
So, what do we learn? The late antique context is crucial for almost all the topics and
practices studied here. It is made abundantly clear that Muslims in the early Islamic
centuries were participating in many of the same discussions as their non-Muslim
neighbours. (It is mostly Christian and Jewish parallels that are considered in this
book.) We discover that “Much like the slippage between these categories at Christian
saints’ tombs, the graves of Muslim holy persons were sites where the boundary between
heaven and earth was not entirely distinct” (p. 146). Yet Muslims were using their discus-
sions to make various cases for the ways in which their community was distinct from
those of their neighbours: “These stories utilise the late antique discourse of holy relics,
but adapt that discourse’s topoi for emergent Islamic conceptions of history and commu-
nity, and for early Muslims’ sentiments on how to engage with bodies and sacred space”
(p. 83). We also learn repeatedly that right and wrong practice was always up for debate,
sometimes seemingly even within individual families: the final chapter gives plenty of
examples of the frequent occasions on which the second caliph ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb is
used as an authority sceptical of practices of venerating sites associated with the prophet,
while his son ʿAbd Allāh is equally frequently claimed as an authoritative proponent of
“following the prophet’s traces” (ittibāʿ āthār al-nabī). Bursi is also abundantly clear that
seeking to see any of these debates through the prism of “popular” versus “elite” practice
is a fool’s errand, though concerning the Maqām Ibrāhīm he does interestingly note that
there may be a popular/elite distinction in terms of physical access to such sites (p. 65).

There are gaps in the coverage, though it seems somewhat unfair to criticize a book for
what it does not cover. Although some portable relics, such as the prophet’s hair, are dis-
cussed briefly in places, the overwhelming focus is on generally static sites and graves.
(Although we do learn that someone may have tried to steal and so move the Maqām
Ibrāhīm at one point.) It does feel like there was an opportunity here to bring discussion
of relics of this kind into the wider study of ideas about the veneration of prophetic
“traces”, a feeling only emphasized on reading the very effective but tantalizingly brief
discussion of ideas about the prophet’s sandals at the very end of the book. On the
whole, however, such minor issues aside, this is an excellent book and will reward reading
by all studying and researching early Islamic history.
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The Muslim jurist Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) is well known for his reformist call to return
to the Quran, the Sunna of the Prophet, and the interpretations of the earliest Muslims
(salaf). He was concerned that the four Sunni schools of law had usurped authority rightly
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belonging to the original sources of the religion and that assertions of later juristic and
communal consensus were too easily wielded against the clear testimony of earlier
texts. Whereas the Sunni jurists of Ibn Taymiyya’s day sought to stabilize the legal system
through conformism (taqlīd) to the methodologies and precedents of their respective
schools, he insisted that the founders of the law schools Abū Ḥanīfa, Mālik, al-Shāfiʿī,
and Ibn Ḥanbal, relied upon fallible independent reasoning (ijtihād) that was always
subject to correction by an earlier text.

Despite this, Ibn Taymiyya did not wish to impugn the law schools and their founders
entirely. Ijtihād deserved its reward, one reward for the effort and two for getting a ruling
correct. Ibn Taymiyya wrote Rafʿ al-malām ʿan al-aʾimmat al-aʿlām (Exonerating the
Distinguished Jurists) to explain diversity within the juristic tradition and exonerate the
four Sunni law school founders of wrongdoing when their rulings opposed ḥadīth reports.
According to Ibn Taymiyya, none of the school founders intentionally opposed a relevant
ḥadīth. Instead, they may have thought the ḥadīth did not actually derive from the Prophet
Muḥammad or that the ḥadīth was not relevant to the case at hand. Or perhaps they
thought that the ḥadīth had been abrogated. In Rafʿ al-malām Ibn Taymiyya details the
many ways that jurists might innocently fall into conflicting views, but he also maintains
that a ḥadīth known to be authentic trumps the views of opposing scholars even if they are
very knowledgeable. With this, Ibn Taymiyya gently relativized the legal schools to make
space for his own scripturalist approach to religious authority.

The book under review reprints the introduction and revises the translation found in
Al-Matroudi’s article, “The removal of blame from the Great Imāms: an annotated trans-
lation of Ibn Taymiyyah’s Rafʿ al-Malām ʿan al-Aʾimmat [sic] al-Aʿlām”, Islamic Studies 46/3,
2007, 317–80. There is unfortunately no mention of this fact in the book. The introduction
underlines Ibn Taymiyya’s expertise in ḥadīth and highlights his flexibility and tolerance of
juristic difference. This emphasis on Ibn Taymiyya’s tolerance is appropriate to a point, but
it must be balanced with his view that a definitive text holds final authority over all diver-
ging juristic opinions.

The translation in Al-Matroudi’s 2007 article is serviceable, but the book version does
make improvements to the English style and idiom. For example, the book reads on page
76, “We believe that [the scholar] who did not act upon a given text is not only excused
but even rewarded [for his ijtihād]. This, however, does not prevent us from following the
authentic ḥadīths…”, which is more direct than the translation in the article: “Having said
that [the scholar] who did not act upon a given text is not only excused but even rewarded
[i.e. for his ijtihād], this does not prevent us from following the authentic ḥadīths…”
(p. 351). In another example, the book translates, “This position is even worse than the
opinion of the Khārijīs…” (p. 148), which is an improvement upon the article’s translation:
“This claim is uglier than the opinion of the Khārijīs…” (p. 379). The word “uglier”
translates the Arabic aqbaḥ literally but not idiomatically.

Apart from linguistic improvements to the translation, the primary value added by the
book is the Arabic text printed on facing pages to the English translation. The Arabic is
based on the edition of Rafʿ al-malām published in Riyadh by Al-Riʾāsa al-ʿāmma
li-idārat al-buḥūth al-ʿilmiyya in 1413/1992–93. The book also adds a brief preface,
division of the translation into sections with headings, footnotes to the Arabic text, a
bibliography, and an index. All in all, the book with the translation and Arabic text
together provides a useful tool for undertaking a close reading of this important treatise.
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