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Introduction

These essays on Islam  were w ritten from tim e to tim e 
both on topical and  theoretical aspects. Islam  h as  been 
u n d er cloud, especially in the world m edia because  of 
certain  events one of which is the one th a t took place on 
9 /1 1  in  th e  USA. In In d ia n  m e d ia  too n u m b e r  of 
qu estio n s  keep  on arising  ab o u t Islam  an d  M uslim s. 
Also, m odernity  itself has becom e a  problem  as far as 
M uslims are  concerned, some adjusting  to it and  o thers  
reacting adversely to it.

All th e s e  p ro b le m s  n e e d  to  be a n a ly s e d  a n d  
u n d e rs to o d  properly . Any religion does n o t w ork in 
vacuum ; it h as  to root itself in the society and  h as  to 
c o n fro n t so c ia l p ro b le m s  w h o se  n a tu r e  k e e p s  on 
changing. No society can rem ain immobile for long and 
social change throw s up  ever-new problem s. The orthodox 
theo log ians often  rem ain  oblivious of th e se  ch an g es  
ta k in g  p lace  a ro u n d  th em  an d  s tick  fa s t  to e a r lie r  
form ulations. Change is seen as evil by them  and  they 
refuse to re-th ink  issues arising there from.

Every change is seen as bid‘ah  (innovation) and  bid‘ah  
is sin. This did have some relevance in the initial period 
of Islam . B id 'ah  w as then  defined as deviation from the 
teachings of the  Q ur’an and  sunnah  (practices) of the 
Prophet. T hus any innovation or deviation from it w as 
strongly denounced  and  th is denunciation  had  its own 
justification a t the time.

Now one h as  to re-exam ine the concept of bid'ah  since 
we are far rem oved from th a t initial period and  also the  
locale. The Prophet w as enacting the Q ur’anic teach ings
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in his own tim e and  w as providing guidance to h is people 
in th e  light of society he w as living in an d  prob lem s 
arising  there in . The contex t shou ld  never be ignored. 
The Holy P rophet (PBUH) w as m an of g reat vision and  
a lso  rece ived  rev e la tio n  from  A llah an d  he  tr ie d  to 
co n stru c t a  ju s t  and  hum ane order.

If we w an t to benefit from the teachings of the Prophet 
we should  u n d e rs tan d  the principles he left w ith u s  both 
in the form of Q u r’an  and  had ith  b u t equally im portan t, 
we should  also u n d e rs tan d  his actions and  his sayings 
in th e  ligh t of h is  con tex t. The princip le  an d  va lues 
rem ain  b u t context changes. It is therefore, our du ty  to 
reapply th ese  principles and  values in the light of our 
own context. The problem  is with traditional theologians. 
T hey a re  n o t p re p a re d  to re - th in k  or re -a p p ly  th e  
fundam en ta l values in our own time. They prefer to stick 
to the  w ords ra th e r th an  u n d ers tan d  its spirit.

T hus to them  tradition  is sacred, no t its m essage. 
Islam  w as a  g reat revolution of its time. It changed  the 
face of the  world. It gave sense of dignity to the  w eak and 
o p p ressed . W om en w ere em pow ered an d  given equal 
s ta tu s . There w as great em phasis on equity and  justice . 
H o w ev er, so o n  a  new  ru lin g  c la s s  e m e rg e d  w ith  
conquests of powerful Roman and  Sassanid  em pires. This 
ru l in g  c la s s  a d o p te d  w ays of th e s e  e m p ire s  a n d  
ab an d o n ed  Islam ic em phasis  on equality, dignity  and  
ju stice  and  seep concern for the w eak and  oppressed.

The Islam ic ju risp ru d en ce  was aiso developed u n d e r 
the changed  conditions and  the shari‘ah  reflected new  
values of the  ru ling  c lasses ra th e r  th a n  th e  Q u r’anic  
in ju n c tio n s  an d  P ro p h e t’s sunnah. P ro p h e t’s su n n a h  
em phasized  sim plicity  and  n eed -b ased  life. However, 
w h e n  U m ay y ad  a n d  A b b a s id  E m p ire s  c a m e  in to  
existence the  value-orientation changed. The schools of 
ju risp ru d en c e  were developed u n d er new  political and  
social d isp e n sa tio n  and  hence  sh a ri‘ah  fo rm u la tio n s  
becam e m ore formal and  lost earlier revolutionary elan 
of Q u r’anic Islam.

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



Introduction 9
These essays collected in th is book and  w ritten  from 

tim e to tim e are  an  a ttem p t to u n d e rs tan d  the  original 
s im p le r  a n d  d ire c t m e ssag e  of th e  Q u r’an  a n d  th e  
P rophet’s su n n a h  and  apply Q ur’ani£ values to m odern 
day realities. Q ur’anic m essage is surprisingly  m odern 
and  w ould rem ain  ever fresh. W hat is needed  is proper 
vision. There is g reat need to develop new  theology, a  
theology m ore fitting for our own tim es and  dealing with 
our own issues. It is not an  easy task . One should  have 
th o ro u g h  know ledge of th e  Q u r’an  a n d  su n n a h  an d  
Islam ic history, on one hand , and  of social and  n a tu ra l 
sciences of our own tim es, on the o ther and  also sincere 
com m itm ent to Islam.

These essays are an  elem entary a ttem p t to develop 
new theology for ou r own tim es. A theologian no t only 
needs new  know ledge and  thorough  com m itm en t b u t 
also a  fu tu re  vision. I fervently hope th is book will be a  
first step  in th a t direction. If it insp ires som e readers  to 
fulfill the  ta sk  my objective will be achieved. One m ay 
not agree w ith all th a t I have to say b u t if we can agi ee on 
the need  to develop new  theology it will be m ore th a n  an  
ach ievem ent.

Asgbar Ali Engineer
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Islam and the Challenge 
of Poverty

1

Religion according to its Latin origin religio m eans 
consciousness and  piety on one hand , and  to tie, or to 
bind on the other. Religion, in other words, can be defined 
as a  se t of sp iritual and  m etaphysical doctrines binding 
together all those who subscribe to them . Religion also 
becom es, over a  period of time, a  system  of significations 
sym bols and  ritua ls  providing a  deep sense of identity  
in  a  co m p lex  w orld  to e x is t w h ere  in  it se lf  is  an  
ex is ten tia l challenge. Also, religion in th e  h is to ry  of 
h u m an  beings, had  its origin as a  project of q u est of life, 
tru th  and  u ltim ate  destiny. However, and  it is negative 
side  of relig ion , th is  q u e s t for t r u th  o ften  lo ses  its  
dynam ism  and  gets crystallised in the form of im m utable 
dogm as. Soon a  se t of complex rituals  arise a round  these  
dogm as providing psychological solace and  a  sense  of 
symbolic fulfillm ent for the faithfuls.

A few privileged casu ists  on the o ther hand , p u rsu e  
m etaphysical questions so ab strac t in n a tu re  th a t n either 
do they  have any links with existential hum an  problem s 
nor w ith any sublim e hum an  destiny. Religion for them  
becom es a  sterile  in te llec tua l exercise. Religion th u s  
n e ith e r  serves as  a  dynam ic e th ica l an d  m oral code 
inspiring its followers to lead spiritually  m eaningful life 
w ithin the  space of essen tial m aterial needs nor does it



12

provide gu idance for sub lim ating  h u m a n  destiny  and  
in tegrating it w ith the cosmogenic process. In o ther w ords 
religion becom es it se t of dead rituals for the m asses  on 
one h a n d , an d , a  s e t of a b s tra c t, in c o m p reh en s ib le  
m etaphysical doctrines, on the other.

If re lig ion  h a s  to  be m e an in g fu l p ro jec t, closely  
in tegrated  w ith h u m an  destiny, both  in its m u n d an e  and  
sublim e sense, it will have to be liberated  from sterile 
ritu a ls  and  theological casu istry . However th is  ta sk  is 
no t easy to accom plish. M asses, a t the m ost primitive level 
of ex istence, m ateria lly  as well as in te llec tua lly  need  
ritualised  religion; oppressed and  persecu ted , they cling 
to it for m ental solace. They dive into it to d rink  nec ta r 
b u t rem ained  drow ned in a  sea  of misery. The privileged 
c a s u is ts  a n d  th e o lo g ian s  on th e  o th e r  e x tre m e  are  
intoxicated with the ir intellectual abstrac tions, enjoying 
full patronage of the estab lished  order and  m ortally afraid 
of d is tu r b in g  it. T h e ir  ja rg o n is e d  m e ta p h y s ic a l  
a b s t r a c t io n s  fill in  th e  in te r s t i c e s  of th e  h o llo w  
estab lish m en t and  try to save it from final collapse.

