Atmosphere”, “Function”  
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and “Message”. The best example of the Islamic mosques is Al-Masjid al-Nabawi (the 

mosque of the Prophet), the earliest mosque constructed by the Prophet Mohammad in 

Medina. Structurally, it enjoys tangible features of the Islamic civilization and is an 

archetype for all later mosques. It is not merely an architectural prototype, as it is not 

just a simple religious structure or a temple.  

 

Conclusion 

 

“To live in any culture is to live in a visual culture” writes W.J.T. Mitchell (2005). He 

reminds us about the deeply social, cultural and political character of visual images 

and visual practices. At the same time, he invites us to consider the visual 

construction of our lived-in world and how images, image-making, and seeing shape 

our political, economic, religious, and cultural field of experience. No society is 

without visual culture, and part of what distinguishes one social world from another 

are the different ways images are created, managed, and experienced in each. We can 

find this function of artistic works in Alfred Gell’s (1998) point of view. He puts 

forward a new anthropological theory of visual art, seen as a form of instrumental 

action: the making of things as a means of influencing the thoughts and actions of 

others. 

           

Whatever our definition is of “civilization”, the heritage of every civilization can only 

be studied and evaluated through art. This, obviously, does not mean that all the 

ancestors’ knowledge and sciences were limited to art, and philosophical or scientific 

issues have had no room in the human mind. But great religions are the basis of the 

great civilizations because they guide all people in their society to believe in 

transcendental being and obey certain rules to live together in peace. In Islamic 

regions, all artistic works aim to respect the sacred word and show all dimensions of 
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Islamic belief to bring unity to Muslim society both in understanding the concept of 

their belief and the appearances of that in art.    

           

The artists have a story behind their works. As they make their way in his or her 

lifeworld, the works and ideas belong not just to them, but to others as well. There are 

the beliefs, which they obtained during their life, the places where they are in 

expressive dialogue with predecessors and peers, with their nation, with ideas about 

art, and with God.  

           

Muslims ceaselessly rethink and rework their arts as they respond to the shifting 

currents of culture, politics, and history, as they negotiate their varied allegiances to 

and identifications with nation, ethnicity, kin, and ideology. The Islamic artist in all 

periods wants to picture Islam as a personal and public pathway for aesthetic and 

ethical pursuits. He or she wants to picture Islam in mosques and their arabesque 

motifs; they want to give Islam an image by the unreal world and ambiance in their 

painting which could reflect the spiritual meaning.  

           

One of the best expressions of social order in Islam is the mosque.  A multi-functional 

place that carries three important and distinct constants: “Atmosphere”, “Function” 

and “Message”. As said before, the best example of the Islamic mosques is Al-Masjid 

al-Nabawi (the mosque of the Prophet).  

           

In addition to the explanations above, we could consider two fundamental segments 

for Islamic art: one is related to the relation between God and Muslims and the other 

is the communication tool between Muslims in their society, which causes the union 

in cultural image. In the first case, expressions aim to show the recognition of God 

and human conception of His Beauty, which is called “sacred art”. This type of art has 

a function that can be identified in two important domains: calligraphy and mosque.  
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In conclusion, recognition of Islamic art isn’t apart from understanding Islam. Islamic 

art obtained all character and definition from ideological features and therefore 

resolved the disparity between “sacred art” and “social art”; it made them relative 

concepts, through which we see the origin of Islamic art in the belief of its creators. 

 

References: 

 

Arendt, Hannah (2007), Reflections on Literature and Culture. Redwood City, CA: 

Stanford University Press.  

Brend, Barbara (1991), Islamic Art. London: the British Museum.  

Canby, Sheila R. (2005), Islamic Art in Detail. London: the British Museum. 

Burckhardt, Titus (2007), The Foundation of Islamic Art. Westport, CT: Praeger 

Publishers. 

Cornell, Vincent J. (2007), Voices of Islam: Voices of Art, Beauty and Science. 

Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers. 

Gell, Alfred (1998). Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

George, Kenneth M. (2010), Picturing Islam: Art and Ethics in a Muslim Lifeworld. 

London: Wiley-Blackwell Ltd. 

Grabar, Oleg (2006), Islamic Art and Beyond: Constructing the Study of Islamic Art. 

London: Routledge. 

Izetbegovic, Alija Ali (1993), Islam Between East and West. (3rd edition). Oak Brook, 

IL: American Trust Publications.  

 

Levy, Janey (2007), Islamic Art: Recognizing Geometric Ideas in Art. New York: 

Power Kids Press, The Rosen Publishing Group Inc. 
 

Nasr, Seyyed Hosein (1987), Islamic Art and Spirituality. Albany, NY: State 

University of New York Press.  

Ruggles, D. Fairchild (2011), Islamic Art and Visual Culture: An Anthology of 

Sources. London: Wiley-Blackwell Publishing.  

Shuon, Frithjof (2007), Islamic Art. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers.  

 

 

 

 

about:blank


 

 35 

SARS-CoV-2 and Security of Life Among Nigerian 

Muslims: A Case Study of Ḥajj Al-Badal (Hajj by 

Proxy) 

 

Kazeem Adekunle Adegoke 
 
Dr Adegoke is an Islamic legal studies specialist in the Department of Religious Studies, University of 

Lagos, Nigeria. His focus is on modern development in Islamic law, Islamic jurisprudence, neo-Ijtihad, 

theology and Islamic history. He has a BA (Hons.), MA in Islamic Studies and PGDE from the 

University of Ibadan (1998, 2000 and 2003 respectively) and holds a PhD in Islamic Studies from the 

University of Ilorin (2006). He was a lecturer at Mufutau Lanihun College of Arabic and Islamic 

Studies (2000-2003), Mufutau Lanihun College of Education (2003-2007), Ibadan, Adeyemi College of 

Education, Ondo (2007-2008) and Lagos State University, Ojoo, Lagos (2008-2012). Moving to the 

University of Lagos in 2012, he lectured at the Religious Education Unit of the Department of Arts and 

Social Sciences Education in the Faculty of Education (2012-2018) and later moved to the Department 

of Religious Studies, Faculty of Arts, where he currently is a Senior Lecturer.  

 

 

Abstract: The issue of security of life is taken seriously in the Sharī‘ah, and that is 

the reason why it serves as one of the six basic necessities of life (Ḍarurāt) in the 

Maqāsidu’sh-Shar‘iyyah (objectives of the Sharī‘ah). This paper aims at examining 

Ḥajj Al-Badal (hajj by proxy) as a jurisprudential mechanism to contain the spread of 

the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic in Nigeria. In order to achieve this objective, the paper 

starts with a short history of Ḥajj and some of the legal conditions governing its 

validity. It further explores the Ḥajj Al-Badal and its jurisprudential locus standi, 

showcasing it as a life safety measure in the containment of the SARS-CoV-2 

pandemic. The paper finds that Ḥajj Al-Badal, inaugurated and demonstrated 

fourteen centuries ago in the Islamic jurisprudence, could serve as an effective 

mechanism for security of life among contemporary Nigerian Muslims during the 

pandemic period. Secondly, the study reveals that Ḥajj Al-Badal is the best option for 

aspiring Muslim pilgrims to impose social distancing, travel ban, total lockdown, 

quarantine and ‘stay at home’ order on universal Muslims as an effective mechanism 

to contain the spread of SARS-CoV-2. The study also argues that the issue of the 

pandemic could be religiously handled by Fiqh-based considerations because of the 

dynamic nature of Islamic jurisprudence. The pandemic is more of a situational Fiqh-

based fact rather than Tawḥīd-based facts within Islamic theology. The paper 

recommends that the Federal Government of Nigeria should abide by the Saudi 

Arabia cancellation of Ḥajj in order to contain the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 

pandemic. It also recommends that the issue of the pandemic should be handled as a 

health matter rather than a Tawḥīd matter.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

