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Triangle Conference on the History of Muslim Societies 

Friday, April 28th  
Franklin Humanities Center, Room 240 

2204 Erwin Rd, Durham, NC 27705 

15:00 - 15:15 Introduction 

15:15 - 16:15 

Keynote 

Speech 

Jonathan Berkey, Davidson College 

“Religious Authority and Social History in the Islamic Near East: Medieval Problems, Modern 

Solutions” 

 
With a research and writing focus on Islamic religious culture in medieval Egypt and Syria, Jonathan 

Berkey is the author of The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo: A Social History of Islamic 

Education (Princeton University Press, 1992), Popular Preaching and Religious Authority in the 

Medieval Islamic Near East (University of Washington Press, 2001), and The Formation of Islam: 

Religion and Society in the Near East, 600-1800 (Cambridge University Press, 2003), which received the 

top annual book prize from the Middle East Studies Association (MESA). He is currently writing a 

monograph titled Shattered Mosaic: The Middle East Since the Rise of Islam to be published by Norton. 

 

16:15-16:30 Break 

 

16:30 – 18:00 Panel 1: Constructing Muslim Identities 

Panel 1 

16:30 – 18:00 

 

Constructing 

Muslim 

Identities 

Bruce Hall, Duke University 

“The Particularity of Islamic Law in Africa? Muslim West African Ideas about Slavery and 

Commerce” 

Abstract: This paper explores those issues around which West African Muslim pre-colonial intellectuals 

devised particular/original interpretations of Islamic law that addressed questions of local importance 

such as the relationship between slavery and commerce. 

Bio: Bruce Hall is an associate professor of history at the Department of History at Duke University. His 

first book, A History of Race in Muslim West Africa, 1600-1960 (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2011), is about the development of ideas about racial difference along the West African Sahel. The 

research for this project was focused in and around the Malian town of Timbuktu. His current research 

centers on a nineteenth-century commercial network that connected Timbuktu with Ghadames (Libya), 

and which involved a number of literate slaves as commercial agents. 

Cemil Aydın, UNC-Chapel Hill 

“Rethinking the 1970s Muslim Geopolitical Imaginaries” 

Abstract: The period from 1967 to the Iranian Revolution of 1979 witnessed significant transformation in 

the geopolitics of the Middle East and North Africa, while reorienting the debates on Muslim faith 

tradition and Muslim Societies in American and European academia. Retrospectively, this period is often 

seen as a transition between the decline of the secular Arabic nationalist model associated with Nasser's 

personality to the rise of political Islam associated with Ayatollah Khomeini. Yet, different moments 

during this 13 year period reveals lost futures of multiple other political imaginations. Third Worldism 

and ideas of Arab World's solidarity with the socialist world continued until the end of 1970s, for 

example. There were high hopes of new Muslim solidarity at the Islamic Summit of 1974 with Egypt, 

Pakistan and Saudi Arabia presenting a triple leadership alliance. It is important to look back at that 

period's competing narratives of internationalism and world order to better grasp the roots of current 

crisis of the regional order as well as re-racialization of Muslims in the West. 
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Bio: Cemil Aydın’s interests focus on both Modern Middle Eastern History and Modern Asian history, 

with an emphasis on the international and intellectual histories of the Ottoman and Japanese Empires. He 

is particularly interested in historical processes that shape transnational racial and civilizational 

identities, such as Muslim, Asian, African. He is the author of The Politics of Anti-Westernism in Asia: 

Visions of World Order in Pan-Islamic and Pan-Asian Thought (Columbia University Press, 2007) and 

his The Idea of the Muslim World: A Global Intellectual History (Harvard University Press, 2017) is 

forthcoming. 