A religion, if it h as  to ensu re  social health , and  avoid 
b e c o m in g  m e re ly  a  s o u rc e  of m e n ta l  so la c e  a n d  
a c c e p ta n c e  of m ise ra b le  e x is te n c e , it w ill h av e  to 
tran sfo rm  itse lf in to  a pow erful in s tru m e n t of social 
change, an  active agent challenging the decrip it social 
o rder having inb u ilt socio-legal and  politico-econom ic 
m echanism  to p erpetua te  privileges and  pow ers of a  few 
u p p e r cas te s  an d  classes. The fun d am en ta l question , 
therefore, is: Can religion lend itself to playing such  a  
role w ithou t violating the real sp irit and  legitim ate role? 
My answ er is in the affirmative, though often a  contrary  
view h a s  been  held  by relig ionists and  theologians. I 
however, in my opinion certain  m ajor historical religions 
like B uddhism , C hristianity  and  Islam are im m inently  
su ited  to play th is  role. The theologies of these  religions, 
due m ainly to the circum stances of the ir origin. These 
religions were, to begin with, powerful p ro test m ovem ents 
‘no t only against estab lished  religions b u t also against,

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century
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p re v a i l in g  p o w e r - s t r u c tu r e .  W hile  th e  B u d d h is t  
philosophy (B uddha's proclaim ed agnosticism  an d  his 
this-w ordly pragm atic approach  did no t lend B uddhism  
to evolving a  theology in the trad itional sense) s tressed  
abolition of dukkha, C hristian  and  Islam ic theologies, in 
their early non-speculative phases, identified them selves 
with the  oppressed. It w as only m uch la ter th a t th ese  the 
logics becam e p a rt of powerful estab lished  em pires and  
began to lose th e ir m ilitan t character.

H ere I w ish  to m ake a n o th e r  im p o rta n t po in t. A 
theology, even if derived from revealed sc rip tu ra l text, 
pa rtly  s itu a tio n a l-c o n te x tu a l in  c h a ra c te r  an d  p artly  
norm ative-m etaphysical. The m ilitant lighting charac ter 
predom inates w hen theology rem ains identified with the 
o p p re s s e d  m a s s e s  a n d  s p e c u la t iv e  m e ta p h y s ic a l  
elem ents begin to predom inate as it begins to identify 
its e lf  w ith  th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t  w h ich  b e c o m e s  in to  
existence with the  religious m ovem ent in the la ter phase. 
C hristian and  Islam ic theologies both  suffered the  sam e 
fate over a  period of time. Both the theologies cam e u n d e r 
the shadow  of neo-platonian speculative philosophy and  
b e c a m e  h ig h ly  m e ta p h y s ic a l  in  c h a r a c te r .  T h e se  
theologies lo st co n tac t w ith the  com m on people an d  
hence lost con tact with the com m on people and  hence 
lost m ilitancy and  dynam ism  in the process.

In o rd e r to m ean ingfu lly  d is c u s s  th e  p rob lem  of 
ISLAM AND THE CHALLENGE POVERTY it is im portan t 
to u n d e rs tan d  the Q uranic approach to certain  related  
problem s, The Q uranic prophets, as the Iran ian  Islam ic 
th inker ‘Ali S h ari’ati rightly points out, are p a rt of the 
m a sse s , n o t of an y  ru lin g  e s ta b l is h m e n t o r ru lin g  
chieftains (with a  few exceptions like David and  Solomon). 
The holy Q uran  clearly s ta tes  th a t “He it is who has  sen t 
a  m essenger am ongst the m asses from  among them ” (6 .2. 
Em phasis supplied). T hus it would be seen th a t the Q uran 
em phasises the  fact th a t God sends His m essengers to 
the people and  from am ongst them . These m essengers 
s tan d  by the  people and  never identify them selves with

Islam and the Challenge o f Poverty



th e  ru le rs  or w ith the  ruling classes {mala, ruling chiefs).
W hen the  p rophet Nuh (Noah) began to p reach  am ong 

h is people th e  arrogan t chieftains rejected his m essage 
and  ridiculed him . “The chieftains of h is people’ (Qaum ) 
says the  Q uran , "who disbelieved, said: We see you b u t a 
m ortal like u s , and  we see th a t the lowliest am ongst u s  
follow you w ithou t deep thinking. We see no m erit in 
you above u s  and  we deem  you liars.” (11:27). Again in 
yet an o th e r ch ap ter the Q uran says: “And we sen t no t 
u n to  any  to w n sh ip  a  w a rn e r, b u t  its  a ff lu e n t o n es  
declared: Lo ! we are disbelievers in th a t w hich you bring 
un to  us. And they say: We are m ore (than you) in w ealth  
and  children. We are not pun ished . (34:33.36).

The Q uran, in keeping with its approach, describes 
the  ru lers, chieftains and  those who stan d  by them  as 
m ustakbirin  (arrogant, d ru n k  with power) and  the  ru led , 
or, th e  m a sse s  of people as  m u s ta d ’ifin  (w eakened , 
oppressed). The m essengers of God natu ra lly  arise from 
am ongst the  w eak and  fight for the ir liberation from the  
clu tches of the oppressors. P rophet Moses fought against 
th e  m ighty P haraoh  for liberating Israelites who w ere 
being oppressed a t his hands. Pharaoh was th u s  mustakbir 
(arrogant oppressor) and  the Israelis m ustad ’ifin the w eak 
and  the-oppressed). The entire ru ling c lass su p p o rted  
the P haraoh  in th is struggle, according to the Q uran. “The 
chiefs of P h araoh ’s people said: (O King), will thou  suffer 
Moses and  his people to m ake m ischief (the ruling classes 
always dub  any  flight for ju s tice  as mischief, sedition or 
rebellion in the  land, and  flout thee and  thy gods? He 
said: “We slay the ir sons and  spare the ir w om en, for lo! 
we are in power over them .” (7:127).

T hus the Q uran  clearly and  unam biguously  s tan d s  
w ith the w eak in the ir struggle against the ir oppressors. 
It also lam ents, even reprim ands those who do no t come 
to  th e  re s c u e  of th o se  w ho a re  b e in g  p e rs e c u te d .  
R eprim anding them  the Q uran says: “Why shou ld  you 
no t fight for the  cause  of Allah and  the w eak am ong m en 
and  of the  w om en and  the  children who are saying: O ur

14 ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century
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Lord! bring u s  forth from ou t of th is  town of w hich the 
people are oppressors ! Oh give u s  from Thy presence some 
pro tecting  friend ! O give u s  from Thy p resence some 
defender !” (4:75).

T h e  Q u ra n ic  th e o lo g y  th u s  n o t o n ly  s tro n g ly  
c o n d e m n s  e x p lo i ta t io n ,  a r ro g a n c e  of p o w e r a n d  
oppression , it also enjoins upo n  the  faithfu ls to fight 
against these  evils and  come to the rescue of the  w eak 
an d  th e  o p p re s se d  as  th e  above verse  ca tego rica lly  
indicates. Not only this: the Q uran goes a  step  fu rth er 
and sta tes  its in tention to p u t the w eak and  the  oppressed 
in th e  decisive le ad e rsh ip  position . It says “And We 
desired  to show  favour un to  those who were oppressed  
in the earth , and  to m ake them  leaders and  m ake them  
inherito rs .” (28:5).

Also, according to the Q uran  no tow nship based  on 
in justice and  exploitation, can survive long. “How m any 
a  tow nship”, says the Q uran, “have we destroyed while it 
was oppressive, ‘so th a t it lieth (to th is day) in ru in s  and  
(how many) a  deserted  well and  lofty tow er.” (22:45).

Many m ore such  verses can be quoted from the  Q uran 
w hich strong ly  condem n opp ression  an d  in ju stice . A 
tradition ascribed to the Prophet pu ts  unbelief lower down 
the scale th an  oppression and  injustice. This tradition  
says th a t a  country  can survive with its unbelief (Kufr) 
b u t no t w ith its oppression (zulm). It is highly regrettab le 
t h a t  l a t e r  th e o lo g ic a l  d e v e lo p m e n t c o m p le te ly  
overshadow ed th is noble spirit of Islam ic theology. We 
shall throw  som e light on th is aspect a  little later.

M ecca w as experiencing acu te  social tension  w hen 
the P rophet began to preach  there. A part from in ter tribal 
conflicts and  rivalries, Meccan society w as dogged with 
ten sio n s  ca u se d  by accu m u la tio n  of w ealth  in a  few 
h a n d s  an d  lack  of d is trib u tiv e  ju s tic e . B reak ing  th e  
barrie r of tribal s tru c tu re , a  powerful class of m ercantile 
bourgeoisie w as em erging in Mecca. The tribal relations 
of p ro d u c tio n , in  o th e r  w o rd s, w ere  giving w ay to

Islam and the Challenge o f Poverty



m ercantile  econom y base on exchange. There of co1 rse 
con tinued  hand icraft production by individual a rtisan s  
or groups of them . There also continued  traces of paste ral 
econom y of w hich we have evidence in the  holy Q uran, 
as  well a s  in the  early  h isto ry  of Islam  However, tl e 
com m ercial econom y w as becom ing predom inant.

T h e  m e r c h a n ts  b e g a n  to  a c c u m u la te  w e a lth  
neglecting the  tribal norm s. The m ercantile cu ltu re  casts  
its  shadow  over the  tribal one. The poor, needy  an d  
o rp h a n s  began  to be n eg lec ted  giving rise  to social 
tensions. There developed acu te  d iscon ten t am ong these  
w eaker sections of the M eccan society. The P rophet felt 
deeply d istressed  a t th is sta te  of affairs. We can clearly 
sense  deep concern for destitu te s  of the society in some 
of th e  early  M eccan verses  w hich  strong ly  condem n 
arrogance of the  M eccan rich and  th e ir neglect of the 
poor, needy and  orphans. “H ast thou  observed him  who 
belies religion? T hat is he who repells the  orphan . And 
u rges  no t th e  feeding of the  needy.” (107:1-3) H ere it 
sh o u ld  be n o te d  th a t  believing of relig ion h a s  b een  
equaled with repelling the o rphan  and  denying food to 
th e  needy, fins is very im p o rtan t social d im ension  of 
Q uranic theology and  the one very usefu l for m eeting 
the  challenge of poverty.