The sacredness of human life is not handled in a simple way in Sharī‘ah and Fiqh; 

hence, the security of life serves as one of the basic and fundamental necessities of the 

objectives of Sharī‘ah (Maqāsidu’sh-Shar‘iyyah).1 In this sense of the security of life 

it is that Sharī‘ah and Fiqh extend to the issue of emergencies such as epidemic, 
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endemic and pandemic. It applies to the spread of the Corona Virus from the People’s 

Republic of China in 2019 until it found its way into Nigeria on February 27th, 2020 

through an Italian expatriate contractor who came to Nigeria.2 This strange virus 

serves as a main vector of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Covid 19 (SARS-

CoV-2).  

 

In order to contain the spread of this virus, several safety health measures are taken by 

the Federal Government of Nigeria such as establishment of several Centres for 

Disease Control (CDC), epidemic centres, procurement of vaccine and drugs, 

enforcement of social distancing through travel ban, total lockdown, quarantine and 

‘stay at home’ order.3 All of these safety health measures are enforced on both 

Nigerian Muslims and non-Muslims. The focus of this paper is to examine the 

jurisprudential position of Ḥajj Al-Badal (Ḥajj by proxy) in the enforcement of social 

distance during the time of the annual Ḥajj event among Nigerian Muslims. It was 

brought to our notice that Ḥajj was cancelled for Nigerian Muslims in the years 2020 

and 2021 respectively as Saudi Arabia issued a circular that only Ḥajj aspirants in 

Saudi Arabia are allowed to carry-out their Ḥajj ritual services in Makkah.4 The 

purpose is to view how effectively the jurisprudential position of Ḥajj Al-Badal could 

be utilized to enforce social distancing, travel ban, total lockdown, quarantine and 

‘stay at home’ on the Muslims during this time of the pandemic. 

 

What is Ḥajj ? 

 

Ḥajj literally means “intention” “thinking of doing something, setting out towards a 

definite objective”. Technically, it means setting out on a journey or pilgrimage to the 

city of Makkah and its vicinity so as to pay visitation to some memorable and 

historical places for religious purposes. This religious visit to some historical places 

and observance of some Islamic ritual services is in line with the Qur’an and Sunnah.5 
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Ḥajj is the last pillar of Islam and it is compulsory on the Muslims who should have 

satisfied this governing condition at least once in their lifetime. Unlike any other 

pilgrimage, Ḥajj is not an ordinary tour, courtesy call, travel or secular journey but a 

religious visit to some Islamic historical places in the holy city of Makkah. It is an 

annual event of congregational worship in which the Muslims from all corners of the 

world who are able to make the journey assemble at Makkah for the glorification of 

Allah through public worship.6 

The Quran 3:96-97 says: 

َل بَْيٍت ُوِضَع لِ  َوهُدًى ل ِْلعَـلَِميَن  إِنَّ أَوَّ ً   -لنَّاِس لَلَِّذى بِبَكَّةَ ُمبَاَركاً  قَاُم إِْبَرِهيَم َوَمن دََخلَهُ َكاَن َءاِمنا  فِيِه َءايَـٌت بَي ِـنَـٌت مَّ

ِ َعلَى النَّاِس ِحجُّ اْلبَْيِت َمِن اْستََطـَع إِلَْيِه َسبِيالً َوَمن َكفَ   اْلعَـلَِمينَ َر فَإِنَّ هللا َغنِىٌّ َعِن َوَّللَّ

Verily, the first House (of worship) appointed for mankind was that at Bakkah 

(Makkah), full of blessing, and a guidance for Al-`Alamin (mankind and Jinn). 

In it are manifest signs (for example), the Maqam (station) of Ibrahim; 

whosoever enters it, he attains security. And Hajj to the House is a duty that 

mankind owes to Allah, for those who are able to undertake the journey; and 

whoever disbelieves, then Allah stands not in need of any of the creatures. 

Prophet Muhammad said in the Ḥadīth reported by Ibn ‘Abbas: 

“Oh people, Ḥajj is ordained for you, so fulfil it” 

“The Ḥajj is once, whoever adds to it is voluntary” 

 

However, the Ḥajj was declared as an Islamic institution during the second year of 

Hijrah in 624 CE, before the commencement of the wars with the Quraysh, but it did 

not take place until the sixth year of Hijrah in 628 CE. Ḥajj is obligatory on every 

adult and sane Muslim who has the means to do it, at least once in their life time.7 
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Historical Origin of Ḥajj 

 

Ḥajj had been in existence since the time of Prophet Ibrāhīm, when he was instructed 

by Allah to take his second wife, Hajar and their baby, Ismā’il, out of Iraq to the 

desert place known today as Makkah. He settled both Hajar and her baby Ismail near 

the site of the Ka’bah with a bag of dates and water-skin full of water.8 Hajar queried 

Prophet Ibrāhīm:  

“Oh, Ibrāhīm, where are you going, leaving us in the desert where there is no 

friend nor anything”. 

 

She repeated this statement several times but Prophet Ibrāhīm did not pay attention to 

her. Then she asked him if he was instructed by Allah to do this, to which Ibrāhīm 

answered her in the affirmative. Hajar could not say anything again as she totally 

surrendered to the action of her husband, Ibrāhīm, who was under the divine 

instruction from Allah. 

 

Prophet Ibrāhīm proceeded on his journey till he reached a place called Thaniyyah 

where he was not visible to his family (Hajar and her baby), he faced towards the site 

of Ka’bah raising his hand and supplicated.9 His supplication appears in the Quran 

14:37 as thus:  

ل ِم َربَّنَا ِليُِقيُمواْ الصَّ يَّتِى بَِواٍد َغْيِر ِذى َزْرعٍ ِعندَ بَْيتَِك اْلُمَحرَّ بَّنَآ إِنَّى أَْسَكنُت ِمن ذُر ِ َن النَّاِس تَْهِوى رَّ وةَ فَاْجعَْل أَْفئِدَةً مَّ

َن الثَّمَ   َرِت لَعَلَُّهْم يَْشُكُروَن إِلَْيِهْم َواْرُزْقُهْم م ِ

Oh, our Lord! I have made some of my offspring dwell in an uncultivable 

valley by Your Sacred House in order, Oh, our Lord, that they may perform 

Salah. So fill some hearts among men with love towards them, and (O Allah) 

provide them with fruits so that they may give thanks. 
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This place of supplication is popularly known as Maqām Ibrāhīm. The water left with 

Hajar could not last them for a long time. She and her baby became thirsty due to the 

hot temperature of the desert. She started looking at her baby crying in agony of thirst. 

