
Report on the ‘Seeing is Believing’ Workshop held at SOAS on 23 May 2017   The workshop took place in the Wolfson Lecture Theatre at the Paul Webley Wing, SOAS, on 23 May, 2017, from 9am until 6.30pm, split over a number of sessions. It was organised by Dr Ayman Shihadeh, Reader in Arabic Intellectual History at SOAS, and Dr Harith bin Ramli, Senior Teaching Fellow at SOAS. Funding for catering, travel and accommodation expenses for speakers was provided by the British Association for Islamic Studies (BRAIS), through its “Small Workshops” fund. The participants were drawn from a broad network of scholars of Islamic thought working within the UK, mostly also members of a “Kalam Reading Group” that has been meeting regularly at SOAS since 2013. Of course, the workshop could not have come to life without the attendance and lively participation of its 40 plus members of the audience, many of whom were themselves senior academics. Attendance was free to all.  The idea behind this workshop was to address an understudied, yet crucial theme within Islamic thought. While miracles have been a concern of Muslims since the early days of Islam, there has been surprisingly little contemporary research on the status and place of miracles and miraculous evidence in Islamic thought, not only in Islamic theology and philosophy, where there has been a stronger focus on rational and scriptural proofs and arguments, but also, perhaps more surprisingly in the field of Islamic mysticism. In this sense, the field of studies lags behind the development of academic interest over the past decades in this topic more generally in Religious Studies, especially in the field of the history of Christian thought.  The aim of this workshop was to initiate the conversation, problematising the concept of miracles itself by exploring the ways in which miracles were approached and understood from a variety of theological and philosophical traditions. The different sessions were organised in such a way as to focus on different traditions or aspects of Islamic thought, ensuring that an engaging conversation could take place during the Q&A period, not only between speakers and members of the audience, but among the panel members themselves.  The two morning sessions focused on the tradition of systematic theology known as 



Kal mā . After a brief introductory address by Dr Ayman Shihadeh, the first morning session (9:10am-10:30am, chaired by Dr Harith Bin Ramli, SOAS) began with papers by Dr David Bennett (University of Gothenburg) and Dr Gregor Schwarb (SOAS), both looking at the formative theological school known as Muʿtazilism, which had a long-term impact on the overall framing and conceptualisation of Islamic theology as a whole. Both papers raised interesting questions, Dr Bennett focusing on how early figures reconciled the idea of possibility with divine omnipotence, while Dr Schwarb revisiting the concept of regularity not only in Muʿtazilite theology, but the Kal mā  tradition as a whole. After a break, the second morning session (11:00am-12:30am, chaired by Dr Tony Street, University of Cambridge) turned to the Ashʿ īar  school of theology. The papers, presented by Dr Ayman Shihadeh (SOAS) and Dr Harith bin Ramli (SOAS), provided a contrast, the former illustrating the central position of miracles in classical Ashʿarite theology, while the latter explored the social and intellectual history of the debate over posthumous saintly miracles in the early modern period.  After a break for lunch, an extended, third session was convened (13:50pm-15:50pm, chaired by Dr Ayman Shihadeh, SOAS), composed of three papers exploring very different aspects of later medieval and early modern Islamic thought. Michael Noble’s (PhD student at the Warburg Institute) paper expanded the notion of “the miraculous” to include magical traditions by looking at the post-classical theologian Fakhr al-D n alī -R z zs treatment of the mysterious Sabian tradition. Following this, ā ī Dr Jon Hoover (University of Nottingham) provided an overview of the concept of miracles in the writings of the controversial Mamluk theologian Ibn Taymiyya, focusing in particular on his theological treatise, Kit bbalā -nubuww ttbā and the degree to which it differed with mainstream perspectives to the subject in Islamic theology. The final paper of this session, presented by Dr Sajjad Rizvi (University of Exeter), brought us closest to modern times through its investigation of miracles in messianic movements and religious polemics in nineteenth century Persia.  The final session (16:20pm-17:40pm, chaired by Dr Kazuyo Murata (King’s College London) completed the tour of different intellectual traditions. The first paper, presented by Dr Yossef Rapoport (Queen Mary University of London), went beyond strictly theological concerns through a colourful demonstration of shifting 



perspectives of the marvellous in the medieval Islamic geographical tradition. The final paper of the day, presented by Dr Annabel Keeler (University of Cambridge) brought us back to the formative period of Islamic thought, showing us the nuanced shifts that took place in the formation of a tradition in which miracles seemed almost commonplace, Sufism.   After a short break, the convenors opened the room for a wider discussion, drawing out common themes and problems that emerged out of the different papers. What emerged following this lively conversation, which included members of the audience as well as presenters, was a clear need for a more efficient comparative methodological framework and better understanding of the broader social and cultural contexts in which different conceptions of miracles were developed, transmitted and understood. Some of the questions posed by members of the audience reflected the degree to which this subject was not only of academic interest, but was of ongoing concern and significance to Muslims today.  The organisers would like to express their gratitude to the presenters for their time and contributions, BRAIS and SOAS for their generous support, and all those attending for their participation and input. While there are no plans to publish the workshop papers in a volume, we hope that through that the publication of these papers separately will provide a wide distribution of “sparks” that will encourage and nurture further interest in this topic. In the future, this field would benefit from a second workshop or conference in order to develop a rigorous and methodical approach to the subject, drawing on an international range of scholars, and either focusing on miracles in the formative period of Islamic thought or exploring comparisons between Islam and other religious traditions.  