The Q uran  also condem ns, in no u n ce rta in  term s, 
a c c u m u la t io n  of w e a lth  a n d  a r ro g a n c e  g e n e ra te d  
thereby. The Q uran  says in no uncerta in  term s, “Woe 
u n to  every s lan d e rin g  tra d u c e r. Who h a th  g a th e red  
w ealth  an d  c o u n ts  it. He th in k s  th a t  h is  w ealth  will 
ren d er him  im m ortal. Nay, b u t verily he will be flung to 
the  C onsum ing One. Ah w hat will convey un to  thee w hat 
the C onsum ing One is! (It is) the fire of Allah kindled, 
w hich leapeth  up  over the h earts  (of men). Lo! it is closed 
in on them . In ou tstre tched  colum ns” (104).

Here the whole im agery is w orth noting. The one who 
accum ula tes  w ealth  and  counts it (w ithout d istribu ting  
it judiciously) will be throw n into the  C onsum ing One 
w h ich  is d e fin ed  a s  th e  fire k in d led  by A llah. The
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trad itional theologians m ean hell fire thereby  in the  world 
hereafter. B ut one can hardly m iss its im m ediate social 
context. One needs to evolve w hat I would like to call 
socio-theological approach  to the Q uranic verses in order 
to u n d e rs ta n d  the ir correct im port. The M eccan society, 
on accoun t of fast developing d isparities of w ealth, was 
on the verge of getting caught into social turm oil. The 
Prophet w ith h is acu te  sense of social concern  had  clearly 
sensed  the  gathering storm . 'Through the revealed verses, 
th is situa tion  w as depicted in appropriate divine imagery. 
T hus the  kindled fire of Allah would also m ean the social 
turm oil into w hich the Meccan society could have been 
cau g h t due  to the  d isparities  of w ealth . Seen in th is  
context we can be tte r appreciate all such  verses in the 
Q uran revealed specially in the early M eccan period. It 
becam e an  integral p a rt of the Q uranic theology th a t the 
w ealth  be ju s tly  d is tr ib u te d  an d  sh o u ld  n o t rem a in  
concen trated  in the h an d s of the rich. “T hat it (i.e. wealth) 
should  no t circulate betw een the rich am ong you.” (57:7) 
“This Q uran ic  approach  rem ained  u n ch an g ed  even in 
the la te r M edinese period. There is strong denunciation  
of concentration  of w ealth in the M edineese ch ap ter Al- 
Taubah  (Repentance). “They who hoard  up  gold and  silver 
and  spend  it no t in the way of Allah, u n to  them  give 
tidings (O M uham m ad) of a  painful p u n ish m en t.” (9:34).

N eedless to say if the challenge of poverty is to be 
m et social s tru c tu re  free from exploitation: oppression 
and concen tration  of w ealth in a  few h an d s  will have to 
be built. A nother kingpin of such  a  society is ju s tice  in 
social, econom ic, legal and  political sense. The Q uran  
lays great s tre ss  on ju stice  and  u ses  te rm s like ‘adl and  
qist for the purpose. Also, ‘adl and  ih san  (justice and  
benevolence) are again the two key term s em ployed by 
the Q uran  for stressing  the need for econom ic justice . 
One also h as  to be ju s t  in econom ic transac tions. "That 
you no t the m easure . B ut observe the m easu re  strictly .” 
(55:8-9). It is also necessary  to achieve econom ic ju stice  
and balance th a t while reasonable needs for food, shelter,
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etc. be m et, the  tendency  for extravagance be curbed.
T h e  Q u ra n  r e q u i r e s  th e  f a i th f u ls  to  av o id  

ex travagance. “O children  of A dam ”, says th e  Q uran . 
“Look to your adornm en t a t eveiy place of w orship and  
cu t and  drink, b u t be no t prodigal. Lo! He loves no t the 
prodigals.” (7:31). We now th a t the advanced capitalist 
societies of the W est based  on s tru c tu re s  of oppression  
and  exploitation are affluent and  p lunder the  econom ic 
r e s o u r c e s  of th e  th i rd  w orld  for th e i r  p ro d ig io u s  
expenditu re  and  m ain tain  un reasonab ly  rich s tan d ard s  
of living a t the  cost of the poorest in Africa. Asia and  Latin 
A m erica The o s ten ta tio u s  co n su m eris t c u ltu re  of th e  
w est in proving to be the g reatest curse for the poor of the 
world. The socialist econom ies, on the o ther hand , while 
ensu ring  reasonab le level of basic necessities, positively 
discourage o sten ta tious consum erism . The s tress  in such  
econom ies is on production of wage goods ra th e r  than  
luxury goods. The world economy can achieve balance 
only if the w estern  econom ies avoid extravagance and  
p lundering  the  resources of the th ird  world perpetuating  
poverty therein . B ut as we know the N orth-South dialogue 
h as  no t succeeded  despite repeated  a ttem p ts  on the  p a rt 
of developing countries of the South. The coun tries of 
the  North refuse to give su b stan tia l aide to boost the  
econom ies of the  countries of the South. They refuse to 
com m it even 2 per cen t of the gross p roduct by way of aid 
th e se  u n d e r-d e v e lo p e d  c o u n tr ie s . The ch a llen g e  of 
poverty canno t be m et if such  an  im balance con tinues 
in the  econom ies of the North and  the South.

Looking to the complex problem s of world economy 
today, econom ic ju stice  can be estab lished  in o rder to 
fight the  challenge of poverty only if the concept of ju s tice  
is trea ted  no t only in, economic, b u t also in social and  
po litical sen se . The concep t of ju s tic e  sh o u ld  be as  
co m p reh en siv e  as  possib le . The Q u ran ic  co n ce p t of 
ju stice , it w ould be seen on a  careful study  of its verses, 
is quite com prehensive in th is sense, After saying th a t 
say: My Lord enjoineth  ju s tice” (7:29), it goes on to say,
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“O you who believe! Be you s tau n ch  injustice, w itnesses 
for Allah, even though it be-against yourselves or (your) 
p aren ts  or (your) k indred  w hichever (the ease be of) a  
rich m an  or poor m an, for Allah is neare r u n to  both  (than 
you are). So follow no t passion  lest you lapse (from tru th). 
. . (4:135).

In y e t a n o th e r  v erse  th e  Q u ran  re q u ire s  of th e  
faithfuls, “"O you who believe! Be s tead fast w itnesses for 
Allah in equity, and  let no t ha tred  of any people seduce 
you th a t you deal no t justly . Deal ju stly , that is nearer to 
piety. Observe your duty  to Allah. . .” (5:8).

From the verses quoted above it would be seen  th a t 
the 'doctrine of ju s tice  propounded by the Q uran  is not 
only com prehensive b u t also quite rigorous. It requires 
of the faithfuls th a t even the hatred  of other people should  
not come in the ir way of dispensing justice . One h as  to 
be ju s t  even if it goes ag a in st oneself, ag a in s t o n e ’s 
paren ts  and  rela tions and  th a t ju stice  is an  in tegral p a rt 
of tuowah  (i.e. piety). Piety does no t lie m erely in praying 
and fasting and  abstinence b u t also in being rigorously 
ju s t. And it is obvious th a t the battle  aga in st poverty 
cannot be fought w ithout being ju s t  in its m ost rigorous 
sense.

The m odern cap italist system  is highly exploitative 
and  so p e rp e tra te s  u n ju s t socio-econom ic s tru c tu re s . 
Within its fram ew ork neither social, nor econom ic nor 
political ju s tice  is conceivable, specially of the  Q uranic 
variety d iscussed  above. Even if the political ru le does 
not precisely correspond to the class rule in the M arxist 
sense in the  m odern dem ocratic societies due m ainly to 
m ass p ressu re , one can hardly  deny the hegem ony of 
capitalist class and  the ir exploitative practices. Any form 
of exploitation of one h um an  being by an o th er h u m an  
being is an  acu te  form of injustice and  canno t square 
w ith th e  Islam ic doctrine  of ju s tic e . T here are  o th e r 
reasons as  well why m odern cap ita list society canno t 
keep pace w ith the  Islam ic Weltanschauung.
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Is la m , a s  p o in te d  o u t  ab o v e , is  o p p o s e d  to  
ex travagance and  lays s tress  on keeping n eeds u n d e r 
con tro l (it sh o u ld  no t be, u n d e r  any  c irc u m sta n c e s , 
con stru ed  to m ean renunciation  as the sam e h as  been 
positively  d isapp roved  of by Islam ). The Q u ran  also  
requ ires of the faithfuls to give away w hat is super-flous 
(after m eeting  one 's  contro lled  needs). The c ap ita lis t 
sodiety, on the  o ther hand , perp e tu a tes  itself by creating  
artificial n eed s  th ro u g h  high p re ssu re  publicity . The 
noted  A m erican sociologist Vance Packard in his books 
like H idden Persuaders h as  system atically exposed the 
w orking of advertising agencies and the ir m ethodologies. 
He show s how, b ased  on false claim s, high p re ssu re  
publicity, p e rsu ad es  in very sub tle  ways, the people to 
buy. M ost so p h is tic a ted  te ch n iq u es  a re  u se d  by the  
advertising industry  to create artificial needs so th a t the 
p roducts, prim arily aim ed a t m aking profit, can sell well 
in  th e  m a rk e t. It becom es th e  very ra tio n a le  of th e  
cap ita lis t society.