Elizabeth Saylor, NC State University 

“Gender & Transnationalism in the Nahḍa Fiction of ‘Afīfa Karam (1883-1924)” 

Abstract: This paper focuses on the Lebanese immigrant writer, journalist, and translator ‘Afīfa Karam 

(1883-1924), a neglected contributor to the nahḍa, or the Arabic cultural renaissance of the 19th and early 

20th centuries. Examining Karam’s work “through diasporic eyes” – and thereby reconceptualizing 

the nahḍa as a transnational phenomenon – radically transforms our understanding of a formative period 

of Arabic literary history. During the nahḍa, Arabic readers and writers scattered across four continents 

interacted in the textual “spaces” opened up by the rapidly expanding print culture in the Arabic-

speaking world. United by a common language, literary tradition and shared worldview, nahḍa literature 

reveals constructions of a middle class, cosmopolitan Arab subjectivity that transcends geographic, 

political, and religious boundaries. By focusing on a pioneering mahjar woman author, this critical 

perspective also highlights the gendered dynamics of literary production during the Arabic cultural 

enlightenment. Through a discussion of Karam’s journalism and novels, published in New York City 

between 1906 and 1910, I explore the author’s engagement with contemporary discourses of 

modernization and womanhood. Ultimately, I suggest that what emerges from Karam’s oeuvre is – 

expanding upon the work of Benedict Anderson – an “imagined transnational community,” which, I 

argue, is a defining characteristic of nahḍa literature overall. 

Bio: Elizabeth Saylor holds a Ph.D. in Arabic Literature from the University of California, Berkeley. 

Currently a Post-Doctoral Fellow at the Khayrallah Center for Lebanese Diaspora Studies at North 

Carolina State University, she begins her new post as Visiting Assistant Professor of Arabic at 

Middlebury College this August. Dr. Saylor has taught Arabic language and literature at Columbia, 

Berkeley, Bard, and NC State, and directs the Al-Quds Bard Summer Language Intensive in the West 

Bank. Dr. Saylor is also board member and officer of the Washington Street Historical Society, which 

promotes the legacy of New York City’s “Little Syria” neighborhood, fostering awareness about Arab 

immigration and culture in America. 

Iqbal Singh Sevea, UNC-Chapel Hill 

“'Evoking Jazba: Poetry, Humor and Islamic Expression in Modern and Contemporary South Asia” 

Abstract: The aim of this talk is to introduce a new research project on rhetoric, humor and passion in 

Islamic expression that I am currently in the early stages of researching on. Framed in terms of debates 

both over the ideal form of Islamic expression and whether the aim of such expression should be to 

evoke or control jazba (passion), this project begins with an examination of the position and myriad roles 

played by the mirasis in transmitting folk traditions and religious tales in modern Punjab. As 

genealogists, musicians and folklorists, the mirasis had served important socio-political roles but came to 

be dismissed as mere jesters in the modern period. Developing upon this, the project seeks to explore the 

position of humor in religious expression and preaching. Here the focus moves from the mirasis, to, on 

the one hand, debates amongst Muslim modernists about the ideal form of literature, and, on the other 

hand, the use of humor (or rejection of this) by the ulema in South Asia.  

Bio: Iqbal Singh Sevea is an assistant professor of modern South Asia and modern Islamic thought at the 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He is the author of The Political Philosophy of Muhammad 

Iqbal: Islam and Nationalism in Late Colonial India (Cambridge University Press, 2012), and his current 

research projects concern attempts by Sikh reformists to shape a ‘Sikh identity’ amongst the Punjabi 

diaspora in early twentieth-century Southeast Asia; efforts by Muslim movements to negotiate the space 

and processes for the implementation of sharia in modern and contemporary India; and relations between 

state authorities and popular culture in Pakistan. 

Chair/Discussant: Ellen McLarney, Duke University 

Bio: Ellen McLarney is associate professor of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies at Duke University. 

With a training in Comparative Literature and Middle East Studies, she considers the intersection of 

cultures, languages, peoples, civilizations, and literatures the moral compass and guiding principle of her 
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research. She is the author of Soft Force: Women in Egypt’s Islamic Awakening (Princeton University 

Press, 2015). Her new project uses a cultural studies approach to analyze the media networks cultivated 

by Islamic communities and institutions in Latin America. 

