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INTRODUCTION

There are famines that empty the stomach, and famines that empty the mind and soul. Our
age suffers from the latter. We live in a time of content saturation — a world which contains an
abundance of information but retains a scarcity in understanding. Words flash before the eyes in
torrents, but few settle into the mind and soul. We scroll instinctively and endlessly, react immediately,
and forget almost everything. The habits by which a human being turns information into knowledge,
and knowledge into judgment — the slow, patient, demanding habits of sustained reading — have grown

progressively weaker.

The decline is not merely technological; it is moral, intellectual, and civilizational. A society
begins to lose its way when it no longer lingers over what it consumes long enough for information
to deepen its thought and shape its worldview. For what a people consume does not remain outside
them; it settles into the mind, forms their judgments, and gradually becomes the lens through which
they understand themselves, others, and the world around them. From that lens emerges their way of
thinking, their moral instincts, their social behavior, and the manner in which they engage life both
individually and collectively. Mortimer Adler and Charles Van Doren, in their seminal work on the art
of reading, identified this condition with striking precision decades before the age of social media.
They observed that the environment of modern media is designed to make thinking seem unnecessary,

presenting viewers and readers with a whole complex of elements — from clever rhetoric to carefully
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selected data and statistics — intended to make it easy to form an opinion with minimum effort. The
result, they argued, is that the reader “inserts a packaged opinion into his mind, somewhat like inserting
a cassette into a cassette player. He then pushes a button and ‘plays back’ the opinion whenever it
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seems appropriate to do so. He has performed acceptably without having had to think.”" Adler wrote
those words before the algorithm, before the normalization of endless scrolling, before the reduction
of complex concepts into ninety-second summaries, consumed between obscene content and
advertisements. The condition he described was setrious then, and it has since become a causal factor

of civilizational decline.

The Muslim condition stands unexempt from this decline, and in some respects represents its
gravest weakness. Here is an Ummah whose founding revelation began with a command to read — a
community that, at the height of its intellectual prowess, built libraries of half a million volumes,
cultivated scholars who repeated the same book five hundred times in search of new understanding,
and produced a culture of the written word so pervasive that the historian Will Durant would observe:
“The passion for acquiring books in no other land in the world... reached what it reached in the lands
of Islam in the eighth, ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries.””” That same community today inhabits a
radically diminished reading culture. We have inherited the slogans and language of a tradition of
knowledge without inheriting its demands. We bear pride to a legacy of intellectualism but resist its
most basic standards. We celebrate a tradition of great texts that filled volumes yet live on fragments.

We speak of revival and progress, while bypassing one of its first doors: the page.

The present article is an attempt at that identification — and, beyond identification, at
understanding what reading is, why Islam placed it at the center of human life, how the scholars of
the past embodied it, and what a recovery of the reading habit might mean for a Muslim community
that remains committed to developing a strong Islamic worldview and fostering intellectual progress.
It is also an inauguration: the first article of this journal is, deliberately, about reading, because no

conversation about the Islamic tradition can begin anywhere else.

"Mortimer J. Adler and Charles Van Doren, How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to Intelligent Reading, rev. ed.
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972), 4.
AWill Durant, The Story of Civilization, vol. 4: The Age of Faith (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950), 241.
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WHAT IT REALLY IS: READING FROM A WESTERN PERSPECTIVE

Before any argument about the importance of reading, a prior question demands an answer:
what kind of reading are we actually discussing? The modern crisis of reading is not simply the
disappearance of literacy in its abstract sense. Rather, it is the erosion of serious reading as an
intellectual discipline. Adler and Van Doren drew a distinction between reading for information and
reading for understanding. Reading for information — the acquisition of facts, the following of news,
the consumption of summaries — constitutes most of what passes for ‘worthwhile’ reading in our age.
Although this type of reading is not without value, it is categorically different from reading for
understanding, which Adler defines as the activity that occurs when “the mind passes from

understanding less to understanding more.””

True reading, in this sense, is an active exertion of the mind upon material that initially exceeds
the reader’s grasp and creates more perspective. By sifting through the lives of prophets and sages,
the metaphysical structures of religion, the arguments of philosophers, the stories of conquests and
civilizations, and the reflections of human beings across time and place, the reader learns to name
what he has felt but not yet articulated, to compare his assumptions with other perspectives, to
organize scattered impressions into coherent thought, and to relate isolated facts to larger meanings.
In this way, reading helps form a person’s worldview; it creates curiosity that implores reflection and

thought, presents structure to experience, and gives meaning to life.