When she could no longer bear it, she hurriedly ran between two mountains of Safā 

and Marwā in search of water or perhaps she might see some passers-by to ask for 

assistance. She did so seven times but she could not see anybody.10 This event is 

known as Sa’y, that is running between Safā and Marwā. As Hajar reached Marwā for 

the last time, she heard a voice and she looked towards this direction. She saw an 

Angel at the place of Zamzam spring, digging the earth with his wing till the water 

flowed from the place. This water is known as Zamzam water. In another source, it is 

said that the water came out of the spot where the baby Ismā’il was rubbing his leg on 

the ground because of his agonising thirst.11 

 

After the discovery of water at Zamzam, some people from the tribe of Jurhum came 

to stay with them. The Prophet Ibrāhīm used to go to Makkah occasionally in order to 

visit his family. It was on one of this visits that he informed Ismā’il that he was 

divinely instructed in his dream to sacrifice his child. Both Hajar and Ismā’il did not 

object to this divine instruction and agreed with him.12 When he was about to carry 

out this divinely-revealed instruction, Allah sent an angel who substituted a ram for 

the child. This event has become one of the ritual devotions of Ḥajj and the highly 

celebrated festival of‘Īdu‘l-Adhā. After this incident, Ibrāhīm and his son, Ismā’il, 

raised the foundation of the Ka’bah. Ibrāhīm and his family used to take care of the 

Ka’bah as the house of Allah so as to give every person the opportunity to render 

worship (‘Ibādah) and fulfil the Ḥajj obligation.13 

 

After the death of the Prophet Ibrāhīm and Ismā’il, their descendants continued taking 

care of the Ka’bah and the well of Zamzam as part of the legacy bequeathed to them 

by their ancestors, even when they deviated from the divinely-revealed religion of 
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their forefathers and started worshipping various carved images and idols. Even 

before the advent of the Prophet Muḥammad the Arabs used to come to Makkah for 

the annual Ḥajj and for the circumambulation of the Ka’bah, which in the meantime 

had become the storage for idols until it was cleaned out by Muḥammad during the 

conquest of Makkah (Fatḥu’l-Makkah) in 630 CE.14 

 

Ḥajj Al-Badal and the Rationale Behind it 

 

Ḥajj al-Badal simply means Ḥajj by representation or Ḥajj by proxy. It is a kind of 

Ḥajj done on behalf of a Muslim who cannot, for one reason or other, physically 

present at Makkah during the time of Ḥajj.15 In Islamic jurisprudence, Ḥajj Badal is 

legally permissible; it is to discharge the ritual duties of Ḥajj on behalf of another 

Muslim who could not physically present for reasons such as sickness, or the outbreak 

of a pandemic, or war or chaos breaking out at home or blocking the way. Other 

reasons may be disease in the hometown of the aspiring pilgrim, old age and fatigue, 

untimely death or physical disability (blindness, deaf-muteness), loss of limb as a 

result of accident. For females menstruation and child birth during the Ḥajj period 

were valid reasons, or having to attend to aged or ill parents.  Lack of sufficient 

money for the Ḥajj was another valid excuse.16 

 

Conditions Governing the Validity of Ḥajj Al-Badal   

 

The person who wanted to embark upon Ḥajj Badal during the pandemic period must 

have fulfilled the following legal conditions: 17 The person who embarks on Ḥajj 

Badal and the beneficiary must be adherents of Islam since the obligation of Ḥajj is 

imposed on Muslims as the fifth and last pillar of Islam. Ḥajj Badal can be done only 

by Muslims and for Muslims. 
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The person who embarks on Ḥajj Badal for their fellow Muslim must be of good and 

sound health to undergo the hardship of the journey as well as to carry out all the 

ritual activities of the Ḥajj.  

 

The person who embarks on Ḥajj Badal for his fellow Muslim must be 

physiologically, psychologically, emotionally and mentally balanced. Such a person 

must know the meaning of Ḥajj Badal. The person who embarks on Ḥajj Badal for 

his fellow Muslim must be a resident of Makkah, the home town of Ḥajj Badal. The 

person who embarks on Ḥajj Badal for his fellow Muslim must have reached the age 

of maturity when the obligation of ritual worship (‘Ibādah) would have become an 

obligation for him as a legally-responsible person (Mukāllaf). The security and safety 

of the person who embarks on Ḥajj Badal for his fellow Muslim must be guaranteed 

from the pandemic, epidemic and endemic diseases, war, conflict, water and flood, 

disasters and unfavourable weather which can threaten their life during the period of 

Ḥajj. The person who embarks on Ḥajj Badal for his fellow Muslim must have 

previously performed their own obligatory Ḥajj. The person who embarks on Ḥajj 

Badal should not expect reward or material gain for the service since the Ḥajj is 

meant for the benefit of the commissioning person. The person who embarks on Ḥajj 

Badal must have fulfilled all the conditions governing the validity of Ḥajj. 

 

The beneficiary for whom the Ḥajj Badal is observed during the pandemic period 

must have fulfilled the following legal conditions: 18The beneficiary of Ḥajj Badal 

must be an adherent of Islam since the obligation of Ḥajj is imposed on Muslims as 

the fifth and last pillar of Islam. The beneficiary of Ḥajj Badal must be 

psychologically, emotionally and mentally balanced since religious obligations have 

been lifted for insane persons. The beneficiary of Ḥajj Badal must have, ab initio, 

made up his or her intention for Ḥajj before the start of the pandemic in his local 

community. 
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The beneficiary of Ḥajj Badal must be financially able to take up the financial 

implications of the Ḥajj Badal, such as expenses for accommodation and food for the 

proxy pilgrim, Iḥrām cloth, sacrificial ram and monetary reward if it is part of the 

agreement between him or her and the representative pilgrim. Apart from these 

expenses, enough provision has to be provided for the dependants of the 

representative pilgrim who observes the Ḥajj on his or her behalf, for the period of 

Ḥajj. 

 

Ḥajj Al-Badal as a Mechanism for Security of Life Among Nigerian Muslims  

 

During this SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, the Ḥajj Al-Badal, is the best option for the 

security of life of the aspirant pilgrim among Nigerian Muslims in relation to social 

distancing, travel ban, total lockdown, and quarantine conditions. 

 

On July 16th 2021, the Federal Government of Nigeria raised the alarm about the third 

wave of SARS-CoV-2 in the country, which was tagged as Delta variant. This Delta 

variant was reported to have been confirmed in Abuja, the country’s Federal Capital 

Territories (FCT) and some other parts of the country (in the six states of the 

federation; to be precise, namely Lagos, Oyo, Rivers, Kaduna, Kano and Plateau 

states as of July 2021. Presently, the Delta variant has spread like wild fire to almost 

all parts of the country.  The Federal Government set up a Presidential Steering 

Committee (PSC) under the Secretary to the Government of the Federation (SGF), Mr 

Boss Mustapha, to face the rising challenge of the Delta variant, prevent the risk of 

importing it from some foreign countries by strengthening surveillance at all points of 

entry into the country, enforce extant quarantine protocols, sustain the current 

restrictive measures against travellers arriving from India, Brazil, Tūrkiye and South 

Africa, and enforcing current health measures. 
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Like the Federal Government of Nigeria, other countries have imposed restrictions 

sustaining these measures against travellers arriving there. It needs to be brought to 

our attention that Nigerian aspirant pilgrims would pass through some of these 

countries during the course of the journey to Saudi Arabia. These safety protocols 

would cause Nigerian travellers not only stress, but at the end of the process, they 

might miss the intended purpose of the Ḥajj if proper care is not taken. Instead of 

passing through all these hurdles, the Ḥajj Al-Badal should be resorted to, not only to 

avoid the hurdles of security of life protocols, but to encourage the Muslims from a 

religious angle to abide by security of life protocols (like social distancing, travel ban, 

total lockdown, quarantine and ‘stay at home’ order), which might become a problem 

if the normal and proper Ḥajj is not cancelled by the Saudi Arabia government in later 

years. 