It can also be very well understood  by the perceptive 
observers th a t to high p ressu re  publicity techniques, work 
m uch  m ore efficiently in affluent societies of th e  w est 
w hich owe th e ir affluence to the p lu n d e r of the  th ird  
world, as already pointed out. T hus the in justice of the 
cap italist econom y gets com pounded. C reating artificial 
needs am ong affluent people (who owe the ir affluence to 
exploitation of the poor) is in justice com pounded. The 
affluent n o rth  refuses to render econom ic help to the poor 
and  undeveloped sou th  because it does no t w an t to cu t 
into th e  artificially m ain tained  high s tan d a rd  of living 
th u s  endangering  capitalist profits. The holy Q uran , on 
the  o ther hand , exhorts its followers to control the  needs 
and  give away the  superllous for those who are deprived 
and  d ispossessed . And, for the reasons explained, th is  is 
no t possible w ithin the fram e-work of a  cap italist society 
and  hence it canno t m eet the challenge of poverty.

Vance Packard , in his an o th er equally rem arkab le  
book, The Waste M akers shows convincingly how w aste
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m aking is an  in tegral p a rt of Am erican capitalism . In 
fact w ithou t w aste m aking on colossal scale the w heels 
of in d u stries  in cap italist societies canno t run . Again- 
the g reater the affluence the higher is the degree of w aste 
in the econom y. The usab le  p roducts are destroyed so 
th a t the  new  products m ight sell in the  m ark e t u n d e r 
the label of new  ‘m odels’ w ithout increased  use-values, 
as is convincingly shown by Vance packard  in h is series 
of books referred  to above. This tog is an  unpardonab le  
crime as far as Islam ic ethics is concerned. Islam  neith er 
ap p ro v e s  of e x tra v a g a n c e  n o r of w a s tin g  v a lu a b le  
resou rces . W estern  affluence, g enera ted  by cap ita lis t 
explo itation  of the  th ird  world, p e rp e tu a te s  bo th  th e  
crim es against hum an ity  and  its fu tu re generations who 
w o u ld  a lso  be  d e p riv e d  of th e s e  u n r e p le n is h a b le  
reso u rces  due  to th e ir  colossal w aste by th e  p re se n t 
genera tion . T hus w ar ag a in st poverty  w ould  be very 
difficult to win for the fu tu re generations, if capitalism  is 
left u n leashed .

The P rophet of Islam  hated  poverty and  starvation. 
There are nu m b er of had ith  (traditions) ascribed  to him  
to th is effect. A trad ition  reported  by Nissi says, “O Lord I 
seek refuge in Thee from poverty, scarcity  and  indignity 
and I seek  refuge in Thee from being oppressed  and  from 
oppressing (others).” It is very significant tradition  as it 
links poverty, scarcity, indignity and  oppression, one aids 
and abets  th e  other. The Prophet, by seeking refuge from 
all th is  m akes it incum ben t on all the M uslim s to declare 
war against poverty. A nother tradition  reported  by Abu 
D aud says, “O Lord I seek  refuge in Thee from  Kufr 
(unbelief) and  poverty.” T hus it is m ade unm istakab ly  
clear th a t kufr and  faqr (unbelief and  poverty); both  are 
equally condem nable. Yet ano ther tradition  reported  by 
B aihaqi an d  T ibrani says, “Poverty, in all probability , 
leads to unbelief (kufr).”

All these  trad itions ascribed to the P rophet m ake it 
clear th a t a  M uslim m u st declare w ar against poverty. 
Poverty is as condem nable as unbelief and  as a  M uslim
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should  fight against kufr he should  fight aga inst poverty. 
P erpetua ting  poverty am oun ts  to p erpetua ting  unbelief. 
Any ism  or system  w hich seeks to thrive on perpetua ting  
poverty, starvation  and  need, m u st be fought against, be 
it feudalism  or cap italism . T hus w ar ag a in s t poverty 
becom es an  integral p art of Islamic faith.

There are several related  questions as far as Islam  
an d  w ar ag a in st poverty is concerned . Some of th e se  
questions have been hotly debated and  have raised  storm  
of controversy. One of the fundam ental questions in th is 
regard  is th a t of property A nother im portan t question, 
though  of d ifferen t n a tu re , is p erta in ing  to r ib n ’ i.e. 
in terest. It is im portan t to throw  som e light on th e se  
fundam enta l questions, if we w ant to grapple w ith the 
p roblem  of poverty and  w ar ag a in st it in th e  light of 
Islam ic ideology.

B e fo re  la u n c h in g  o u t on  d is c u s s io n  of th e s e  
fundam ental problem s, it is necessa iy  to m ake one th ing 
clear, I do no t consider the concept “Islam ic econom ics” 
as valid. Islam  is religion w hereas econom ics is a  positive 
science. Islam , as a  religion, provides u s  w ith a  se t of 
norm s and  values, no t with scientific analysis or system . 
Islam ic econom ics, if a t all such  a  term  w ould be u sed  
only in  a  norm ative sense , no t in a  positive sen se  of 
scientific and  conceptual analysis. There have been  of 
late som e serious a ttem p ts a t developing the concept of 
‘Islam ic econom ies’ bo th  in a  norm ative an d  positive 
sense. B ut it is difficult to accept th is concept in the  la tte r 
sense  scientifically speaking.

Syed Nawab H aider Naqvi, in h is book Ethics and  
Economics—A n Islamic Synthesis  (The Islamic Found. U.K., 
1981) poin ts four axiom s of Islam ic system  nam ely Unity, 
E qu ilib rium , F ree Will an d  R esponsib ility  w hich  are  
obviously  all n o rm au v e  an d  v a lu e -o rien ted . He also  
po in ts o u t in th is  connection. “It is im portan t to note 
th a t the  fundam ental axioms them selves are  derived no t 
th rough  any logical process, b u t th rough  observations or 
by positing a  value judgem ent abou t th e ir un iversality .”
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We will d iscuss  the question of property, r ib a ’ etc. 

keep ing  th is  d is tin c tio n  betw een  th e  n o rm ative  an d  
positive in m ind  an d  th a t  the  Islam ic te ach in g s  an d  
d o c tr in e s  a re  n o rm ativ e  an d  do n o t c o n s ti tu te  any  
positive science.

Property or Poverty

T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  th e o lo g ia n s  h a v e  s te a d f a s t ly  
m ain ta ined  th a t the  right to property  is sac ro san c t in 
Is la m  a n d  c a n n o t  be ta m p e re d  w ith . T he S a ’u d i 
theologians even took the view th a t na tionalisa tion  is 
not perm itted  in Islam  in view of th is right to property. 
But, on a  deeper view of the problem , th is position is 
hardly susta inab le . We have already seen  th a t the Q uran 
not only m akes strong  plea for taking care of the  poor 
and needy, it in tends to m ake the m ustad’ifin (the w eaker 
sections) inherit the earth  and  also the leadersh ip  of the  
m an- k ind . The case  of help ing  th e  needy  an d  poor 
constitu ting  the w eaker sections of the society h as  been 
repeatedly em phasised  (though certainly no t deemed) b u t 
has  been  sub jected  to the rights of the deprived sections 
of the society.

The Q uran  s ta tes  categorically, “And in, the ir w ealth 
the beggar (or needy) and  the deprived (who does no t beg 
b u t nevertheless is needy) had  due sh are .” (31:19). This 
verse th u s  m akes it very clear th a t the right to w ealth  or 
property is no t abso lu te  b u t is sub ject to the share  of 
w eaker sections of the society. We have also seen  in the 
foregoing d iscussion  th a t w here there  is accum ulation  
of properly am ong a  sm all section of a  society, poverty is 
bound to resu lt in the larger section of th a t society (unless 
th a t society, like the w estern capitalist society keeps itself 
affluent by p lundering  o ther less developed societies). 
This applies m uch  m ore to industria l society w hich is 
based on production  and  appropriation of su rp lu s  value
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th a n  to  a  c o m m e rc ia l so c ie ty  w h ich  is  b a s e d  on 
appropria tion  of exchange value.

T hus one h as  to decide betw een property  and  poverty. 
The crucial question  is Property or Poverty? As far as 
Islam  is concerned, the Q uranic verses and  the  prophetic 
tra d itio n s  m ake it a b u n d a n tly  c lear th a t  in th e  w ar 
against poverty, the  right to property  canno t be trea ted  
a s  in v io la b le .  In fa c t  d u e  s h a r e  w ill h a v e  to  be 
apportioned  for the needy and the deprived. It is also 
im portan t to d iscuss here the question of property  in an 
industria l economy. The ex ten t of the property  owned by 
individuals in m ercantile econom y differs quantitatively  
as well as  qualitatively  from the  one ow ned by huge 
carte ls , co rpo ra tions and  m u ltina tionals  in a  m odern  
in d u s tria l econom y.

T h e  e c o n o m ic  m ig h t of h u g e  m u l t in a t io n a l  
c o rp o ra tio n s  ow ned by A m ericans g re a te r  th a n  th e  
com bined econom ies of some of the sm aller Asian and  
A frican c o u n tr ie s . The a p p ro p ria tio n  of th e  s u rp lu s  
produced  by the  sw eat and  toil of the w orkers keeps on 
adding to the  econom ic-m ight of these  m onopolies and  
m u ltin a tio n a l corporations. Those co rporations, u s ing  
th e ir  s tran g u la tin g  hold over econom ies of the  poorer 
nations, d ictate term s and un reasonab le  prices and  are 
th u s  largely responsible for perpetuating  poverty in these 
countries. One can quote here the m ost recen t exam ple 
of Nigeria. Its econom y h as  been  nearly  ru in ed  as it 
refused  to bow down to the d ic tates of the m ultinational 
oil corporations.

