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Preface

At the beginning of my fieldwork in September 2022, I spent a lot of time wandering through
the Cairene streets and sitting in coffeehouses to think about my research. I was frustrated by
my lack of focus and the difficulty to find interlocutors who were willing to participate in my
fieldwork. Annoyed by the heat, pollution, crowdedness, and noise I was worried about how I

could ever be able to write a master’s thesis in the overwhelming city of Cairo.

Now, almost a year later, I realize that these concerns and frustrations were rather based on
anxiety than on reality. I loved living in Egypt and my time was unforgettable in many ways.
Because of my fieldwork, I really got to know Egyptian society and culture as my participants
included me in their groups of friends and invited me to their homes. I made genuine
friendships, and I am extremely grateful for my friends’ generosity and kindness. I especially
want to thank Gamal and Yunus for their friendships, and Yunus’ two sisters and his parents

for taking me into their family as if [ were their brother and son.

My engagement with Egyptian society made me realize how unfair life can be for others and
how privileged I am. My Egyptian friends are enormously talented and ambitious, but they
are stuck in economic, social, and political structures that do not allow them to pursue their
dreams and aspirations, like I am able to do. I am deeply impressed by their perseverance to
make the best of life they can, even if it is against their better judgment. Besides having
improved my research skills, the biggest lesson of my time in Egypt is to take life as it comes

and to be grateful for it.

As this thesis marks the end of the master specialization ‘Islam, Politics and Society’, I would
like to thank my teachers Harald Viersen, Roel Meijer, and Martijn de Koning. I enjoyed the
lectures, and I am grateful for their flexibility regarding my revalidation process to recover
from a severe concussion. I especially thank Joud Al Korani for the sharp thesis supervision

and advice, and her newborn daughter Kawkab for joining us during our zoom-meetings.
Let’s see what life brings next.

Maarten Dietz,
Nijmegen, 25 June 2023



Summary

By analyzing the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men through the dimensions of
Text and Pre-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed, this thesis aims to explore the
applicability of Ahmed’s scholastic conceptualization to Muslim religiosity on the ground and
provides insights into the religiosity of Muslim youth. Using ethnography as a methodological
tool, I conclude that the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men must be
characterized as engagement with the dimension of Text rather than Pre-Text. I argue that
Ahmed’s confined idea of the dimension of Pre-Text leads to a conceptual deficiency. As a
solution, I propose to look at Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and
Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed within the framework of grand schemes

in everyday life.
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1. Introduction

Typical of the Egyptian culture is the ‘uziima® which is an invitation for guests to come over
for a dinner party.> While doing fieldwork in Egypt from August 2022 to June 2023 I got
several such invitations. During one of them, at the family house of one of my participants, I
had an interesting conversation with the family about the norms and values in life that I
consider to be important. When explaining my opinion, the mother of the family stated:
“Maarten, you are not a Muslim, but you are Islamic!” A bit surprised by her statement, |
answered her by saying that it depends on what she is perceiving to be Islamic and that that
relates to the bigger question ‘What is Islam?’. My answer was too serious and killed the
mood. It was silent for a while until the oldest daughter repeated the question: “What is
Islam?...Good question.”

The question ‘What is Islam?’ has been central to the works of many past and present
scholars. In his thought-provoking book What is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic
Shahab Ahmed criticizes the well-known understandings of Islam in academia, such as those
of Geertz, el-Zein, Hodgson, and Asad, and introduces a new conceptualization instead.* He
argues that research on Islam is too much grounded in inadequate categories and that scholars
unduly put law and scripture at the core of Islam. Consequently, modern scholars focus
primarily on the legal discourses of Islam and overlook that explorative and rational
discourses are also constitutive of Islam. Rather, he argues, Islam must be seen as
hermeneutical engagement with the Revelation to Muhammed through the dimensions of
Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text. This implies that Islam, within the framework of all meanings
of Revelation that are made through history (Con-Text), is a process of meaning-making with
Qur’an, Hadith, and Islamic law (Text) on the one hand, and a process of meaning-making
with the unseen world (Pre-Text) that is prior to and larger than the Revelation to Muhammed
on the other hand.

It is important to understand the implications of Ahmed’s conceptualization because
the way Islam is conceptualized influences the outcomes of research on Islam. As Ahmed’s

conceptualization is relatively new, only a little research has been done exploring Ahmed’s

2 All Arabic terms in this thesis are transliterated according to the IMES Transliteration Chart. See: “IJMES
Transliteration System for Arabic, Persian, and Turkish,” Cambridge University, accessed June 7, 2023,
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-file-manager/file/57d83390f6ea5a022234b400/TransChart.pdf.

% On the day the ‘uzima takes place the whole family is busy to prepare their guests’ visit. While the men of the
household are making the house ready, the women cook famous Egyptian dishes to show their guests how
refined Egyptian food is. Guests are provided an unforgettable evening with delicious food, a feeling that they
have eaten enough for the rest of the week, and above all an insight into the Egyptian culture.

4 Shahab Ahmed, What is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016).



conceptualization as a theoretical foundation for research on Islam. It is, therefore, interesting
to look at how Ahmed’s scholastic conceptualization, which is intended to let contradictory
statements cohere as one single phenomenon of Islam, functions as a framework through
which Islam as lived on the ground can be examined.

In this thesis, I explore the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men through the
lens of Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text,
and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed by employing ethnographic fieldwork
as a methodological tool. In doing so, this thesis examines, at first, the religiosity of young
Egyptian Sunni Muslim men by focusing on the extent they engage hermeneutically with Text
and Pre-Text. Secondly, it explores whether Ahmed’s scholastic conceptualization is fruitful to
use as a framework to investigate Muslim religiosity on the ground.

Through this study, I ultimately argue that the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni
Muslim men must be characterized as engagement with the dimension of Text rather than Pre-
Text and that Ahmed’s confined idea of the dimension of Pre-Text leads to a conceptual
deficiency. As a solution, I propose to look at Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text,
Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed within the framework of

grand schemes in everyday life.

1.1 Problem definition

The problem definition, consisting of a research object and a research question, is as follows:

Research object

The research object of this thesis is twofold. It (1) aims to provide insights into the religiosity
of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men when conceptualizing Islam, as Ahmed does, as
hermeneutical engagement with Text and Pre-Text in relation to the Revelation of
Muhammed, and, as such, (2) it aims to provide insights into the applicability of Ahmed’s
conceptualization of Islam to Muslim religiosity on the ground when applying Ahmed’s

conceptualization to anthropology.’

5 Shahab Ahmed conceptualizes Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in
relation to the Revelation to Muhammed. As I will justify in Chapter 3, this study only focuses on the
dimensions of Text and Pre-Text. When writing about Ahmed’s conceptualization in relation to this thesis
specifically, I exclude the dimension of Con-Text as part of his conceptualization (like I do in the problem
definition). However, when writing about Ahmed’s conceptualization in general, I include the dimension of Con-
Text in its description.



Research question
1) What statements can be made about the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim
men when conceptualizing Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text and Pre-
Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed?
a. What is Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam?
b. To what extent are young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men engaging
hermeneutically with the dimension of Text in relation to the Revelation to
Muhammed?
c. To what extent are young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men engaging
hermeneutically with the dimension of Pre-Text in relation to the Revelation to

Muhammed?

2) How is a combination of anthropology and Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam
fruitful to explore the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men and Muslim
religiosity more broadly?

a. To what extent can Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam be applied to Muslim
religiosity on the ground in contemporary Egypt?
b. How can Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam be located in the field of

anthropology of Islam?

4.2 Relevance of this research

This research intervenes in two academic debates. The first debate revolves around the
applicability of Ahmed’s conceptualization. Ahmed's conceptualization is a scholarly one and
is made to let contradictory statements about Islam cohere as Islam. Ahmed demonstrates that
constitutive to the phenomenon of Islam are explorative, legal, and philosophical discourses
that make opposing truth claims in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed.® The goal of
Ahmed’s conceptualization is to harmonize these contradictory claims meaningfully in terms
of Islam. Its purpose is not to be fruitful as a framework for the exploration of Muslim
religiosity on the ground. In this thesis, I deploy Ahmed’s conceptualization towards a new
end. I argue that combining Ahmed’s conceptualization with anthropology can be helpful to
understand contemporary Islamic religiosity on the ground and that, as such, Ahmed’s

conceptualization is useful beyond its intended focus. I propose to look at Islam not as a

% Ahmed, What is Islam?, 31.



hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to
Muhammed, but as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation
to the Revelation to Muhammed within the framework of grand schemes in everyday life.
Grand schemes encompass the higher meaning individuals give to their lives. They influence
and are influenced by daily life struggles and experiences.” By understanding hermeneutical
engagements with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text as grand schemes, Ahmed’s
conceptualization can be used not only in a scholarly way but can also be employed for
exploring religiosity on the ground which is shaped by daily life.

Secondly, this thesis is relevant to the debate that evolves around religiosity among
Muslim youth. Scholars describe a change in religiosity since the Arab Spring in 2011.
Nonbelief,® Sufism,’ youth combining religious texts with dance music,'? and distrust in
religious authority are new tendencies to be observed.!! I argue that the religiosity of young
Egyptian Sunni Muslim men can be characterized as engagement with the dimension of Text
rather than with the dimension of Pre-Text. However, this does not imply that they always
comply with the Qur’an and Hadith. Based on contextual factors, in their daily lives, my
participants practice and experience the prescriptions and the unseen world in various ways
and make their own considerations towards it. This is in line with the tendencies that are

observed by other scholars regarding the religiosity of Muslim youth since the Arab Spring.

4.3 Structure of this thesis

The next section, chapter 2, portrays the theory that is foundational to this thesis. Firstly, I
will depict the most important conceptualizations of Islam and will explain how Ahmed’s
conceptualization relates to them. Then I will illustrate Ahmed’s conceptualization itself.
After that, I argue how Ahmed’s conceptualization and anthropology complement each other.
Finally, I conclude by describing the relevance of this thesis to the field of anthropology of
Islam by demonstrating how this study intervenes in the debates on the applicability of

Ahmed’s conceptualization and on Muslim youth religiosity.

7 Samuli Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense: Hope, Frustration, and Ambivalence before and after 2011
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015), 13

8 Karin van Nieuwkerk, “Religious Skepticism and Nonbelieving in Egypt,” In Moving in and Out of Islam, ed.
Karin van Nieuwkerk, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2018), 306.

® Maarten Dietz, “Egyptische Millennials na de Arabische Lente: geen Moslimbroeder, maar Soefist” (Bachelor
Thesis, Radboud University, 2020), 28.

10 Jennifer Peterson, “Playing with Spirituality: The Adoption of Mulid Motifs in Egyptian dance music,”
Contemporary Islam, No. 2 (November 2008): 271.

! James M. Dorsey, “Changing Attitudes Towards Religiosity: A Double-Edged Sword For Arab Rulers,” BESA
Center Perspectives Paper, No. 1815 (November 2020), 1.



In chapter 3, the methodology chapter, I will give details about my fieldwork and will
elaborate on the choices I made regarding to it.

In chapter 4, I firstly demonstrate how my interlocutors are engaging with the
dimensions of Text by showing how they understand Islam in terms of Qur’an and Hadith.
Then I elaborate on how they negotiate between adhering to or violating the prescriptions. In
chapter 5, I describe how my interlocutors’ notion of Pre-Text differs from Ahmed’s idea of
the concept, [ will display the consequence of it, and I will offer a solution. Finally, I
demonstrate how dreams, the heart, doubt, and nonbelief are related to Pre-Text.

In the last chapter, chapter 6, I conclude this thesis by presenting my findings, by
elaborating on the implications of my findings, and by reflecting on the shortcoming of this

thesis.

10



2. State of the Art

2.1 The Balkans-to-Bengal complex in relation to conceptualizations of Islam
Based on what Ahmed calls the Balkans-to-Bengal complex, he demonstrates that constitutive
to the human and historical phenomenon of Islam were contradicting ideas, values, and
practices.!? These ideas, values, and behaviors could develop and exist next to each other
because central to the Balkans-to-Bengal complex was the presence of a Sufi-Philosophical
amalgam, which implied that not only legal discourses, such as the study of Qur’an, Hadith,
and SharT'a, were important, but that explorative and philosophical discourses were at least
equally valorized.'?

The people of the Balkans-to-Bengal complex perceived explorative and philosophical
discourses to be as important as legal discourses because they considered all these discourses
to be part of the same project: the project of getting to know Allah’s Truth, albeit through
different means. In explorative discourses, such as Sufism in which the exploration of the
(inner) self in relation to the truth is central, practitioners engage with the truth through
physical practice, meditation, music, and poetry.!* An example of this is the fact that Sufi
practitioners used to drink wine during the performance of rituals to experience a different
state of being in which they could engage differently with Allah’s revelation to Muhammed.'?
Another example is that practitioners used Jalal-ud-Din Rumi’s poetical work, the Masnavr, '
to explain the meaning of Allah’s Truth as stated in the Qur’an and Hadith.!” In philosophical
discourses, philosophers, like al-Suhrawardi (d. 1191), Ibn Arabi (d. 1165) and Sirhindi
(1564) tried to find out the truth by the means of reasoning.!® Al-Suhrawardi and Ibn Arabi
founded the thought-paradigms of the Philosophy of Illumination and, respectively, the
Philosophy of Existence of Unity, in which they reason that there is no real distinction in the

essence of all beings. As Allah is present in all things and persons, worshipping these things

12 The Balkans-to-Bengal complex is a temporal-geographical entity that comprises several comprehensive
societies, ranging from the Balkans through the Levant, Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan to the Bay of Bengal in India
in the rough period 1350-1850. See; Ahmed, What is Islam?, 73.

13 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 31.

4 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 375-377.

'S Ahmed, What is Islam?, 57-65.

16 The Masnavi is a poetic collection of 6 books made by the Sufi poet Jalal-ud-Din Rumi in the 13" century.
Through anecdotes and stories, Rumi expresses his view on the meanings of Islam. See: Ahmed, What is Islam?,
306.

17 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 305-309.

