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them are Satan, Iblis, Taghutt, Pharaoh, and al-Dajjal." However, the only

figure with an eschatological significance is al-Dajjal. Al-Dajjal occupies
an important place in the body of Hadith and manuals of Islamic theology.
Very few English works, however, have been written on this subject. This
article aims to offer the reader an Islamic understanding of al-Dajjal by
referring to two major sources: the Quriin and the Hadith. Classical as well as
contemporary scholars and sources of Islamic theology will be explored.
Haditl literature has a detailed account of the emergence of al-Dajjal and
his struggle against Jesus and the Mahdi.

His full name al-Masih al-Dajjal, literally, the pseudo-messiah or the
opposite of al-Masih “Tsa (Jesus the Messiah or the true Messiah), The term al-
Dajjal originally comes from the Syriac language and is used in Arabic,
According to some Arabic lexicons, al-Masih means the one who has no
eyebrows and a single eye on one side of his face. This characteristic is found
in al-Dajjal, the pseudo-messiah.? Thbn Manzir, author of the famous Arabic
lexicon, indicates that al-Masih has two opposite meanings applied to two
personalities. Al-Masih is used to describe al-Dajjal, as well as Jesus. The term
al-Masih can mean the beautiful one, Jesus, as well as his opposite, al-Dajjil,
the ugly one.? Al-Masth can also mean the one who is blind; therefore, this title
is given to the blind al-Dajjal.* Accordingly, al-Masih “Isa is the opposite of
al-Masth al-Dajjal, i.e., Jesus the Christ is the opposite of the Antichrist.

Both the words al-Masih and al-Dajjal are strange (gharib), that is, originally
derived from languages other than Arabic, The word al-Masih originally

There are many figures that represent evil in the Islamic tradition. Among
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comes from Hebrew but was adopted by Arabs and subsequently given
many meanings.’

Al-Dajjal in the Qur’an

Whether or not al-Dajjal is directly referred to in the Qur'an is a matter of
debate among Muslim scholars. Strictly speaking, the word al-Dajjal does not
appear in the Qur'an. However, some scholars believe that he is mentioned
by character traits. The Qur'anic verses that mention Jesus indirectly make
reference to al-Dajjal, the Antichrist. One verse reads: “Nay, but verily man is
rebellious” (96.6). Here “man” refers to al-Dajjal, the Antichrist of the Muslim
world who will “attack the people of prayer and attack mosques rebelliously.”
Another Islamic scholar refers to a verse in chapter 17, which reads “And
we decreed for the children of Israel in the scripture, ye verily will work
corruption on the earth twice and will become great tyrants” (17.4). Modern
Egyptian scholar Muhammad Awad believes that the second corruption
mentioned in this verse indicates the emergence of the Antichrist at the end of
time.” One can argue that verses about Pharaoh and the struggle of Moses
against him" and the verses about some false deities, which are named as
Taghut in the Qur'an and are found in 2.56-57; 4.51, 60.76; 5.36; 16.36; and
39.17, are censidered among those containing characteristics of the Antichrist
in the Tslamic tradition. As Bernard McGinn writes, “some Qur’anic exegetes
refer to Chapter 108 in the Qur'an, which is called Kauthar and claimed that
the verse contains the hallmarks of the Antichrist.” The chapter reads: “Lo! We
have given thee (Muhammad) the abundance; so pray unto your Lord and
sacrifice, surely the one who hates you, be is the one who is cut off” (108.1—
3). McGinn indijcates that Muslim scholars understand the term abtar to mean
“the ane who is cut off,” and believe it is a reference to the Antichrist.'®

Al-Dajjal in Hadith Literature

The Ahadith are considered the second most authoritative source of Islam,
and many are dedicated to the emergence of al-Dajjal. Almost all authoritative
Hadith collections dedicate a chapter to the trials (Fitan) of the end of time,
which focus on the Antichrist. My own investigation revealed more than two
hundred such Ahadith of varying lengths."! The Hadith which explore the
emergence of the Antichrist almost always examine the struggle between
Jesus, the Christ, and the Antichrist, as well.