“The art of reading, in short,” Adler writes, “is the process whereby a mind, with nothing to
operate on but the symbols of the readable matter, and with no help from outside, elevates itself by
the power of its own operations.” The distinction matters because a society may be saturated with
information — scrolling endlessly and skimming constantly — and still be intellectually impoverished, if
the habit of reading for understanding has weakened. Our generation has managed precisely this

paradox: more words, less comprehension.

The importance of reading extends well beyond the formation of the individual’s identity. The
1969 International Reading Association conference, whose proceedings were published under the title

Reading and Revolution, framed reading as a social force inseparable from civic life and the capacity to

’Adler and Van Doten, How to Read a Book, 8.

bid.
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participate in an increasingly complex world. Its editors described the ability to read as “the basic
communications skill essential to releasing and training human potential.””> Philip Rutledge’s
contribution to that volume deepened this point: he concluded that “those failing to acquire skill in
reading are destined to become casualties of the technological revolution.”® Writing in 1969, he was
describing early computing and industrial automation. One shudders to consider what he would say
of an era defined by artificial intelligence and the demand for complex information processing across

virtually every sphere of work and civic life.

The dimensions of reading’s importance extend further still. A medical study published in the
Archives of Ophthalmology established that functional literacy — namely, the ability not merely to read
words but to understand, interpret, and act on what one has read — correlates directly with health
outcomes. Patients with inadequate literacy showed a fifty-two percent increase in hospitalization risk
even after factoring in age, income, insurance status, and other factors.” The study revealed a pervasive
and debilitating shame among those with low literacy — a shame that causes people to avoid seeking
medical cate at all, mistreating the physical cost of illiteracy with a psychological one.” Reading, then,
is not an ornament or accomplishment of an educated life. It is part of what allows human beings to
navigate reality rationally. The principle here is clear: the page trains meaningful judgment. A

community that does not read deeply will struggle not only intellectually but physically.

These findings from Western research demonstrate that serious and reflective reading is a
prerequisite for the progress of human society — in the formation of identity, the exercise of social
judgment, and the most basic care of one’s body and health. For Muslims, however, the concept of
reading begins somewhere else entirely, somewhere preceding all modern research, far more

comprehensive in its structure and therefore demanding in its implications.

*Dorothy M. Dietrich and Virginia H. Mathews, eds., Reading and Revolution: The Role of Reading in Today’s Society,
Perspectives in Reading No. 13 (Newark: International Reading Association, 1970).

SPhilip J. Rutledge, The Relevance of Reading to the Technological Revolution, in Dietrich and Mathews, Reading and
Revolution, 20.

"Paul P. Lee, Why Literacy Matters: Links Between Reading Ability and Health, Archives of Ophthalmology 117, no. 1
(January 1999): 101.

¥Lee, Why Literacy Matters, 102.
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THE FIRST WORD: READING FROM AN ISLAMIC PERSPECTIVE

The Qur’an did not begin with a creed or law. It began with a command: Igra’ bi-smi rabbika
alladhi khalag — “Read in the name of your Lord who created. He created man from a clot of blood.
Read, and your Lord is the Most Generous. He who taught by the pen. He taught man that which he

959

knew not.”” Among all the commands He could have issued or the principles He could have
established, Allah (swt) chose to inaugurate the final Ummah — The Ummah of the Prophet
Muhammad % — with read. He paired that command with the pen: the instrument of writing, of
preservation, of the transmission of knowledge across time. Creation, lordship, reading, and the pen

are joined in the first five verses revealed to the Prophet # The civilizational framework it creates is

impossible to miss.

Franz Rosenthal, whose study of the concept of knowledge in Islamic civilization remains one
of most comprehensive scholarly treatments of its subject, approached this opening through
philological analysis. The root -/ in all its derivations appears approximately 750 times in the
Qur’an. Among lexical roots expressing a specific religious or ethical concept, only the divine name
Allah (over 2,800 occurrences) and Rabb (over 950 occurrences) surpass it. Justice appears sparsely;
freedom is not named at all; knowledge is mentioned rather very commonly. Rosenthal concluded that
“the terms that were truly important to the Prophet # do indeed occur in the Qur’an with greater
frequency than all others... Every single occurrence of the root forms part of a plan to condition
receptive minds to ‘knowing’ as a basic force in the new religion.”"’ The Qur’an, by the weight of its

own vocabulary, places knowledge at the center of what it is asking human beings to become.