Islam  w as confronted with m ercantile econom y w hen 
th e  P ro p h e t w as p reach ing . It opposed  an d  strong ly  
a ttack ed  concen tration  of w ealth  even in a  m ercantile  
econom y. How cou ld  it, th e n  allow  r ig h t to p riv a te  
p roperty  rem ain  inviolable in an  in d u s tr ia l e ra?  How 
n a t io n a l iz a t io n  c o u ld  be ru le d  o u t, if i t  b e c o m e s  
necessary  for supporting  the cause of w eaker sections of 
Society? B ut either the  theologians do no t u n d e r s tan d  
the intricacies of industrial economy or support the s ta tu s

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



quo them selves depend on it We will throw  som e m ore 
light on the  question  of nationlization a  little later.

Charity or Sharing of Wealth ?

The trad itional theologians have argued  th a t Islam  
w an ts to m eet the  challenge of poverty by encouraging 
charity  called  sadaqah. It is tru e  the  Q u ran  ta lk s  of 
Sadaqah. C harity  w as one of the  w ays of com batting  
poverty or reducing its rigours in a  m ercantile econom y 
in those days. However, it w as and  is no t the only way. 
The Q uran , as already pointed out, ta lks of the  share  of 
the needy and  the deprived in the w ealth and  share  is 
m uch m ore th a n  charity, a  right, no t m ere supplication . 
The Q uran  w as also aw are of the lim itations of charity. 
The sense  of superiority  of the giver and  th a t of indignity 
of the  ta k e r often m akes it less th a n  worthwhile.

The Q uran  u ses  an appropriate simile to explain the 
in h e ren t shortcom ing of such  a  charity. It goes on to say: 
“O you who believe! R ender not vain your alm s giving by 
reproach  and  injury like him  who spends his w ealth only 
to be seen  of-men and  believes no t in Allah and  the Last 
Day. His likeness is as the likeness of a  rock w hereupon 
is d u s t of earth ; a  rainsto rm  sm ites it, leaving it sm ooth 
and  bare. They have no control of augh t of th a t w hich 
they have gained. Allah guides no t the disbelieving folk,” 
(2:264).

T hus the  Q uran  em phasizes the clem ent of reproach  
and  in jury  involved in charily and  th a t such  a  charity  is 
w ashed  away as the d u s t from the rock in a  ra insto rm  as 
the sam e is w ithout any roofs. From this verse the  Q u ran ’s 
a ttitude  to charity  is very obvious. It often carries the 
dan g er of rep roach  and  in jury  to h u m a n  dignity and  
hence canno t strike any firm roots in society. The lim ited 
effects, p roduced  if any, by charitable acts, are destroyed 
through angry uprisings of the deprived sections of society 
(rainstorm  is m etaphorical expression for angry uprising).
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The nex t verse following the one quoted above is also 
quite m eaningful in th is respect. Mere is its text: “And 
the  likeness of those who spend  the ir w ealth in search  of 
Allah's p leasu re  and  for the s treng then ing  of th e ir souls 
is the  likeness of a  garden on a  height. I he ra insto rm  
sm ites  it an d  it b rings forth  its  fru it twofold. And if 
ra insto rm  sm ites it not, then  the  shower. Allah is seer of 
w hat you do.” (2:265)

The verse could m ean to refer to true  charity  w hich 
is done to earn  Allah's p leasure. It is likened to a  garden 
w hich brings forth twofold fruit. It could also m ean to 
signify of w ealth  th rough social in stitu tions w hich does 
away with any possibility of reproach  and  injury, since 
charity  in tru e  spirit is so rare in view of h u m an  natu re . 
If red istribu tion  of w ealth is b rought abou t th rough  well- 
devised socio-econom ic in stitu tions, it w ould generate 
m a ss  e n th u s ia sm  re su ltin g  in red o u b led  efforts an d  
increase in production  twofold.

Trusteeship or Social Ownership ?

Some theologians and  m odern ists have also argued  
in favour of theory  of tru steesh ip . This theory h as  been 
propounded  as, according to the Q uran, Allah is the  real 
ow ner of all th a t  is betw een heaven  an d  ea rth . It is, 
therefore, argued  th a t m an is no t the ow ner of his w ealth 
b u t holds in it tru s t. God has en tru s ted  w ealth to him  to 
spend  on the  needy and  the poor. He only p o sse sses  
w ealth for the welfare of others. Tolstoy, M ahatm a G andhi 
and  several o thers have also p ropounded sim ilar theory. 
It seem s to be a  splendid in theory. However, it a ssu m es 
th a t m an is m otivated in his actions by idealism  alone. It 
is  fa r  from  t r u e .  T he w ho le  h is to ry  n e g a te s  th is  
assum ption . Had the m an been m otivated by idealism  
alone, the  whole history of m ankind  w ould have been 
very m uch  different. The earth  would have long been a  
parad ise , H um an beings have a  highly com plex n a tu re .
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They are  m otivated by ideals b u t no t always so; they are 
m otivated by selfish desires more th an  the ideal motives.

T here are  very few exam ples, b esid es  th a t  of the 
P rophet and  few of his com panions, in the en tire  history 
of Islam , of M uslim individuals and  ru lers  who can be 
said  to have held political pow ers or w ealth as a  real 
tru s te e  of God. T he very early history of Islam  is full of 
bloody is rife both  for political power and  possession  of 
w ealth. It w as for nothing th a t Abu D har Al-Chifari, th a t 
em inen t com panion of the Prophet had  to fight against 
all those com panions of the Prophet and  o ther M uslims 
who h ad  begun to m isuse political power for am assing  
w ealth  and  its ostensible display. B ut Abu D har m et w ith 
a  tragic end. He w as exiled and  died a  lonely m an. His 
fervent p ro tests  proved to be ineffective and  am assing  of 
w ealth  began on a  large scale.

W hile advoca ting  any  id ea lis t th eo ry  like th a t  of 
tru s teesh ip  one will have to bear all these  com plexities 
in m ind. W hat is happening  in the Islam ic world today 
should  also serve as in eye opener to the  advocates of 
such  theories. D espite so m uch ta lk  of Islam ization in 
several Islam ic countries no serious a ttem p t h as  been 
m ade in any one of them  for es tab lish ing  ju s t  socio­
econom ic s tru c tu re s . D isparities of w ealth  so fervently 
denounced  by the Q uran  continue and  the u p p er classes 
indulge in consp icuous consum ption  while the  poorer 
sections con tinue to suffer. The ruling c lasses who are 
the m ain beneficiaries of the s ta tu s  quo have not accorded 
a n y  p r io r i ty  to  th e  e c o n o m ic  q u e s t io n s  in  th e i r  
Islam ization program m e. Only a  half-hearted  a ttem p t is 
m ade to estab lish  in terest free banks keeping the  p resen t 
econom ic s tru c tu re  in tact. We will d iscuss the question 
of in terest-free econom y presently.

W hat cou ld  be the  a lte rn a tiv e  to th e  tru s te e sh ip  
theory? Does the  theory of social ow nership fit into the 
Q uranic fram ew ork? Let it be clearly understood  th a t the 
Q u ran , a s  ex p la in ed  earlie r, does n o t advoca te  any  
specific theory ; it only lays down ce rta in  no rm s and  
em phasizes som e-values. It condem ns oppression  and
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exploitation and  m akes ju stice  obligatory on its followers. 
W hat is therefore .prim ary in Islam  is pu tting  an  end to 
ail forms of oppression and  exploitation and  estab lish ing  
a  j u s t  so c ie ty  by evolving su ita b le  so c io -eco n o m ic  
form ations. It is from here th a t the boundary  of scientific 
approach  to the  econom ic problem  begins. The n a tu re  of 
theory  should  be such  as to take Islam ic value system  
in to  a c c o u n t  on one h a n d , a n d , s h o u ld  r e s u l t  in 
m itigating socio-econom ic in justices in the  society, on 
the other.

It shou ld  also be borne in m ind th a t the n a tu re  of 
so c io -eco n o m ic  in s t i tu t io n s ,  th e o rie s  a n d  p ra c tic a l 
m easu res  w ould vary with the n a tu re  of socio-econom ic 
form ations. W hat is valid or efficacious in a  tribal, feudal 
or m ercantile  econom y m ay not necessarily  be valid in 
an  in d u stria l econom y. While the fu n d am en ta l values 
should  no t be tam pered  with (what we can term  as h u d u d  
Allah i.e. lim its of God in the Q uranic parlance) the socio­
econom ic in stitu tions m u st be reconstruc ted  or changed 
into in o rder to reta in  the ellicacy of the values divinely 
insp ired  or intuitively gained. I would like to elaborate 
w ith reference to the point u n d er discussion.

The in stitu tion  of sadaqah  (charity) could serve the 
end  of m itigating the  rigours of econom ic in justice  in 
am  em erging m ercantile society or in a  feudal society. 
While the overall sp irit of the Q uranic concept of socio­
econom ic ju s tice  is m uch m ore radical it could not have 
b een  rea lizab le  to th e  sam e degree in a  tr ib a l-cu m - 
m ercantile  society. It h as  to be tem pered  su itably  in the 
prevailing socio-econom ic milieu. The in s titu tio n s  had  
to be so devised as to m eet the dem ands of the situation . 
M uch too g reat a  degree of radicalism  in non-ccngenial 
milieu can defeat the very purpose sought to be achieved. 
Advocacy of non-pragm atic  rad icalism  h a s  often been 
the bane of m any revolutions. Even a  revolutionary like 
Lenin had  to condem n certain  m easu res advocated by a  
section of Bolsheviks as ‘infantile com m unism ’.