One of these traditions indicates that the companions of the Prophet were
so often warned about the emergence of the Antichrist that they began to think
that the Antichrist was in the suburb of Medina, hidden among the date trees,
waiting to attack the city. Even a young Jewish man named Ibn Sayyad (d. 683)
was believed to be the Antichrist and was nearly killed by Omar, a prominent

292



THE Lecenn oF AL-DapAL (ANTICHRIST)

companion of the Prophet who would become the second caliph of Islam. The
young Jewish man was saved by the Prophet’s intervening words: “If he is
indeed the Antichrist, then you cannot kill him, because Jesus will kill him. If
he is not the Antichrist then again you may not kill him simply because he has
the features of the Antichrist.”" The encounter between the Prophet and his
campanions and this legendary figure, who is believed to be the son of a
Jewish family of Medina, is found in many Abadith.”

Almost all traditions portray al-Dajjal as a person. In some, he is even said
to resemble a specific person whose name was “Abd al-"Uzza bin Qatan.
Al-Dajjal is known as ugly, dirty and having only one eye (al-A"war). Anas, a
companion of the Prophet narrates that the Prophet said, “No prophet was sent
but he warned his community against the one-eyed (al-A*war) lar (al-Dajjal):
‘Beware, he is A*war, and your Lord is not Awar, And there will be written
between his eyes the word Kifir (disbeliever).' "

A tradition narrated by Nawis b. Sam®an also mentions his emergence and
the period of his reign on earth, which, according to a well-known Hadith:
will be forty days,

The messenger of God mentioned al-Dajjal one morning spoke at length
about al-Dajjal (so emphasizing him) that we thought that he was
among date-trees. ‘I am afraid that al-Dajjal will defeat you® the Prophet
said. The Prophet said ‘If he emerges {I am with you) I will defend you
against him, if he emerges and (I am not with you) every soul should
defend himself. God is my successor upon every Muslim. He is a young
man with curly hair, his eye is blown up, I almost resemble him to al-
‘Uzza bin-Qatan, those of you who live until the time of his emergence
let him read against him the first verses of the chapter al-Kahf (the cave,
chapter 18) of the Qur’an. He is emerging from a place between
Damascus and Iraq. He travels tawards right and left. O servants of Ged
be steadfast.” We said ‘O’ messenger of god, How long will be his stay
on earth? He said: ‘forty days, one day is like a year, one day is like a
month, one day is like a weelk and his other days are like your days.” We
said ‘O’ messenger of God on the day which is like one year is it enough
for us the prayer of one regular day? The Prophet said: ‘No, measure
that day according to your days,’ We said, ‘O messenger of God, how
fast is he on the earth?’ He said: ‘Like rain backed by wind. He comes
to a nation and they believe In him and accept (his message). He
commands the sky to rain and it rains, and the earth to grow grass, and
it grows. He provides them with plenty of wealth. He comes to another
nation and they reject his message. He turns away from them and they
become poor with nothing in their hands. He passes a remnant of an
ancient city and tells her ‘take out your treasures.’ Its treasures follow
him like bees, then he calls 2 man full of youth and strikes him with his
sword, cutting him in two. Then he calls him and he (the youth) comes
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laughing with shining face (as if al-Dajjil was unable to kill him}, at that
moment God sends Jesus the son of Mary, He descends on the top of
the white minaret at the east of Damascus, putting his hands on the
wings of two angels. (He is so beautiful that) When he bows his head,
water drops when he lifis it shines like pearls. Any non-believer who
finds his breath will be killed; his breath reaches as far as his sight. He
pursues al-Dajjal and finds Lim at the gate of Lydda, then he kills him.
Then a nation who was saved in the trial of the Anti-Christ comes to
Jesus, He touches them and tells them about the their levels in paradise.
At that time God inspires Jesus that he has sent some people (Gog and
Magog) that no one can defeat. And God says: “T'ake my servants to the
mountain of Tour,’""

Bernard McGinn compares this to the Jewish armiffus. As understood from
the Hadith cited above, these ‘days’ are to be understood differently from how
we currently perceive them. One day will be like one year, the second will be
like one month, the third like a week, and the others like regular days. The
rest of the tradition indicates that al-Dajjal will claim to be a god and will
command clouds to bring rain, and it will rain, and he will command the earth
to grow grass, and grass will grow, While he is killing a young believer
(Mu'min), Jesus will come, the young believer will be resurrected, and Jesus
will pursue and kill al-Dajjil. The Prophet warns Muslims against al-Dajjal's
trial, and asks them to recite chapter 18 of the Qur'an in order to be protected
from al-Dajjal. The place of his emergence is said to be somewhere between
Syria (Damascus) and Irag.