 

Apart from these safety of life protocols, allowing one fellow Muslim in Saudi Arabia 

to perform the ritual worship of Ḥajj on one’s behalf through the Ḥajj Al-Badal, will 

save the total running cost of proper Ḥajj, which is on average amounting to one and a 

half million Naira at the present time (due to economic recession as a result of 

continual devaluation of Nigerian currency in the world foreign exchange market). 

The cost of international passport, medical examination and check-up, visa and return 

ticket takes the lion share of this amount. But with the option of Ḥajj Al-Badal, these 

necessary expenses will be very much reduced. The total running cost of Ḥajj Al-

Badal will only cover the accommodation and feeding of the representative pilgrim, 

Iḥrām cloth, sacrificial ram in Makkah, monetary reward if it is part of the agreement 

between the beneficiary and the representative pilgrim, and enough provision for the 

dependants of the representative pilgrim. The sum of the total running cost of these 

Ḥajj Al-Badal expenses may not be more than 500 000 Naira. 
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It is not unreasonable that some Nigerian Muslims are arguing that proper Ḥajj 

should be postponed to the post-pandemic time, instead of opting for Ḥajj Al-Badal. I 

am arguing that this might not be the right decision because the money set aside for 

the proper Ḥajj might be spent on other things, or might turn out to be insufficient for 

the proper Ḥajj in future as a result of currency devaluation. Death can come at any 

time and Muslims may lose the opportunity of Hajj in their lifetime as a result of 

untimely death.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This study has explored the Ḥajj Al-Badal (Ḥajj by proxy) in the Islamic 

jurisprudence and how it can be utilized to contain the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 

pandemic in Nigeria and thus to secure the life of Nigerian Muslims by a proxy Ḥajj. 

The paper argues that the Ḥajj Al-Badal was inaugurated and demonstrated fourteen 

centuries ago in the Islamic jurisprudence and now could serve as an effective 

mechanism for security of life among the contemporary Nigerian Muslims in the 

pandemic. Ḥajj Al-Badal is the best option for aspirant Muslim pilgrims to enforce 

social distancing, travel ban, total lockdown, quarantine and ‘stay at home’ order. The 

pandemic can be religiously handled by Fiqh-based order because of the dynamic 

nature of Islamic jurisprudence, rather than being Tawḥīd-based in Islamic theology.  

The paper recommends that the Federal Government of Nigeria should abide with the 

Saudi Arabian cancellation of Ḥajj in order to contain the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 

pandemic.  
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Abstract: Improving prison conditions and the general well-being of inmates so that 

at the end of their sojourn they are transformed and become better citizens, is the 

primary objective behind incarceration as a means of punishing crimes and changing 

prisoners into better citizens. All over the world, prisons are built largely to serve as 

alternative residence for criminals, albeit there are situations when some people find 

themselves behind bars due either to their religious beliefs, political affiliations or 

social orientations. Attempts have also been made to either improve upon or develop 

alternative ideas to penitentiary facilities and incarceration. Islam believes that in 

whatever situation human life remains sacred. As such, the condition of any inmate at 

any given time should reflect this sacredness despite any corrective measures taken or 

directed at their transformation and re-orientation of the society. A particular prison 

experience brought to the fore in this work has spiritual, moral and social 

consequences. The personality involved and their unique experience engender a 

further reflection on the concept of man’s inhumanity to man and how God’s Rahmah 

(mercy) manifests in all the endeavours of man. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Surat-ul-Yusuf is Chapter 12 of the Quran. Revealed in Makkah (Mecca), it consists 

of 111 verses and except for the last few lines deals with the story of the life of Yusuf 

(known as Joseph in the English literature). It is therefore the only complete 

biography in the Quran recounting in detail from the beginning to the end the life 

story of the protagonist. The reason for its revelation, asbabun nuzul, is: some people 

asked the Prophet Muhammad how the Banu-Isra’il came to Egypt. The chapter was 

revealed in response. As such, the main focus or theme of the chapter has to do with 

Yusuf and the household of Yaqub. The Surah discusses the life of Prophet Yusuf 

beginning with his dream wherein he saw eleven stars, the sun and the moon 

prostrating before him. He was later thrown into a well culminating in his being sold 
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into slavery by his brothers. He eventually found himself in the abode of the Aziz of 

Egypt. From there, he landed in prison as a result of the lustful desires of Zulaikha, 

the Aziz’s wife, who Yusuf not only detested but found sacrilegious. His prison 

experience and how he transformed his fellow inmates, and the penitentiary 

environment is the crux of the matter as far as this study is concerned. The following 

verses are important in this study: 

  

Now with him there came into the prison two young men. Said one of 

them; ‘I see myself (in a dream) pressing wine.’ Said the other; ‘I see 

myself (in dream) carrying bread on my head, and birds are eating 

therefrom.’ ‘Tell us’ (they said) ‘the truth and meaning thereof: for we see 

thou art one that doth good (to all)’. (Quran 12/36) 

 He said, ‘before any food comes (in due course) to feed either of you I 

will surely reveal to you the truth and meaning of this before it comes. 

That is part of what my Lord hath taught me. Verily I have abandoned the 

ways of a people that believe not in Allah and that (even) deny the 

Hereafter. (12/37) 

 ‘And I follow the ways of my fathers, – Ibrahim (Abraham), Isaac and 

Jacob; and never could we attribute any partners whatever to Allah. That 

(comes) of the grace of Allah to us and to mankind: yet most men are not 

grateful. (12/38) 

 ‘O my two companions of the prison! (I ask you): are many lords differing 

among themselves better, or Allah the One, Supreme and Irresistible?’ 

(12/39) 

 [edited translation]  
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Nigeria and its Prisons: An Overview 

 

In 2019, President Muhammadu Buhari changed the name of the Nigeria Prison 

Service to the National Correctional Service (NCS). But the name change did not 

adequately address prison congestion and prisoners’ welfare.1 

 

With this new initiative, the government proposed to build new correctional facilities 

and upgrade, as well as modernize, existing ones. As of May 2020, there were 74,127 

inmates in the 244 custodial centres (penitentiaries) across the country. Out of this 

number, 52,226 people were awaiting trial. Understandably, this has forced authorities 

to put in place mechanisms for the decongestion of custodial centres, particularly at a 

time when the coronavirus pandemic has further made it incumbent upon prison 

officials to take a closer look at various measures that would help promote self-

isolation. 