'8 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 10-18.
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or persons is worshipping Allah.!” In legal discourses, the truth is detected by interpreting
truth claims and laws that are revealed in the Qur’an and Hadith. In this field of Islamic
Jurisprudence (figh), Muslim jurists (fugahd’ or ‘ulama’) try to understand what is
permissible (halal) and impermissible (haram) by deriving the rulings of Shari'a. Based on
their own reasoning they can formulate new Islamic law (ijtihad).*

Despite wine-drinking and worshipping other beings than God alone being forbidden
according to the legal discourses, Ahmed argues that it was broadly accepted in the Balkans-
to-Bengal complex that practitioners of explorative and philosophical discourses did drink
wine and appreciated the philosophical dogmas of Illumination and the Existence of Unity as
means to get to know Allah’s Truth. In fact, these norms of the Sufi-Philosophical amalgam
were widespread and part of what the people of the Balkans-to-Bengals complex perceived to
be Islamic. Ahmed, consequently, states that Sufi and philosophical claims thus lay above and
beyond the truth of the law in the Balkans-to-Bengal complex. Although legal, explorative,
and philosophical discourses make contradictory statements, Ahmed argues that these
statements are in coherence with each other, as they are all having the same purpose, namely,

to get to know Allah’s Truth.?!

Taking the Balkans-to-Bengal complex as a starting point, Ahmed demonstrates that the
existing conceptualizations of Islam made by Geertz, Asad, el-Zein, and Hodgson are
insufficient to conceptualize the human and historical phenomenon of Islam, as “they all
revolve around two main axes of deficiency.”?? Consequently, they fail to conceptualize Islam
in a way that allows “contradictory statements and actions to cohere meaningfully.”?

The first axis of deficiency is that scholars conceptualize Islam from either an
essentialist view or a nominalist view. Essentialists see orthodoxy based on textual sources as
the kernel of Islam, while nominalists consider Islam to be constituted of multiple ‘Islams’
without having a substantive shared essence. Whereas the problem of the essentialist view is
that truth claims made outside the framework of orthodoxy, Qur’an, Hadith, and Shari‘a are

considered as not Islam-proper, the term ‘Islam’ becomes conceptual meaningless in a

nominalist perspective.

19 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 26-28.

20 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 475.

2! Ahmed, What is Islam?, 302-303.
22 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 115.

23 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 302.
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Ahmed argues that the famous anthropologist Talal Asad based his conceptualization
of Islam on an essentialist view. Asad argues that “Islam as the object of anthropological
understanding should be approached as a discursive tradition that connects variously with the
formation of moral selves, the manipulation of populations (or resistance to it), and the
production of appropriate knowledges.”** As discursive traditions are formed through time,
time is an important factor in Asad’s idea of Islam as a discursive tradition. Therefore, he
defines an Islamic discursive tradition as “a tradition of Muslim discourse that addresses itself
to conceptions of the Islamic past and future, with reference to a particular practice in the
present.”?® Central to Asad’s notion of an Islamic discursive tradition is the domain of
orthodoxy, which implies that Muslims have the power to establish or secure correct practices
and modify or abandon the incorrect ones.? Ahmed argues that by putting emphasis on
orthodoxy and the prescription of the correct form of practices by an authority, Asad
perceives truth claims that are not part of orthodoxy, such as the truth claims that are found in
the philosophy of [llumination or Rumi’s poetry, to be less Islamic. As such, Asad’s idea of
Islam as a discursive tradition fails to conceptualize Islam.?’

In opposition to Asad, the anthropologist Abdul Hamid el-Zein proposes to approach
Islam not as a single entity with one meaning, but as a set of structural relations that produce
meaning of Islam.?® el-Zein argues that a single Islam does not exist, only multiple Islams that
vary by place and time. As a nominalist, el-Zein, thus, denies the importance of orthodoxy.
However, as in el-Zein’s conceptualization of ‘Islam as Islams’ Islam has no substantive core,
Ahmed argues that it is only useful to analyze contradictions, but that it cannot be used to

conceptualize contradictions coherently.?

The second axis of deficiency is that scholars conceptualize Islam in inadequate categories of
religion and culture. Reasoned from a Western Christian perspective, they unduly make a
distinction between ‘the sacred’ on the one hand, and ‘the profane’ on the other hand. Ahmed
argues that Hodgson, who tries to conceptualize Islam by distinguishing between Islamic,
Islamicate, and Islamdom is reasoning along this distinction. Hodgson defines Islamic as

everything that has to do with the “proper, religious sense”, such as personal piety, Qur’an,

24 Talal Asad, “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam,” Qui Parle 17, no. 2 (2009): 10.

25 Asad, “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam,” 20.

26 Asad, “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam,” 22.

27 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 274.

28 Abdul Hamid el-Zein, “Beyond Ideology and Theology: The Search for the Anthropology of Islam,” Annual
review of anthropology 6, no. 1 (1977): 251.

29 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 135.
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Hadith, and Shart‘a. Islamicate indicates the norms, values, and practices, based on a lettered
tradition, that is shaped by Muslims and non-Muslims, such as art, music, and poetry.
Islamdom is seen as the society in which Islam is the dominant religion.*® According to
Hodgson’s categories, the contradictory truth claims that can be found in the Philosophy of
[lumination or Rumi’s Masnavi are perceived to be Islamicate as they are not directly linked
to personal piety. While these contradictory truth claims are made in relation to Allah’s Truth,
Hodgson thus sees these truth claims as cultural/profane instead of religious/sacred.>! Ahmed,
therefore, finds Hodgson’s conceptualization unsatisfactory.

Finally, Ahmed also criticizes Clifford Geertz’ research which serves as a foundation
for the anthropology of Islam. Geertz conceptualizes religion as “(1) a system of symbols
which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in
men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely
realistic.”*? Ahmed agrees that Geertz’ emphasis on meaning is fruitful to understand Islam.
However, he reproaches Geertz for not focusing on the means by which meaning is given to
symbols because not understanding these means can result in an inadequate notion of these
symbols. Ahmed agrees with Asad’s twofold criticism of Geertz that, firstly, symbols and
their conceptions cannot be separated and that symbols therefore are their meaning itself, and,
secondly, that religious symbols can also fail to give meaning.>* As the construction of
meaning-making stays unclear, Geertz’s conceptualization, Ahmed argues, is not sufficient to

conceptualize Islam as a comprehensive entity.>*

2.2 Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Pre-Text, Text, and Con-Text

To overcome the problem of scholars primarily focusing on the legal discourses of Islam and
overlooking that explorative and rational discourses are also constitutive of Islam, Ahmed
comes up with a new conceptualization in which he aims to identify “the coherent dynamic of

internal contradiction which lies at the crux of any successful conceptualization of Islam as a

30 Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, Volume One,
The Classical Age of Islam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974): 1:57-59.

31 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 166-169.

32 Clifford Geertz, “Religion as Cultural System,” in The Interpretations of Culture: Selected Essays, ed. Clifford
Geertz (London: Fontana Press, 1993), 90-91.

33 Talal Asad, “Anthropological Conceptions of Religion: Reflections on Geertz,” New Series 18, no. 2 (June
1983): 239-242.

34 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 250.
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human and historical phenomenon.”* Fundamental to his re-conceptualization are the
assumptions that the Divine Revelation to Muhammed is central to the phenomenon of Islam
and that contradicting convictions, beliefs, and practices, despite their differences, are
interrelated in a shared process in relation to meaning.>® To identify these processes of
meaning and truth in relation to the Revelation of Muhammed, Ahmed introduces the concept
of ‘hermeneutical engagement’. Hermeneutical engagement is defined by Ahmed as
“engagement by an actor or agent with a source or object of (potential) meaning in a way that
ultimately produces meaning for the actor by the way of the source.”” Ahmed finds this
concept useful because it demonstrates the different methods, understandings, and interactions
human actors have (engagement) regarding truth-knowing and meaning-making
(hermeneutical) in relation to the Revelation of Muhammed.

As a clarification, I will use the example of Rumi’s Masnavi. For Muslims who adhere
to legal discourses, the Qur’an and Hadith are the main textual sources that provide them with
knowledge about the Truth. Official fafsi*% on Qur’anic verses shapes their interpretations
and understandings of what is meaningful and true in their lives in terms of Islam. However,
for Muslims that follow explorative discourses, it is not so much the Qur’an and official tafsir
that is important as a method for truth and meaning-making, but Rumi’s Masnavi. As Rumi’s
poetry contains numerous direct citations of the Qur’an and Hadith,* it dislocated and
relocated Qur’anic verses and, as such, gives a renewed meaning to the Qur’an and Hadith.
Employing The Masnavi as an alternative form of fafsir (this being an engagement), the
statements in Qur’'an and Hadith are interpreted and understood differently by explorative
discourses. As a result, Muslims of explorative discourses have a different interpretation of
what is meaningful and true in their life in terms of Islam (this being hermeneutical).
Focusing on hermeneutical engagement, thus, enables us to identify these different processes

and methods of meaning-making.

Ahmed distinguishes three dimensions of hermeneutical engagement with Revelation: Text,

Pre-Text, and Con-Text.

35 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 113.

36 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 344.

37 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 345.

38 Tafsr refers to the explanation, commentary, and exegesis of the Qur’an by Islamic scholars.

Editors of Encyclopaedia, "tafsir," Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified September 27, 2019.
https://www.britannica.com/topic/tafsir.

39 Bita Naghmeh-Abbaspour, and Sepora Tengku Mahadi Tengku, "Intertextuality of Rumi’s Masnavi with
Qur’an: Author’s intentional effort and translators’ negligence," International Journal of Humanities and Social
Science Invention 6, no. 3 (2017): 32.

15



Text

The dimension of Text refers to the foundational scriptures of Islam, namely the Qur’an and
the Hadith, and to Shari‘a Law that derives from it.*’ It encompasses the prescriptions of Qur’an
and Hadith, that is to say, that which is seen as permissible (kalal) and forbidden (haram), and
the authority that legitimizes the prescriptions. Based on the Qur’an referring multiple times to
“informations of the Unseen (al-ghayb) that we communicate to you.”*! Ahmed states that
inherent to the structure of the Revelation of Muhammed is the idea that there must be an unseen
reality or truth that serves as the source of Revelation. Ahmed mentions that Muslims can get
to know this unseen reality or truth by means of the Qur’an, but also agree that the Qur’an does
not encompass all the truth of the unseen reality. Therefore, “the Truth of the Text of the
Revelation is only the Revelatory Product: as such, it is but an expression in the here-and-now

of this world of the Truth of the Pre-Text of Revelation.”*?

Pre-Text

The dimension of Pre-Text of Revelation refers to the unseen reality or Truth that is the source
of Revelation, which in the Qur’an is called ‘i/m al-ghayb (or just al-ghayb). Being the source
of Revelation, Pre-Text or al-ghayb is “ontologically prior to and alethically (that is, as regards
truth) larger than the textual product of the Revelation.”* Although, in Ahmed’s view,
Muslims agree that there is an unseen reality/Pre-Text that serves as the source of Revelation,
there is disagreement within the human and historical phenomenon of Islam about how to access
the unseen reality/al-ghayb/Pre-Text. Philosophical discourses consider the source of
Revelation to be Allah’s Reason and, accordingly, assume that the Pre-Text can be accessed by
Reason. They agree that the Qur’an contains information about the Pre-Text, but they do not
consider the Qur’an to be a better means to access the Pre-Text than reason. For explorative
discourses, Divine existence is the source of Revelation. As such, the Pre-Text is accessible by
existential knowing of the cosmos, which is the exercise of experiencing one’s limited material
existence in relation to the limitless Divine universe. In explorative discourses, the Qur’an is
used to access the Pre-Text, but they also consider the Qur’an to be limited, as it is constrained
by language. According to legal discourses, however, the Pre-Text can only be found in and via

the Text. They thus study the Qur’an, Hadith, and Shari‘a to access the Truth of the Pre-Text.

40 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 345.
41 Qur’an 3:44; Qur’an 11:48; and Qur’an 12:108.
42 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 347.
4 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 346.
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The unseen reality or Pre-Text can thus be gained through the Text, but also through exploration

or through reasoning, dependent on the discourse that is followed.

Con-Text

The dimension of Con-Text of Revelation encompasses the historical context in which any
hermeneutical engagement with the Revelation of Muhammed took place. Ahmed defines Con-
Text as “that whole field or complex or vocabulary of meanings of Revelation that have been
produced in the course of the human and historical hermeneutical engagement with Revelation,
and which are thus already present as Islam.”** To clarify the dimension of Con-Text, Ahmed
compares Con-Text to be a century old city of Islam. Although citizens are part of the same
shared environment in the city, they have different opinions, feelings, and conceptions of the
city. But despite their differences, citizens identify and affiliate with the city as they recognize
the buildings, architecture, and streets. Citizens speak the language of the city like Muslims

speak the language of Islam.*

2.3 Ahmed’s conceptualization in relation to anthropology

Ahmed’s conceptualization is a scholastic one. In this thesis, I argue that combining Ahmed’s
conceptualization with anthropology can be helpful to understand contemporary Islamic
religiosity on the ground and that, as such, Ahmed’s conceptualization is useful beyond its
intended focus to conceptualize Islam as a coherent phenomenon. Concretely, using
ethnography as a methodological tool, I apply Ahmed’s conceptualization on young Egyptian
Sunni Muslim men by adopting Samuli Schielke’s notion of Islam having different forms in
people’s lives and Amira Mittermaier’s proposal to analyze al-ghayb in terms of belief and
disbelief. By doing so, I intervene, firstly, in the debate about the applicability of Ahmed’s
conceptualization to Islam in contemporary Islamic societies. Secondly, I contribute to the

debate about the religiosity of Egyptian Muslim men.

So, how is Ahmed’s conceptualization, based on the premodern entity of the Balkans-to-
Bengal complex, beneficial to anthropologists who study modern societies? First of all,
Ahmed’s conceptualization allows anthropologists to bring into focus local contradictory

practices and beliefs that, although contradictory, all constitute the phenomenon of Islam. In

4 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 356.
4 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 358.

17



contemporary Egypt, Muslim religiosity took on various forms across recent decades. At the
beginning of the 20" century, influential Islamic reformists, such as Mohammed Abduh and
Rashid Rida, were spreading the message that Islam and Modernity could be unified using
human reason.*® Later, the Muslim Brotherhood became popular with its ideology of Islam as
a complete system.*” From the 1990s one could speak of an Islamic revival in which
Egyptians started to obey the Qur’an and Hadith more strictly. As is written in Qur’an and
Hadith that the veil is important to wear for women, the veil became more popular among
women in Egyptian society during the Islamic revival.*® On the contrary, other scholars
describe a change in religiosity since the Arab Spring in 2011. Nonbelief,*” Sufism,*® youth
combining religious texts with dance music,’! and distrust in religious authority are new
tendencies to be observed.>? Anthropologists and other scholars, thus, identify numerous
branches and convictions of Islam that are all part of Egyptian Islam, that is to say, Islam in
an Egyptian context.