Said Nursi (d. 1960) makes two interpretations on this but humbly reminds
his readers that, “No one knows the realm of the unseen ( ghayb) but Allah”
(27:65). Nursi says, “There are two interpretations of this: the first, a badith
indicates that the Big Dajjil (the Antichrist of the Christian world) will emerge
from the North Pole. Because in the North Pole the whole year is one night
and one day . . ." In his second interpretation, Nursi says that both Dajjals, the
Dajjal of Muslim world and the Dajjal of the Christian world, will have three
periods of rule. During the first of these, which are called “days,” the
Antichrists will accomplish “endeavors,” the like of which a human being
could not accomplish in three hundred years." Nursi believed this is what the
Prophet of Islam meant by indicating that one day will be like one year, Nursi
also suggests that the Antichrist is not a person but a regime, specifically,
the communist regime, which promotes irreligion and disbelief in God.
Interestingly, Nursi claims that communism began in Siberia, near the North
Pole.” According to another tradition, al-Dajjil will first claim to be a prophet,
then a god. He will perform miracles, resurrecting parents of the Bedouins.
He will be able to enter every place with the exceptions of Mecca and
Medina.'®
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In another authentic Hadith source, al-Dajjil is mentioned in “The Story of
the Beast.” The reliability of this Hadith is much debated among Muslim
scholars, although it is taken from an often accepted Hadith source, because
it is unclear whether the story of the beast is to be understood as a vision or
a reality. Unlike other traditions, in this particular Hadith, the Prophet narrates
what one of his companions has said, a Christian who converted to Islam. The
tradition is narrated by Fatima bint Qays, one of the early immigrant women
from Medina. In this narration, the Prophet says that Tamim talked to him
about something, which was compatible with what he said about the
Antichrist. The Prophet narrates:

He sailed in a boat with thirty people of Lakhm (tribe) and Juzam (tribe).
They struggled with waves for one month. Then around sunset time
they took refuge in an island, and they entered the island. An extremely
hairy beast passed them. They did not know its front and its back
because of the extreme hair. They said ‘“What are you?' It said ‘T am the
beast.! They said “What is the beast?" It said ‘O people, go to this man in
the monastery. He is anxious about your news.” He (Tamim) said that
when it named a man we left it; we thought it might be Satan, We went
quickly and entered the monastery. We found the biggest man in His
creation we had ever seen. His two hands were tied with iron to his
neck together with his knees and we said "Who are you? He said “You
learned who I am. Tell me who are you? (The Hadith continues with
the Antichrist's question of the date of Baysan, afier Tamim gives him
the details of their story:) ‘Tell me about the dates of Baysin.’ We said
“What of the dates of Baysan are you asking about” He said, 'T am asking
you about its date-trees, Are they still giving dates?” We said ‘Yes.’ He
said ‘It is near that they won't give dates anymore.” He said: ‘Tell me
about the lake of Tabarriyyah.! We said “What of Tabarriyyah are you
asking? He said: ‘Is there water still in it The Prophet says ‘They
(Tamim and his companions) said ‘Yes, there is plenty of water in it.” He
(Antichrist) said: ‘Its water is about to go.' He said "Tell me about the
fountain of Zugar,’ They said: “What aspect are you asking about?” He
said 'Is there water in the fountain? And are its people watering the
agriculture with its water?” We said Yes, it has plenty of water and its
people use it for their agriculture.’ He said ‘Tell me about the Prophet of
illiterates (Arabs). What has he done? They said: ‘He started in Mecca,
then came down to Medina.' He said: ‘Did Arabs fight him?* We said
“Yes.! We told him that he defeated his opponents, then they all obeyed
him. He said ‘Is that happened? We said ‘yes.’ He said: ‘It would be
better for them to obey him.' Then he said: ‘Let me tell you about myself:
I am the Messiah (Antichrist). I am about to receive permission to
emerge. I will emerge and travel on the earth. I will never leave any
village but enter it in forty (days), Mecca and Medina are prohibited for
me, Whenever I want to enter both or each of them an angel with a
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sword will prevent me from entering. At every door of it there is an
angel who protects it,' She (Fatima, the narrator) said that the Messenger
of God said knocking the pulpit with his finger; “This is Tayba (Medina)
This is Tyba," He meant Medina, The Prophet said ‘Did 1 tell you this.’
People said “Yes,” The Prophet said: ‘1 am excited about the story of
Tamim, because it is similar to what I have told you about the Antichrist
and Medina and Mecca. Beware he is in the sea of Damascus
{Mediterranean Sea) or the sea of Yemen (Red Sea). No, on the contrary
he is coming from the east, he is coming from the east, he is coming
from the east. Pointing with his hand towards the east.’ She (Fatima)
says: ‘I have memorized this from the messenger of God."

