
Path to the watering hole 
An even-handed account of a straightforward religion 

By Bruce Fudge 
March 27, 2020 

https://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/islam-farhad-daftary-zulfikar-hirji-review-bruce-fudge/ 

 

Europeans since the Middle Ages have found many reasons to fear Islam. Most 
people, of course, had virtually no correct information about Muslims and their 
religion, but among those who did there was at least one anxiety that was well 
founded. This was the fear that Christianity would lose adherents because Islam 
was so much more accessible, so much more “rational”. The tenets of Islam were 
relatively straightforward. Muslims were untroubled by incomprehensible 
doctrines like the Trinity; there was no agonized hand-wringing over mankind’s 
inherently sinful nature. If you obeyed the rules and followed the Prophet’s 
example, salvation would be yours. 

How can you be sure to be following the Prophet’s example correctly? It is not 
something you should attempt on your own. The community needs someone to 
follow, to act as a guide and keep them on the straight path. A contemporary 
scholar likened the believers to a caravan in need of a leader, someone 
knowledgeable and capable of leading them to their desired destination. If there is 
no leader, the caravan is lost to wander in the desert. 

The journey is an apt metaphor for the Islamic experience. The idea of a straight 
path is prominent in the Qur’an, and the Arabic terms for the life of the prophet, 
legal schools, Sufi brotherhoods, proper custom (sunnah, whence “Sunni Islam”) 
and Islamic law all have the sense of “path” or way to be travelled. The much-
feared word “sharia” (Islamic law) comes from a root meaning “watering hole” or 
path to the watering hole. 

The sumptuous Islam: An illustrated journey is, then, appropriately titled. It was 
produced for the diamond jubilee of the Agha Khan, the spiritual leader of one 
group of Shiite Muslims known as the Nizari Ismailis. He is in fact the only such 
living guide among Muslims today. 

Simple as the tenets of Islam may be, theory was easier than practice. The first 
centuries of Islam saw many disputes over who should lead the caravan of 
believers through the deserts of worldly dangers. Competing claims of legitimacy 
led to a near-continuous series of revolts and rebellions, at least in the central 
Islamic lands. When Muhammad died, there was disagreement as to who should 



succeed him as leader of the community. Some said the leader should be chosen 
from among his close associates and fellow tribesmen and given the title “Caliph”. 
Others held that leadership should stay within the Prophet’s family; these became 
known as the Shia, from shî’at ‘Alî, the partisans of Ali, Muhammad’s close 
companion, cousin and son-in-law. 

With a few spectacular exceptions (the Fatimids in Egypt and North Africa in the 
tenth to the twelfth centuries; the Safavids in Iran from 1501 to 1722), the Shia 
seldom gained any real political power, but they nonetheless could not always 
agree on which of the Prophet’s descendants should inherit his mantle. They, too, 
split into various groups. Numbers are hard to come by, but the Shia today make 
up less than 15 per cent of the Muslim population. Most are Twelver Shiites; others 
included the Zaydis and the Ismailis. The Ismailis themselves would split again in 
the eleventh century. 

The text by Farhad Daftary and Zulfikar Hirji provides an accessible, largely even-
handed account of these and other movements throughout Islamic history. The 
emphasis is largely on political groups and geographic range, surveying various 
dynasties and their differing religious orientations. There is an obvious emphasis 
on Shiism, perfectly understandable since the book was produced in honour of a 
Shiite imam. 

Only the most diligent readers will be able to keep their eyes fixed on the text, 
however. This is primarily a book of illustrations, and they are stunning. The 
journey begins in the late antique Near East, in pre-Islamic Arabia, the Roman 
Empire and Sassanid Persia; it continues to Spain and West Africa, China and 
Indonesia. One of the last images is from Toronto. 

Among the stated aims of the book is “to take readers on a journey through Islam’s 
many rich and diverse experiences”, and this it does, from photos of Arabian oryx 
and Meccan pilgrims to Persian paintings and arabesque inscriptions. Gorgeous oil 
lamps, standards, Qur’anic inscriptions and textiles are set alongside breathtaking 
expanses of sea, sand, sky and steppe. The size, arrangement and quality of the 
reproductions make the book a visual delight. 

There is little reference to God in the text of Islam: An illustrated journey. The 
images, though, seem to allude constantly to a divine presence. The long, vertical 
strokes of the Arabic calligraphy are matched by the vertiginous views of mosques 
and minarets, usually seen from below, from a humble human perspective, looking 
upwards to a beautiful but distant sky. The sense of space and distance, as well as 
the riots of colours and shapes, have their man-made equivalent in the geometrical 
and vegetal patterns adorning mosque walls and ceilings. 



The images and the text take us through the centuries up to the modern period. 
Over time the religious conflicts over leadership largely subsided. Rulers paid lip 
service to some spiritual authority, but they called themselves sultans or employed 
other secular terms, making no pretence of being the religious guides for the 
community. The caliphate was officially abolished by Atatürk in 1924, but it had 
been void of any sort of authority for centuries. Recent attempts in Mesopotamia to 
revive the office met with limited enthusiasm. 

Differences between Sunnis and different groups of Shia eventually became less 
acute, although tensions and conflicts could always occur, and cultural memory 
would keep traces of the difficult history. You will not find, for instance, any self-
respecting, knowledgeable Shiite named Umar or Aisha, but on the whole Muslims 
got along well with each other as Muslims. 

If Islamic political history seems racked with competing dynasties and sectarian 
intrigues, there was nonetheless a shared culture and civilization. One of the best 
illustrations of this is the life of Ibn Battuta. Daftary and Hirji dutifully include a 
section on this fourteenth-century Moroccan traveller who spent twenty-eight years 
wandering far from his native Tangier, visiting not just the Middle East but 
spending time in India, the Maldives, China and Timbuktu. Although scholars have 
cast doubt on some of his claims, he outdid his near-contemporary Marco Polo in 
mileage and variety of destinations. But there was a crucial difference between the 
Venetian and the Tangerine: the latter was, in a sense, seldom that far from home. 

Almost everywhere he visited, Ibn Battuta was among Muslims. He could pray, 
fast, or recite the Qur’an alongside his fellow believers. He could usually 
communicate with somebody in Arabic and even find employment based on his 
credentials as a judge and scholar of Islamic law. He must have been an unusual 
character to have wandered so far and wide, but one should also give credit to the 
Muslims who took him in. A well-used textbook for teaching Arabic used to 
include a newspaper article on Ibn Battuta, hailing the renowned Arab pilgrim as 
one of the world’s foremost travellers. It also stated that he fathered seventy 
children along the way. (Needless to say, this figure was all that students retained 
of the article.) 

The account of his journeys is thus filled with both the familiar and the strange. 
The cultures of religion and court were similar everywhere; local customs could be 
fascinating and bizarre; Ibn Battuta was quick to criticize that which did not 
conform to Islamic precepts as he saw them. It may be something of a cliché, but 
the Muslim world has long shown this blend of unity and diversity, and Ibn 
Battuta’s account demonstrates it well. 



The images in Islam: An illustrated journey do the same. The Qur’anic calligraphy 
and the mosque domes take different shapes and colours, but the meaning is 
consistent. Whether we are looking at Iranian mountains or Omani coastlines, it is 
all seen as God’s wondrous creation. Readers of all types, whatever their views on 
the divine, will find plenty to marvel at in these splendid pages. 
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