The concept of sadaqah  in the Q uran m u s t be seen  
in th is  ligh t ra th e r  th a n  a  p e rm a n e n t in s ti tu tio n  as
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sought to be done by theologians and  o thers averse to 
any change. Only values are perm anen t, no t the  social 
in s t i tu t io n s  w h ich  serve  th o se  v a lu es  in  p a r t ic u la r  
c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  It w o u ld  be  u n f o r tu n a te  to  t r e a t  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  a s  p e r m a n e n t  a t  th e  c o s t  o f th o s e  
fundam ental values. The Q uran  w as no t satisfied, even 
in those circum stances with the concept of voluntary 
charity. It categorically s ta tes , “Takes alm s from the ir 
w ealth w herew ith you may, purify them  and  m ay m ake 
them  grow ...” (9:103). T hus za ka h  is to be taken  from 
the ir w ealth  so th a t the needy and  the poor m ay be taken  
care of and  the  w ealth and  society may grow in harm ony.

It does no t require m uch argum ent to conclude th a t 
tra d i t io n a l  in s t i tu t io n  of c h a rily  can  n o t m e e t th e  
c h a l le n g e  of p o v e r ty  in  th e  in d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y , 
especially in the th ird  world w hich includes India. New 
socio-econom ic institu tions will have to be fashioned to 
m eet th is  form idable challenge. Private property  canno t 
be left u n to u ch ed  in the h ands of few, if the Q uranic spirit 
is to be upheld . One will have to choose betw een property  
and  poverty and  the Q uranic choice is ab undan tly  clear. 
P riv a te  p ro p e r ty  c a n n o t be t r e a te d  a s  s a c re d  a n d  
inviolable although  it does no t m ean abolishing private 
property  altogether.

T hus Mr. S.N.H. Naqvi also m ain tains, “. . . it should  
be c lea r-th a t a  substan tia l dilution, th rough  direct and 
ind irect policies, of the  in stitu tion  of private p roperty  
m u s t form th e  kingpin of any egalitarian  Islam izaiton 

. program m e. This is particu larly  tru e  to those  M uslim  
countries th a t live u n d e r oppressive feudalistic system s. 
The m ost objectionable elem ent of the private property  
sy s tem  is la n d e d  p ro p erty , w h ich  se rv es  no u se fu l 
econom ic functions w hatsover. No econom ic harm  will 
be done, indeed , g reat social benefits will flow—if all 
landed  property  were to be confiscated by the  S tate in 
one clean  sw eep and  cu ltivated  on its  behalf.” (Ethics 
and Economic, . Ibid, pp. 149)

In fact Mr. Naqvi ra ises im portan t question  here. In 
the coun tries  “of th e  th ird  world there  can n o t be any
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effective so lu tio n  of th e  p rob lem  of poverty  w ith o u t 
im plem enting land reform s. However, it is hardly  on the 
a g e n d a  of a n y  Is la m ic  c o u n try  p u b l ic is in g ,  i t s  
“Islam ization” program m e. P ak istan  for exam ple, very 
badly n eed s im plem entation  of land  reform s. The big 
landlords are veiy powerful and no governm ent enjoying 
th e i r  s u p p o r t  c a n  d a re  to u c h  th e i r  la n d s .  Z ia ’s 
“Islam ization” does no t m ake even an  indirect reference 
to  an y  s u c h  p ro g ram m e . The c o m m ittee  of e x p e r t  
econom ists appo in ted  by the  Zia regim e s tre sse d  the  
u rg en t need  for such  reform s b u t the report w as shelved.

The Com m ittee, in its report, advocating land  reform, 
sa y s ; “In a d d itio n  to  th is  la n d  re fo rm s  sh o u ld  be 
in troduced  to reduce the size of the fam ily  holding of land. 
S teps should  also be taken  to prom ote the Islam ic system  
of p a r tn e rs h ip  te n a n c y  in p lace of th e  w ide sp re a d  
p rac tice  of h iring  o u t bare  land  for fixed re n t w hich 
acco rd in g  to som e Fuqaho  (theologians), is form ally 
equivalent to ribah. Furtherm ore, there  is, the  explicit 
Is lam ic  p o s itio n  th a t  la n d  n o t c u ltiv a te d  for th re e  
consecutive years should  be taken  away by the  State, 
w ithou t paying any com pensation to the ir ow ners, and  
given to those who can cultivate it.” (An Agenda fo r Islamic 
Economic Reforms, m im eographed report p repared  by the 
Pakistan Institu te  of Development Economics, Islam abad).

N eedless to say no such  rad ical land  reform s are  
cultivated  by the Zia regime. Its Islam ization program m e 
d o e s  n o t  go b e y o n d  im p o s in g  c e r t a in  Is la m ic  
p u n ish m en ts  for theft and  adultery  and  in the  econom ic 
field beyond estab lish ing  in terest-free b anks w hich any 
way do no t harm  powerful vested in te rest reponsible for 
p e rp e tu a tin g  poverty . This c learly  b e tra y s  th e  c la ss  
charac te r of the  Zia regime. The o ther Islam ic regim es 
have been  no less th an  guilty in th is respect.

As far as the  Islam ic value-system  is concerned, one 
will have to give altogether a  new in terp re ta tion  to the 
idea of tru s teesh ip  of wealth. If an individual possesso r 
of w ealth is considered as its tru stee , the desired  re su lt 
is no t obtained. It becom es very difficult to dem arcate
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betw een the  righ ts of a  possessor and  an  owner. In fact 
the possesso rs  and  ow ners can and  do exercise virtually 
all th e  righ ts of owners. It is a  well know n fact th a t in 
high taxation  econom ics, tru s ts  are crea ted  by the  rich 
and  the  w ealthy, no t to d ispense benefits to the needy 
b u t to avoid taxes. They, a t the sam e tim e, con tinue to 
exercise all th e  righ ts of ow nership by re ta in ing  th e ir 
control over the tru s ts . The governm ent h as  to fu rther 
legislate to cu rb  such  m alpractices.

It w ould th u s  be seen th a t the concept of individual 
t r u s te e s h ip  of w ea lth  is n o t a d e q u a te  to  m e e t th e  
requ irem en ts  of jud icious d istribu tion  of social w ealth 
in the  society. The problem  can be adequately  grappled 
with only i f  the society as a whole is treated as a trustee o f  
Allah  and  the  social w ealth is owned by it, including the 
m ean s  of p roduction , in an in d u s tr ia l econom y. The 
society as a  whole should  hold social w ealth in good tru s t 
and  develop and  spend  it in keeping with the objectives 
laid down by Allah. There is nothing wrong even if th is 
h ap p en s to be in conformity to the socialist doctrine of 
social ow nership of m eans of production. The P rophet is 
reported  to have said th a t “Wisdom if the  lost property  of 
the faithful; he should  acquire it w hatever he finds it.”

A nother im portan t dim ension of social tru s teesh ip  of 
w e a lth  is  e c o lo g ic a l in  n a tu r e .  T he c a p i t a l i s t  
developm ent, due to its greed for profit and  accum ulation, 
often ignores ecological considerations while ru th lessly  
exploiting n a tu ra l resources. Ecology m u s t be trea ted  
seriously  while w orking o u t the  s tra tegy  of econom ic 
developm ent. Also, the im perialist countries have show n 
very scan t regard  for ecology in the th ird  world in the ir 
greed to exploit it for keeping their s tan d ard s  of living 
very h igh . If th e  n a tu ra l  re s o u rc e s  a n d  m e a n s  of 
production are controlled by the society as a  whole, it 
would no t be possible to do so. Yet ano ther d im ension of 
th e  p ro b lem  is in te rg e n e ra tio n a l u se  of th e  n a tu ra l  
resources. The society m u st hold n a tu ra l resources in 
tru s t for the  com ing generations too. They should  no t be 
e x h a u s te d  for m a in ta in in g  high  s ta n d a rd s  of a  few
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generations only. This is precisely w hat is happen ing  
w ith  th e  oil re so u rces  of the  A rab world. The ru ling  
c lasses in th e  Arab world are selling millions of barrels 
of oil every year to the industria lised  world of the  w est 
and  them selves appropriating the revenues earned . The 
life styles of these  ruling classes arc becom ing alm ost 
legendary. An aver age family in Jed d ah  (Saudi Arabia) 
owns four cars. The institu tion  of social tru steesh ip  would 
en su re  th a t coining generations are no t deprived of the 
benefits of n a tu ra l w ealth. The oil resources of the  Arabs, 
it is estim ated  by the noted econom ists like Sam ir Arnin, 
m ay be exhausted  w ithin 30 years, if oil production  is 
no t curtailed . One m u st also bear an o th er fact in m ind 
th a t those who ta lk  of the concept of Islam ic and  reject 
the  concep t of nationlization a tleast, inclined to share  
th e i r  w e a lth  w ith  th e  p o o re r  Is la m ic  n a t io n s  like  
B angladesh  w hich is one of the  poorest na tion  in the 
world. T hus Islam ic u tn m u h  rem ains pu rely  religious 
concept w hich is exploited politically by the ru le rs  of the 
Islam ic world b u t refuse to d ispense econom ic benefits 
to the  poor and  needy of the um m ah  in o ther countries, 
symbolic financial aids apart.