The reliability of this source is questioned by some scholars, such as

A.]. Jenkinson, who states that the story of Tamim is influenced by Greek
tales of the god Zeus, who chained Prometheus to an island because of his
hatred for the sons of lapetos.™ Although this tradition is considered reliable
according to the methodology of Hadith narrations, many scholars of the
Hadith find weak links in its chain of narration.”

What is undersiood from the body of Hadith literature is that the Antichrist
has an ontological existence, although some Muslim interpreters claim that he
is a sort of devil or demon that is unseen. There are some traditions that place
al-Dajjal and Satan on the same level. The Prophet takes refuge in God from
Satan and from al-Dajjl. ‘A’isha, wife of the Prophet, narrates: “The Prophet
was saying in his prayers (daily prescribed) as follows: ‘O my Lord! I take
refuge in you from the torment of the grave, and I take refuge in you from the
trial {fitna) of al-Dajjal and 1 take refuge in you from the trial of life and
death.”” It is very well-known among Muslims that in the final part of each
prayer of the five daily prayers, they are asked to take refuge in God from four
things: 1) the fre of hell, 2) the torment of the grave, 3) the trial of life and
death, and 4) from the evil of the Antichrist.”® We are told that the Prophet
taught this prayer to his companions as he was teaching a chapter from
the Quridn.

According to the general description of the Antichrist in Hadith literature,
al-Dajjil is portrayed as an evil human, not as a devil. He has a human
physiognomy and is described in terms of human characteristics; he has eyes,
hair, and a body. In some traditions, he is tall; in others, he is short. Medieval
scholars like ‘Alf al-QarT (d. 1605) try to reconcile these contradictory
descriptions found in the Afadith* In some traditions, the Antichrist is even
thought to resemble a specific person from a specific tribe. Some traditions
indicate that there will be many Antichrists, usually thirty or twenty-seven,
while others indicate that there will only he one. Two pseudo-prophets who
led rebellions against the Prophet, Aswad al-Anasi (d. 632) and Musaylamah
al-Khaddib (d. 633), were considered among the first Antichrists.”
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Al-Dajjdl is also characterized in the Abadith by a description of his
forehead, which is described as bearing the title K-F-R, which means
unbeliever. Al-Bukhar?'s version is very short, after mentioning al-Dajjal's one-
eye, Anas narrates that the Prophet said: “There will be written between his
eyes KAFIR (disbeliever).” According to several traditions, these letters will
be written between his two eyes, Some traditions add that all believers will be
able to read and understand this word, whether or not they are literate. In
some versions of the Hadith, only those who do not like his endeavors will be
able to read it. Hadith interpreters differ as to the meaning of these letters,
There are those who interpret the description literally and those who interpret
it metaphorically. Al-NawawT narrates that there is a consensus among the
“scholars of truth” that the writing in question is real, God will put this writing
as a sign to believers to reject the Antichrist. Every believer will be able to read
it. However, those who like his endeavors will be unable to read it.¥ In the
Islamic tradition, God controls man’s ability to see or understand. It is therefore
possible that a believer, even if illiterate, may read and understand if God so
chooses. Likewise, an unbeliever who is literate may be unable to see or read
as God wishes. Bernard McGinn argues that the notion that the Antichrist will
have three letters written on his forehead parallels a number of Christian
physiognomies, especially those of the pseudo-John and the pseudo-Daniel
apocalypses.®

The death of the Antichrist is directly connected to the descent of Jesus.
According to prophetic sayings as mentioned above, Jesus will descend and
kill the Antichrist in a place called Lydda, a small town near Jerusalem.
According to the story of Ibn Sayyad, the Prophet indicates that, “only Jesus
can kill the Antichrist.” Also, the Prophet, when he ascended to heaven, is said
to have met with Jesus who told him that he would come at the end of time
and kill the Antichrist® In such traditions, one can see a strong relationship
between Muhammad and Jesus, who will come to help the community of
Muhammad and protect them from the Antichrist, who will besiege that
community. We are told that Jesus will descend onto & Minaret of the Umayyad
Mosque, the grand mosque of Damascus. This has been taken literally by many
medieval scholars. For this reason, commoners prepared a white horse for
Jesus to ride in his battle against the Antichrist.

