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INTRODUCTION.

Much has been said and written about Shaykh 'Abd Allah b. Foduye both
by his contemporaries and by later generations. A lot has been written
about his scholarship and his military prowess, qualities which no-one
can contest because they are as obvious and clear as the daylight.
Similarly there is a general consensus that Shaykh 'Abd Allah was
extremely pious and God-fearing and had very strong, deep and un
wavering faith. However, although this much was known about Shaykh
'Abd Allah, no in-depth study known to me has been made about the
whole nature and character of this icon of light.

I believe that the study of history is very important because, among other
things, history tells you about people and events so that you can learn
from the interplay of individuals and groups, people and environment,
those elements that can help you in your current situation and
environment. I believe that in times Jike ours we need to learn about the
character of people like Shaykh 'Abd Allah and try to emulate them. Our
time in particular needs the likes of the character of Shaykh 'Abd Allah
because our present circumstances and environment are in many ways
very similar to those under which Shaykh 'Abd Allah lived. To be
specific, our society today witnesses hypocrisy of the highest order,
where-in even the most highly placed officials are generally known to be
hypocritical in their utterances and actions, just as was the case during the
time of Shaykh'Abd Allah. We are living witnesses to corruption of the
highest order everywhere, including in the building of Churches and
Mosques. We see the elites, who constitute a small proportion of the
population, cornering most of the resources of the nation. We see venal
and corrupt people parading themselves as Ulama' and Shuyukh. We see
those who claim to be representatives of the people sucking such people
dry. We see Muslims and Christians who would dedicate their lives to
studying in various fields of human endeavour but who will not be
willing to make a little time to learn even the most basic things regarding
their religion. The last time such people would learn about religion may
be when they would have taken Senior Secondary School Certificate



examination or even before. The Muslims among them forget or may not
even know the verse of the Holy Qur'an which explains the whole
purpose and meaning of creation.

In our days the Muslims have even succeeded in the total and wholesale
adoption of the modern Christian philosophy which confines the
jurisdiction of God to matters relating to rituals only, believing that in all
other matters - social, political and economic - God should have no say.
Indeed, as far as such modern Muslims are concerned, morality and
ethical questions have no intrinsic value: the end justifies the means. If
such people would only acknowledge that their brand of Islam was
distorted and that they were ignorant of what Islam is all about, there
would be some hope. Unfortunately, however, they would regard their
own whims and caprices as the true and only correct Islam which they so
clearly understand and which no-one else understands. They, therefore,
have no apology to God or Man for what they do, nor do they have to beg
God for forgiveness or try to learn the true Islam from its sources.

In a situation like the one described above, there is need to learn about the
qualities and character of people like Shaykh 'Abd Allah, and how such
qualities helped not only their possessors but others in their communities

as well.

Nature and character of Shaykh 'Abd Allah.

Shaykh 'Abd Allah b. Foduye, described by Hiskett as physically "tall, fat
and black"V is a rare gem in many respects. His most important quality
and the one from which all the others sprang was his deep and unshakable
faith in Allah and his complete, unalloyed and absolute submission and
resignation to the will of Allah. This is his source of strength. Armed
with faith and with submission to the will of Allah, Shaykh 'Abd Allah
tried to model the whole of his life on the teaching of Islam. He had the
Prophet Muhammad (SAW) as a physical example to emulate and he did
everything possible towards that end. It is no wonder, therefore, that the
first serious poem he had composed was his takhmis (quintain) on the
poem of Shaykh 'Uthman in praise of the Prophet (SAW) 2. For Shaykh
'‘Abd Allah a true Muslim must always be God-conscious and must have
Prophet Muhammad as a model to emulate. This quality means that
Shaykh 'Abd Allah would direct his attention to the acquisition of
learning, but whatever is learnt must be put into practice. This is the only
way the individual, the group and the environment can interact and
produce the desired objective of creation.



It follows from the above that Shaykh 'Abd Allah would be expected to
dedicate himself to study and learning - which he actually did until he
became recognized throughout West Africa as one of the most learned
scholars. Muhammad al - Bukhari described him thus:

--- a Shaykh who has no equal in knowledge

in these countries.

I mean the Imam of his time, 'Abd Allah', who

led the noble Shaykhs since he was a youth.