 

Saturday, April 29th 
National Humanities Center 

7 TW Alexander Dr, Durham, NC 27709 

9:00 - 9:30 Breakfast 

9:30 – 11:00 Panel 2: Historical Legacies 

Panel 2 

9:30 - 11:00 

 

Historical 

Legacies 

 

Break 

11:00 – 11:15 

Emma Flatt, UNC-Chapel Hill 

“Courtly Pursuits: Living Well in the Deccan Sultanates” 

Abstract: This project is an investigation into the idea of courtliness in the political, social and cultural 

worlds of the late fifteenth and sixteenth century Deccan; an idea that enabled individuals to ‘live well’ 

in both the worldly, and the ethical sense. Divided between six states competing for territory, resources, 

and skills, the Deccan was a region of striking diversity in ethnic, linguistic, and religious 

terms. Nevertheless, during the medieval and early modern period, individuals of different backgrounds 

and cultures moved across the Persian Cosmopolis to the Deccan, and between the Deccani courts with a 

facility that belies modern assumptions about the fixity of political and geographical boundaries on the 

one hand, and the incompatibility of Indic and Islamicate religio-cultural systems on the other. Through 

a study of particular skills - epistolary, martial and esoteric skills - valued at court, I argue that we see the 

emergence of an understanding of courtliness as both a practical disposition and an ethical practice. 

Bio: Emma Flatt’s research has focused on mentalities and practices in the courtly societies of the Indo-

Islamicate Deccani Sultanates of South India. Her doctoral thesis, which she is currently revising for 

publication, explored the world of the peripatetic courtier, who moved across regions and between courts 

in search of generous patrons and focuses on three case studies of different “knowledges” that helped a 

courtier attain success: letter-writing, wrestling, and astrology. These three case studies illustrate the 

ways in which the acquisition of expertise in a particular knowledge provided the courtiers with 

opportunities for self-fashioning. 

Glaire D. Anderson, UNC-Chapel Hill 

“A Medieval ‘First in Flight’:Visualizing ‘Abbas Ibn Firnas & Why it Matters Now” 

Abstract: This presentation offers a discussion of the famed medieval polymath and his medieval flight 

experiment as represented in contemporary popular and visual culture. I analyze these images alongside 

the earliest historical evidence for the man and his achievement, recounted in a long-lost volume of the 

Cordoban court chronicle. How do these representations – visual and textual – compare? How and for 

whom do they create meaning, and why does it matter today? 

Bio: Glaire D. Anderson (PhD, MIT) is an historian of Islamic art, architecture, and civilization during 

the age of the caliphs, with a research focus on Umayyad Córdoba and the western Mediterranean. She is 

the co-editor, with Mariam Rosser-Owen, of Revisiting al-Andalus: Perspectives on the Material Culture 

of Islamic Iberia and Beyond (Brill, 2007) and the author of The Islamic villa in early medieval Iberia: 

aristocratic estates and court culture in Umayyad Córdoba (Ashgate, 2013). Anderson is currently at 

work on a book about the ninth-century Cordoban polymath ‘Abbas Ibn Firnas. 

 

Mona Hassan, Duke University 

“Revering the Abbasid Caliphs as the Prophet’s Family (Ahl al-Bayt) in Late Mamluk Egypt” 

Abstract: Although Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī is primarily known for his seminal scholarship in the field of 

prophetic traditions or ḥadīth studies, he was also an accomplished poet. In fact, as this paper reveals, 

one of the poems that Ibn Ḥajar included in his carefully crafted collection from the ninth/fifteenth 

century struck a deep chord of Muslim memories surrounding a restored Islamic caliphate. Far from the 
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image of complete apathy to the Cairene Abbasids that has long been conventional wisdom about 

Mamluk Egypt and Syria, Ibn Ḥajar’s panegyric for al-Mustaʿīn (r. 808–16/1406–14) lauded the caliph’s 

assumption of the sultanate as a restoration of legitimate rule to the blessed family of the Prophet. In 

crafting his poem, Ibn Ḥajar draws upon a deep reservoir of devotional love for the Prophet’s family in 

the late Mamluk era, embodied by al-Mustaʿīn as the descendent of the Prophet’s uncle al-ʿAbbās, as 

well as a dynamic and evolving Islamic legal tradition on matters of governance. Even though al-