The killing of the Antichrist is taken by many Muslims in a literal sense,
vet, there are some contemporary scholars who focus on the symbolic
language of Abadith. Jesus represents truth and the Antichrist represents
falsehood. Thus, Jesus' killing of the Antichrist is also a killing of falsehood.
One very interesting interpretation made by Said Nursi suggests that the killing
of the Antichrist is symbolic rather than literal. Therefore, it is not the killing
of a person but of a movement of irreligion or materialism. According to Nursi,
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“At the end of time, while Christianity is purified, and rid of superstitions and
united with Islam against the movement of disbelief and denial of God which
stems from Naturalistic philosophy, the collective personality of Christianity
will kill the collective personality of irreligiousity with the sword of divine
revelation. Jesus, representing the collective personality of Christianity will kill
al-Dajjil, who represents the collective personality of disbelief.”™® Although
Nursi does not outright deny the literal meaning of the Hadlith, he is very clear
about this spiritual struggle between belief and disbelief. Interpreting the
Hadlith which says “Jesus will kill the Antichrist,” Nursi says, “The persona of
al-Dajjal will be killed by the sword of the persona of Jesus, peace be upon
him.” Nursi continues: “Only Christian spiritualists who will merge the
truthfulness of the religion of Jesus with the truthfulness of Islam and by this
power (resulted from the merging of Islam and Christianity) will be able to
destroy the huge statue of materialism and irreligiousity, and will kill the
collective personality of both and their idea of disbelief, which is the denial of
the Divine,”™ According to Nursi, the Hadith refers to the community of
spiritual Christians who are struggling against worldwide disbelief. These
people will merge the real religion of Jesus with Islam, and by this merger the
religion of God will have a strong power through which they will be able to
‘kill' the collective persconality of materialism. Here, Nursi focuses on
Muslim—Christian cooperation, which is, according to Nursi, predicted by
Prophet Muhammad in his allegorical sayings. By this, Muslims and
Christians will be able to rescue humanity from disbelief in God, and will
reestablish ‘holy' values. Although some traditions indicate that the
Antichrist will be killed by the Mahdi, the messianic figure in Islam, major
sources on the subject clearly indicate that this role belongs to Jesus.

Al-Dajjal in Islamic Theology

With regard to prophetic sayings on the matter of the Antichrist, as
briefly indicated above, Muslim scholars are divided into three groups:
those who accept the traditions literally, those who interpret the traditions,
and those who deny their reliability. To those who claim the traditions must
be taken in a literal sense, the traditionalist scholars, the Prophet has said the
truth, and logically it is not impossible. Therefore, the traditions must be
accepted as literal in meaning. The emergence of al-Dajjal, it is thought, will
occur in the time of miraculous things, and it is said that al-Dajjal will perform
miracles. Such an idea is not viewed as outside the scope of reason. It is an
unseen issue (ghaybi); therefore, there is no room for personal interpretation
of the subject.

The second group, which favors interpretation of the traditions, believes
that the traditions of the Antichrist are reliable and authentic, but have

298



THE LEGEND oF AL-DXapiL (ANTICHRIST)

allegorical meanings. Therefore, interpretation is necessary to understand the
traditions. Among those who were first to promote this idea was al-Taftazani
{d. 1390), a famous medieval Muslim theologian. He interprets the emergence
of the Antichrist as the dominance of evil and corruption on earth. Some other
signs of doomsday are the trial of the Mongolian invasion of Muslim land. To
such scholars, prophetic sayings should not be taken literally, but require
interpretatiorn,

The third group, which questions the authenticity of the Hadith, believes
that the image of the Antichrist created in the Hadith is irreconcilable with
Qur'dnic teachings because the Quran states that the coming of the day of
judgment will be sudden (6.31-44; 21.40; 22.25; 43.66). The miracles attributed
io the Antichrist in Hadith literature seem stronger than the miracles given to
the prophets to prove their cause or religious claims. God will not, according
to such scholars, give the Antichrist such miracles for the purpose of deceiving
people. Again, to this group, traditions on the Antichrist contradict the
teachings of the Qurian, which says there is no change in the laws of
nature enacied by God (33:62).