Master of sciences, their servant and their follower;
friend of piety, learned, generous, perfect; ---

Wide sea of learning, ---

Firmly grounded in every branch of knowledge,
deeply learned, rightly guided in everything he says. @)

Shaykh 'Abd Allah is a great authority in Tafsir, Hadith and Figh, having
to his credit, two Tafsirs: Diya' al- Ta'wil and Kifayat Du'afd' al- Sudan, a
work on Hadith Science: Sirdj Jaimi' al- Bukhari and a number of works

on figh.

After the acquisition of knowledge 'Abd Allah did the next logical thing:
he taught and wrote. As an author and a teacher he achieved quite a lot.
Even in his youth, he participated in the preaching tours of Shaykh
'"Uthman b. Foduye. He continued, throughout his life learning, teaching
and writing at the same time. An idea about the number of his students
can be gauged from the number of his ashab (companions) who,
according to Sa'ad b. 'Abd al-Rahman numbered about 750 It is
assumed that all these were advanced students who came to him from
different parts of West Africa and sat to learn at his feet.

Although one has no concrete evidence of Shaykh 'Abd Allah having
been directly involved in teaching at primary level, yet one would assume
quite reasonably, that he must have undertaken that at some stage in
accordance with the general practice during his time. This assumption
has some support in the fact that he showed a lot of understanding of the
atmosphere in a primary school environment as depicted by his views on
the handling of small children in the maktabah. Such detailed and precise
discussion can only normally come from someone who has experienced

the teaching himself. )

While dealing with the issue of Shaykh 'Abd Allah as a teacher, one
would like to refer to his wonderful methodology of addressing his
students according to their level of understanding and their standing in



society. This methodology was cmployed also in addressing audiences,
readers and others. Examples of this can be seen in the way Shaykh 'Abd
Allah writes his books. Those of them meant for the ordinary people are
written in a simple language and are all based on the Maliki School of
Law. Even within that School, only the views acceptable to the majority
of the Maliki scholars were adopted. The book Diya’ 'Ulam al- Din is an
example of this sort of writing, so in Taqrib Dariri al- Din. When
writing for scholars and those in authority on the other hand, Shaykh 'Abd
Allah would include a lot of details such as differences of opinion of
scholars from within the Maliki School of Law. He also at times brought
in opinions from outside that School. An example of this is his Tafsir,
Diya al-Ta'wil meant for advanced students, and his book on
constitutional theory and the administration of the state Diya' al- Hukkam.
In such books Shaykh 'Abd Allah would treat issues in some detail,
providing various options to a given issue, hoping thereby that those for
whom the book was written, who were supposed to be qualified to use it,
would consider the various options and use the one most appropriate in
their particular situation. Such scholars were learned enough not be
confused by the various views and opinions expressed on one issue,
unlike the ordinary readers. However, in order to ensure that justice 1s
not miscarried with the resultant negative consequences, Shaykh 'Abd
Allah restricted the judges to the application of only the most well-known
rulings (Mash-hur al- Mazhab) which must be drawn from the Maliki
School of Law. With this, uniformity is achieved and the danger of
personal, selfish and capricious actions by the judges was curtailed.

Before we leave the subject of teaching, it is pertinent to point out that
Shaykh 'Abd Allah expected parents to bear responsibility for the
education of their children. Under no circumstance should a parent dump
his child in school in order to get rid of his nuisance and escape
respensibility for providing for kim or her. No-one should be condemned
to begging, a practice 'Abd Allah seriously criticized. Parents should
cater for their children and pay for their children's education. Teachers
should, therefore, have no cause to send the children begging.(é)

Now apart from preaching, teaching and writing, Shaykh 'Abd Allah as
an admirer and emulator of the Prophet (SAW) turned his attention to the
other qualities of the Prophet (SAW) among which is courage of
conviction and action. Just as the Prophet (SAW) refused pressure trom
all quarters to give up his mission so did Shaykh 'Uthman and 'Abd Allah.
No amount of gifts from the Gobir kings could influence them.” They
believed that worldly possessions are worth nothing compared to the
reward they anticipated from Allah if they should remain steadfast in



pursing their objectives. These objectives are expected o lead to the
creation of a just, Allah - oriented society that lives in happiness here on
Earth and in the Hereafier. However, this mission can only be fulfilled
by following the teaching of Islam as expounded by the Qur'an and the
Sunnah of the Prophet (SAW). These qualities of courage and
steadfastness can also be seen when the Jama'ah (Community) of Shaykh
'Uthman b. Foduye, led by Shaykh 'Abd Allah, resolved to offer oath of
allegiance to Shaykh 'Uthman as the Amir al- Mu'minin - a decisive factor
which marked a watershed in the struggle of the Jihiad leaders to create a
conducive environment in which the Muslim Community could live and
practice their religion un-molested.®