One of the  m ost fundam ental doctrines of Islam  is 
tawhid  (unity of God). Traditional theologians have m ostly 
concerned them selves to explaining its religious aspects. 
The socio-econom ic aspects of the ir far-reaching doctrine 
have no t received any serious a tten tion  so far. Unity of 
God sh o u ld  n o t be tr e a te d  m ere ly  as  a  theo lo g ica l 
concept b u t also a  sociological concept. It is precisely 
for th is  reason  th a t the  Q uran opposed all d istinctions 
based  on tribes, races and  nations and  estab lished  the 
b ro therhood  of faithfuls. Also, divisions in a  society are 
no t m erely e th n ic  in n a tu re , they  are  also econom ic. 
They are  te rm ed  as  c la ss  d iv isions in  th e  econom ic 
term inology. The la tte r divisions cause serious tensions 
and  conflict in the  society and  no m eaningful un ity  can 
be ach iev ed  if th e se -d iv is io n s  p e r s is t  a n d  k eep  on 
widening. If the  divine un ity  reflects social un ity—and 
it shou ld , as  per the  Q uran ic  sp irit- th e n  th e  tachiai
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iq tisadiyat (w hat could be roughly, te rm ed  as  Islam ic 
econom ics) m u s t minimize these  econom ic disparities. 
Only a  society  free of ethnic , national, lingu istic  and  
class divisions can be an  ideal taw hidi society.

I w ou ld  a lso  like to em p h asize  h e re  th a t  soc ia l 
s i tu a tio n s  a re  no rm ally  h ighly  com plex  a n d  h u m a n  
b e h a v io u r  is  n o t m o tiv a ted  by id e a ls  a lo n e  b u t  is 
governed by social situation  also. Any theory  w hich fails 
to take  th is  fact into account canno t come to grips w ith 
so c ia l a n d  h u m a n  re a l i t ie s .  W h a te v e r  th e  id e a ls , 
theological or m etaphysical, ethnic, national and  class 
divisions canno t be w ashed  away very easily. The Q uran  
is a lso  fully aw are  of th e se  social com plex ities  an d  
declares: ‘Had Allah willed, He could have m ade them  
one com m unity, b u t Allah bringeth whom He will into 
His m ercy . And th e  w rongdoers  have no friend  n o r 
helper.” (42:8)

This is very significant verse. It clearly im plies the 
prevailing e thn ic  and  o ther divisions and  tensions and  
the problem s of bringing abou t unity. “Had Allah willed 
He cou ld  have m ade them  one co m m u n ity ” is qu ite  
m eaningful sta tem en t, i e., if only ideal could bring abou t 
unity, they  could have because one com m unity b u t Allah 
guides h is servan ts  and  leaves them  w ith th e ir social 
realities (of the ir own making) and  to desire His mercy. 
Thus it is for the h u m an  beings to take initiative and  
seek His m ercy i.e., strive to create a  society free of these  
divisions an d  en su rin g  un ity . Only th o se  who try  to 
m itigate th ese  divisions and  tensions caused  by them  
deserve His mercy. Those who cause these  divisions to 
persist and  tensions to be aggravated are w rong-doers 
and “w rong-doers have no friend nor helper”. T hus the 
(Q uran’s verdict is clear: it is no t Allah's responsibility  
to forge un ity  and  m ake them  one com m unity; it is for 
hum an  beings, u n d er His guidance, to strive to achieve 
th is objective by m inim izing th ese  divisions an d  th u s  
deserve His mercy. If they cause these  divisions to p ersis t 
they will face the  consequences and  will have no friends 
and  helpers.
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The question  of property  and  poverty should  also be 
looked into in th is  light. The righ t of p roperty  is no t 
abso lu te , b u t ne ith er can it be easily done away with. It 
poses n u m ero u s problem s. The existing c lass divisions 
are very sharp . C oncentration of property  in a  few h an d s  
undoub ted ly  aggravates the problem  of poverty am ong 
the  m asses  b u t abolition of right to property  can also no t 
be achieved in one go. One may have to evolve, th rough 
trial and  error, in right spirit and  inspired  by one's ideals, 
so lu tions to th is problem  in keeping with ones situation . 
Ncilher the  abolition of right to property right away nor 
re ta in in g  it a s  a b so lu te  one can  m e e t all p o ss ib le  
situa tions. Both the solutions being extrem e, do no t take 
e n tire  co m p lex ity  of soc ia l s i tu a tio n  in to  a c c o u n t. 
E x tre m e  s o lu t io n s  a re  w o rk a b le  on ly  in  e x tre m e  
situa tions, no t in existing 'norm al' situations.

Sudden  abolition of right to property can throw  up  
veiy com plex problem s severely affecting the economy. 
Im m ed ia te ly  a fte r th e  O ctober R evolution in R u ss ia  
severe restric tions on right to property  w ere applied b u t 
after the  days of w ar com m unism —extrem e situa tion  a  
new  econom ic policy (NFP) had  to be adopted  reversing 
sonic of th ese  curbs. The econom y would have otherw ise 
been  severely affected, even on the question of the pace 
of collectiviation there was b itter controversy am ong the 
Bolsheviks. Also, Mao Ze Dong's advocacy of estab lish ing  
com m unes in one go m et with severe res is tan ce  from 
o ther leaders and  created  serious econom ic as well as 
political problem s. After his death  the  new  leadersh ip  
reversed m any of these  m easu res and  perm itted , u n d e r 
the  label of m odernization, resto ration  of private plots on 
lim ited  scale an d  also adopted  'responsib ility ' system  
both  in fields and  factories in order to boost production.

T hus it w ould be seen  th a t the question of poverty 
can no t be se t led in a  sim plistic way. From  th is  one 
should  no t conclude, as opponents of socialism  often do, 
th a t tam pering  with the right to own property  is against 
h u m an  n a tu re  and  th a t there would be no incentive for 
production  w ithou t it. All I in tend  to em phasize here  is
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th a t m uch  w ould depend on the prevailing situa tion . It 
is for th is  reason  th a t the Q uran  ne ither upho lds righ t to 
p roperty  as  sacro san c t nor rejects it altogether. While 
opposing explo itation  and  oppression  an d  em phazing  
socio-econom ic ju stice  in no u n certa in  term s, it leaves 
concrete m odalities of individual and  social p roperties 
to be w orked ou t in concrete situation.

It w ould be seen  from the foregoing d iscussion  th a t 
adl (justice) is the  cornerstone of an  econom y based  on 
Islam ic values. To realize th is concretely in a  m odern 
in dustria l econom y it is no t enough to estab lish  in te res t 
free b anks, collect Zakah  and  Ushr (on ag ricu ltu ra l 
income) and  em phasize charity. These m easu res  are no t 
enough to m eet the challenge of poverty and  estab lish  
social ju s tic e  im p o rtan t th o u g h  they  are . The socio­
econom ic in s titu tio n s  will have to be re-fash io n ed  in 
order to estab lish  d istributive justice . The first im portan t 
requ irem en t is th a t one will have to view the problem  in 
the  con tex t of to tality  of econom y, no t in p iecem eal 
fashion. Production in m odern econom y is as im portan t 
as d istributive justice .

It h a s  b e e n  a rg u e d  th a t  p ro fit m o tive  le a d s  to 
m axim izing of production and  it also co n stitu tes  a  ju s t  
rew ard for the  en trep reneur. And th a t ju s t  rew ard is in 
keeping w ith the Islam ic principle. Those who know  the 
working of m odern industria l econom y and  its scale of 
operation w ould hardly  be taken  in by such  a rgum en ts  
w hich u sed  to be advanced cen tu ry . G iant corporations 
an d  m u ltin a tio n a ls , are  n o t ow ned by an  ind iv idual 
en tre p ren eu r and  his work ethics and  his profit motive 
as w as the  case in the early stages of capitalism . These 
g iant corporations are owned and  m an ipu la ted  by the 
pow erful groups of super rich th rough  the  m echanism  of 
buying controlling shares. The huge am ong of profit are 
p o ck e ted  by th o se  w hose sk illfu lly  m a n e u v e r  th e se  
controlling shares. The profit th u s  a ssu red  is ne ith er the 
re su lt of hard  work, nor th a t of proportionate investm ent. 
Such a  profit is, therefore a  resu lt of specula tion  on the 
stock  exchange and  is haram  (illegitimate), p roh ib ited
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by Islam . It should  also be borne in m ind th a t the  profit 
o b ta ined  th ro u g h  com m ercial exchange, in w hich the  
in d iv id u a l o w n er a n d  in v e s to r  p la y s  p e rs o n a l  ro le  
th rough direct operations is no t com parable w ith the profit 
o b ta in e d  th r o u g h  p ro d u c t io n  by  w o rk e r s  a n d  
appropria ted  by rem ote en trep ren eu rs  who do no t play 
any d irect role in its generation.