Mustaʿīn’s combined reign as sultan and caliph lasted only a matter of months, Ibn Ḥajar’s 

commemoration of it became a famous piece of cultural lore down through the last years of the Mamluk 

Sultanate and past the Ottoman conquest of Egypt. In addition to exploring the intertwined histories of 

Ibn Ḥajar, al-Mustaʿīn, and their contemporaries, this interdisciplinary paper analyzes published and 

manuscript recensions of Ibn Hajar’s poetry, topographies of Cairo, Mamluk chancery documents, and 

treatises on Islamic law and hadith literature to elucidate the religious and socio-political complexity of 

veneration for the Abbasid caliphate in the late Mamluk era. 

Bio: Mona Hassan is Assistant Professor of Islamic Studies & History at Duke University. Her research 

and publications analyze the intersections of religion, culture, gender, and politics. She is the author of 

Longing for the Lost Caliphate: A Transregional History (Princeton University Press, 2016). Her second 

book project on female Muslim jurists explores the shifting contours of women’s Islamic legal 

scholarship from the emergence of the Muslim community in the seventh century to the secular 

interventions of modern nation-states in the present. 

 

Chair/Discussant: Jonathan Berkey, Davidson College 

 

11:00-11:15 Break 

 

11:15 – 12:45 Panel 3: The Levant in Historical Perspective 

Panel 3 

11:15 - 12:45 

  

The Levant in 

Historical 

Perspective 

Graham Auman Pitts, NC State University 

“Waqf Lands in Capitalist Mount Lebanon: A Case Study from a Monastery in Kisrawan (1914-

1919)” 

Abstract: As famine wracked rural Lebanon during World War I, some ecclesiastical institutions proved 

to be the population’s main bulwark against starvation while others took advantage of the crisis for 

material gain. As the war demonstrated, old networks of relief no longer functioned: the patronage of 

elites and family networks was no more a failsafe for the hungry. Church institutions had become a de 

facto government in the Mountain. They coordinated economic activity, strengthened their political 

power through capitalism, but were responsible for picking up the pieces of its creative destruction. In 

this sense, the position of the church in Mount Lebanon, buttressed by its extensive land holdings, was 

not some vestige of tradition, but rather the consequence of Lebanon’s aggressive integration into the 

global industrial economy. 

Bio: Graham Auman Pitts is a postdoctoral fellow in International Studies at North Carolina State 

University. He holds a PhD in history from Georgetown University and is currently preparing a book 

manuscript on war and the environment in modern Lebanon. 

Rodrigo Adem, UNC-Chapel Hill 

“The Persistence of Memory: Syria as Historical and Historiographical Site” 

Abstract: Syria has come to the forefront of the world's attention in the last six years as a locus for 

conflicting notions of the trajectory of the Middle East and Islam. This paper looks at Syria's significance 

over the long durée not only for the history of the region but also as a productive site for Islamic and 

Arabic historical writing and historiographical development. 

Bio: Rodrigo Adem is a postdoctoral fellow in Islamic Studies at the Department of Religious Studies at 

the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He specializes in early Islamic intellectual history. In 

2014 Brill published his translation of Ulrich Rudolphs’s Al-Māturīdī und die Sunnitische Theologie in 
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Samarkand, and he has forthcoming articles in Shii Studies Review and Muslim World. He is currently 

writing his first monograph, titled Necessary Proof: The Great Epistemic Shift in Classical Islam. 

Sarah Shields, UNC-Chapel Hill 

“The Disappearing Sykes-Picot Agreement and Other Postwar Mysteries” 

 
Abstract: Common wisdom, pundits, and Daesh ideology all blame the Sykes-Picot agreement for 

today’s problems in the Middle East. But the Sykes-Picot agreement was never implemented. While 

France, Great Britain, and the United States wrangled over control of the Middle East, imperial control 

was threatened not only by Wilsonian ideology demanding “consent of the governed,” but also by 

Wilson himself, who suggested an inter-Allied commission to discover the wishes of people in the 

region. This paper, a prequel to my ongoing research on the League of Nations and the Middle East, 

explores the rejection of both alternatives, Sykes-Picot and the Commission. 