Shaykh 'Abd Allah's courage is perhaps demonstrated best when he came
out openly to disagree with some of the views expressed by his brother
Shaykh 'Uthman, despite his high regard for the Shaykh and reverence
with which he held him. While making public his disagreement with
these views, however, he exhibited other important qualities he
possessed. He was polite, courteous and respectable in the language he
used and in the manner he expressed his disagreement. In all he did, he
was guided by the general principle that people should act according to
facts available to them, but should be prepared to accept the other point of
view if and when evidence is made available to establish that view.”

Let us consider also the instance when Shaykh 'Uthman, basing his ruling
on a fatwa given by Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Karim al- Maghili, ruled that
any scholar or student or ordinary Muslim who offered assistance to non -
Muslims should be considered as an unbeliever. Shaykh 'Abd Allah said

that Shaykh Uthman's :

"generalization in anathematizing those who mingle the truth
with &aril (untruth) is clear if (that charge) is established. This is
because the truth (here) means Islam and the bati/ means
unbelief; and clearly anyone who mixes Islam with Kufr
(unbelief) is surely an - unbeliever as earlier stated. However, his
anathematization of those who assisted the unbelicvers in their
armies against the Muslim armies is not clear to me because the
verse which al-Maghili quoted (in support of his assertion) was
revealed in respect of assistance given by the Muslims to
unbelievers in furtherance of their unbelief in line with the
normal practice of the hypocrites concerning whom the verse was
revealed as the Mufassirun (Exegetes) have explained. Thus
assisting them in unbelief isunbelief. However, he who assists
them in sin cannot be regarded as an unbeliever so long as he

- -



does not regard that (sinful action) as permissible and lawful.
The sending of armies against Muslims itself definitely does not
constitute unbelief, but rather it is a sin, if it is not based on ra'wil
(genuine interpretation allowing that). What more of merely
assisting in that? And if an action itself does not constitute
unbelief, how then can what it leads to constitute unbelief? As
for Ibn 'Abd al-Karim al- Maghili, he did not qualify the meaning
of the word "nasr" (assistance). It should, therefore, be taken to
mean assisting them in committing unbelief not in committing
something sinful. This will bring (the ruling) in line with the

~views of Orthodox Muslims. May God protect him (al-Maghili)
from making the taking up of arms against Muslims an act of
unbelief. Were the Shaykh (Uthman) to delete his words "in their
armies against the armies of the Muslims" it would have been
better since we know, by necessity, that a Muslim does not
become an unbeliever by fighting a fellow Muslim, what more of
his just giving assistance (to unbelievers) in their fight against
Muslims? ' |

I have decided to quote this whole passage in order to show clearly the
attitude of Shaykh 'Abd Allah to issues and individuals.

Here he is, faced by a very difficult situation. His revered brother,
relying on a famous and worldly renowned scholar, al- Maghili, has given
a ruling on an issue. Shaykh 'Abd Allah, as a scholar, found it impossible
to accept the position of these two respectable and learned scholars. He
had one of two options to choose from: either to let things pass as they
were, due to the high regard he had for the two personalities, or declare
his position, reflecting his understanding and knowledge though it
contradicts theirs. Shaykh 'Abd Allah's courage of conviction, reinforced
by his piety, led him to opt for what he believed in. However, his
humility and the respect he had for others manifested themselves in the
way and manner he managed the ditferences of opinion. In the case of al-
Maghili, he gave him the benefit of doubt by arguing that his ruling that
anyone, no matter who he is, "who gives assistance toanyone of the
(unbelievers) becomes an unbeliever by the testimony of God the
Vanquisher of all" he must have meant by "assistance” assisting non-
Muslims in unbelief, which is in order and in line with the orthodox view.
He considered al-Maghili innocent of condemning, as unbelievers,
Muslims who assisted non-Muslims in their armies. This is in line with
Shaykh 'Abd Allah's principle of searching for an excuse to justify the
action of every Muslim. In the case of the view of the Shaykh, however,
he was un-able to find an acceptable interpretation in line with his view,