 

The challenges facing prisons in Nigeria are multifaceted. Beyond a superficial name 

change, the main issues include decongestion, poor feeding of inmates, lack of 

adequate medical care due to lack of requisite facilities, as well as lack of recreational 

and vocational facilities. As a result of these, many inmates come out of confinement 

worse than when they were sentenced. If the name change is to bring any benefits, it 

should bring about sanity in the system. It should prohibit torture and other inhumane 

treatment and replace them with civility, genuine rehabilitation, reformation and 

reintegration. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Only 2,843 of 74,127 inmates were freed in three months (according to a group of reporters, Daily 

Trust, 18 May 2020, p.36).  
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Prison Administration in the Prophetic Era2 

 

Prophet Muhammad’s mosque in Madinah served not only as a meeting point for 

most activities of the Islamic state, but also as a prison where prisoners were tied to 

pillars. For example, the chief of the Arab tribe of Banu Hanifah, Thumamah ibn 

Uthal (580-629  CE), was locked up for three days in the mosque. He was neither 

persecuted nor tortured. After three days, he announced his conversion to Islam. 

Houses were also used as correctional facilities such as the residence of Usama ibn 

Zayd, where some captives of the tribe of Banu Quraizah were held as well as a room 

in Hafsah bint Umar’s house where Suhayl ibn Amr was remanded on the orders of 

the prophet. 

 

As for women, separated cells were designed for them as in the case of Safana bint 

Hatim al Tai, who was detained in a barn attached to the prophet’s mosque. 

 

Yusuf and Prison Reforms: Exegetical Dimension 

 

Exegetes claim that Yusuf’s sojourn in goal was an opportunity for da’awah, leading 

to reformation of his co-inmates, the officials and the prison environment generally.3 

The Arab scholar Al-Jazairy observes that Yusuf was able to show through this 

personal relationship with fellow inmates that he was immune from the worship of 

inanimate phenomena as embodied by the worship of the sun and other deities by the 

Canaanites (Yusuf’s people) and the Egyptians (his co-prisoners).4 This, he posits, 

forms the foundation of Yusuf’s attempt at reforming the prison, which, as all his 

other endeavours, was based on the concept of tawhid. 

 
2 M. Sha’aban, (2018), ‘Islam and jail’. Raseef 22. (Accessed on 25 March 2021). 
3 John L. Esposito, The Oxford Dictionary of Islam. New York: Oxford University Press, 2003, p.161.  
4 A. Al-Jazairy, Aysar-al Tafasir fi Kalami-l-Aliyyi-l-Kabir. Madinah: Madinah al-Munawwarah Dar-

al-Hadith, 2006, vol.2, p. 68-70. 
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In the words of another Arab scholar, Abū l-Fidāʾ Ismāʿīl ibn ʿUmar ibn Kaṯhīr, 

Yusuf had established himself as a prisoner of impeccable character even before his 

two companions (the cup-bearer and the baker) entered prison.5 These qualities were 

manifested in his attendance to sick prisoners, preferring other prisoners to himself in 

almost all issues in the penitentiary, as well as performing his spiritual chores, which 

was of course new to them at that time. It was his embodiment of the above virtues, 

not his noble background, which was known to the prison officials and shared 

probably by his fellow inmates that endeared him to most of the people around him. 

According to Abdul A'la Mawdudi, the life of Yusuf in prison was both 

transformational and motivational. It was instrumental in transforming the whole 

organization into an abode where men would be re-orientated and could turn over a 

new leaf for their future outside the prison environment. Even prison officials, 

through the motivational discourses with Prophet Yusuf, unconsciously adapted to a 

new behaviour towards inmates to the extent that they became approachable and 

friendlier. This was in contrast to, and a departure from, the previous experience 

before the arrival of Prophet Yusuf in the prison. Mawdudi also observes that the 

prison environment afforded Yusuf the opportunity to preach the monotheistic faith to 

the prisoners willing to listen to him.6 He further remarks on the possibility of 

becoming an embodiment of da’awah wherever one finds oneself just like Prophet 

Yusuf – with one proviso: only if one is gifted with wisdom so that one would not 

mislead the audience. The emphasis is on monotheism, which Yusuf made the basis of 

his campaign. 

 

According to Egyptian cleric Rashid Rida, Yusuf, at the beginning of his conversation 

with the inmates, made them realize in clear terms that it was not a result of fortune 

 
5 H. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir-al-Qur’an-al Azim, Beirut: Dar-al-Fikr, 2009, vol.2, p.954.  
6 A.A. Mawdudi, The Meaning of the Qur’an. Delhi: Board of Islamic Publishers, vol. 3, 1999, p.140-

144.  
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telling nor by a hidden occultic power that he was able to tell them what type of food 

would be brought.7 This had a telling effect not only on his co-prisoners but the 

officials as well, as they were highly amazed when the meal brought to them was 

exactly what Yusuf had predicted. Having a command over the hearts of men was a 

driving force in assisting him in his reformation process. It was instructive that this 

helped him in his post-prison experience to prevail on the Egyptian authorities to 

officially reform and rehabilitate the prison system. 

 

The Saudi scholar Abdul Rahman Sa’adi posits that Yusuf’s primary intention when 

he met the two men was to invite them to monotheism, even before they stated their 

case or narrated their dreams.8 This, in fact was what he did, using his readiness to 

interpret their dreams as only a stepping-stone. Sa’adi emphasizes, however, that the 

fact that Yusuf had been living with the Aziz, who had a life of opulence according to 

his status, did not mean that he either supported or participated in idol worship with 

them. This has also been cleared up in successive verses of the Quran. Thus, the social 

intercourse which Yusuf had with his fellow inmates put paid to any claim of idol 

worship and thus cemented the love of Allah in the hearts of the prisoners. This 

singular issue of spiritual regeneration was enough for Yusuf to sway the non-

believing Egyptian prisoners into a new godly life. This indeed was a revolution on its 

own, albeit within the precincts of prison. 

 

The Iranian philosopher and exegete, Ayatollah Hossein Tabatabai describes the 

encounter of Yusuf with the cup-bearer and the butler as an opportunity for da’awah, 

which the prophet seized immediately as he was already looking for such an 

 
7 M.R. Rida, Tafsir Surah Yusuf. Cairo: Dar-al-Mahar , 2007, p.69-79.  
8 A.R. Sa’adi, Tafsir Al- Sa’adi. Riyadh: Dar-es-Salam, 2002, p.459-460.  
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opportunity to occur where he could be pouring out the spiritual possession he had for 

them.9 

 

The objective of creation, Muhammad Tabatabai argues in reference to the biography 

of Yusuf, was for humans to shun any form of idolatry both in secret and openly, 

instead grasping the great favour from the creator. That was the hallmark of the 

household of Ya’qub, an inheritance from their great ancestor.  

Muhammad Jarir Tabari lists the qualities inherent in Yusuf during his prison sojourn 

as follows: 

 

Attending to the sick, giving hope to the prisoners, offering advice and serving 

as a mentor and attending to their general  needs, giving them succor and 

preferring them to himself, i.e. according them the utmost priority in all 

affairs.10 

 

Sayyid Qutb argued that Yusuf re-orientated his fellow prisoners and inducted them 

into the hall of iman and taqwa. These words, sparse as they may seem, were 

significant both in impact and reach as this changed the whole narrative in the prison 

environment. The first man was ready to face his inevitable death with repentance 

while the second was equipped spiritually to face the challenge that the larger society 

would put on his shoulders.  

