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Special Topic

Engaging the Other:

Perceptions and Relations between Muslims and non-Muslims

The three articles presented here are the results of a series of colloquia
entitled “Encounters of Muslims and non-Muslims in Asia,” which was
made possible by the support of the Institute of Humanities, Seoul
National University. The contributors, specialists respectively of Qur’anic
exegesis, Ottoman history, and modern Islamic thought, have each con-
tributed an article on lesser known aspects of the encounter between
Muslims and non-Muslims. It is hoped that these articles, arranged in
roughly chronological order, will introduce readers to new topics within
the vast range of Muslim/non-Muslim relations.

Over the last few years there has been a dramatic rise in prejudice
against Muslims around the world, and South Korea, which has a rather
small (and mostly invisible) Muslim population, is no exception. Given the
situation, it behooves scholars engaged in the study of Islam to show that
relations between Muslims and non-Muslims were not always so hostile,
nor the interperceptions so negative, and that another way is possible.

Based on diverse Qur’anic exegeses, medieval and modern, Alena

Kulinich explores how the enigmatic religious community called the
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Sabians, whose identity remains uncertain, was imagined and characterized
by Muslim authors. Discussions on the Sabians transcend questions about
the nature of this specific non-Muslim group, and have implications for
whether any non-Muslim (even those who do not belong to the Abrahamic
religions) can be saved. Eunjeong Yi’s article demonstrates that the jan-
issaries in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, often portrayed simply
as a Sunni Muslim force of the Ottoman Empire both in Turkey and the
Balkans, were actually often recruited from recent Christian converts on
a voluntary basis, and had a rather mixed spirituality led by Bektashi
Sufis, while maintaining close economic and social ties with Christians.
These observations seem to prove that any organization that truly aimed
at prosperity and growth could not exclude Christians, who accounted for
more than 30% of the Ottoman population. Third, Siavash Saffari deals
with the ideas of Muhammad Igbal, a famous intellectual of early-twen-
tieth-century colonial India. While admiring the scientific achievements of
the modern West, Igbal also critiqued the West from the standpoint of
Sufi Islam; Igbal saw the Islamic East and materialist West as civiliza-
tional equals that are historically and fundamentally interconnected, and
called for dialogue and exchange between them.

The relations between Muslims and non-Muslims must be addressed
squarely and sincerely both in Korea and in the wider world, and these
Special Topic articles constitute just a small effort to contribute to this proc-
ess from an academic perspective, by highlighting three historical cases. We
hope that further studies on the classical Islamic texts, the history of Islam,

and modern Islamic thought, will open up new possibilities in the future.

Yi, Eunjeong