To understand the relationships between all those branches with their own convictions
and practices, | argue that Ahmed’s conceptualization is the most sophisticated one to use as a
framework. In contradiction to the studies of Geertz and el-Zein Ahmed’s conceptualization
better allows the contradictory statements of these branches to cohere as Egyptian Islam. As
described earlier in this section, Geertz fails to conceptualize Islam as a comprehensive entity
because in his conceptualization he does not focus on the means that produce meaning. As
such, for example, Geertz cannot harmonize the Egyptian women who started to veil
themselves with the decline of religious authority, as the production of meaning that is
underlying these two developments stays ambiguous. When using el-Zein’s conceptualization
the different forms of belief in an Egyptian context would be identified, but, as Islam has no
substantive core according to el-Zein, it fails to map these different forms of Islamic belief as
one single Egyptian Islam. In contradiction to the conceptualizations of Geertz and el-Zein,
Hodgson’s differentiation between Islamicate, Islamic, and Islamdom and Asad’s idea of

Islam as discursive tradition are more likely to let the different branches of Islam in an

46 Priyanka Chandra, "Muhammad Abduh on Religious Revival and Secularism," Indian Journal of Politics and
International Relations 11, no. 1 (2018): 65.

47 David Commins, “Hasan al-Banna (1906-1949),” in Pioneers of Islamic Revival, ed. Ali Rahnema (London:
Zed, 1994), 125.

48 Karin van Nieuwkerk, “Uncovering the Self: Religious Doubts, Spirituality and Unveiling in

Egypt,” Religions 12, no. 1 (2020): 49.

49 van Nieuwkerk, “Religious Skepticism and Nonbelieving in Egypt,” 306.

50 Dietz, “Egyptische Millennials na de Arabische Lente,” 28.

5! Jennifer Peterson, “Playing with Spirituality,” 271.

52 James M. Dorsey, “Changing Attitudes Towards Religiosity,” 1.
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Egyptian cohere as Egyptian Islam, as Islam can be explored as a whole within their
frameworks.

However, and this is my second argument, Ahmed demonstrates that existing research
on Islam is too much grounded in inadequate categories of ‘religion’ and ‘culture’ and that
scholars unduly put law or piety at the core of Islam. I agree with Ahmed that it is not helpful
to approach Islam from preconceived categories and assumptions, especially when examining
religiosity. Religiosity can be defined as the extent to which an individual “believes in and
venerates the founder, gods or goddesses of the relevant religion, practices the relevant

»33 Religiosity is measured differently

teaching and participates in the relevant activities.
depending on the academic discipline, but scholars agree that the measurement of religiosity
should on the one hand focus on the intellectual domain of religiosity in which the scripture
and orthodoxy are central and on the other hand on the intrinsic domain of religiosity, which
refers to an individual’s spirituality.>* The use of confined categories to describe the
intellectual domain might work, as one could easily observe the adherence to religious texts
such as Qur’'an and Hadith, piety, or religious knowledge. However, this is not the case when
mapping one’s personal spirituality because personal spirituality is not always expressed
visibly and consciously.>> Resultingly, processes of personal spirituality sometimes go beyond
the confinements of categories that are rooted in an understanding of religion based on its
foundational scripts. For example, as I will show in the analysis section, the interlocutors of
this research feel and believe that Allah strengthens them, but they do not necessarily adhere
to the prescriptions that are stated in Qur’an and Hadith. Thus, when examining religiosity, a
conceptualization must be used that allows scholars to look beyond fixed categories. It is
therefore that Hodgson’s differentiation between Islamic and Islamicate, and Asad’s idea of
Islam as a discursive tradition are not suitable as a framework to investigate religiosity, as
both conceptualizations lead to an emphasis on personal piety, scripture, and orthodoxy.>® As
such, they approach religiosity from categories in which is it difficult to place processes of
personal spirituality.

As Ahmed focuses on meaning-making in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed

and emphasizes, besides Qur’'an and Hadith (Text), the unseen reality (Pre-Text) that is larger

33 Anuradha Y. Iddagoda, and H. H. D. N. P. Opatha, "Religiosity: Towards a conceptualization and an
operationalization," Sri Lankan Journal of Human Resource Management 7, no. 1 (2017): 59.

54 Barbara Holdcroft, "What is Religiosity," Catholic Education: A Journal of inquiry and practice 10, no. 1
(2006): 92.

55 David Baker, "Studies of the Inner Life: The Impact of Spirituality on Quality of Life," Quality of Life
Research 12, no. 1 (2003): 51.

56 I elaborated on this in chapter 2.1 of this thesis.
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and prior to the scriptures, Ahmed enables us to look at religiosity beyond Qur’an and Hadith
and the practices that derived from it. Resultingly, in Ahmed’s conceptualization there is
room for expressions of religiosity in relation to Qur’an and Hadith as well as personal
spirituality. Ahmed arguing that all these various branches are part of the same project, which
is making meaning in relation to the Revelation of Muhammed, he allows us not only to
identify the various forms of belief that are present in contemporary Egypt but also helps us to
understand these different beliefs and convictions as Egyptian Islam. Therefore, as Ahmed
emphasizes meaning-making in his conceptualization, I argue that using his conceptualization
as a framework for the research on Islamic religiosity in contemporary Islamic societies can
result in a more sophisticated understanding of how Islamic religiosity in the Egyptian context

is shaped and formed.

In relation to the element of meaning-making, Ahmed’s conceptualization is not only relevant
to the anthropology of Islam, but the field of anthropology is also beneficial to Ahmed’s
conceptualization. Moreover, I think meaning-making is the exact point where
anthropologists and Ahmed are meeting each other. Like Ahmed, the anthropologist Samuli
Schielke also finds the conceptualizations made by Geertz, Hodgson, and el-Zein
unsatisfactory. Moreover, Schielke argues that the fundamental question to their research
‘What is Islam?’ results in an unduly focus on Islam as piety. In other words, Schielke states
that there is “too much Islam within the anthropology of Islam.”” Furthermore, Schielke
argues that contemporary anthropologists of Islam approach Islam within a framework of
oppositions, such as revivalist piety versus liberal secularism. He does not find the use of
opposite categories useful, as the Muslim participants in his fieldwork adhere to several
categories at the same time. Dependent on the phase in their lives, Islam can be more or less
important for Muslims. Therefore, “to understand the significance of a religious or any other
faith in people’s lives, it is perhaps more helpful to look at it less specifically as a religion or a
tradition and instead take a more fuzzy and open-ended view of it as a grand scheme that is
actively imagined and debated by people and that can offer various kinds of direction,

meaning and guidance in people’s lives.”8

57 Samuli Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense of Grand
Schemes in Everyday Life,” Working Papers Berlin: Zentrum Moderner Orient, no. 2 (2010): 3.

58 Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense of Grand Schemes in
Everyday Life,” 14.

20



I argue that Schielke’s proposal of looking at Islam as a “grand scheme that is actively
imagined and debated by people and that can offer various kinds of direction, meaning and

39 complements Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam as

guidance in people’s lives
hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text. Both Schielke and Ahmed are
trying to overcome the emphasis on piety as the core of Islam and the use of opposite
categories when studying Islam by focusing on meaning-making of the individual. Whereas
Shahab Ahmed does not offer a methodological tool for examining his conceptualization,
Schielke argues that ethnographical research is a sufficient method to get an idea of how

Islam is giving direction and meaning in Muslims' lives. Schielke’s proposal, thus, can
function to identify processes of meaning-making in Ahmed’s conceptualization.

In turn, Ahmed’s conceptualization can overcome the critique of Schielke’s proposal.
Fadil and Fernando argue that Schielke’s suggestion to look at everyday Islam instead of piety
implies that everyday Islam and piety are opposite to each other.®® They note that Schielke is
privileging ‘actual practice’ over ‘moral rules’ and, as such, is rather rejecting Islamic norms
instead of indicating how Muslim negotiate between the normative doctrine and the everyday
practice. Schielke thus fails to let individual meaning-making cohere in terms of Islam.
Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam can be used to connect the rules with the actual practice of
the rules in daily life, as both are explained within the framework of meaning-making in relation
to the Revelation to Muhammed.

Using ethnographic research as a methodological tool for Ahmed’s conceptualization is
especially helpful to explore the concept of al-ghayb, which is crucial to Ahmed’s
understanding of Pre-Text. A/-ghayb or the unseen world is challenging to investigate, as it is
hard to observe phenomena that others can see but you are not able to see. Amira Mittermaier,
therefore, warns that “seeing does not always equal knowing, that “having been there and
having observed it” does not mean that one understands what is really going on, that some see
more (or differently) than others, and that we [anthropologists] ultimately share a fundamental
condition with our interlocutor: we are all immersed in the same unknown.”®! Theological

research on al-ghayb aside, studies on the human engagement with al-ghayb demonstrate that

5 Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense of Grand Schemes in
Everyday Life,” 14.

60 Nadia Fadil, and Mayanthi Fernando, "Rediscovering the “everyday” Muslim: Notes on an anthropological
divide," HAU: journal of ethnographic theory 5, no. 2 (2015): 70.

61 Amira Mittermaier, “The Unknown in the Egyptian Uprising: Towards an Anthropology of al-Ghayb,” Cont
Islam 13, (2019): 18-19.
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inherent to its invisibility are skepticism, doubt, and disbelief.®* Mittermaier argues that
anthropologists must take such contestations into account while writing about al-ghayb. Hence,
she pleads for a language that “runs along the seam where the visible and the invisible — and
belief and disbelief — connect and disconnect continuously.”® As such, I argue that the
application of Ahmed’s conceptualization to modern societies can best be done by employing
anthropological research methods.

Therefore, in this research, I combine Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam as
hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text with Schielke’s notion of Islam
having different forms in people’s lives and with Mittermaier’s proposal to analyze al-ghayb
in terms of belief and disbelief. In other words, I will apply Ahmed’s conceptualization to
young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men by using ethnography as a methodological tool to identify
their convictions and feelings in relation to truth and meaning. In practice, this implies that
my fieldwork focuses on how Islam plays a role in the daily lives of young Egyptian Sunni
Muslim men. When it comes to the analysis of the dimension of Pre-Text/al-ghayb, I employ
Mittermaier’s suggestion to take into account disbelief and skepticism in order to get a

complete picture of my interlocuters’ notion of al-ghayb.

2.4 Relevance of this research

The applicability of Ahmed’s conceptualization

As such, this research intervenes in two academic debates. The first debate is about Ahmed’s
conceptualization itself. Ahmed’s conceptualization is widely discussed and criticized among
scholars. Discussions about Ahmed’s conceptualization revolve mainly around his notion and
use of the Balkans-to-Bengal complex as a case study for his conceptualization. Some
scholars argue that Ahmed’s depiction of Islam as it was experienced by Muslims in the
Balkans-to-Bengal complex is incorrect. Thaver, for example, argues that Ahmed overlooks
the influence of legal discourses on explorative discourses in the Balkans-to-Bengal
complex.%* Gottschalk states that Ahmed unduly assumes that Islam in the Balkans-to-

Bengals complex was always a process of intentional meaning-making and that individuals

62 Nils Bubandt Nils, Mikkel Rytter, and Christian Suhr, "A second look at invisibility: Al-Ghayb, Islam,
ethnography," Contemporary Islam 13 (2019): 9.

83 Mittermaier, “The Unknown in the Egyptian Uprising,” 28.
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could also perform practices that do not produce meaning for them.® Rizvi argues that
primarily intellectuals and other elite people of the Balkans-to-Bengal complex were
consciously engaging with Pre-Text, Text, and Con-Text as a process of meaning-making and
that his conceptualization, therefore, is not representative of the ‘mainstream’ Muslim, that is
to say, Muslims who do not adhere a specific branch of Islam, such as Salafism or Sufism,
and who, as such, are not consciously part of legal, explorative or philosophical discourses.
Also, he states that the Balkans-to-Bengal complex is not representative of modern Islamic
societies.®

Furthermore, Ahmed’s criticism of Talal Asad’s conceptualization of Islam as a
discursive tradition is a topic of debate. Bigelow and Grewal plea that Ahmed misunderstands
Asad,%” because he overlooks that Asad’s discursive tradition can be an illuminating tool to
analyze religious debates, claims to authority, and shifting systems of power.%® They argue
that especially when doing ethnographic research, conceptualizing Islam as a discursive
tradition ensures that orthodoxy does not stand at the core of a bounded Islam.

By examining the process of meaning-making of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men
through the lens of Ahmed’s conceptualization and anthropology, this research intervenes,
firstly, in the debate regarding Ahmed’s conceptualization not being applicable to
contemporary Islamic societies and the ‘mainstream’ Muslims who live in it. In other words,
this research answers the question of whether Ahmed’s scholastic conceptualization of Islam
as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text of Revelation to Muhammed
is fruitful to use as a theoretical framework to investigate religiosity in contemporary Islamic
societies.

In the analysis section, I will show that Ahmed’s conceptualization is rather a
scholastic one. However, by incorporating Schielke’s notion of Islam as a grand scheme into
Ahmed’s conceptualization, contextual factors that are influencing processes of hermeneutical
engagement with Text and Pre-Text can be observed. As such, Ahmed’s conceptualization

becomes useful to explore Muslim religiosity on the ground.
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Muslim religiosity in contemporary Egypt

Ahmed himself recognizes that the Balkans-to-Bengal complex is not representative of
contemporary Islamic society. He notices that “modern Muslims conceive of Islam in terms
that are crucially different to how pre-modern Muslims conceived of Islam — different, that is,
in terms of the focus, emphasis, and weightage of the hermeneutical engagement with
Revelation.”®® Whereas Muslims of the Balkans-to-Bengal complex were conceiving and
living Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text of Revelation,
modern Muslims mainly conceive of Islam as a hermeneutical engagement with Text of
Revelation. Due to an encounter with the rational West, the establishment of nation-states, the
loss of Persian as a trans-continental language, and the influence of Wahabism, in modern
Islamic societies, Pre-Text is delegitimated as a source of meaning-making, and the variety of
Con-Text is depleted. Consequently, instead of accepting and agreeing on the knowability of
Pre-Text/al-ghayb through different means (i.e. exploration, reason, and textual resources),
modern Muslims consider Qur’an and Hadith to be the only means to get to know Allah’s
unseen world.

This brings me to the second academic debate in which my research intervenes,
namely the debate that revolves around the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men
in a modern Egyptian context. Scholars observed several trends regarding Muslim religiosity
in contemporary Egypt. By applying Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam as a means to
explore the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men, I contribute to the debate on
religiosity among young Muslim men in Egypt and will answer the question of whether young
Egyptian Sunni Muslim men indeed understand Islam in terms of Qur’an and Hadith.