Referring to authoritative sources of the Islamic tradition, classical
Muslim theologians have enshrined belief in the emergence of the Antichrist
as an integral part of Islamic faith since the eighth century. The first of these
theologians, Aba Hanifa (d. 767), after declaring the truthfulness of the signs
of the Day of Judgment, indicated that the emergence of the Antichrist (Kburitf
al-Dajial) is true and a reality. Theologians after him interpreted prophetic
sayings found in the collections of Abadith in different ways. The founders of
iwo different schools of thought in Islamic theology, al-Ash®ari (d. 935) and al-
Maturidi (d. 944), did not add anything to the views of Abil Hanifa. All scholars
in the Sunni Muslim tradition, with almest no exception, accepted the
emergence of the Antichrist as a reality, “Kburitj al-Dajjdl Hagqun." Not only
Sunnites but Shi‘ites, Kharijites, and Mu‘azilites, accepted the emergence of
the Antichrist. Therefore, their beliefs support those of the Sunni tradition.
Shifite sources record that there were questions “All, the cousin of the Prophet,
was asked about the Antichrist, which he answered. It is believed that “Ali's
answers stemmed from the teachings of the Prophet, although there are some
slight differences such as descriptions of the followers of the Antichrist.
According to some Shi‘ite sources, the Mahdi, a very significant figure in the
Shi‘ite tradition, will kill the Antichrist with the help of Jesus,* while in the
Sunni tradition, this role belongs solely to Jesus. Nineteenth century Kharijites
sources present a similar scenario.® “Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1024), a well-known
Mu‘tazilite scholar of the medieval Islamic world, although not denying the
emergence of the Antichrist, used the Mu'tazilite principle of reason, saying
that sending such a person with the ability to perform miracles would go
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against the principle that God created humans to test. He says the miracles of
the Antichrist should not be considered real miracles. He believed that all
sayings regarding the miracles of the Antichrist should be interpreted in light
of such reasoning.*

As is expected in the Sufi tradition, we find there a more esoteric
interpretation of the emergence of the Antichrist. The prophetic traditions in
fact have two meanings, one esoteric and the other exoteric. Sufis favor the
esoteric meanings of these traditions. In fact, the emergence of the Antichrist
is the emergence of the evil soul of humans. This soul shows truth as falsehood
to humanity according to Sufis. The famous Sufi and Muslim spiritual authority,
Ibn al-‘Arabl (d. 1240), views al-Dajjal, Ihn Sayyad, and Musaylamah, the
pseudo-prophet, as belonging to the same category. However, the trial of
al-Dajjil will be more severe, because he claims divinity. He will appear to
petrform some miracles, will change some rules of nature, and will resurrect
the dead. The prophetic description of the long day of al-Dajjil indicates that
in the time of his emergence, there will be an intense cloud of ignorance
among people. In fact, days will be no lenger than usual and nature will not
be altered, but will have the appearance of having been altered,®

The famous Sufi poet RGmi (d. 1273} talks about the metaphorical
blindness of the Antichrist. To him, the prophetic traditions on the blindness
(al-A"war, one-eyed) of the Antichrist should not be taken literally, but
metaphorically. He says, “one can be blind, because of his desire and his
anger, although he may have normal eyes.” He names an historical personality
who is believed to have lived in the time of the Roman Empire and to have
caused the persecution of Christian believers as the Antichrist, According to the
story that RGmi narrates in his Matirnawi, there was a deceitful and
unbelieving Grand Vizier to a King. He told his king to slice his ears and his
nose, so that he might claim that he had been punished for his secret faith,
and thus gain the trust of Christians. Many Christians followed this hypocrite,
believing that he had been punished for his faith and that he was a
representative of Jesus, Because he deceived sa many, Rimi declares that “this
man was a blind and accursed Antichrist.™

Contemporary Discussion

There has been a severe debate among contemporary Muslim scholars
regarding the Apadith about al-Dajjal. The key point of the discussion is
whether al-Dajjal is real or the product of superstition. Most traditional
scholars, such as Siddiq Hassan Khan (d. 1889), believed that al-Dajjal would
emerge as a person as described in the prophetic traditions. Those who claim
that al-Dajjal will come in a supernatural way have written sensational books
on the subject. One can find these books in the streets of Cairo, Karachi,
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Istanbul, and Riyadh. Al-Biiji, a well-known contemporary Syrian scholar
representing the traditionalist view, says, “in this matter the only source of
knowledge is the news that is given by the Prophet which indicates certainty.
If there were no such traditions we would not be able to imagine the existence
of the Antichrist. When he emerges he will be known by the physical senses
because he is not in the world of the un-manifested (‘alam al-ghayb)
anymore.”” As indicated above, another group in this discussion believe that
prophetic sayings are uttered according to the literature of the Arabic language
and have allegorical or metaphorical meanings. In this group, scholars such as
Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) and his student, Rashid Ricda consider the
Antichrist a symbol of deceit and evil. The emergence of the Antichrist
symbolizes corruption and anarchy as well as materialism.*®