Several Qur’anic verses crystallize this centrality. “And Allah brought you forth from the
wombs of your mothers not knowing anything, and made for you hearing, sight, and hearts, so that
you may give thanks” (16:78). Human beings begin in ignorance. They are furnished with the
instruments of perception — hearing, sight, and the heart as the seat of understanding — and their
ascent toward knowledge is embedded in the structure of gratitude. Thus, not to exercise those

instruments in the pursuit of understanding is, in the most literal sense, to be ungrateful for them. The

9 - - . . . . .
)al—Qur’an 96:1-5. All Qur’anic translations in this article are the authot’s own.

"Franz Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant: The Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam, new ed. with introduction

by Dimitri Gutas (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 21-22.
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Qur’an then asks: “Say: Are those who know and those who do not know equal? Only those possessing
intellect reflect” (39:9). The contrast of ‘knowing’ is not merely one of novelty or as a skill. The knower
and the ignorant have different relationships to reality itself. “Allah will raise those who believe among
you and those who were given knowledge by degrees” (58:11). Knowledge, then, is a mechanism of
progress and elevation in this world and the next, not merely an intellectual skill or accomplishment.
The Qur’an also reveals the Prophet’s # own orientation when he is instructed to pray: “My Lord,
increase me in knowledge” (20:114). Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani obsetrved in Fath al-Bari that “Allah (swt)
did not command His Prophet to seek increase in anything except in knowledge.”"" Taken together,
these Qur’anic verses illustrate that knowledge is the concept around which everything else organizes

itself.

The Muslim community in the time of the Prophet £ received these verses of knowledge not
as an abstract concept but one that necessitates action. The process for learning knowledge was
twofold: through the oral tradition — by means of transmission and memory — and the written tradition
— by means of reading and writing. Among the illustrations of how seriously the latter was taken in
preserving the verses is the policy the Prophet ¥ established after the Battle of Badr. Among the
prisoners were men who possessed a skill the companions of the Prophet # lacked: literacy. The
Prophet % ordered that prisoners who could not afford their ransom but can read and write may earn
their freedom by teaching ten Muslim children to read and write.'”” The message derived from that
decision is clear: literacy is important as a civilizational value and as a means of learning knowledge. A
society that can read is worth more than any spoils a victory in battle can yield. It was also a

civilizational declaration about what a Muslim community has to cultivate and prioritize for progress.

Among the most remarkable figures of this tradition is Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 751/1350),
and the testimonies of his contemporaries offer perhaps the most vivid portrait available of what the
classical scholar’s relationship with reading and books actually looked like. Ibn Kathir, his
contemporary and one of the greatest historians of the post-classical period, described him in a/

Bidayah wa-I-Nibayah: “He acquired from the books of the early and later scholars what others could

"Tbn Hajar al-‘Asqallani, Fath al-Basi fi Sharh Sahih al-Bukhari (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1379 AH), 1:170.
“Ibn Hisham, al-Sirah al-Nabawiyyah, ed. Mustafa al-Saqqa, Ibrahim al-Abyati, and ‘Abd al-Hafiz Shalabi (Cairo:

Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1955), 2:291-292.
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not obtain even a tenth of.”" Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, in his Dbay/ Tabagat al-Handbilah, corroborated
this: “He was intensely devoted to knowledge... and to acquiring books, and he acquired books the
like of which no one else had acquired.”"* Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, in a/-Durar al-Kaminah, added: “He
was consumed by the collection of books, and accumulated from them what cannot be counted.”"”
And the library did not die with its owner: Ibn Hajar mentions that Ibn al-Qayyim’s children continued
selling from it for a long time after his death, beyond what they had kept for themselves.'® Ibn al-Jawzi
(d. 597/1200) desctribed his own habit in Sayd al-Khatir: “1I am never satiated by reading books.
Whenever I see a book that I have not read, it is as though I have fallen upon a treasure... and if I
were to say that I have read twenty thousand volumes, it would be close to the truth — and I am still

in seeking (to read more).”"’

The love of reading and books ran through the Islamic scholarly tradition in ways that reveal
how deeply the command of Igra’ had been absorbed at every level of the scholarly community. Al-
Jahiz (d. 255/869), the literary genius of ‘Abbasid Baghdad, was desctibed by the poet Abu Haffan as
a man who “never had a book fall into his hands without reading it to completion, whatever it was...
to the point that he would rent the shops of booksellers and spend the night in them, reading.”"® When
shown torn and apparently worthless pages that others dismissed, he would study them at length and
pay for them, saying: “By Allah, you are fools! In these pages is what cannot be found anywhere else.
But you are ignorant; you do not know the precious from the worthless.”" The same man died as he
had lived: it was his habit to arrange volumes around him like a wall and sit among them to read. When

he was struck by paralysis, a volume fell upon him.” He passed away surrounded by his books.

