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CHAPTER 26

Origins of Islamic Ethics:
Foundations and Constructions

A. Kevin Reinhart

Scope of the Chapter

Islamic ethics is a term that provokes as much as it defines. Do religions have ethics or
is the term irreducibly philosophical? And philosophy, as W. C. Smith (1984) has
argued, is itself a competing religious tradition. Given that no religious tradition origi-
nates in a cultural vacuum, is “origins” a meaningful term?

Here, by “ethics” we mean norms for the moral life, and also second-order reflection
on where the sources of moral norms are to be found, as well as how norms are to be
derived from them (see chapters 1 and 2). By “origins” we mean Islamic stipulations
found particularly in the Qur'an that shaped Muslims’ moral action and reflection. In _
addition, we will discuss structural features and lacunae in those sources that were 1
decisive in helping to create what we know as Islamic ethics. Finally, we will briefly show 1
how these three helped form Islamic ethics in its early classical form.

In this chapter we distinguish between “Islamic” — religion in the commonsense
understanding of the term — and “Islamicate” — other cultural features of the society
in which Islam was the dominant cultural force. This means that Islamicate falsafah,
the tradition derived particularly from the peripatetic tradition of Greek philosophy, will
not be considered here. Nor will we discuss the adab tradition of cultivated scribal cul-
tural norms (Hodgson 1974 II: 169-96). Rather, it is from the Qur’an, the Sunnah, the
Prophet, and the early community (as remembered and (re)constructed by subsequent
Islamic scholarship), and from kalam theology, and above all from the shari‘a or
legal-moral sciences that we will draw our argument.

Impinging Norms

Historical Islam arose on the cultural fringes of the Eastern Mediterranean world." In
the cities of the Eastern Roman empire — Antioch, Beirut, Damascus, Alexandria,
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