In the analysis section, I will demonstrate that the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni
Muslim men mainly can be understood as hermeneutical engagement with the dimension of
Text. Although my interlocutors sometimes regard dreams and the heart as superior to the
prescriptions and do not always strictly adhere to the laws, they do not employ means of
meaning-making that go beyond and above the law. Moreover, as a result of contextual
factors that influence the process of meaning-making, my interlocutors understand the

dimension of Pre-Text differently than Ahmed does.

% Ahmed, What is Islam?, 515-516.
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3. Methodology

3.1 Description of the ethnographic fieldwork

This thesis is based on ethnographic research conducted between October 2022 and April
2023 in Cairo, Egypt. I chose this research method because ethnographic research enables me
to explore the lived reality and performance of religiosity among young Egyptian Sunni
Muslim men as it provides insights into how these men think, feel, and behave.” Fieldwork is
especially fruitful in relation to Ahmed’s conceptualization, as meaning-making is not always
a consciousness process and is affected by an individual’s background. Someone’s
background and unconscious manifestations can be highlighted by observations and
interviews. I conducted several group interviews, four in-depth one-on-one interviews, and
numerous participant observations for data collection. Some of the participants I knew already
from a two-month stay in Cairo at the beginning of 2020. I got to know them in a local
coffeechouse (singular: gahwa, plural: gahawt) in Mounira, the working-class neighborhood
where [ was living in. To broaden my network among young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men I
used the application Couchsurfing. Couchsurfing is an online platform for travelers on which
individuals can connect with other individuals all over the world, and on which people offer
you to stay in their homes for free. The use of Couchsurfing seemed feasible to me, as the
purpose of Couchsurfing is to exchange knowledge, ideas, and experiences between people
from different cultures. Couchsurfing, therefore, allowed me to get in touch with young
Egyptian Sunni Muslim men who were willing to share their perspectives, experiences, and
ideas on Islam. I visited and slept and my interlocutors’ homes which enabled me to observe
my interlocuters in their personal space.

The participants I already knew and the participants whom I met through
Couchsurfing introduced me to their group of friends (singular: shilla, plural: shilal). Multiple
times a week [ went to coffeehouses with different shilal which enabled me to observe them
and to conduct group interviews with them. The group interviews were informal and mostly
conducted at the gahawi but also at my interlocutors’ homes when their shilla was meeting
each other at home. The group interviews were not arranged beforehand but ensued naturally
when I started asking questions after something interesting was said in the light of this

research. Most group interviews eventually evolved into a group discussion between my

0 Graham Harvey, "Field Research and Participant Observation," In The Routledge Handbook of Research
Methods in the Study of Religion (Routledge, 2021), 217.
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interlocutors. The topics discussed were the role of Qur’an, Hadith, and Islamic law in their
lives, the form and shape of their believing,”! and their personal connection with Allah.

The one-on-one interviews also ensued naturally and were informal. One of the
interviews took place in a coffeehouse in Downtown Cairo, one in a bar in Cairo, one in
Alexandria during a weekend trip I made with one of my interlocutors, and one at an
interlocutor’s home. The one-on-one interviews enabled me to place the data I gained from
my observations into a broader framework of believing in Egyptian society by asking in-depth
questions about my observations and previously made notes.

Furthermore, some of the participants invited me to their family homes and their
neighborhood mosques. To get a better understanding of the information that my participants
were giving, | visited different mosques and religious sites myself and spoke about Islam with

several young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men whom I met randomly in the Cairo streets.

The participants are quite a homogeneous group. All the participants, the youngest being 23
and the oldest 28, are living in Cairo. Most of them started working life in the last four years,
but some of them are still studying. Interestingly, when asking my participants about their
social class, they all made a distinction between a cultural social class and a financial social
class. Financially, most of them consider themselves to be part of the lower middle class,
while culturally, all of them consider themselves to belong to the middle class. The main

reason for this distinction is education, as one of my participants clarifies:

My parents aren’t rich and I am not rich, but I am educated. I am interested in many

topics and I try to learn every day, especially when I don’t understand things.

Although there is some difference between the participants financially, most other variables
are in common. They all went to government schools, they all live in working-class
neighborhoods, they all learned (a bit of) English themselves, and they were raised religiously
according to Sunni Islam. None of the participants adheres to a specific branch of Islam, such
as Salafism or Sufism. In that sense, they represent the majority of Sunni Muslims in Egypt

and thus can be considered ‘mainstream’ Egyptian Muslims.

"I consciously use the noun ‘believing’ here and in other parts of this thesis, and not the noun ‘belief’. The
word ‘belief” refers to the actual conviction itself but when I use the word ‘believing’, I refer to how Muslims
experience and feel their beliefs, and how their beliefs influence their lives.
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3.2 The dimension of Text and Pre-Text in my ethnographic fieldwork

Although Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam consists of three dimensions of hermeneutical
engagement, namely, Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text, I only explore the religiosity of Egyptian
Muslim men through the lens of Text and Pre-Text. Con-Text is left out of the scope of this
thesis. It is an immense task to make a comprehensive study of all forms and processes of
meaning-making that took place in the past. Besides the practical reason of having a lack of
time and space, anthropology is not suitable as a field of study for such a historical project.
Anthropologists study the domain of Con-Text in contemporary times, but as Ahmed’s notion
of Con-Text focuses mainly on historical hermeneutical engagements, an incorporation of the
dimension of Con-Text can best be done by historians. Simply, because it is impossible to
retroactively conduct ethnographic research.

Also, the elements of hierarchy, paradox, and metaphor are disregarded in this thesis.
Ahmed argues that in processes of meaning-making hierarchy, paradox, and metaphor have
important functions, as they help Muslims to express truth claims in relation to the Revelation
to Muhammed.”? Hierarchy, paradox, and metaphor are elements that are part of Con-Text and,
as such, must be investigated as Con-Text. As an analysis of Con-Text is not present in this
thesis, hierarchy, paradox, and metaphor are not examined as well. In chapter 6, I will reflect
on the implications this has for the outcomes of this research.

As Text and Pre-Text are abstract concepts, in the analysis of the data, I was mainly
interested in how the participants are engaging with the elements that are connected to these
concepts. The dimensions of Text and Pre-Text can be decomposed into concrete elements
that play a role in young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men’s engagement with Islam in daily life.
When it comes to Text, I will question and observe how my interlocutors relate to Qur’an,
Hadith, halal, haram, and authorities such as sheiks and al-Azhar. Regarding Pre-Text, I
explore how my participants define the concept of al-ghayb, how they feel connected with
Allah through means of dreams and the heart, how the connectedness through dreams and
their heart with Allah influences their adherence to Islamic prescriptions, and what the role is

of doubt and skepticism towards al-ghayb.

3.3 Reflection on my ethnographic fieldwork
During my fieldwork, I noticed that there was a difference between how the participants were

talking about Islam at the beginning of my research and at the end of it. At the start, most of

72 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 402.
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the participants seemed very devoted to Islam, while after we had built a relationship of trust,
it appeared that some participants were, in reality, less devoted Muslims. The main reason for
this is that speaking about religion in Egypt is highly controversial. People prefer not to speak
about it, and if they do, they often say things that cannot be contested. As a result,
conversations I had in public were very different than the conversations I had in a private
sphere and conversations that were taking place in a group differed from one-to-one
dialogues. In a private sphere without many people participating, participants were more open
and critical which enabled me to speak about different topics than in public or in a group.

To secure the safety of my participants I changed their names in this research and I
excluded personal details. Also, I wrote down my field notes in Dutch and did not make any
extensive notes or audio recordings while doing fieldwork. Immediately after coming home, I
started writing down everything so that I would not forget my observations.

Another difficulty I faced is that it was hard to explain to my participants what the
research was for and about. Most of my participants did not have any experience with doing
research. As such, it was hard for them to understand in what exactly they were participating.
More than once, my participants were assuming that this research was an attempt of me to
convert to Islam. Eventually, they got to understand the purpose of this research and they

consciously agreed to participate.

I am aware that my position as a researcher has influenced my participants. As a non-Muslim
from the Netherlands, my participants speak about Islam differently with me than with, for
example, a fellow Muslim from Egypt. However, I think my position as an outsider of the
group opened doors in the sense that my participants were more open to me about Islam, as |
am not part of Egyptian society or the Muslim community and thus would not judge them if
their sayings were at odds with the general norms and values of Egyptian society or the
Muslim community.

The disadvantage that my position as an outsider entails is that, especially in the
beginning, some interlocutors tried to convert me. This might have influenced my data as
they, in order to ‘help’ me to convert, could have only pointed out the positive things about
their believing. As such, an incomplete image of their religiosity might have occurred.
However, after a while, as it became clear that converting was not the intention of the
research, I do not expect this to have affected my data. Furthermore, many of my interlocutors
do not interact with non-Egyptians often and, as I am an outsider, felt safe sharing personal

information with me that they would not share with Egyptians. As such, many interlocutors
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considered me quickly as a friend instead of a researcher. In the beginning, this sometimes
was difficult, as the boundary between the things they were telling me as a friend and the
things they were telling me as an interlocuter was vague. After a while, I managed to find a
balance by clearly stating to them which role I was taking but it remained difficult to keep an

emotional distance, as my interlocuters often shared personal problems with me.
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4. Analysis of the dimension of Text of Revelation

In what follows, I demonstrate that, in line with Ahmed’s notion of Islam in contemporary
societies, my participants perceive Islam to be first and foremost a phenomenon characterized
by prescriptions based on Qur’an and Hadith. However, in their daily lives Muslims practice
and experience these prescriptions in various ways and make their own considerations
towards it. Interestingly, even when consciously deciding not to follow the prescriptions,
Muslims engage with Islam in terms of Qur’an and Hadith. As Ahmed does not elaborate on
this in his conceptualization, I argue that Schielke’s suggestion to focus on the role of Islam in

daily life is fruitful to explore how an engagement with Text looks like in real life.

4.1 Islam in terms of halal and haram

Ahmed’s observation that Muslims in modern Islamic societies mainly understand Islam in
terms of Qur’an and Hadith is in accordance with the existing research on Islam in
contemporary Egypt. In the last few decades, Egyptian society is characterized by an Islamic
Revival in which an Islamic reawaking became visible in the personal life of Egyptian
Muslims.”? Ibrahim argues that during the Islamic Revival Egyptian Muslims started to focus
more on the prescriptions as stated in the Qur’an and on the acts of the Prophet Muhammed as
stated in the Hadith because they believed a return to the purest form of Islam would help
them to counter the problems that the Egyptian society was facing.”* As a result, researchers
observed several developments. The anthropologists Saba Mahmood and Charles Hirschkind
demonstrated that Egyptians were establishing a pious self by following courses and lectures
about Islam, reading Qur’an, and visiting the Mosque more often.’”> Pious movements, such as
Salafism in which followers want to practice Islamic faith as it existed at the time of the
Prophet Muhammed, were growing.’® During the Islamic Revival, an emphasis was placed on
a strict compliance of Islamic law. Karin van Nieuwkerk, for example, observed that female
Egyptian singers, dancers, and actresses stopped performing their professions and considered

their art to be shameful.”” Esposito argues that Muslims started to pray more, that fasting was

73 Jean-Paul Carvalho, "A Theory of the Islamic Revival," Department of Economics Discussion Paper Series,
(University of Oxford, 2009), 4.

4 Saad Eddin Ibrahim, “Egypt's Islamic activism in the 1980s,” Third World Quarterly 10, no. 2 (1988): 633.
75 Saba Mahmood, "Feminist theory, embodiment, and the docile agent: Some reflections on the Egyptian
Islamic revival," Cultural anthropology 16, no. 2 (2001): 202; Charles Hirschkind, The ethical soundscape:
Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics (Columbia University Press, 20006).

76 Jonathan Brown, “Salafis and Sufis in Egypt,” The Carnegie Papers, 20. (December 2011), 3.

77 Karin van Nieuwkerk, "From repentance to pious performance," Isim Review 20, no. 1 (2007): 54-55.
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taken more seriously, and that mosque attendance increased.”® In the last decades, thus,

Qur’an, Hadith, and Islamic law have shaped Muslim religiosity in Egyptian society.

I also observed this tendency in my fieldwork. When talking about Islam, with my
participants but also with random people on the streets, most of the time my interlocutors
started the conversation by giving me a lecture about the five pillars of Islam and the
importance of the distinction between the permissible (kalal) and the forbidden (haram).
Yunus, a 24-year-old business administration student at Helwan University, explains to me
that what can be considered Islamic is prescribed by the Qur’an and Hadith. Acting in
accordance with Islam entails that you act in line with what is considered halal and that you
avoid practicing things that are perceived haram. During our meetings, Yunus often refers to
this by pointing out several Islamic and non-Islamic acts based on Qur’anic prescriptions of
things being halal and haram. For example, he stated once that the waiter who was asking us
for a higher tip was not acting Islamic because in the Qur’an is written that one should be
grateful. Another time, he said about the people whom we saw throwing food away in a
garbage can that they were not acting Islamic, as throwing food away is, in his words, haram
according to Qur’an and Hadith. Islam, he said, is a religion of laws and prescriptions.

When asking him why these laws and prescriptions are so important, he told me the

following:

Every Muslim believes in Paradise (a/-janna) and hell. In the end, every heart (galb)
will be put on a scale with on the other side a feather. When the heart is heavier than
the feather you will go to hell. To have a heart as light as a feather you must know

what to do. The laws in the Qur’an and Hadith tell you what to do so that eventually,

you can have a light heart so that you can go to Paradise.

While questioning my interlocutors about their religiosity, like Yunus, many of them begin by
saying that Islam is a religion of laws and prescriptions that aim to guide people to Paradise. I
had a likewise conversation with a group of students who are studying at al-Azhar University.
Al-Azhar, established more than 1000 years ago as a mosque and center of Islamic education,
is nowadays a leading institute that shapes the understanding of Sunni Islam.” It is

particularly known because of its prestigious faculty of Islamic Theology in which students

78 John Esposito, The Islamic threat: Myth or reality? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 10.
7 Nathan Brown, “Post-revolutionary al-Azhar”, The Carnegie Papers 3, (September 2011), 4.
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study Islamic jurisprudence and law. One of the students studying Islamic Jurisprudence,
Moneim (24), told me that he considers Islam to be a religion of laws because Allah is very
clear about which things are good to do and which things are not. Studying Islamic law is,
therefore, a noble thing to do for him because it leads to a life of purification.’® He explains to
me that pursuing a life of purification is important because life on earth is a preparation for

the Afterlife. He clarifies it as follows:

I am making an exam now, which can be seen as my life on Earth, the result of it will

be, if Allah wills, a place for me in the Afterlife.