Bio: Sarah Shields is Bowman and Gordon Gray Distinguished Term Professor at the Department of 

History at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She is the author of Mosul before Iraq 

(SUNY Press, 2000) and Fezzes in the River: Identity Politics and European Diplomacy in the Middle 

East on the Eve of World War II (Oxford University Press, 2011). 

 

Chair/Discussant: Mona Hassan, Duke University 

 

12:45 – 14:00 Lunch 

 

14:00 – 15:30 Panel 4: Muslims under Non-Muslim Rule 

Panel 4 

14:00-15:30 

 

Muslims under 

Non-Muslim 

Rule 

 

Break 

15:30 – 15:45 

David P. Gilmartin, NC State University 

“Islam and the Citizen-Voter in India: Rethinking Religion through the Law of Elections” 

Abstract: The legal structuring of elections in India after 1947 was predicated on a vision of the 

individual voter as a person of autonomy and independence, capable of free choice independent of the 

coercive pressures of society. This legal vision configured "religion" as one of the most serious threats to 

this vision of "free" voting, and there were thus a variety of voting rules (and laws) established 

specifically targeting "religious" pressure in elections, many of which led to court adjudication through 

election petition cases. At the same time, individual "conscience" was also seen as a key element in voter 

autonomy, and to the degree that this was perceived also as linked to "religion," religion was hardly 

excluded from the construction of the free "citizen-voter." This presentation will explore a number of 

key court cases involving Muslims, particularly during the first three decades of India's independence, to 

suggest ways for thinking about how the processes of democracy, and particularly of voting, have 

reconfigured the conflicted meanings attached to "religion" in India. It will focus in particular on the 

critical role of the law (and on concepts of law as a basic foundations for democracy) as a key 

determinant of this process. 

Bio: David Gilmartin is a distinguished professor of history at North Carolina State University. His 

research focuses on the intersections between the history of British imperialism in South Asia and the 

development of modern politics and forms of rule. His most recent book, Blood and Water: The Indus 

River Basin in Modern History (University of California Press, 2015) examines the intersection between 

environmental and political history over the last 200 years. He is currently working on the legal history 

of India's electoral institutions as they have evolved from its colonial past, and on the ways these 

institutions have reflected evolving visions of sovereignty. 

Matthew A. Cook, NC Central University 

“Writing by Default: Naskh, Socio-cultural Identity and the Sindhi Script Debate” 

Abstract: This presentation addresses the 1856 British declaration that an Arabic-style script (i.e. naskh) 

would be the writing system for the Sindhi language of Pakistan. Prior to this point in time, Sindhi 
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speakers from different communities wrote their language in a variety of scripts. The presentation 

examines the debate and ramifications of the British codification of the Sindhi writing system. It 

combines anthropology, history, and linguistics to explore questions of how language under-wrote 

imperial dominance and regional identity in, what is today, a key region of Pakistan. My analysis reveals 

how this underwriting process erased pre-colonial socio-cultural conditions to elaborate a common and 

coherent language community. It delineates the colonial history of the Sindhi script as a map to how old 

socio-cultural identities were displaced to produce new linguistic paths for the construction of a 

distinctive modern Sindhi identity with a strong connection to Sufism. 

Bio: Matthew Cook is a professor of postcolonial and South Asian studies at North Carolina Central 

University. He is the author of Annexation and the Unhappy Valley: The Historical Anthropology of 

Sindh's Colonization (European Expansion and Indigenous Response) (Brill, 2015) and several edited 

volumes as well as scholarly articles on the colonial history of Sindh. 