 

Saudi exegete Ali Sabuni11 also echoes the spiritual renaissance, which Yusuf brought 

to bear on the prison environment, making the whole facility a bastion of God-

consciousness. The rapt attention of his fellow prisoners gave him the needed 

 
9 M.H. Tabatabai, Al-Mizan fil tafsir-al-Qur’an, Tehran: World Organization for Islamic Services, 

1982, vol. 11, p.95-100.  
10 Muhammad J. Tabari, Jami’al Bayan fi ta’wil al-Qur’an. Beirut: Daru-al-Kutub al –llmiyyah, 1997, 

vol. 5, p.169-174.  
11 Sabuni, A., Safwat-al-Tafasir. Cairo: Dar-as-Sabuni. 1978, vol.2, pp.50-52. 
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encouragement.12 It is therefore no surprise that the stage was set for an all-round 

transformation. 

 

Characteristics in Both the Era of Yusuf and Modern Nigeria  

 

“Godfatherism” in prison refers to a situation where every official decision is made 

through the whims of the elites, and this in fact permeates all segments of society. A 

manifestation of this tendency during Yusuf's era are the encounters leading to his 

unfortunate experience. This points to the fact that the elites had the power to 

prescribe whatever punishment for any prisoner (such as the insistence of Zulaikha 

that Yusuf be imprisoned). This might be compared to what happens in Nigeria where 

politicians exert power over the common man without recourse to the judicial 

process.13 

 

All-inclusiveness in terms of the government decision-making process is evident in 

the invitation of Yusuf to the royal court to interpret the king’s dream. This is clearly 

a pointer to include the prisoners in decision-making. It follows that the current 

situation of rich individuals making all decisions for the country does not augur well 

for all-round development.14 

 

The Quranic chapter of Yusuf reveals a character who was modest and pious, but an 

extremely capable leader of men and later, the resource of state organs. He had a 

street-fighter’s eye for sizing up an opponent quickly and a talent of snatching the 

opportunities presented by happenchance. 

 
12 Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zilal-al-Qur’an Leicester: Islamic Foundation, 2003, vol. 10.  
13 A prominent human rights activist was detained on the orders of a Southern Governor without 

recourse to legal process. His offence: criticism of the said governor on a popular television 

programme. 
14 In Nigeria, the rich dictate everything in the prison environment. An all-women law firm documents 

cases of inmates who had been detained without trial for minor offences. The report was aired by Al-

Jazeera on 24th January 2020. 
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The fact that the prison service’s name was changed to Correctional Centres is 

commendable. But the reforms put in place by Yusuf, when compared with the 

Nigerian experience, went beyond changes in nomenclature. Name change will be of 

no benefit in a country where 50% of the total prison population is awaiting trial.15 

A disturbing scenario that Yusuf addressed immediately after leaving prison is that of 

decongestion. In a country where inmates are not sure when they will begin serving 

their sentence and more so when some of them have spent over ten years waiting to 

get justice, this would be very necessary. What should be of great concern is the 

excruciating mental pain the situation causes to these helpless people. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study focused on the prison situation in Nigeria, juxtaposed with the situation 

during the era of Prophet Yusuf in Egypt as described in the Quran. It pointed to the 

injustices of both eras, characterized by “godfatherism” and high-handedness of 

officials; and what Yusuf came to represent, namely mercy to the prisoners and in the 

prison system as a whole. It is therefore imperative to use this experience presented in 

the Quran as a benchmark for prison reforms in this country as both the officials, the 

inmates and everyone who has to do with prison administration would have 

something to learn from this chapter. Taking into consideration the nature of Islam 

and its humane teachings, it should not be surprising that they concern themselves 

with and present a comprehensive panacea to human challenges of this kind. In any 

event, finding oneself or a relative behind bars for the flimsiest of reasons as in 

Yusuf's case, can be dehumanizing to say the least. The whole atmosphere can be a 

very traumatic experience. That Prophet Yusuf went ahead after his negative 

experience to transform the whole system seems quite incredible. He was able to 

 
15 Reforms that go beyond name change must include spiritual education in an organized manner. It 

should be a far departure from the current trend where clerics visit prisons voluntarily under a 

haphazard arrangement. 
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achieve the twin goal of rehabilitation of the individual and the protection of society. 

Herein lies the real mission of correctional services.  
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Animal Representations in an Indonesian Mosque 
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Abstract: Conventional wisdom holds that Islamic art prohibits figurative 

representation and has a proclivity for abstract stylisation. This view is at best a 

misguided oversimplification and requires much nuancing. In the northern littoral of 

West Java, an area historically exposed to extensive trade and cosmopolitanism, a 

mosque consists of four central columns (saka guru) whose wood panelled bases 

display animal reliefs. The animals represented include snakes, tigers, bantengs, and 

fish, each of which conveys specific moral wisdom intrinsic to the teachings of Islam. 

  

 

Introduction  
 

In the mosque of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi, there are four central columns (saka 

guru) whose wood panelled bases display animal reliefs. The animals represented 

include snakes, tigers, bantengs, and fish, each of which conveys specific moral 

wisdom intrinsic to the teachings of Islam. 

 

Tucked to the west of the holy tomb of Mbah Buyut Trusmi, bordering a graveyard, 

stands the mosque of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi. For decades, the mosque has been 

a spiritual lodestone of Trusmi, a small yet hectic town in Plered, Cirebon Regency. 

Along with the holy tomb and the graveyard, the mosque belongs to the broader 

sacred complex Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi, named after the eponymous founder of 

Trusmi.1 The sacred complex was once a pesantren [Islamic boarding school] that had 

welcomed students and scholars of varying Sufi orders. The site also consists of 

caretaker's halls [bale], an exclusive building believed to be the oldest structure in the 

 
1 It remains debatable as to whom the appellation ‘Mbah Buyut Trusmi’ refers. Muhaimin, A.G. 2006. 

The Islamic Traditions of Cirebon: Ibadat and Adat Among Javanese Muslims. Canberra: ANU Press, 

pp.185-86. 



 

 57 

compound [witana], an ablution pond [pekulahan], a pilgrim’s lodge [jinem], and 

many more. 

 

During events such as the annual Memayu and the quadrennial Ganti Sirap 

ceremonies, devoted Muslims travel from afar to assist in replacing the roof covering 

of the various edifices within the sacred complex. Roof replacement is symbolic of 

spiritual renewal and rejuvenation. It stresses the importance of introspection and self-

improvement so as to strengthen one’s faith. Days before the festivities, the complex 

is often already abuzz with activities both logistical and spiritual: responsibilities have 

to be delegated, roofing materials and food ingredients have to be gathered, while 

devotional practices such as tahlilan and brai carry on deep into the night.2 Altogether 

the activities stimulate greater anticipation if not direct participation among the 

Muslim communities in Cirebon. In both ceremonies, the division of labour is starkly 

gendered. Whereas men are responsible for the reconstruction of roofs, women are 

mostly busy with food preparation. Nonetheless, the sense of communal conviviality 

is shared across all. It is largely believed that spiritual capital can be accrued from 

involvement in these ceremonies, where individuals voluntarily offer their time and 

labour in exchange for divine blessing or berkah.3 

 

The Saka Guru 

 

The animal reliefs are located in the innermost prayer room of the mosque. To reach 

this space, one has to pass through a common praying area where the bedug (a large 

 
2 Brai is a derivative of the word brahi or berahi. The word can be understood as excitement which 

usually bears sexual connotation, but in this context, it relates to the excitement evoked from the 

performance of devotion to God. To grasp the layered complexity of brai and how its perception was 

further compounded by colonial objectification, see Cohen, M.I. 2011. ‘Brai in Performance: Religious 

Ecstasy and Art in Java’, in Harnish D.D. & Rasmussen A.K. (eds) Divine Inspirations: Music and 

Islam in Indonesia. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.132-60. 
3 For a detailed description of berkah, see Geertz, C. 1968. Islam Observed: Religious Development in 

Morocco and Indonesia. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, p.44; Siddique, S. 1977. ‘Relics of 

the Past? A Sociological Study of the Sultanates of Cirebon, West Java’, PhD thesis, University of 

Bielefeld, p.182. 
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drum beaten to signal the call to prayer) is hanging.4 In the rectangular common 

praying area, there exist columns similar to the saka guru, but the bases are profusely 

decorated with floral instead of animal motifs. Contrariwise, the main prayer room is 

enclosed by walls of equal width, with a mihrab [niche] and minbar (raised steps from 

where to preach) facing Mecca on the northwest side of the room. It is in this 

exclusive space that sixteen animal reliefs are found mounted on all four sides of the 

four saka guru. Leaving out the repeated motifs, one notices five different variations. 