Interestingly, when asking him about what he means by the word purification, he tells me the

following:

My ultimate goal is to become a Sufi because Sufis are closer to Allah than other
people. But I have a long way to go. To be a Sufi means to be purified. Sufis have
inner peace and follow their inner path. They achieve inner peace and are aware of
their internal path because they purified themselves by following the laws of the
Qur’an and the Hadith. They don’t do anything that is haram. If I want to become a
Sufi I have to purify myself. It means that I cannot do anything haram. So, I have to

study and understand Allah’s Law to become Sufi, to become close to Allah.

Moneim’s explanation is interesting because it is at odds with Ahmed’s portrayal of Sufism in
the Balkans-to-Bengal complex. Ahmed demonstrates that the Qur’an and Hadith indeed are
important for Sufis, but precisely not in the way Moneim depicts it. Sufis, according to
Ahmed, in their understanding of Islam, do not focus on the law, that is to say, they don’t
focus on what is considered to be halal or haram but look behind and beyond the text of the
law to understand Islam.?! Moneim’s understanding of Sufism in terms of halal and haram,
on the contrary, is an understanding of Sufism in terms of law. In other words, Moneim

engages with the dimension of Text when explaining Sufism. As a student of Islamic law, it is

80 As this conversation took place in English, Moneim thus used the English word “purification’. When asking
him later which Arabic word he would use to translate it, he mentioned the Arabic word &S 3 (fazkia) or A4S
waill (tazkiat al-nafs). He explains to me that this refers to the purification of the soul and implies the process of
transforming the self from a life of temptations to a life in which submission to Allah is central.

8! In chapter 2, based on the examples of using the Masnavi as a form of tafsir and drinking wine in order to
come closer to Allah, I explained how Sufis in the Balkans-to-Bengal complex acted behind and beyond the
prescriptions that are stated in the Qur’an and Hadith.
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not surprising that Moneim takes the Islamic foundational texts as a starting point for his
understanding of Islam. However, Ahmed’s point is that Muslims living in the Balkans-to-
Bengal complex were aware of the different forms of engagement with Revelation. So,
scholars of prescriptive discourses knew and accepted that Muslims of explorative and
philosophical discourses valorized the Qur’an and Hadith differently. This is clearly not the

case when talking to Moneim:

It is very difficult to become a Sufi because it is almost impossible to never commit a
sin. Life is full of temptations, so only a few people are strong enough to resist things
that are haram (...). Some people think that Sufis dance to come close to Allah, that
they wear different clothes, or that they have specific rituals. No, people who do this

are not Sufis.

By again stressing the importance of refraining from things that are haram and by implying
that real Sufis don’t have specific rituals, Moneim is not only understanding Sufism in terms
of law, but he is also judgmental towards Sufis who engage in other terms with the Revelation
to Muhammed by employing specific rituals (“people who do this are not a Sufi”).8? In other
words, he is rejecting Ahmed’s assumption that Sufis have ideas that go behind and beyond
the text. Moneim’s way of reasoning can be understood within the context of the Islamic
revival, in which an anti-sentiment was spread towards discourses that read Qur’an in an
imaginative or explorative way instead of interpreting Qur’an and Hadith literally.?? So, as

Ahmed would say it, Moneim is engaging with the dimension of Text.

Associated with al-Azhar University is the al-Azhar Mosque which is located in the old part
of Cairo. Like the university, al-Azhar Mosque is important for Sunni Muslims, as the shaikh
of al-Azhar is the highest religious authority in Egypt. Although Sunni Islam officially does
not have an authority that gives definitive interpretations of Islam, al-Azhar has a strong

influence on the comprehension of Islamic thought, as the scholars of al-Azhar issue fatawa,3*

82 Sufi brotherhoods have their own rituals. The most important rituals are dikr, wird, and khalwa. dikr implies
the repeatedly chanting of prayers to get into a trance. Wird refers to the individual rituals of Sufis, such as
praying and the individual dikr. Khalwa entails a retreat with the purpose of meditating and praying. See:
William Chittick, Sufism: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2000), 23-28.

83 Jztchak Weismann, “Modernity form Within: Islamic Fundamentalism and Sufism,” In Sufis and Salafis in the
Contemporary Age, ed. Lloyd Ridgeon (London: Bloomsbury), 31

8 A fatwa is the Arabic word that refers to a legal opinion or decree handed down by an Islamic scholar. See:
“Fatwa” Merriam-Webster, accessed April 29, 2023,
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perform itjihad,® and clarify disputes about understandings of Qur’an and Hadith.®® Hatina
argues that al-Azhar’s moral influence on Egyptian society is enormous and that the
perception of what is a correct interpretation of Islam is shaped by al-Azhar’s teachings and
explanations.?” Al-Azhar, thus, forms the main discourse of Islam in Egypt. That is, in
Ahmed’s words, the authoritatively correct, and, as such, can be seen as orthodoxy.5®

During one of my visits to the mosque, around prayer time, I spoke to Mohammed, a
23-year-old student who works as a security guard in the mosque to earn some extra money
alongside his study. In line with Yunus and Moneim, Mohammed told me that Islam is a
religion of prescriptions and that it is therefore very clear what you should do to be a good
Muslim and how you can deserve a place in heaven. He stated that Islam in that sense is
different from other religions because other religions are more ambiguous when it comes to
laws.

He then pointed to an old man sitting in the corner of the mosque and told me that

when Islamic laws are still unclear to a person, they can go to him. He explained:

He is a shaikh. It is important to ask your questions about what is halal and what is
haram to a shaikh, or to a professor who studied Islamic law and who knows what he
is talking about. You really should go to a shaikh or professor because other people
who did not study Islamic law will maybe tell you the wrong things. I mean, people

who did not study Islamic law don’t know the truth about the meaning of the Qur’an.

Mohammed is not the only participant who mentions the importance of the knowledge of
shaikhs. Samir, 27 and working as an employee in a customer service center, states that the
Qur’an and Hadith are not always clear and that it is normal that you do not understand every
part of the Qur’an or Hadith, but that it is important to ask your questions about it to someone

who is educated in Qur’'an and Hadith because you do not want to get incorrect information.

https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/fatwa#:~:text=%3 A%20a%20legal%200pinion%200r%20decree%
20handed%20down%20by%?20an%20Islamic%20religious%?20leader.

85 Jtjihad is the Arabic term for the process of someone who, based on his own reasoning, formulates new
Islamic law based on Qur’an and Hadith. See: “Ijtihad” Oxford Dictionary of Islam, accessed April 29, 2023,
https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780195125580.001.0001/acref-9780195125580-e-990.
8 Ahmad Mustafa, “Al-Azhar's Renewal of Religious Discourse and Power after the 2011 Egyptian Revolution”
(Master’s Thesis, University of Kansas, 2021), 11.

87 Meir Hatina, "Historical legacy and the challenge of modernity in the Middle East: the case of Al-Azhar in
Egypt," The Muslim World 93, no. 1 (2003): 64.

8 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 115.
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Mahmoud, 27 and working as an Arabic teacher, is a good friend of Samir. Mahmoud invited
me and his whole shilla for a dinner party at his place. During the conversation between

Samir and me, Mahmoud is listening attentively and nods in agreement with Samir, but adds:

You indeed always must ask a shaikh, but sometimes it can be helpful to ask your

heart (qalb) too.

Although the reference to the heart is an interesting one,* I want to focus now on the
authority of the shaikh. In conceptualizations of Islam, orthodoxy, that is the power to
establish or secure correct practices and modify or abandon the incorrect ones, always has a
central place. Ahmed, however, as stated in the previous chapter, argues that there is too much
emphasis on orthodoxy in conceptualizations of Islam, which results in the disregard of
Islamic phenomena that are at odds with that which is prescribed by orthodoxy, such as wine
drinking practices of Sufis.

What is interesting here, is that my participants themselves indicate the importance of
orthodoxy within Islam and even put orthodoxy themselves at the center of Islam. By talking
about “incorrect information”, or “people who did not study Islamic law don’t know the truth
about the meaning of the Qur’an”, they imply that there must be a just and true Islam. This
just and true Islam can only be known by someone who, in the words of my interlocutors,
studied Islamic law, Qur’an, and Hadith. As these shuyiikh (plural of shaikh) are educated in
Islamic law, that is to say, these shuyiikh being the knowers of what is just and true, the
participants assign them the power to determine what is correct and incorrect regarding the

just and true Islam.

This idea that the correct and true Islam can be determined only based on Islamic law, Qur’an,
and Hadith is exactly the idea Ahmed is agitating against. He demonstrates that in the
Balkans-to-Bengal complex it was broadly accepted that there were several just and true
Islams, as people in the Balkans-to-Bengal complex made contradictory truth claims in
relation to the Revelation to Muhammed. Truth claims were not only to be found in the
Qur’an and Hadith, or in explanations of shuyiikh, but also in poetry like The Masnavi or in
philosophical works. The power to establish or secure correct practices and modify or

abandon the incorrect ones was not only executed by Shaikhs who derive their knowledge

8 T will elaborate on the role of the heart in chapter 5, the analysis of the dimension of Pre-Text.
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from the foundational textual sources but also by Sufis and Philosophers who, instead of
following a prescriptive authority, were employing an explorative authority.”

Based on my interlocutors, this is clearly not the case in a contemporary Egyptian
context. As shown in the quotes above, the young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men that are part of
this research make their truth claims first and foremost based on Islamic law, Qur’an, and
Hadith. If they have trouble understanding a certain topic, they can clarify this by asking
educated people in Islamic law, Qur’'an, and Hadith, and not others. So, at first instance,
prescriptive orthodoxy, Islamic law, Qur’an, and Hadith are the most important sources for
the interlocutors’ understanding of Islam. As using the foundational texts of Islam for their
truth claims, my interlocutors are, in Ahmed’s words, mainly engaging with the dimension of

Text.

4.2 Negotiating between adherence or violation of the law

That the participants describe Islam in terms of law, does not necessarily mean that they are
always adhering to the law. As Schielke argues in reaction to research on the Islamic revival,
in anthropology scholars must not focus on piety, which is the projection of Islam as “a
perfectionist ethical project of self-discipline”, but rather on “the ways Islam actually matters
in the lives of people who adhere to it.”! Otherwise, there is a change to display a distorted
situation regarding religiosity that is not in line with reality.

During my fieldwork, I also noticed that there is a discrepancy between how people
talk about Islam as Muslims and how people act as Muslims. Mohammed, for example,
alongside the important detail of him working as a security guard in the renowned center of
Sunni Islam in Egypt, knew a lot about Islam, as he elaborated to me on why certain acts were
halal or haram. However, during the prayer, I noticed that he did not pray together with the
other guards, so I asked him the reason for that. At first, he mentioned that he is at work and
that someone should watch the mosque during prayer. Then, hesitating, he explained the

following:

I am sometimes religious and sometimes I am only a bit religious. I am not praying a

lot because, in this period of my life, I don’t feel an inner necessity to explore Allah or

% Ahmed, What is Islam?, 282-284.
°l Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense of Grand Schemes in
Everyday Life,” 2 and 5.
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to awaken myself. I know that this is wrong, and I don’t like this about myself (...). I

don’t know, I just don’t feel like it now.

What is remarkable about Mohammed’s statement is that, on the one hand, he consciously
decided not to pray as he does not feel the inner necessity, but, on the other hand, he judges
himself for not praying (“I know this is wrong”). Interesting in the light of Ahmed’s
conceptualization is that his judgment takes place based on what is prescribed in the Qur’an,
namely to pray five times a day. The reason for him not liking a part about himself is that he
is not following the law. In other words, even when not following the prescriptions, he is
thinking in terms of these prescriptions. So, when consciously acting differently than the
prescribed form Mohammed is still engaging with Islam in terms of law, or in Ahmed’s

words, he is still engaging with the dimension of Text of Revelation.”?

Mohammed’s example is not an isolated case. Except for Moneim, the student in Islamic
jurisprudence at al-Azhar University, all the participants of this thesis are involved in a
dynamic process in which they actively and consciously decide to adhere to or violate the
prescriptions stated in the Qur’an and Hadith in their daily life. This especially became visible
concerning the topics of drinking alcohol and romantic relationships. As there is no space to
elaborate on both, I will demonstrate, based on my participants' stance towards the use of
alcohol, that even when my participants are consciously deciding not to follow the
prescriptions, they are thinking in terms of law, instead of terms that are associated with
explorative or philosophical discourses.

The first example is that of Ali, a 23-year-old student in Economics at Helwan

University. Ali, while preparing a joint and drinking a beer, told me:

Everyone knows Islam. Everyone knows what is halal and what is haram, and what

you should do to be a good Muslim.

2 As Mohammed is judging himself for not adhering to Islam as prescribed, one could ask the question ‘Why
does Mohammed not change his opinion about what Islam is for him?’ I did not ask him this question, but an
explanation could be that perceiving Islam differently than society expects him to perceive it is highly
controversial in Egypt. Openly perceiving Islam differently than what is prescribed can cause problems within
families, at work, or with the government. Besides that, Islam is embedded in Egyptian culture and upbringing.
Changing an opinion about Islam can feel like breaking with your roots and is a confronting process. Karin van
Nieuwkerk elaborates on this in her chapter on religious skepticism and nonbelief in Egypt. See: van Nieuwkerk,
“Religious Skepticism and Nonbelieving in Egypt,” 306.
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When asking him about how he unifies these words with him smoking weed and drinking

beer, he answers:

I really don’t like that I am smoking weed and that I am drinking beers. I find it
wrong, and Islam finds it wrong. I am a Muslim and Islam is important to me but at
this point in my life, Islam is not something that I am dealing with deep from inside

me.

The second example is that of Ashraf, 28, and working for a telecom company. I met Ashraf
in a gahwa to smoke a shisha, but he told me he felt more like drinking beer. The nearest bar
was closed, so he proposed to buy a beer in the shop and to drink it in a dark alleyway in

Downtown Cairo. While drinking our beers secretly, he told me the following:

As a Muslim, I know I will be punished in the Afterlife because I am drinking beer. I
will never say that drinking beer is halal because it is not. It is wrong and therefore I
accept my punishment. But I like to feel free and to be happy now. Of course, I try to

do good things to compensate for my punishment.

A few months later, I went with Ashraf and his friends to a rooftop bar in downtown Cairo to
drink some beers. A part of this shilla describes themselves as atheists, but Ashraf told me he
has no problem with that. After seeing a news item about the earthquake in Turkey and Syria
on one of the televisions in the bar,”® a discussion between the friends arose about the

difficulties people face in life. Ashraf said the following to them:

It is important to believe in Qur’an and Islam (...). Qur’an says that it is all about inner
belief. And because | know what is halal and haram my inner belief is strong. Really,

because [ am a believer my life is easier than yours.