Db Kathir, al-Bidayah wa-1-Nihiyah, ed. ‘Alf Shiri (Beirut: Dar Ihya® al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1988), 14:234.

"“Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, Dhayl Tabaqat al-Hanabilah, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Sulayman al-‘Uthaymin (Riyadh: Maktabat
al- ‘Ubaykan, 2005), 4:449.

“Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-Kaminah fi A‘yan al-Mi’ah al-Thaminah (Hyderabad: Da’rat al-Ma‘arif al-
‘Uthmaniyyah, 1929), 3:400.

"Tbid.

"Ibn al-Jawzi, Sayd al-Khatir, ed. ‘All Hasan ‘Abd al-Hamid (Zarqa’: Maktabat al-Manar, 1988), 557.

' Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A‘yan wa-Anba’ Abna’ al-Zaman, ed. Thsan ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1972), 3:471.

“Ibid.

*'Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A‘yan, 3:472.
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The culture of books expressed itself in physical habits that reveal how seriously reading was
treated as a practice rather than on occasion. The Hadith scholar Abu Dawud is reported to have
tailored one sleeve wide and one narrow. When asked about the asymmetry, he answered simply: the
wide one was for books. The great al-Dhahabi records this in Tadhkirat al-Huffaz without apparent
surprise, as though organizing one’s clothing around one’s reading material was a normal practice for
a Muslim scholar.” ‘Abdullah b. al-Mubarak (d. 181/797), one of the greatest scholars of his
generation, was often found spending long hours alone in his home. When asked whether he did not

feel lonely, he replied: “How can I feel lonely when I am with the Prophet ¥ and his companions?”*

BENEFICIAL READING: REPETITION AND RETURN

The reading practices of the classical scholars was distinguished by a feature that stands in
contrast to the contemporary habit of consumption: the culture of return and repetition. The scholars
did not consider a book to be fully understood or exhausted after one reading. Qadi ‘Tyad transmits
from Abua Bakr al-Abhari (d. 375 AH), a leading Maliki jurist, an account of his engagement with the
texts of his tradition: “I read Mukbtasar 1bn ‘Abd al-Hakam five hundred times, the Asadiyyah seventy-
five times, and the Muwatta’ forty-five times.”” Ibn ‘Atiyyah’s father is reported to have read Sahih
al-Bukhari seven hundred times.** al-Rabi‘ al-Muzani, the student of al-Shafil who had memorized,
transmitted, and taught the Rzsalab for five decades, is recorded in al-Subkt’s Tabagat al-Shafi‘iyyah as
saying: “I have been looking into this book for fifty years, and I do not believe I have ever looked into
it once except that I benefited from it something I had not known before.”” These reports describe

a method predicated on an essential principle: that beneficial books yield their meanings gradually,

! Al-Dhahabi, Tadhkirat al-Huffaz (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyyah, 1998), 2:538.

**Al-Dhahabi, Siyar A‘lam al-Nubal@’, ed. Shu‘ayb al-Arna’it et al. (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1985), 8:382.

»Qadi ‘Iyad, Tartib al-Madarik wa-Taqtib al-Masalik li-Ma‘rifat Alam Madhhab Malik, ed. Muhammad ibn Tawit al-
Tanji (Rabat: Wizarat al-Awqaf wa-1-Shu’an al-Islamiyyah, 1983), 4:272.

**This report is transmitted in the biography on Ibn ‘Atiyyah al-Andalust and his father.

#Al-Subki, Tabaqat al-Shafi‘iyyah al-Kubra, ed. Mahmuad Muhammad al-Tanahi and ‘Abd al-Fattah Muhammad al-Hilw
(1992), 2:99.
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across years and decades, to readers willing to return. Thus, rereading is the ripening of a text’s

understanding.