Mustafa Tuna, Duke University 

“Moving the Scales of History in the Tsarist Empire: The Kazan Tatar Teachers’ School between 

Russification and Revolution” 

Abstract: This article offers a look at the Kazan Tatar Teachers’ School in the last half century of the 

Russian empire as a node in a matrix of relations that involved the local Muslim community of the 

Volga-Ural region, the imperial context of Russia, and the much larger context of a Eurocentric though 

globalizing world. Officials of the empire’s Ministry of Public Enlightenment designed Kazan Tatar 

Teachers’ School as a Russificatory project, but it was local implementers who determined what 

Russification entailed in the local context of the Volga-Ural region. Those local implementers 

highlighted the Russian language and fields of knowledge that they called “Russian knowledge,” and 

they also incorporated Muslim religious training into the school’s program to avoid a backlash from the 

region’s Muslim community. Russian knowledge, however, was inspired by a Eurocentric vision of the 

world, and the Muslim students who attended the school used the skills they acquired in it to connect to 

an increasingly subversive intellectual scene in the empire as well as to globally circulating ideas and 

aspirations that defied the tsarist state’s ability to regulate. In other words, the local, imperial, and global 

entanglements that sprouted in the last-half century of the tsarist empire turned an otherwise centrist 

project such as Russification into a subversive process, reflecting the decentered nature of human 

relations in the imperial situation of the tsarist empire before the advent of more efficient structures of 

modern governance. 

Bio: Mustafa Tuna assistant professor of Russian and Central Eurasian history and culture at Duke 

University. His research focuses on social and cultural change among the Muslim communities of 

Central Eurasia. He is the author of Imperial Russia's Muslims: Islam, Empire, and European Modernity, 

1788-1917 (Cambridge University Press, 2015). His second book project, tentatively titled Turkish 

Republic and Islam in a Comparative Perspective: Transmission and Evolution of Islamic Knowledge 

and Practices in Republican Turkey and the Soviet Union, investigates the transmission and evolution of 

Islamic knowledge and practices comparatively in the Turkish and Soviet contexts. 

 

Chair/Discussant: Thomas Degeorges 

 

15:30-15:45 Break 

 

15:45 – 17:15 Panel 5: Visual and Material Culture 

Panel 5 

15:45-17:15 

 

Visual and 

Material 

Culture 

Golbarg Rekabtalaei, NC State University 

“Urban Modernity and Cinematic Education: The Case of Early Twentieth Century Tehran” 

Abstract: Much of the literature on early cinema in Iran asserts that there were religious objections to 

films from very early on, arising from cinema’s potential in simulating God’s acts of creation by 

recreating images of real life, and/or by propagating idolatry. Following such claims, then, these 
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conventional narratives deem early cinematic practices as unpopular and the industry as non-existent, at 

least until mid-twentieth century. Paying attention to the cinematic activities of everyday people in 

Tehran, and rereading sources from the first few decades of the twentieth century, however, beg us to 

consider a different standpoint. Despite what has been conventionally argued, there is overwhelming 

evidence that attest to the acceptance and well-reception of cinema by the urban public. Validating and 

endorsing the pedagogical attributes of cinema, cosmopolitan cinema operators and owners legitimized 

this communication medium technology at a time of governmental decentralization and cinematic 

precarity. Operated by people from a variety of ethnic, religious, and linguistic backgrounds, who were 

in dialogue with global cinematic developments and national discourses, cinema was promoted as an 

educational tool in the service of the nation. Legitimized as a means to enlighten the masses and 

therefore entangled in nationalist discourses of the 1900s and 1910s, movie theatres and other film 

screening settings including, hotels, guest-lodges, coffee shops, and conference venues, grew 

significantly in number in the first three decades of the twentieth century. The increase in the number of 

such public spaces and interactions in these sites of sociability changed the fabric of Tehran, turning the 

city into an urbanite cosmopolitan center. Such proliferation in number and activities surrounding 

cinema also turned the enterprise into a commercial industry which further compartmentalized the city, 

giving rise to entertainment districts that became terrains for the reproduction of the city’s popular 

culture in the decades that followed. 