All animal reliefs are situated below eye level, serving a mnemonic function for 

Muslims who pray seated. 

 

That the animal reliefs are placed at the inner sanctum of the mosque is suggestive not 

only of their symbolic significance, but infers a decision made by one with sufficient 

authority. Moreover, only the saka guru, which are principal structures in Javanese 

architecture, have bases with animal motifs. The provenance of these reliefs remains 

uncertain. Cirebonese woodcarver Djoko Nurkafi recalled that he had seen sketches of 

the reliefs from his teacher, the late Ki Kamad, but he was unsure if the sketches were 

his original or a reproduction of earlier sketches. Considering the involvement of Ki 

Kamad’s father in a team of woodcarvers responsible for providing decorative 

carvings for Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi in the early twentieth century, Djoko 

Nurkafi’s estimation is barely surprising. Under the leadership of Ch.O. van der Plas, 

then Resident of Cirebon (1932-1936),5 a restoration project at Cirebon’s Sang Cipta 

 
4 This space was built at a later date to accommodate the increasing population in Trusmi. Kwanda, T. 

2012. ‘The Tradition of Architectural Conservation and the Intangible Authenticity: The Case of Ki 

Buyut Trusmi Complex in Cirebon, Indonesia’, PhD thesis, National University of Singapore, pp.138-

43; https://scholarbank.nus.edu.sg/handle/10635/37828. 
5 Van der Plas was highly regarded in Indonesia for “taking an uncommon and knowledgeable interest 

in Islam and non-Western cultures”. His approach was strongly influenced by the orientalist Christiaan 

Snouck Hurgronje (1857-1936), who, in 1921, secured him “an appointment as consul for the 

Netherlands in Jeddah”, thus paving the way for his subsequent career, from being the Assistant 

Resident of Blitar (1931-1932) to the Resident of Cirebon (1932-1936) and the Governor of East Java 

(1936-1941). His leadership in the mid-1930s in Cirebon coincided with the ‘ethical period’, where 

Cirebonese Sultans were allowed to maintain their influence and preserve their custom. Frederick, 

W.H. 1995. ‘The Man Who Knew Too Much: Ch.O. van der Plas and the Future of Indonesia, 1927-

 

https://scholarbank.nus.edu.sg/handle/10635/37828
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Rasa Royal Mosque had spurred the influx of equipment and techniques from Jepara, 

a coastal area notable for elaborate woodcarving.6 In all likelihood, the animal reliefs 

are relatively recent artefacts forged in the crucible of colonialism. The following 

discussion presents the animals in a sequence assuming that one moves from the 

doorway to the qibla wall that points towards Mecca. 

 

As Still as a Snake and Tiger 

 

On the column bases facing the doorway, a snake sticks out its forked tongue while 

resting upon a rocky foundation with its body coiled up. The stringent stillness of a 

snake, according to the chief caretaker Kyai Tony, is to be emulated by fellow 

devotees. Social abstinence is the snake’s greatest virtue, for any disturbance would 

drive it into hiding, into further isolation. Comparing the snake to a devotee, he 

contended that a Muslim does not wish to be disturbed during prayer. The late Kyai 

Achmad, the previous chief of the sacred complex, offered a similar analogy. In praise 

of the snake, he expounded that one should “behave like a snake”, to “eat once and 

stop eating for an extended period”, implying that Muslims should abstain from 

worldly indulgence.7 Abutting the snake reliefs are the tiger reliefs, which come with 

two renditions: one tiger is depicted sitting, while another lies prone on the ground. 

Pertaining to the tigers, Kyai Tony was of the opinion that they convey a lesson of 

spiritual concentration not unlike that of the snake. Kyai Achmad considered them a 

reminder for Muslims to “always sit, instead of sleeping”, which was interpreted as a 

disposition for “contemplation” [tafakur].8 Read in the context of a mosque, the 

distinct tiger poses are reminiscent of the prescribed prayer movements [rakaat]. 

 

 
1950’, in Antlöv, H. & Tønnesson, S. (eds) Imperial Policy and Southeast Asian Nationalism 1930-

1957. London: Curzon Press, p.36. 
6 I am indebted to Djoko Nurkafi and Matthew Isaac Cohen for their comments. 
7 Kwanda, p.366. 
8 ibid., p.365. 
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Symbolic affiliation between the snake, the tiger, and spiritual discipline is not 

uncommon in the broader Islamic world. The subduing of animality by Muslim saints 

is a recurrent trope in Sufism. The figure of a Sufi sheikh is commonly visualised 

riding a tamed tiger or lion with a snake as his whip, for it is precisely his unfaltering 

belief in God that renders him fearless among the beasts, at once enabling his 

extraordinary mastery over nature and the animal kingdom.9 Tigers and lions resting 

underneath the shade of trees is another persistent Sufi imagery in Cirebon and 

abroad. Seated beasts are direct evidence of the spiritual prowess of holy saints, who 

are capable of coercing abominable beasts into unusual compliance. From the 

abstinence of the snake to the tiger’s aptitude for sitting, perceived composure of the 

animals is valorised and taken as a lesson for spiritual discipline. 

 

Banteng, the People 

 

Inching closer towards the qibla wall, the other two column bases present reliefs of 

bantengs (species of cattle found in Southeast Asia). Unlike the previous carvings, the 

banteng relief has a symmetrical composition that points skyward. Standing on a 

peaking foundation, the pair of bantengs face towards a tree, which has a curious 

outgrowth reaching the clouds, emblematic of the empyrean domain. Commonplace 

in Javanese animal symbolism, the banteng reflects the staunch character of the 

people. This popular association is relatively modern but not entirely unthinkable 

given banteng’s endearing domesticity and its longstanding service to humans. The 

traditional rampok macan ceremony, which involved a battle between a tiger and a 

banteng (or a water buffalo), may have contributed to this signification. During 

colonial times when the ceremony was staged, the tiger was associated with the 

deceitful character of colonial invaders, while the banteng emerged as a symbol of the 

 
9 Schimmel, A. 1975. Mystical Dimensions of Islam. Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North 

Carolina Press, p.428; Bruinessen, M. 1991. ‘Haji Bektash, Sultan Sahak, Shah Mina Sahib, and 

Various Avatars of a Running Wall’, Turcica 21-23:55-69. 
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plebeians who would eventually triumph against all odds.10 In the main Cirebonese 

royal court Kraton Kasepuhan, a single door leaf at the gateway leading to the 

princes’ quarter depicts a confrontation between an elephant and a banteng. This 

particular motif is likely to be a cryptic chronogram [candrasengkala] denoting a 

historic year, but the confrontation has been interpreted by locals as a balance of 

power between the ruler and ruled: if the elephant symbolises power and royalty, the 

banteng symbolises the unflinching spirit of the people. That this relief contains the 

only animal that exhibits sexual dimorphism—the male is depicted with horns while 

the female without—is positive testimony to the banteng’s symbolic manifestation of 

the people. 