Some of these scholars went even further, identifying Western civilization
with the Antichrist. Among these is Muhammad Asad (d. 1992}, an Austrian
who converted to Islam, He believed that Western civilization was the
Antichrist because those living in this civilization do not see the spiritual
level of life, and see only the material. In Asad's view, the technology this
civilization has created goes far beyond the power of humans and creates
miracles. With these technological advances, long distances have been
shortened, extraordinary irrigation systems simulate natural rain, complex
machinery allows it to mine the earth for hidden treasures, and the dead can
be resurrected by means of medical technology. Because of such miraculous
things, many perceive Western civilization as possessing god-like power, thus
Asad indicates that Western civilization is an Antichrist.* Asad influenced other
scholars such as the syndicated Egyptian columnist and television show host,
Mustafa Mahmud, who endorsed Asad's claims about Western civilization.*
Such scholars were severely criticized by those who clung to the literal
meanings of the traditions. Those who promoted such literal understandings
claimed that it would be impossible to think that the Antichrist is a symbol,
because the traditions clearly emphasize that the Antichrist will be a
human and even give a physical description. Some even accused those
who claimed that the Antichrist was a symbol of corrupting the religion
of Islam."

Another interpretation connects the Antichrist with Jewish people. Rashid
Rida was a champion of this idea; he believed that the trials of the Antichrist
described in the prophetic traditions could be describing a Zionist King and
his followers. Rida thought that Jews may be able to use their knowledge of
electricity and chemistry as well as other real sciences to perform the miracles
that the Antichrist is predicted to perform,” This connection has been given
additional momentum by virtue of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Muhammad al-
Ghazzall discusses a Jewish genius who will claim divinity, whom thousands
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of other Antichrists will follow. Al-Ghazzali dramatizes the struggle between
Muslims and these Jewish Antichrists. According to al-Ghazzali, within this
period of anarchy, Jesus will descend from heaven, acknowledge Muhammad
as a prophet, kill the Antichrist, fight with Muslims against the “red army,” (the
army of Gog and Magog), and defeat them through belief in God. Although
in a general scenario of struggle between Christ and the Antichrist found

in Islamic literature, Christians and Muslims are considered supporters of
Christ; al-Ghazzall portrays Christians as the supporters of the Antichrist,
rather than Christ.”

There is a great deal of literature on the struggle between the Antichrist
and believers under the leadership of Christ in the land of Palestine and
Jerusalem. Another Egypiian author claims that many Jews will aid the
Antichrist, and even gives specific names of Jewish philosophers and scientists,
such as Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud. These Antichrists will be of Jewish
descent but will deny God and embrace materialism. This idea is also
supported by Egyptian-Christian author Ibrahim Sabri.* On the other hand,
Ben-Azra, a Jew who converted to Christianity, dedicated a whole chapter to
the Antichrist, in which he states that Jews will play a significant role in the
coming of the Messiah, and they will be his helpers and not the helpers of
the Antichrist.®

Some contemporary popular authors in the Muslim world who participate
in the debate concerning the Antichrist believe that he is not a human being
but a devil who will emerge as a personification of evil. Others say that even
if he is not a devil he will use a genie (genies are invisible creatures who exist
parallel to humans) to exercise his power and present a tremendous trial to
believers. Some authors go further, claiming that this genie is chained on an
island and that God will show him to the people when he wishes. There are
some contradictions in opinions. On one hand, some authors say the Antichrist
is a genie who can live without eating or drinking. Yet, they also write of the
genie as necessitating a mode of transportation, such as a large airplane with
a wingspan of 60 yards, "