He explains that his inner belief makes it easier to deal with life’s adversity because he knows
that Allah will help him. He reasons that his friends’ lives must be harder, as they cannot draw
hope from Allah. Interestingly, although Ashraf is not always complying with Islamic law

(i.e. drinking alcohol), he refers to Islamic law as being important for his inner belief. As

93 On 6 February 2023, there was a heavy earthquake in Turkey and Syria. As there were many dead and injured
people, news stations reported on this natural disaster and its consequences for weeks.
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such, by engaging in a dynamic process in which he actively and consciously decides to
adhere to or violate the prescriptions, Ashraf tries to find a balance between being free and

happy in daily life and dealing with its’ adversity.

An interesting commonality between Mohammed, Ali, and Ashraf is the element of
temporality. Mohammed (“In this period of my life I don’t feel an inner necessity to explore
Allah”), Ali (At this point in my life Islam is not something that I am dealing with”), and
Ashraf (“I like to feel free and to be happy now”) all emphasize time when talking about the
meaning of Islam in their life. Ashraf follows a different rationale and clearly states that he
privileges being happy here and now rather than in the Afterlife. Although I did not elaborate
on temporality in my fieldwork and thus do not know why Mohammed and Ali consider this
time to be a time in which practicing Islam is less important it is an interesting observation
that is worth analyzing. In the next chapter, the analysis of Pre-Text, I will elaborate on the

element of time in relation to a hermeneutical engagement with Text and Pre-Text.

A very different perspective on alcohol is the one of Samir. He tells me that it is impossible to
not have any sins and that he also does things that are haram, but when it comes to alcohol, he

is very strict. He clarifies the bad influence of alcohol by telling me the following story:

There once was a lady who offered sex to a shaikh. She told the shaikh that if he did
not accept her offer, a random child will die. Obviously, the shaikh didn’t want both to
happen, so, therefore, he decided to commit another sin, namely drinking wine in
order to escape the other two sins. He got drunk, lost consciousness, had sex with the

woman and then he killed the child.

Although Ali, Ashraf, and Samir all agree that drinking alcohol is haram, they have different
stances towards it. Ali relates his use of alcohol to a phase of his life in which he is not
dealing intrinsically with Islam. In general, he finds Islam important but in this specific period
he is not engaging with Islam much. Ashraf drinks alcohol because he likes the feeling of
freedom and happiness it gives, for him it has not so much to do with a period or phase in his
life. Samir, however, considers alcohol to be the source of bad things. He implies that he finds
drinking alcohol more haram than other forbidden things, as he does commit acts that are

haram, but he is clear that drinking alcohol is a red line he is not going to cross.
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Considering these examples, I agree with Schielke that it is useful to look at how Islam
actually plays a role in the lives of Muslims, instead of focusing on piety. Although some are
engaging more with Islam than others, Ali, Ashraf, and Samir all consider themselves
Muslims. These examples demonstrate that when focusing on piety only, that is focusing on
self-discipline in relation to the adherence to Islamic law,”* Ali and Ashraf can be perceived
as ‘less’ Muslim than Samir, as Ali and Ashraf consume alcohol and thus are not following
the law strictly. This would not be a good depiction of reality, because Ali finds Islam
important and Ashraf states that his inner belief is strong, implying that Islam plays a role in

their life.

The ethnographic interaction of this section demonstrates that Schielke’s proposal to focus on
the role of Islam in everyday practices can be a fruitful addition to Ahmed’s conceptualization
of Islam. Like Mohammed, Ali, and Ashraf with full awareness decide not to follow Islamic
law. Similar to what I noticed regarding Mohammed, Ali (“I find it wrong”) and Ashraf (“I
accept my punishment”) also make judgmental statements about them not following the rules.
Instead of making up a reason to justify their violation of the law, Ali (“everyone knows what
is halal and what is haram, and what you should do to be a good Muslim”) and Ashraf (“it is
important to believe in Qur’an and Islam”) stress the importance of falal and haram. Even
when Ali considers Islam not to be so significant in this period of his life, and even when they
consciously decide not to adhere to the prescriptions, they still speak about Islam in terms of
prescriptions and textual sources. In other words, even when not following the prescribed
laws of Qur’an and Hadith, Ali and Ashraf engage with the dimension of Text.

Ahmed’s conceptualization is helpful to get an idea of how Muslims give meaning to
Islam in terms of Islamic law and prescriptive orthodoxy based on Qur’an and Hadith, that is
to say, give meaning to Islam through the dimension of Text. However, Ahmed does not
describe the phenomenon of Muslims, who, in his words, are engaging with Text, but who, in
practice, are not adhering to the Text. It is at this point where Schielke’s suggestion of an
exploration of the role of Islam in people’s daily life becomes a fruitful addition to Ahmed’s
conceptualization. With Schielke’s theory, one can describe and explain what an engagement

with Text looks like in real life.

%4 Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense of Grand Schemes in
Everyday Life,” 5.
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5. Analysis of the dimension of Pre-Text of Revelation

In this chapter, I demonstrate that Ahmed’s notion of a/-ghayb is different than my
interlocutors’ idea of al-ghayb which leads to a conceptual deficiency. I argue that an
incorporation of Schielke’s notion of Islam as a grand scheme in relation to everyday life
overcomes this deficiency. Although my interlocuters sometimes perceive the prescriptions to
be subordinate to the heart they do not actively employ methods that lay behind and beyond
the law. Their religiosity, thus, cannot be considered to be an engagement with Pre-Text.

Even more so, skepticism and nonbelief are expressed in terms of prescriptions.

4.1 The concept of al-ghayb

It is not remarkable that Ahmed places the concept of al-ghayb central to his idea of the
dimension of Pre-Text as al-ghayb is a core concept of Islam. Literally, it means ‘the absent’
and refers to things that are out of our sight, out of our consciousness, and hidden from the
senses. Theologically, al-ghayb has a broader meaning and refers to a human’s limited
capacity to know.”> Al-ghayb, defined by Ahmed as the unseen world that is “ontologically
prior to and alethically larger than the textual product of the Revelation” and, as such,
encompasses all Truth, is a concept with which Ahmed assumes that every Muslim agrees.”¢
However, other scholars have a different notion of al-ghayb. Nigst defines the concept as
events that will happen in the future.’” The famous Egyptian Shaykh Muhammed Metwally
Sha’rawi states that al-ghayb refers to a dichotomy of on the one hand the human condition of
limitedness in the sense that the human mind, knowledge, and understanding are confined,

and on the other hand the All-knowing divine knowledge of God.”®

Regarding my interlocutors, Ahmed’s perspective on al-ghayb seems to be a theoretical one.
Instead of defining it as a concept that is prior and larger than the Text of Revelation, most
participants describe al-ghayb in relation to the future that has to do with daily life

experiences. Ismail, 26 and working as an engineer, explains the concept as follows:

Al-ghayb has to do with the future. It is about things that will happen, but we do not
know yet that it is going to happen. Only Allah knows that, because Allah created al-

95 Mittermaier, “The Unknown in the Egyptian Uprising,” 20.

% Ahmed, What is Islam?, 346.

7 Lorenz Nigst, "Relatively Hidden," Les Cahiers du Crasc 20, (2014): 98.
% Mittermaier, “The Unknown in the Egyptian Uprising,” 20-21.
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ghayb, He determines al-ghayb. For example, we are both drinking tea now, but
maybe I will have a severe accident on my way home. Allah knows that already, while

we do not.

Hussein, 28 and working for a telecom company, also considers al-ghayb to be the future. For

him, al-ghayb is mostly about practical things such as work and money:

Al-ghayb is the future. I want to buy a car, but I do not know if I will have the money
to buy it. I do not know if I will get a better job with a good salary so that I can buy a
car. Allah knows that already. I have to be grateful and I have to keep faith in Him.

When I asked Yunus about al-ghayb, he grabbed his Qur’an and told me that he wants to
show me a Qur’anic verse that will clarify my questions about al-mustagbal. That Yunus uses
the Egyptian Arabic word al-mustaqbal instead of the Qur’anic word al-ghayb says much
about Yunus’s understanding of al-ghayb, as al-mustagbal can be translated as ‘future’. He
shows me sitra 18:64-82, in which negative happenings are taking place, such as the death of
a boy. Eventually, it turns out that these events are taking place to secure a positive future.
The boy, for example, died because Allah knew that he would become a bad person in the
future. Based on this verse, Yunus explains to me that Allah has knowledge about the form
and shape of the future and that he can influence the future by interfering in the present time.

This, according to Yunus, is al-ghayb.

When asking my informants about whether al-ghayb can be accessed or known, they

unanimously state that this is impossible. Ismail explains to me:

Some people say that they can know al-ghayb, but these people must be non-believers
(kuffar) or fake people. The only way to maybe get information about al-ghayb is to
ask Allah. You can pray or do good things for others. Based on that, He will decide
whether he gives you signs about al-ghayb.

Regarding the accessibility of al-ghaybl, Yunus tells me something similar to Ismail but he

emphasizes the element of asking God for a favor:
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There is no way to access al-ghayb because only Allah knows it. He knows what will
come and he determines what will happen to you. But you can ask Him for favors by

praying for example. The prayers may influence al-ghayb if Allah hears them.

Like Ismail, he mentions that there are people who claim that they know al-ghayb, but he is
very clear that this is impossible in Islam, as it is against the idea of tawhid.”” He says that

God is all-knowing and that humans only have a limited capacity to know.

My participants’ idea that al-ghayb refers to the future and human’s restricted knowledge is
thus more consistent with Nigst and Sha’rawi’s understanding of al-ghayb than Ahmed’s.
Although my participants and Ahmed both consider God’s knowledge as a precondition to al-
ghayb, they understand the focus of it differently. Whereas my participants understand the
knowledge of Allah in terms of knowledge about future events, Ahmed considers the
knowledge of Allah to be related to the unseen world. Ahmed’s basic premise that this unseen
world is prior to and larger than the Revelation to Muhammed, and of which the Qur’an is the
revelatory product, is thus not adopted by the young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men whom I
spoke to. It is interesting that my respondents define al-ghayb as the future and thus speak in
terms of time because it is in line with my earlier observation that temporality plays a role in
their negotiation between adhering or violating the prescriptions of Qur’an and Hadith.
Schielke elaborated on the element of temporality in relation to religiosity in Egypt in his
book Egypt in the Future Tense.'® He argues that, because of the political oppression and
economic unrest, Egyptians endure a lot of pressure and, as such, alternate between hope,
frustration, and anxiety.!°! To overcome tragic experiences and stalled dreams, people
imagine a future with better expectations. Their focus on the future, thus, could be understood
as a means to deal with the harsh reality of the present.

Egyptians’ experiences with reality influence their religiosity in several ways. Dealing
with life’s adversity can on the hand lead to more commitment to Islam and to a turn to

scripture as the means of a pious life, as some Muslims derive hope for a better future by

9 Tawhid is the defining doctrine of Islam and part of the Islamic creed. It means ‘unity of God’ and implies that
there is no one but God. See: “Tawhid” Oxford Dictionary of Islam, accessed May 2, 2023,
https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780195125580.001 .0001/acref-9780195125580-¢-
23567rskey=XxvArt&result=2.

100 Samuli Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense: Hope, Frustration, and Ambivalence before and after 2011
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015).

101 Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense, 21-24.
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being more devoted to Islam.!%? On the other hand, it can lead to more individual and
alternative forms of religiosity, to skepticism, and nonbelief (I will elaborate on the latter at

).193 As shown in chapter 4, some of my participants choose to violate

the end of this section
the prescriptions by drinking beer and smoking weed as an expression of freedom and

enjoyment in the present. Their religiosity, thus, is influenced by their focus on time.

As my interlocutors define al-ghayb as the future instead of the source of Revelation, they do
not see any relation between the Qur’an and al-ghayb. When asking him about a possible

relationship, Ismail answers me bewilderedly:

Of course, the Qur’an cannot be used to access al-ghayb! The Qur’an is the literal

word of God, so how can it say something about the future?

The discrepancy between Ahmed and my interlocutors is problematic, as it leads to a
conceptual deficiency. By defining al-ghayb fundamentally differently from each other,
Ahmed’s concept of Pre-Text is differently understood and, therefore, cannot be used as an
analytical dimension to explore how Egyptian Muslim men relate to al-ghayb in the
framework of Ahmed’s conceptualization. It becomes clear here that Ahmed’s
conceptualization is a scholastic one that differs from Muslim religiosity in daily life. Ahmed
bases his conceptualization on assumptions that are rooted in academic literature and on what
he considers to be a general understanding of Qur’an, but by doing this he ignores the fact that
Muslims in real life experience and interpret Islam differently.

As such, in my opinion, Ahmed makes the same mistake as the scholars who he is
disputing. When rejecting other conceptualizations of Islam, Ahmed frequently states that
scholars of these conceptualizations use confined definitions of Islam, such as law being the
kernel of Islam. I argue that Ahmed is making the same mistake by having a very specific
idea of the concept of al-ghayb in the sense that he assumes that there is one general
understanding of al-ghayb. Although Ahmed is not reasoning from out confined categories
such as religion or culture, he has a preconceived idea of what is fundamental to Islam,

namely the notion that there is an unseen world that is prior to and larger than the Revelation

102 Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense, 23.

103 yan Nieuwkerk, “Religious Skepticism and Nonbelieving in Egypt,” 306; Dietz, “Egyptische Millennials na
de Arabische Lente,” 28; Jennifer Peterson, “Playing with Spirituality,” 271; James M. Dorsey, “Changing
Attitudes Towards Religiosity,” 1.
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to Muhammed, and of which the Qur’an is the revelatory product. This starting point can be
fruitful to let different traditions in relation to the Revelation of Muhammed cohere, but it is
not useful to explore Muslim religiosity in daily life, as daily life conceptions of a/-ghayb in

the case of my Egyptian participants are different than Ahmed’s idea of al-ghayb.

4.2 Islam as a grand scheme in relation to Ahmed’s conceptualization

I understand that Ahmed never intended his conceptualization to be used as a framework for
exploring Muslim religiosity on the ground. Nevertheless, I think that with a small
adjustment, Ahmed’s conceptual deficiency can be solved. This ethnographic research
demonstrates that temporality is an important element in Muslims’ processes of meaning-
making with Qur’an, Hadith, and a/-ghayb. It influences the way Muslims negotiate between
adhering to or violating the prescriptions of Qur’an and Hadith and shapes the perception of
the unseen world. As Schielke argues, temporality becomes important as it relates to
expectations for a better future to deal with struggles in the present. Contextual factors that
affect individuals’ valorization of life are significant for the way Islam is understood. Hussein,
who described al/-ghayb in terms of work and money, and Ashraf, who decides to drink
alcohol to have fun now instead of in the Afterlife, are examples of this.