 

Purity of Fish 

 

The final relief depicts a total of nine fish encircling the word ‘Allah’ in Arabic. Kyai 

Tony clarified that the seawater fish is immune to its salty environment. When 

consumed, its flesh has a “savourless” [tawar] quality, which is likened to a pure 

interiority sheltered from extraneous elements. Not by coincidence, his anecdotal 

account echoes a Qur’anic verse that regards the edibility of seawater fish as a bounty 

of God: “The two bodies of water are not alike—one is palatable, sweet, and pleasant 

to drink, the other salty and bitter—yet from each you eat fresh fish” (Surah 35: 12). 

Indeed, fresh fish are “not easily swayed”, averred the late Kyai Achmad, since they 

“remain unsalted”.11 The animal is herein, to recall Claude-Lévi-Strauss’s remark, 

both “good for eating” and “good for thinking”,12 since the savourless taste of the 

seawater fish mirrors the purity of the human soul. An individual with spiritual 

 
10 Wessing, R. 1992. ‘A Tiger in the Heart: The Javanese Rampok Macan’, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, 

Land- en Volkenkunde 148(2):296; Ricklefs, M.C. 1974. Jogjakarta Under Sultan Mangkubumi, 1749-

1792: A History of the Division of Java. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 276; Holt, C. 1967. Art in 

Indonesia: Continuities and Change. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, pp.22-23. 
11 See note 7. 
12 Lévi-Strauss, C. (Trans. R. Needham) 1963. Totemism. Boston, MA: Beacon Press, p.89. 
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integrity is akin to a seawater fish, whose essence is impervious to outside 

contamination, detached from the cares of the material world. 

 

Beyond what is intrinsic to all nine fish, the number itself denotes yet another spiritual 

significance. In Javanese Islamic mysticism, the number nine refers to the nine 

conduits of lowly passion [nafsu]. The human body is said to possess a total of nine 

orifices [babahan hawa sanga], which include the eyes, ears, nostrils, mouth, penis, 

and anus.13 All nine orifices provide access to worldly desires and hence have to be 

regulated or sealed.14 In this regard, the depiction of the nine fish oriented towards 

Allah takes on a metaphysical tinge. Apart from a demonstration of unquestioning 

loyalty to God, the fish signals a foreclosure of all sensory functions, a willful 

submission of the soul to God, not least insinuating the death of the corporeal 

body.15 Death, understood only as a termination of the present life, launches one into 

the Hereafter. As an aquatic animal roaming freely in the water, the fish is particularly 

pertinent for imagining a life beyond the present life. 

 

Towards Mystical Union 

 

From the snake to the fish, we are trailing a path from the netherworld to the 

empyrean domain. More can be gleaned from looking across the animal reliefs, which 

follow an order of reading that is by no means coincidental. With the stillness of a 

snake, one enters into prayer. With the disciplined concentration of a seated tiger, one 

retires into contemplation. Unique to both the snake and tiger reliefs are the 

undulating rocky terrain, otherwise known as wadasan. Beyond serving as the ground 

 
13 The nine gateways of Lawang Sanga at Kraton Kasepuhan share a similar meaning. The nine orifices 

as a trope is widespread and reverberates through many other esoteric practices such as tantrism. In 

Hindu-Buddhist teachings, the nine orificies are called navadvāra. Becker, J. 1993. Gamelan Stories: 

Tantrism, Islam, and Aesthetics in Central Java. Program for Southeast Asian Studies, Arizona State 

University, pp.144, n.6. 
14 Hadiwijono, H. 1967. Man in the Present Javanese Mysticism. Baarn: Bosch & Keuning, pp.146-47. 
15 A little-documented Javanese funerary tradition requires that all nine orifices of a corpse be shut off 

with cotton prior to burial. Woodward, M. 1989. Islam in Java: Normative Piety and Mysticism in the 

Sultanate of Yogyakarta. Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, p.198. 
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upon which the snake and the tiger rest and genuflect, the wadasan reflects the earth, 

the here and now.16 Life in the present world thus corresponds to the predatory beasts, 

who have bowed down before God to renounce all worldly passions. 

 

Next come the two bantengs, awaiting a takeoff. Being herbivorous, they stand in 

stark contrast to the preceding beasts. Their steadfast and slow-moving character 

testifies to their resolute containment of worldly passions. At the apex of the ground, 

the bantengs rally towards the tree that extends towards the clouds, otherwise known 

as mega mendung. The shift from wadasan to mega mendung blatantly demonstrates a 

movement from the here to the Hereafter, signifiying a path towards spiritual 

enlightenment. 

 

This journey culminates in the final relief where the wadasan foundation is entirely 

absent, leaving only the clouds. The nine fish wander in mid-air, for at this stage, the 

being is no longer burdened by the material world but stays afloat in the realm of 

eternity. The nine fish, symbolic of the nine orifices of the body, are completely 

sealed off from all worldly passions. Visualised with propinquity to Allah, the fish 

serves as a marker of mystical union with God. 

 

Animal imagery, far from being a prohibited element in Islamic art, presents an array 

of creative configuration with which to render abstract concepts in Islam intelligible 

and memorable. Largely due to the animal’s proximity to ‘nature’, the use of animal 

symbolism in religion often illustrates “how human nature should be and how it might 

be restored”.17 The animal reliefs in the mosque of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi are 

noteworthy objects of Islamic art, not only because of the intricate woodwork but for 

 
16 The rough contour of the wadasan mirrors the different grades of worldly passion [nafsu]. Bambang 

Irianto & Dyah Komala Laksmiwati. 2012. Baluarti Keraton Kacirebonan. Yogyakarta: Deepublish, 

p.18. 
17 Randall, C. 2014. The Wisdom of Animals: Creatureliness in Early Modern French Spirituality. 

Notre Dame, IND: University of Notre Dame Press, p.4. 
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the ideas and interpretations they engender. Beyond what plain words could explain, 

animal attributes offer incisive demonstrations in the elaboration of complex spiritual 

concerns. They perform an idea with the least amount of effort. More crucially, 

animal imagery is a proxy for human thought. What is selectively deemed as natural 

or innate to the animal kingdom is not only used to prescribe moral wisdom, but to 

impart to Muslims the guiding principles for attaining spiritual union with God. 

 

    
 

Images: Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi mosque with animal reliefs mounted on the saka 

guru  

 

 

 
 

Images: saka guru with a snake and a tiger in two variations (sitting and lying on the 

ground) 
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Images: saka guru with a pair of bantengs and nine fish encircling Allah. 

 

Collectively, the images from left to right depict the snake, the sitting tiger, the tiger 

lying on the ground, the bantengs, and the fish. 
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