There are several factors in the development of the idea of the Antichrist
in the Islamic tradition. As indicated above, the influence of the people of the
boolk, Christians and Jews, is obvious, Arab folklore also influenced the
development of the concept. In folklore, the Antichrist symbolizes evil and
those who are bad are considered the Antichrist’s soldiers. An early adais
writer, al-Jahiz (d. 868 c.e.), records that the poet Ma‘dan al-A’'ma al-Shumayti
describes his opponents in war as “the soldiers of the Antichrist."" As Ibn ‘Abd
Rabbih (d. 936), a well-known tenth century storyteller, records, the term
al-Dajjal used to be given to a blind person in Kufa in order to humiliate that
person.™ Folklore sources, such as the writings historian Ibn Iyis (d. after
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1522), after a long description of the Antichrist's height and emergence in
Isfahan (central Iran), describe one of the Antichrist's eyes as absent and then,
interestingly, prays that God will blind his other eyes as well.” Contemporary
Egyptian modernist philosopher Hasan Hanaff holds that the concept of the
Antichrist is folkloric,™

In folklore, eyes are very significant. One eye is almost always indicative
of evil or tyranny. For example, early Egyptian gods were identified by their
eyes. The number of eyes increased and decreased, depending upon the
sentiments of the people towards the particular god. A popular nineteenth
century Egyptian author, in his book on the signs of the Last Hour, gives a long
description of the Antichrist, and claims that al-Dajjal's eyes are similar to those
of the Egyptian gods, increasing and decreasing in size.”

As previously indicated, there are both religious and political aspects of
the portrayal of the Antichrist in Arabic folklore, The Muslim understanding of
the Antichrist has been informed by the Arab—Israeli conflict, and is also fueled
by other associations between Jews and the Antichrist. The emigration of
Russian Jews to Israel was said by some authors to be a sign of his emergence,
because emigrating Jews were thought to be forces of the Antichrist
assembling in the place of his emergence.” The mention of specific places
in which the Antichrist will emerge and be killed, such as Jerusalem and the
Gate of Lydda (formerly Lod), have added to tension between Arabs and Jews
by attributing religious significance to the lands over which these people
dispute and by giving the dispute itself a special religious significance as
part of the final battle between Christ and his forces and the Antichrist and
his forces.

Thus, each description or portrayal of the Antichrist also has political
implications, which are not limited to the Arab-Israeli conflict. For example,
Muhammad Asad associates Western civilization with the Antichrist, portraying
political tension between Muslims and the West. British military forces
colonizing the Sudan were associated with al-Dajjal during the war between
the Sudanis and the British. A Sudani sect, whose leader was known as the
Mahdi of Sudan (one who claimed to be the Muslim messiah), specifically
advocated casting British forces as Antichrists.” Thus, a political struggle or
territorial dispute became a battle between good and evil. Likewise,
identification of the Antichrist with some military forces or specific political
personalities, such as Stalin, Lenin, and Hitler, are found in the literature of
both conternporary Muslim and Christian popular authors.” Communism,
irreligion, and materjalism have been associated with the Antichrist. These
political ideologies and those who support them are equated with evil and are
to be opposed. Some authors have indicated that such Antichrists can only be
defeated by a united Muslim and Christian force,
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As is obvious from the sources and traditions mentioned above, al-Dajjal
does not appear in the Quriin, despite the fact that the holy text deals
extensively with eschatology and end times. However, there are some
references in the Qur'an which some contemporary and even medieval
scholars believe refer to the Antichrist. In the body of the Hadlith, there is no
doubit that al-Dajjal is extensively mentioned and has an ontological existence.
What is to be argued here is not the existence of al-Dajjil but the connection
of these Abadith to the Prophet of Islam. There is no doubt that there are some
common aspects in the body of the Hadlith as far as the characteristics of al-
Dajjal are concerned. Still, there are many contradictory traditions. One can
arguably say that the narrators have transmitted their interpretations of the
Prophet’s sayings rather than the sayings themselves, and this is the reason for
many of the contradictions. To accept all traditions would be impossible.

Historically speaking, almost all traditions on the subject were understood
literally, The possibility of the Prophet speaking in an allegorical way was
underestimated or ignored despite the fact that Muslim history shows that the
Prophet taught in a parabolic or allegoric manner. Some medieval scholars
such as al-Taftazani (d. 1390) opened the door to symbolic interpretations of
prophetic sayings, However, most continued to only interpret the texts literally,

Although belief in the emergence of the Antichrist is listed as a part of the
Muslim creed, especially in the early sources of Islamic theology, it has not
become a significant part of the Muslim faith, This is because the traditions that
mention al-Dajjal are not clear enough to form a principle. Most of these
traditions are interpreted by different scholars in different ways. The Antichrist
is a devil to some, a human with supernatural power to others, and to still
others, he is a movement or regime of disbelief.
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