Another exposition of the returning culture of reading was the institution of the wagflibrary —
books that were endowed as a public trust and were accessible to all in the society. Mosques,
seminaries, hospitals, and travel lodges housed endowed collections of books in a time when the
printing press was not born. Scholars gathered books across a lifetime of searching and spending, then
converted the fruits of that passion into public access, creating the understanding that the book was
to be passed onward, as a civilizational heritage. The example of al-Hakam al-Mustansir of Andalusia
(t. 350-366/961-976) remains among the best illustrations of what this culture could produce at its
height. He assembled one of the greatest libraries of the medieval Islamic world. Talid al-Khasi, who
oversaw the library at the palace of Ibn Marwan, remarked that “the catalogues containing the names
of the books amounted to forty-four registers (as in catalogues), each of twenty leaves (as in pages),

containing just the titles of the works — and nothing else.””

The library held approximately half a
million volumes. More remarkable still: al-Hakam did not merely collect. He read, annotated, and
sponsored translations, such as of Orosius’s book of history from Latin and Dioscorides’s book of
medicine from Greek. He maintained connections with booksellers across the world and paid
generously for first copies of important new works. When Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani completed his
monumental Kitab al-Aghani— an encyclopedia of Arabic poetry and music —al-Hakam sent a thousand
dinars so that the first copy would reach Cordoba before it appeared anywhere else in the world.”
This creates the understanding that reading, within the Islamic tradition, serves as the means through
which a civilization sustains its access to the full spectrum of human knowledge. Will Durant’s
observation about the Islamic civilization bears repeating: “The passion for acquiring books in no
other land in the world... reached what it reached in the lands of Islam in the eighth, ninth, tenth and

eleventh centuries.””

READING AS A MEANS OF PROGRESS: THE ISLAMIC PURPOSE OF THE PAGE

“Tbn Hazm’s testimony is cited in Shihab al-Din al-Tilimsani, Nafh al-Tib min Ghusn al-Andalus al-Ratib, ed. Ihsan
‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968), 1:394.
*"bid., 1:393.

*Durant, The Age of Faith, 241.
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The grandeur of this tradition makes all the more urgent a question: to what end? What is the
purpose of reading? For the great Muslim scholars of our heritage, the love of books was not separable
from the purpose they were meant to serve. Aba ‘Abdul Rahman al-Sulami, one of the Prophet’s ¥
companions, described the habit of reading the Qur’an amongst the companions: “When one of them
learned ten verses, he would not move beyond them until he knew their meanings and acted upon
them.”” This illustrates the understanding that reading was a curriculum of transformation, and it
stands as a direction of reading to a society with a culture of reading or consuming that accumulates
without absorbing. The Prophet # made this accountability explicit. Al-Tirmidhi transmits on the
authority of Abi Barzah al-Aslami that he ¥ said: “The feet of a servant will not move on the Day of
Resurrection until he is asked about his life — how he spent it; about his knowledge — what he did with
it; about his wealth — from where he earned it and how he spent it; and about his body — how he wore
it out.”” The second question, notably, is not about how much knowledge through reading that an
individual has accumulated. It is about what they did with what they had. This illustrates the
understanding that it is not the time spent in reading nor the size of the library, but the depth of the

transformation it produced that is considered in Islam.

Joseph Lumbard’s analysis of Islamic epistemology clarifies what lies behind this
understanding. The pursuit of reading and acquiring knowledge in Islam has always been inseparable
from the religious and identity formation of the individual who seeks it: the cultivation of an individual
capable of distinguishing truth from falsehood, the real from the illusory.” What Taha Abderrahmane
identified as the deepest crisis of the contemporary Muslim mind — an “intellectual perplexity”
produced by being “inundated by a multiplicity of concepts fashioned by other societies,” unable to

9332

“fully grasp them” or “effectively reject them™ — is precisely the crisis of a community that has

# See Musnad Ahmad, 22971; al-Tabari, Jami’ al-Bayan, ed. Ahmad Muhammad Shakir (Cairo: Maktabat Ibn
Taymiyyah, 1374 AH), 1:80; and Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam, Fad2’il al-Qut’an, ed. Wahbi Sulayman (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-“Timiyyah, 1991), 272.

al-Tirmidhi, Jami‘ al-Tirmidhi, ed. Ahmad Shakir et al. (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1978), no. 2417 (Kitab al-
Qiyamah). The Hadith is graded as sound (hasan) by al-Tirmidhi.

!Joseph E. B. Lumbard, “Islam and the Challenge of Epistemic Sovereignty,” Religions 15, no. 406 (2024): 1-2.
**Taha Abderrahmane, Rih al-Hadathah: al-Madkhal ila Ta’sis al-Hadathah al-Islamiyyah (Casablanca: al-Markaz al-

Thagafah al-‘Arabi, 2016), 11; cited in Lumbard, “Islam and the Challenge of Epistemic Sovereignty,” 5.
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stopped forming itself through serious engagement with its own tradition and with the best of human

knowledge across all fields. The revival runs, necessarily, through the page.