Bio: Dr. Golbarg Rekabtalaei is a cultural and social historian of Modern Iran, with a broader focus on 

the history of the modern Middle East at large. She received her PhD in Near and Middle Eastern 

Civilizations from University of Toronto in 2015. Her research concentrates on the decoupling of 

cinematic (and cultural) temporality from political temporality in twentieth century Iran. She is interested 

in the relationships between cinematic image and space, modernity, cosmopolitanism, urbanisation, 

nationalism, and revolutions. She is particularly interested in the role of cinema, in concrete form and 

onscreen, in facilitating cosmopolitan imaginations and hybrid subjectivities in early twentieth century 

Tehran. Dr. Rekabtalaei is currently a Postdoctoral Teaching Scholar in the Department of History at 

North Carolina State University, where she teaches “Modern Middle East.” 

Sandria Freitag, NC State University 

“The Materiality of Urban Muslim Visual Culture” 

Abstract: The virtually ubiquitous distribution and consumption of visual print capitalism in modern 

India has created and encouraged aspirational visions of self and society linked to the range of state 

formations obtaining in the 20th c. subcontinent. These are complemented by new meanings attributed to 

long traditions of urban enactments of foundational stories that come to be linked to notions of 

indigenous ‘good rule’ and (revised) models for behavior that are also expressions of being modern. That 

intersection – of visual print capitalism and embodied enactments – create a materiality of expression 

that has not been substantively explored for the history of South Asian Muslims. My focus on the visual 

history of South Asia has now expanded out to two digital projects I hope to briefly describe: a relational 

database of narratives based on images, and a collaborative examination of the photographs of Partition. 

Bio: Sandria B. Freitag has long explored a range of source materials that can be used to answer new 

questions about non-elites in Indian society (ranging from criminality to public-space activities, 

including riots and processions, as well as popular visual culture), and tracing change from the British 

period through the 20th century. A second, related interest she pursues in teaching as well as research 

and extended public service is the changing place and role of Non-Governmental Organizations in India. 

Ariela Marcus-Sells, Elon University 

“Textual Practice: Devotional Reading in a Southern Saharan Sufi Community” 
Abstract: Manuscript libraries around the world, from almost every historical era, are filled with written 

devotional aids such as supplicatory prayers (du’āt or ad’iyya); litanies (awrād); and remembrances 

(adhkār) – and yet this genre of text has received almost no critical attention from scholars of Muslim 

history. The lack of attention that these, apparently highly popular, works have received seems to stem, 

in part, from their hermeneutical opacity. These short, non-narrative works appear to have served as aids 

to devotional practice – but on their own, detached from an ideological superstructure, they resist 

interpretation. Like material artifacts, these remnants of historical practice evoke endless questions about 

their context but on their own provide no answers. In this paper, I will examine a set of devotional aids 

produced at the turn of the nineteenth century by Sīdi al-Mukhtār and Sīdi Muhammad al-Kuntī, the first 

two leaders of an influential Sufi family from the Southern Saharan desert. I will show that, while some 

questions about the exact use and application of these texts remain unanswerable, it is possible to situate 

them within larger discussions about the role, nature, and form, of Muslim devotional practice. First, I 
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will situate these devotional aids relative to the Kunta scholars’ longer treatises on Sufi cosmology, 

sacred history, and practice. Next, I will demonstrate how the relationship between the Kunta devotional 

texts and other members of the genre in circulation at the time. Ultimately, I argue that Sīdi al-Mukhtār 

and Sīdi Muḥammad produced these texts in response to changing regional understandings of Muslim 

devotional practice, and with the goal of portraying themselves as the guardians of efficacious religious 

practice and as powerful Sufi friends of God. 

Bio: Ariela Marcus-Sells is a professor of Religious Studies and Distinguished Emerging Scholar at Elon 

University. Her research focuses on the intellectual history of Sufi Muslims in West Africa and draws on 

the Arabic-language manuscripts produced in the region in the pre-colonial period. Her current work 

focuses on one Sufi Muslim community from the Southern Saharan desert at the turn of the nineteenth 

century and examines the relationship between the contested categories of devotional practice, sorcery, 

and Sufi friendship with God. As part of this, as well as future, projects, she is interested in examining 

the construction of the categories of religion, science, and magic in Western Europe and tracing their 

uneasy mapping onto pre- and early- modern Muslim societies and cultures. 

Chair/Discussant: Glaire Anderson 

 

17:30-19:30 Dinner Conversation 

 