A conceptualization of Islam that both lets contradictions cohere and that can be used
as a framework to explore Muslim religiosity on the ground, thus, must include the contextual
factors that influence processes of meaning-making with the Revelation to Muhammed. This
implies, regarding Ahmed’s conceptualization, that hermeneutical engagements with Text,
Pre-Text, and Con-Text must be understood within the context of daily life struggles and
experiences. I argue that this can be done by taking into account Samuli Schielke’s notion of
grand schemes in everyday life. Grand schemes are “persons, ideas, and powers that are
understood to be greater than one’s ordinary life, located on a higher plane, distinct from
everyday life, and yet relevant as models for living.”!%* As a guideline for living, a grand
scheme encompasses the higher meaning that individuals give to their lives and thus functions
as a backbone in daily life experiences. Grand schemes are connected to everyday concerns
and experiences and to other “grand schemes that provide meaning and direction to those
concerns and experiences.”!% The way individuals deal with grand schemes is, thus,

influenced by contextual factors. Therefore, Schielke states that it is not important to look at

104 Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense, 13.
105 Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense, 13.
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how traditions are articulated and legitimated, but that it is rather useful to observe why
adhering to or violating a particular tradition gives meaning to individuals. I argue that by
incorporating Schielke's notion of Islam as a grand scheme into Ahmed's conceptualization,
both undertakings can take place: on the one hand, it allows us to look at how specific
discourses are formed (as hermeneutical engagement with Text or Pre-Text) and on the other
hand, it allows us to explore how individuals, influenced by contextual daily life factors,
relate to these discourses. As such, I propose to look at Islam not as a hermeneutical
engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed,
but as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the

Revelation to Muhammed within the framework of grand schemes in everyday life.

4.3 Dreams and the heart in relation to al-ghayb

It is remarkable that my interlocutors on the hand unanimously state that a/-ghayb cannot be
known, but that they, on the other hand, were speaking of “signs” from Allah to an individual
to “give information about al-ghayb”. When asked about these signs, my participants
answered that dreams and the heart are important in relation to the Divine. Yunus explains it

as follows:

Sometimes Allah communicates with me about what is going to happen in the future
through the means of dreams. He wants me to know the future, so then I have a
predictive dream. I do not have these dreams often but when I have them, they always
warn me of bad things to happen. I know these dreams come from Allah, because after

dreaming they happen in real life.

Ismail also experienced predictive dreams, but not as often as Yunus. He emphasizes that as a
human you are not able to actively access al-ghayb but that you can get to know it passively

when Allah wants you to know it. This is the purpose of predictive dreams.
In some dreams Allah is present. He is present to tell you something or to warn you. I

had it only once in my life when I was a child, but I know that my family and friends

have these dreams more often. (...). It makes us feel connected to Allah.
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Other interlocutors never experienced dreams of which they had the idea that Allah originated
them, but all of them agree that dreams could be used by Allah to communicate with humans.
I noticed that participants who haven’t experienced Divine dreams themselves were more

likely to talk in terms of the heart when it comes to a/-ghayb. Hussein, for example, explained

to me that Allah communicates with him through his heart.

Sometimes my heart knows what is going to happen and how I should respond to that. My
heart knows what is good and what is bad because of Allah.

Interestingly, when my participants were speaking about their hearts most of them were
speaking in terms of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. Many interlocutors considered their hearts to be
connected to Allah in the sense that Allah indicates, through means of the heart, what Allah
thinks is good or bad for them. As stated in the section on the analysis of the dimension of
Text of Revelation to Muhammed, Mahmoud argues that when not understanding Islam

properly one could ask a shaikh or his own heart. He explains:

Sometimes it is not necessary to ask a shaikh about things you do not understand about
Islam because your heart already knows the answer. Allah knows what is inside you so

you will feel the answer in your heart.

Ismail similarly speaks about the heart. He tells me that he reads Qur’an and that he knows
what is halal and haram to do, but that he often listens to his heart when it comes to
ambiguous situations. As an example, he explained that he once went to a bar with friends
who wanted to drink beers. As drinking alcohol is haram in Ahmed’s view, at first instance,
he felt uncomfortable going to the bar. However, he consulted his heart and he felt that he

would not sin when going to the bar as his intention was not to drink beer himself.

Once, I was eating together with Yunus and Hussein. We had a conversation about the heart
which led to a discussion between them about the heart in relation to the law. Yunus argued
that the heart sometimes directs an individual to act differently than the prescriptions based on
Qur’an and Hadith because the heart knows what is good for you to do in a specific situation,
while the Qur’an and Hadith contain instructions within a more general context. Hussein
agreed with Yunus, but he nuanced that it is not the heart that knows what is good to do, but
Allah who instructs the heart about what is good to do.
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I found Yunus’ comment remarkable because when I was speaking with Yunus a few
months earlier during our trip to Alexandria, he explained to me that the prescriptions are
crucial as they aim to guide Muslims into Paradise. His contradictory statement could be the
result of a lack of trust in me during our first conversations. Talking about religion is highly
controversial, so Egyptians often make statements about Islam that cannot be contested. A
second explanation could be that, as I described in the previous section, he is mainly
understanding Islam in terms of Qur’an and Hadith. Resultingly, he speaks about Islam first
and foremost in terms of prescriptions. Another theory might be that as he grew up in an
Egyptian Islamic society in which the norms and values are shaped by the prescriptions as
stated in the Qur’an and Hadith, he has been taught to speak within the context of Egyptian
society. When asking him about his contradictory statement he answered me that the
prescriptions and the heart coexist, even when they are in disagreement with each other. He
argued that, as the heart is instructed by Allah, Allah allows you to sometimes disagree with
the prescriptions because Allah knows, whatever the reason might be, that violating the
prescriptions will be better for you in a specific situation than complying with the

prescriptions.

Based on my interlocutors, two observations can be made. The first one is that my participants
agree that it is impossible to access al-ghayb by employing certain methods as an individual,
that is to say, an individual actively trying to get to know the unseen world. According to the
informants, the accessibility or knowability of a/-ghayb only takes place in a reversed and
passive way, namely that Allah decides whether he reveals knowledge of the unseen world to
an individual. As fawhid is a cornerstone of Islam, the reasoning of my interlocutors is not a
surprise. Inherent to the idea that nothing can be likened to Allah is the notion that, according
to legal discourses with which my interlocutors mainly engage, only Allah is able to know His
unseen world and that it cannot be known by any other being. Individuals can try to ask Allah
to reveal al-ghayb by praying or doing good deeds, but they are dependent on Allah’s
decision.

When Allah decides to let an individual know a part of His unseen world, He does this
through the means of dreams or the heart. Dreams can be a manifestation of al-ghayb by
being predictive about the future. The heart functions as means of communication between
Allah’s reality and the people as Allah instructs ‘that which is good’ in relation to al-ghayb by

giving instructions to the heart.
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This observation is in line with the existing literature in which is observed that the
perception of reality of Egyptian Muslims in contemporary Egypt is shaped by the unseen
world. Mittermaier and el-Aswad argue that dreams for Muslims in modern Egypt are a way
to connect the believer with the Divine and that they offer guidance in daily life.!’ As my
interlocutors state that dreams “make us feel connected to Allah” and “tell you something or
warn you”, dreams indeed connect my interlocutors with the Divine and offer them guidance.
Although Mittermaier and el-Aswad in their studies observed different sorts of dreams and
noted that interpretations of dreams differ per branch of Islam, my participants did not
distinguish between dreams. For them, dreams are important as they derive from Allah and
can be predictive.

My respondents’ statement that the heart is connected to Allah has also been
concluded in other studies. Messick observes that the heart is fundamental to the Islamic faith,
as Muslims perceive the heart to be the place where one’s intentions are located.!?” Vicini
argues that the heart has a central role in the relationship between the Seen and unseen world
because Allah (being invisible) knows a believer’s intentions in the visible world.!?® El-
Aswad clarifies this relationship by stating that the heart is a “divine secret (...) made of the
light of God (...), enabling human beings to participate in the unseen, transcendental, divine
and sacred reality.”'% My informants’ notion that Allah is directly connected with a believer
through the heart, and as such informs a believer’s heart about Divine intentions and

prescriptions, can thus be understood as a broader discourse within Islam.

The latter is interesting in light of Ahmed’s conceptualization and brings me to the second
observation. The main point of Ahmed is that constitutive to Islam are several discourses that
engage differently with the Revelation to Muhammed. He demonstrates that fundamental to
mainly the Sufi and Philosophical discourse is the idea that truth and meaning-making take
place above and beyond Islamic law. In other words, instead of strictly following Islamic law

as stated in the Qur’an and Hadith, in order to connect with Allah’s reality, Muslims that were

106 Amira Mittermaier, Dreams that matter: Egyptian landscapes of the imagination (California: University of
California Press, 2010), 3-4; El-Sayed El-Aswad, "Dreams and the Construction of Reality: Symbolic
Transformations of the Seen and the Unseen in the Egyptian Imagination," Anthropos 105, no. 2 (2010): 441.

197 Brinkley Messick, "Indexing the self: Intent and expression in Islamic legal acts," Islamic Law and Society 8,
no. 2 (2001): 161

108 Fabio Vicini, "Thinking through the heart: Islam, reflection and the search for transcendence," Culture and
religion 18, no. 2 (2017): 118-119.

109 Bl-Aswad, "Dreams and the Construction of Reality," 445.
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part of these discourses employed methods that were in opposition to Islamic law, such as
wine drinking.

Now, as concluded earlier, Ahmed’s notion of this unseen reality is not present in the
beliefs of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men in contemporary Egypt. However, despite
denying that there exists an unseen reality that is larger and prior to the Revelation of
Muhammed, my interlocutors do state they are connected to Allah by means that are different
than Islamic law, namely dreams and the heart. Even more so, to some extent, these means go
beyond and behind Islamic law. Especially when it comes to the heart, Islamic law is
sometimes considered subordinate to the heart by my interlocutors. As Yunus and Hussein
explain, the heart sometimes instructs an individual to act in opposition to the prescriptions
based on Qur’an and Hadith, because the heart is aware of an individual’s specific situation.
As the heart is connected to Allah, they reason that it is Allah who instructs you to act against
Islamic law. Islamic law, thus, is not always leading in the process of truth and meaning-
making of my interlocutors. Sometimes the connection with Allah, which is unseen and
invisible, is guiding them in daily life. As such, one could argue that my interlocutors act
behind and beyond the law through means of the heart.

However, it goes too far to state that my participants engage with the dimension of
Pre-Text. Muslims that are engaging with Pre-Text, in the same way as Ahmed means it,
engage consciously with the idea that there is an unseen reality that is larger and prior to the
Revelation of Muhammed. As these Muslims are conscious of this unseen reality, in order to
actively access it, they employ practices and rituals that differ from the practices that are
common in textual discourses. This is clearly not the case among my interlocutors. My
interlocutors mainly think in terms of prescriptions and are not aware of an unseen reality that
is defined differently than the future. The use of dreams and the heart as form of meaning-
making in relation to Allah is not the main point of their believing and does not allow them to
actively connect with Allah. Rather, it is a small and passive part of their process of meaning-
making with the Revelation to Muhammed, which dominantly takes place on the bases of
Qur’an and Hadith. As such, although sometimes acting behind and beyond the Qur’an and
Hadith, the religiosity of Egyptian Muslim men cannot be characterized as engagement with
the dimension of Pre-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed as described by

Ahmed.
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4.4 Doubt, skepticism, and nonbelief in relation to al-ghayb
As stated in the literature about al-ghayb, inherent to it are doubt, skepticism, and nonbelief.
When questioning my interlocutors about their believing, I noticed that many of them had
criticism of Islam and al-ghayb in particular. As having critique is highly controversial in
Egypt, especially on topics that are related to politics or religion, conversations about doubts
and nonbelief between me and my interlocutors only occurred at the end of my fieldwork.
When talking about al-ghayb with my participants who were doubting it, the main
point of their doubt is their skepticism to believe in something that is not visible. Gamal, 26

and working in IT, explains the following:

How can I believe in something invisible? People can tell me how I should behave and
which laws I should follow, but they cannot prevent me to be critical. I will only
believe it [a transcendental other reality] when I see it and when it becomes visible or

real to me.

When asking him what he implies with ‘real’, he answers that he refers to things that can be
observed with the senses. He tells me that he finds it weird that humans in general deny the
existence of things they cannot see, except when it has to do with God. When asking him if he

believes in Allah he answers:

I cannot say that Allah exists or does not exist because I cannot prove it. But I can say

I don’t believe in His existence. But I am not sure if I am right or not.

Whereas for Gamal the element of invisibility is a reason to doubt, for others it is the
historical context of the idea of the invisible that makes them skeptical. Amir, 28 and working
as a security guard, for example, explains to me that Amon, one of the most important Gods
of the Ancient Egyptian civilization, means ‘hidden’. Based on this, he argues that the idea of
a “God who is here but we cannot see” has already been present before the existence of the
Abrahamic religions. As such, he claims, the concept of a/-ghayb must be rather seen as a
man-made concept that was already used by humans living in pre-Abrahamic civilizations
than as a Divine concept that was established by a God.

Ibrahim, 27 and working for a tobacco shop, clarifies to me that the idea of al-ghayb is
important for Egyptians because it helps to relieve the struggles that Egyptians are fighting for

the last few years. Ibrahim’s words must be seen in the context of the Arab Spring and its
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aftermath. Since 2011 Egypt is characterized by political and economic unrest. A revolution, a
coup d’état, political oppression, an economic crisis, inflation, and the devaluation of the
Egyptian Pound made life in Egypt hard over the last twelve years. Ibrahim explains to me
that believing in Allah and his unseen reality gave and still gives people strength and courage
to endure life in Egypt. This is also observed in Mittermaier’s study on the ‘ghostly
horseman’ in which she argues that an accidentally filmed ghostly horseman on television was
perceived by some as a Divine sign of the unseen world to support the revolutionists, while
others considered it to be a reflection of light into the camera that caused an optical illusion.!!°
Although Ibrahim is positive towards the fact that people who believe in al-ghayb
derive hope from it, he is skeptical towards the concept himself as he observes that many
people use al-ghayb as a means to escape daily life responsibilities. He refers to some of his
family members who instead of proactively searching for a proper job, rather keep saying that

Allah has determined their future already and thus do not want to put effort into improving

their life.