WHAT WE HAVE BECOME AND WHAT WE MUST BECOME

The difference between that civilizational culture of reading and literacy and our present
condition is not difficult to diagnose, though it is painful to contemplate. Wael Hallag’s account of
what colonialism did to the Islamic intellectual tradition illustrates this diagnosis: “The death of
education, of the traditional scholatly circle, and of the madrasa (Islamic seminary) signaled the
effective extinction of an entire sociology of knowledge, of a hermeneutic that governed the
production of a particular kind of knowledge. The destruction of this system was so colossal that one
is compelled to describe it as a structural genocide.””” Here, the destruction of the Islamic civilization
may have been external, but it found root causes internally: the community that stopped reading
stopped thinking, and the community that stopped thinking stopped producing. And the community
that stopped producing found itself, as Taha Abderrahmane observed, “wandering through the

labyrinths of other people’s thoughts, unable to find its way home.”

The contemporary symptoms of this condition are familiar enough: reading has been replaced,
for the most part, by scrolling. The book — which Ibn al-Mubarak understood as companionship with
the Prophet ¥ and his companions — has been displaced by the algorithmic feed, which offers the
companionship of what is trending. The scholars of the past read the same text hundreds of times,
returning to it the way a lover returns to a beloved, always finding something new. The contemporary
Muslim scrolls past a thousand opinions in an hour and retains perhaps three, and those three will be
gone by the evening. This stark contrast reflects two entirely different understandings of what the

human mind is for and what consumption of information and content is meant to do.

The solution does not lie in nostalgia. The tradition that produced al-Jahiz and Ibn al-Qayyim
cannot be reconstructed by lamenting its collapse or speaking of it as a ‘golden era’. What can be
reconstructed—rather, what must be reconstructed—are the demands and the ethos of such a

tradition: its intellectual environment, its disciplines, and the habit of sitting with a book long enough

P\Wael Hallaq, Reforming Modernity: Ethics and the New Human in the Philosophy of Abdurrahman Taha (New York:

Columbia University Press, 2019), 7; cited in Lumbard, “Islam and the Challenge of Epistemic Sovereignty,” 6.
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for it to leave an impression, grounded in the understanding that reading is a response to the command
with which Divine revelation began. And the love — for Ibn al-Jawzi did not read twenty thousand
volumes because it was his duty, and al-Jahiz did not spend his nights in a booksellet’s shop because
scholars were expected to. They read because they had tasted what reading offers and found it sweeter

than anything else the world had to offer.

WHY THIS JOURNAL BEGINS HERE

A journal that aspires to serve the Muslim community must begin where the tradition itself
began: with 7gra’. An inaugural article on reading is an act of clarification about what kind of
community this journal imagines and what kind of readers it hopes to address. Before there can be
religiosity, spirituality, and scholarship, there must be reading. Before there can be a renewal of the

Ummah’s progress, there must be a renewal of the page.

This means something concrete. It means homes in which books are visible and used, not
merely arranged for display. It means circles in which re-reading is honored, in which returning to a
difficult text for the third or fifth or tenth time is understood as the mark of a serious mind, rather
than an admission of failure. It means a renewal of the habit of understanding, discussing, and
practicing upon. And it means, above all, a renewal of the conviction that reading is part of how

Muslim life remains intellectually alive — not something left to the scholars.

The modern literature on reading confirms from the outside what the Islamic tradition
established already: beneficial reading, that which is understood and practiced, is not optional for a
community that wishes to progress and address the issues that affect modern society. The Islamic
perspective of reading extends it further yet: that reading, when oriented toward Islamic knowledge

and its practice in life, becomes part of worship and gaining closeness to the Divine.

The first word that opened this Ummah’s revelation was zgra’. If igra’ gave Muslim civilization
its distinctive identity, then its renewal must begin, once again, with zgra’. We must read: not hurriedly,
not occasionally, but for formation. We must read until books regain the companionship that Ibn al-
Mubarak found in them. We must read until knowledge regains the urgency that drove al-Jahiz into
booksellers’ shops through the night. We must read until the Muslim mind remembers again how to
engage with the page — and until engaging with the page becomes, once again, the way by which a

community of understanding is built... one reader at a time.
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