Ibrahim’s rationale is again a good example that underlies my proposal to incorporate
Schielke’s notion of Islam as a grand scheme into Ahmed’s conceptualization. Ibrahim argues
that the notion and significance of a/-ghayb depend on contextual factors such as the political
and economic situation. Several studies elaborate on how the Arab Spring as a contextual
factor has influenced Muslim religiosity. As a result of the failed expectations to change the
Egyptian political and economic landscape after the Arab Spring, scholars noticed a turn to
personal and alternative spirituality and observed that religious doubt and nonbelief
increased.'!!

Among my interlocutors, al-ghayb not being visible by the senses, al-ghayb being
considered a historical and human-made phenomenon, and al-ghayb being a means to endure
difficulties in life are the reasons that underlie doubt, skepticism, and nonbelief towards it.
This is in accordance with studies on doubt and skepticism in relation to al-ghayb.
Mittermaier describes that doubt mainly occurs in the realm of rationality and knowability.
Like my interlocutors, not being able to observe al-ghayb with the senses makes it hard to

confirm the invisible. That al-ghayb is seen as a historical phenomenon and as such might be

119 Mittermaier, “The Unknown in the Egyptian Uprising,” 26.
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human-made is a rationalization of the concept. Besides that, Mittermaier observed in her
research that al-ghayb is often a reflection of one’s wishes. This observation is corresponding
with my interlocutors’ idea that al-ghayb is a means to endure life in difficult times.

Most of my interlocutors who doubt al-ghayb consider themselves to be nonbelievers.
This can be understood within the tendency that Schielke and van Nieuwkerk observed,
namely that there is a growing number of Egyptians who question the existence of Allah as
they find it hard to believe in something invisible,'!? and that personal experiences of injustice

during the Arab Spring led to individuals moving out of Islam.!!3

The tendencies that I observe among my participants, and the tendencies that become visible
in the studies of Schielke and van Nieuwkerk must be understood against the background of
Ahmed’s notion that, in contradiction with Muslims who were living in the Balkans-to-Bengal
complex, modern Muslims no longer recognize Pre-Text as source for meaning-making. !4
The main reason for the delegitimization of the dimension of Pre-Text is the emphasis on the
empiricization of reality in Modernity, which implies the “constitution of the real object of
knowledge solely as that which can be empiricized.”'"> This led to a turn-away from the idea
that there exists an unseen world that contains accessible knowledge about the seen world and
a turn towards this seen world as a valid object of reality. My interlocutors doubting the
unseen reality because they cannot believe in something that is not visible (and thus not real),
is an expression of what Ahmed calls the “empiricization of reality.”!!®

Ahmed argues that, as a result, visible sources such as Qur’an and Hadith became the

most important means for truth and meaning-making with the Revelation to Muhammed. This

could clarify my interlocutors’ understanding of Islam mainly in terms of Text.

Interestingly, even my interlocutors who considered themselves to be nonbelievers were
speaking in terms of prescriptions and law when explaining their lifestyle to me. I had already
observed the nonbelievers among my participants for a few months before they announced to
me that they were nonbelievers. Observing them, I noted already that they were not praying,

and that they were speaking less about Islam than the participants who were actively

112 Samuli Schielke, "Being a Nonbeliever in a Time of Islamic Revival: Trajectories of Doubt and Certainty in
Contemporary Egypt," International Journal of Middle East Studies 44, no. 2 (2012): 304-306.

113 van Nieuwkerk, “Religious Skepticism and Nonbelieving in Egypt,” 319.

114 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 515.

5 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 517. The italics are not mine.

116 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 517.
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believing. However, many of the nonbelievers explained to me the difference between halal
and haram, were speaking about their daily lives in terms of prescriptions, and were to some
extent acting on the prescriptions. For example, when drinking alcohol or speaking about
romantic relationships, they would not drink much or would not have sex before marriage,
because it was considered haram. So, even when their beliefs were gone, they kept in mind
the prescriptions as stated in Qur’an and Hadith. This probably has to do with the fact that
Islamic law is embedded in Egyptian modern society and thus forms the ethical framework of
believers and nonbelievers living in it. Another reason could be that the nonbelievers I spoke
to were all raised religiously. For most time of their lives, their worldview was shaped and
formed by Islam. Letting go of their convictions is a difficult and painful process as they are
breaking with their roots.!!” Speaking in terms of the prescriptions might thus be a way to stay
slightly connected with their past. Nevertheless, in light of Ahmed’s conceptualization, it
demonstrates the importance of the prescriptions stated in Qur’an and Hadith in the

understanding of young Egyptian men’s daily live in contemporary Egypt.

117 van Nieuwkerk, “Religious Skepticism and Nonbelieving in Egypt,” 319.
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6. Conclusion

In this thesis, I explored the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men through the lens
of Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam. Focusing on the dimensions of Text and Pre-Text, I
observed that the religiosity of the young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men that were part of this
research can be characterized as engagement with the dimension of Text rather than with the
dimension of Pre-Text. My respondents understand Islam mainly in terms of Qur’an and
Hadith, and the prescriptions that derive from them. This becomes clear by halal and haram
being the starting point for them when expressing the meaning of their own lives (being a
good person that is guided by the prescriptions to go to heaven), Sufism (a Sufi is someone
who never sins), and orthodoxy (just and true Islam is known by scholars of Qur’an and
Hadith). Interestingly, in their daily lives, my participants practice and experience the
prescriptions in various ways and make their own considerations towards it. So, despite
mainly engaging hermeneutically with Text, this does not imply that they always comply with
the Qur’an and Hadith. Negotiations on whether or not to follow the prescriptions are
influenced by the participants’ stances towards time. Some violate the prescriptions because
they do not consider it the right time for religious commitment, while others valorize a joyful
life in the present rather than thinking about the Afterlife.

It is not always the case that the prescriptions that are stated in the Qur’an and Hadith
are leading in processes of meaning-making with the Revelation to Muhammed. Regarding
the dimension of Pre-Text, instructions given through dreams and the heart can be superior to
the law. My participants consider dreams and the heart to be means through which Allah can
directly communicate with them. So, when the heart feels that adhering to the law is not
helpful in a specific situation, they perceive that to be a direct instruction of Allah and,
therefore, see it legitimate to act differently than prescribed in Qur’an and Hadith. Although
the prescriptions thus sometimes being subordinate to the heart, one cannot speak of an
engagement with Pre-Text. Instead of defining Pre-Text/al-ghayb as a concept that is prior
and larger than the Text of Revelation, most participants describe al-ghayb in relation to the
future that has to do with daily life experiences, or they doubt the concept at all. A common
denominator between the interlocutors who define a/-ghayb as the future and those who doubt
al-ghayb are the contextual factors that influence their meaning-making in relation to a/-
ghayb, such as daily life considerations about money, work, happiness, politics, and time.
Understanding al-ghayb in terms of these daily life considerations, my respondents are not

aware of an unseen reality that is defined differently than the future. Dreams and the heart are
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not employed to actively access the unseen world and therefore cannot be seen as forms of
meaning-making that go beyond and behind the Qur’an and Hadith. As such, the religiosity of
Egyptian Sunni Muslim men cannot be characterized as engagement with the dimension of
Pre-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed as described by Ahmed.

Furthermore, I noticed that the interlocutors who consider themselves to be a
nonbeliever and the interlocutors who consciously decide not to follow the prescriptions are
still speaking in terms of prescriptions. Instead of justifying their nonbelief or violation of the
law, they make judgmental statements about them not following the rules and stress the
importance of halal and haram. As Islamic law is embedded in Egyptian modern society and
thus forms the ethical framework of believers and nonbelievers living in it, people

consciously not adhering to the law, are still engaging with the dimension of Text.

The discrepancy between Ahmed’s notion of a/-ghayb and the perception of al-ghayb by the
individual Muslim leads to a conceptual deficiency. By assuming that every Muslim considers
al-ghayb to be a concept that is prior to and larger than the Text of Revelation and of which
the Qur’an is a product, Ahmed makes the same mistake as other scholars who conceptualized
Islam, as he too puts a too narrowly defined concept central to his conceptualization. Ahmed’s
confined idea of al-ghayb allows us to examine to what extent Muslims engage with Text or
Pre-Text, and lets contradictions cohere, but it is not helpful as conceptualization to explore
Muslim religiosity on the ground as it does not take into account everyday contextual
elements that influence hermeneutical engagements in relation to the Revelation to
Muhammed.

I argue that incorporating Schielke’s notion of Islam as a grand scheme in relation to
everyday life overcomes the conceptual deficiency of Ahmed’s conceptualization. The
advantage I see is that it, on the one hand, allows us to look at how specific discourses are
formed (as hermeneutical engagement with Text or Pre-Text) and, on the other hand, enables
us to explore how individuals, influenced by contextual daily life factors, relate to these
specific discourses. I propose to look at Islam not as a hermeneutical engagement with Text,
Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed, but as hermeneutical
engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed
within the framework of grand schemes in everyday life. Processes of meaning-making in
relation to the Revelation of Muhammed can then be understood within the framework of

daily life experiences and struggles. As such, Ahmed’s conceptualization is not only a
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scholarly one, but can also be employed as a conceptualization for exploring religiosity on the

ground.

6.1 Implications of my findings

These findings have several implications for the field of anthropology of Islam. From a
theoretical point of view, it becomes clear that Shahab Ahmed’s conceptualization of Islam as
hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to
Muhammed serves as a good alternative to Talal Asad’s conceptualization of Islam as
discursive tradition. First of all, an advantage of using Ahmed’s conceptualization is that
anthropologists are able to look at Islam more broadly than Islam being a tradition that has
developed over time. It allows anthropologists to take into account phenomena of Muslim
religiosity that are less clearly part of a tradition because they fall out of the scope of
orthodoxy that shapes the tradition. In other words, it allows anthropologists to identify
phenomena in which Muslims, as part of their meaning-making in terms of Islam, consciously
decide not to follow orthodoxy, such as my interlocutors sometimes valorizing the
instructions of their hearts above the instructions of the prescriptions, and my interlocutors
consciously violating the prescriptions while still being engaged with Allah.

Secondly, the concept of Islam as discursive tradition is useful to illustrate the
persistence of traditions but fails to pinpoint the contextual factors that transform and change
these traditions. As the findings of this study show, the religiosity of young Muslim men and
its related phenomena, such as doubt, skepticism, and nonbelief, must always be understood
in relation to the contextual factors that influence hermeneutical engagements in terms of
Islam. Instead of Asad’s conceptualization, the use of Ahmed’s conceptualization within the
framework of grand schemes in everyday life might be more helpful in future research on
Muslim religiosity, as it focuses on processes of meaning-making as well as on the contextual
factors that influence them. Based on the findings of this research, thus, one could argue that,
for research on Muslim religiosity within the discipline of anthropology of Islam, Ahmed’s

conceptualization might be more beneficial than the dominant conceptualization of Asad.

From a methodological point of view, it becomes clear that ethnography can be employed as a
methodological tool in relation to Ahmed’s conceptualization on the hand, and that Ahmed’s
conceptualization can function as a theoretical framework for ethnographic research on the

other hand. The findings of this fieldwork show that ethnography helps to identify the
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processes of meaning-making that are central to Ahmed’s theory, in particular processes of
meaning-making with the invisible, and that the use of Ahmed’s conceptualization as a
foundation enables ethnographic findings to cohere meaningfully as part of the phenomenon
of Islam. More research on Muslim religiosity in the future can be done by employing

ethnography in combination with Ahmed’s conceptualization.

6.2 Reflection

This research has a few shortcomings. Firstly, my decision to not take into account all the
elements that are part of Ahmed’s conceptualization, such as the dimension of Con-Text,
hierarchy, paradox, and metaphor, distorts the conclusions of this study. By focusing only on
the dimensions of Text and Pre-text, I overlook the historical context in which any
hermeneutical engagement with the Revelation of Muhammed took place. Ahmed himself
states that Con-Text is a crucial condition for hermeneutical engagement with Text and Pre-
Text as Con-Text informs Text and Pre-Text.!!'® A shortcoming of this thesis is that, as a
result of not taking Con-Text into consideration, it does not demonstrate how hermeneutical
engagements of the past have shaped my interlocutors’ processes of meaning-making with
Text and Pre-Text in the present. As such, I cannot make any statements about the historical
factors that have influenced my interlocutors’ understanding of Islam. Furthermore, my
exploration of the religiosity of young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men through the lens of
Ahmed’s conceptualization is incomplete, as I did not examine the role of hierarchy, paradox,
and metaphor in their hermeneutical engagements with the Revelation to Muhammed.
However, as my interlocutors are mainly engaging with the dimension of Text, I do not expect
the integration of hierarchy, paradox, and metaphor to change the conclusions drastically, as
these elements are particularly employed in engagements with Pre-Text.

Secondly, although the conclusions of this thesis demonstrate that contextual factors,
such as money, work, happiness, politics, and time influence processes of meaning-making in
relation to the Revelation of Muhammed, in my ethnographic fieldwork I did not expand on
why and how exactly these contextual factors are affecting processes of meaning-making and
beliefs. Further research is necessary to identify how and what contextual factors influence
what kind of Islamic beliefs and what the role of temporality is within these relations.

My proposal to examine Islam as hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and

Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to Muhammed within the framework of grand schemes

"8 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 358-359.
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in everyday life can be used to identify and clarify the causal relationship between contextual
factors and hermeneutical engagements. However, I suggest that it is advantageous to do this
by taking into consideration the dimension of Con-Text because a focus on Con-Text will
make it easier to identify the contextual factors and grand schemes that are part of history and
shape present beliefs.

Thirdly, although I demarcated the target group based on class, age, gender, level of
education, and branch of Islam, young Egyptian Sunni Muslim men are still a very
heterogeneous group. Upbringing, the influence of friends, and personal experiences influence
an individual’s stance towards belief. The statements that I make based on my target group,
therefore, might not apply to other individuals who have the same characteristics as my target
group. Also, as I focus on a very specific group, statements of this research cannot be
translated to other young Egyptians. It is interesting to conduct further research on the
religiosity of other target groups through the lens of Ahmed’s conceptualization within the
framework of grand schemes in everyday life for two reasons. Firstly, it provides new
information about Muslim religiosity, and secondly, as such my suggestion to look at Islam as
hermeneutical engagement with Text, Pre-Text, and Con-Text in relation to the Revelation to
Muhammed within the framework of grand schemes in everyday life can be tested, contested,

and improved.
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