In a  m ercantile  econom y on the o ther h an d  profit is 
g e n e ra te d  ( r a th e r  d is tr ib u te )  th ro u g h  c o m m e rc ia l 
tra n sa c tio n s  carried  o u t by th e  investo r h im self. The 
p r o p h e t  w as  face d  w ith  th is  s i tu a t io n  in  M eccan  
m ercantile  econom y and  it was the profit of th is s^ rt was 
legitimized with a  proviso th a t no speculation or o ther 
fo rm s of m a lp ra c t ic e s  like  sh o r tw e ig h tin g , s h o r t ­
m easuring  or advance trad ing  are no t resorted . T hus the 
two categories of profits should  not be confused together. 
Here we w ould like to throw  som e light on the m eaning 
an d  concept of rika’ itself. R iha’ should  no t be understood  
in th e  con tex t of m odern  in d u stria l econom y only as 
in terest; its scope should  be w idened to include all the 
exploitative practices. Industria l profit w ould also fall in 
th is  ca teg o ry . T h u s  ab o litio n  of r ih a ’ sh o u ld  m e a n  
b an n in g  all exploitative p rac tices inc lud ing  th e  profit 
earned  by large scale m odern industria l estab lishm en ts . 
It is only fhen  th a t the  w orkers and  o ther w eaker sections 
of society w ould benefit. It is also a  point to be no ted  th a t 
free en terp rise-o rien ted  industries  in the ir h u n t for profit 
are m ore in te res ted  in producing  consum er goods for 
u p p er c lasses including consum er durab les ra th e r th an  
wage-goods for the w orkers and  o ther w eaker sections 
w hich have m uch  low profitability.

It becom es the  responsibility of the society as a  whole 
or the s ta te  to produce and  supply such  goods to the 
w eaker sections of the  society. N eedless to say th is role 
can be effectively played by the nationalized sector. Large- 
scale in d u s tr ie s  will have to be nationalized  bo th  for 
c u rb in g  u n e th ic a l  c o n s u m e r is m  a s  w ell a s  fo r 
estab lish ing  social ju stice , a  cornerstone of an  Islam ic 
society.
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The Political Universe of Islam
2

I

The political universe of Islam  h as  never been a  fixed 
entity . It h a s  been  con tinuously  changing  depend ing  
on locale and  time. Also, it is difficult to trace any fixed 
notion of Islam ic s ta te  e ither in the  Q u r’an, in had ith  
litera tu re  or in any political theory propounded  by any 
M uslim  theologian. Popularly it is believed th a t in Is­
lam, s ta te  and  religion cannot be separated . It is m ore of 
a  theological and  historical co n struc t ra th e r  th an  a  scrip ­
tu ra l injunction. It is true  in the sense of Islam ic values, 
w hich m u s t be associated  with the state.

It is a  well-known fact th a t there w as no s ta te  s tru c ­
tu re  in pre-Islam ic Arabia. The tribal chiefs in M ecca 
led by the  tribe of Q uraysh m ade all im portan t decisions. 
These tribal chiefs co n stitu ted  a  council of th e ir  own 
called mala’ (senate) and  all decisions had  to be u n a n i­
m ous, else they could no t be im plem ented by d issen t­
ing tribal chiefs. Also, there were no in stitu tions like the 
police or the  arm y for law enforcem ent as only the  tribal 
custom s prevailed. In pre-Islam ic Arabia all the w ars were 
in ter-tribal and  all adu lt male m em bers of the tribe p a r­
ticipated in it. There were no w ars with o ther countries 
ou tside Jaziarat al-Arab i.e. A rabian pen insu la .

The outside ru lers  had  to deal with tribal chiefs as 
there w as no head  of the state. Also, for ou tside ru lers  no 
need  arose for invasion of th is a rea  and  hence no arm y 
w as needed. T hus both  the institu tion  of arm y as well as
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th a t of police (shurta ) cam e into existence only in the 
post-Is lam ic  period  w hen a  prim itive s ta te  s tru c tu re  
cam e into ex istence. The s ta te  s tru c tu re  w hich, cam e 
into existence after the death  of the Holy P rophet could 
be described  as proto-dem ocratic. As long as the  P rophet 
w as alive all decisions were m ade by him  be they politi­
cal or civil in na tu re . He of course consu lted  his com ­
panions w hen the need arose. The Q ur’an  also exhorts 
him  to consu lt his com panions (see 3:159)

On the  death  of the  Holy p rophet of Islam , M uslim s 
differed on the issue  of succession, S unn is  m ain tain ing  
he left no successo r or any will to th a t effect. The Shi'ahs, 
on the  o the r hand , m ain tained  th a t he did appoin t his 
successo r and  th a t both in sp iritual and  political sense  
the  successo r ship will continue in the progeny of Ali, 
the P rophet’s son-in-law  and  Fatim a, h is daughter.

T hus it w ould be seen  there  w ere no agreed views 
ab o u t th e  successor, m uch less on its mode. There was 
no pre-Islam ic model to follow. The S unn is  followed the 
pre-Islam ic tribal tradition  and  elected the  chief of the 
s ta te  as tribals u sed  to elect a  successor to the deceased  
chief. B ut th a t election was also no t sm ooth there  being 
m any c laim ants and  each claim ant laying claim  on some 
or the o ther m erit. The Q uraysh laid the ir claim  on the 
basis th a t the irs w as the  m ost experienced tribe in diplo­
m atic sense and  th a t the Prophet was from am ongst them . 
The Ansar, on the o ther hand  m ain tained  th a t they  were 
the  first to help the  Prophet and  th u s  had  g reater claim 
to being h is successor. Some even suggested th a t let there 
be one co-ruler from the Q uraysh and one from the Ansar.

Since there  w as no institu tion  of m onarchy in pre- 
Islam ic A rabia and  all decisions w ere tak en  w ith m u ­
tua l consultation , and  there being no au thority  like the 
P rophet any m ore, all decisions were taken  by the  su c ­
ceeding caliphs th rough m u tual consu ltations w ith the  
sen ior com panions of the  Prophet. There w as no clarity 
abou t the  pow ers of the  caliph and  also abou t du ra tion  of 
h is regim e. However, one th ing w as clear th a t the  ca­
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liphs had  to ru le according to the Q ur’an  and  S u n n ah  
apd p ro p h e t’s com panions had  to a ss is t him  in d ischarg­
ing these  duties.

Both the  Q ur’an  and  S u nnah  were the m ost p rogres­
sive and  liberative sources of legislation a t the tim e. Is­
lam cam e as a  liberating religion for the w eaker sections 
of society including wom en. No doub t the  people em ­
braced in large num bers. Not only th is h istory  tells u s  
th a t th e  poor an d  unpriv ileged people of Rom an and  
Sassan id  em pires even welcomed M uslims as conquer­
ors. They opened the  doors of the forts and  even guided 
them  th rough  secret rou tes to en ter into the  city. T hus 
the Islam ic S tate  of the time was a  revolutionary state.

Even the  first Caliph Abu Bakr is reported  to have said 
while assum ing  the charge of caliphate, “O people! Be­
hold m e -  charged with the cares of G overnm ent, I am  
not the  b est am ong you; I need all your advice and  all 
your help. If I do well, support me; if I m istake, correct 
me. To tell the tru th  to a  person  com m issioned to ru le is 
faithful allegiance; to conceal it, is treason . In my sight, 
the powerful and  w eak are alike; and  to both  I w ish to 
render ju stice . As I obey God and  His P rophet obey me; 
and if I neglect the law of God and  the Prophet, I have no 
more right to your obedience.” (Syed A thar H usain , The 
Glorious Caliphate, Lucknow, 1947, p-19)

This w as an  excellent doctrine of governance for a  
revolutionary state. To dispense ju stice  to the  w eak and  
powerful alike and  to ask  the governed to speak  tru th  to 
the ru le r and  to trea t it as a  true  allegiance. The Q ur’an  
laid m axim um  em phasis on ju stice  to the w eak, to bring 
about red istribu tion  of w ealth in favour of the poor and  
the needy and  to create the institu tion  of baital-rnal (state 
treasury) to achieve such  red istribu tion . And these  ca­
liphs tried  to follow the  spirit of the Q ur’an  as rigorously 
as they could.

However, it w as possible w ithin sm aller a rea  and  m ore 
or less hom ogenous popula tion  of M ecca and  M edina
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(though it w as no t as hom ogenous as one w ould like to 
believe). B ut as the  Islam ic em pire sp read  to Egypt, Syria, 
Palestine and  o ther p arts  of Rom an Em pire on one hand , 
and  Iran  and  C entral Asia, on the o ther, diversity in ­
creased  trem endously  and  size of population too. Also, 
there  were diverse custom s and  trad itions and  liberative 
aspects  of Islam ic teachings w ere no t acceptable to all, 
particu larly  to the  form er ruling classes.

T hus it w as no longer possible to enforce the  Islam ic 
doctrine of ju s tice  and  red istribu tion  of w ealth  in favour 
of the w eak as rigorously as it w as possible w ithin a  sm all 
a rea  w ith a  m ore hom ogenous population. The fissures 
began to develop with the increase in size of the  Islam ic 
Em pire. Here before we proceed, we would like to deal 
w ith an  im portan t issue for a, Islam ic state .

Those ideologues of Islam ic s ta te  who fervently a d ­
vocate its  es tab lishm en t h as  to seriously reflect on the 
question  w hether it is possible to estab lish  an  Islam ic 
s ta te  like th e  one w hich w as estab lished  im m ediately 
after the  d ea th  of the  Holy Prophet? Firstly, the re  w as no 
unan im ity  am ong the M uslims as to the question  of su c ­
cession as pointed  ou t above. The M uslim s w ere verti­
cally divided on the  question  of succession . Secondly, 
w ithin less th an  th irty  years of es tab lishm en t of caliph­
ate, civil w ar broke ou t am ong the M uslim s leading to 
g reat deal of bloodshed.

The first Caliph H azrat Abu Bakr had  clearly s ta ted  
th e  p rincip les of tra n sp a re n t governance w hich could 
be applied for a  very lim ited a rea  and  lim ited period. Also, 
all th e  p resen t ru lers  who claim to estab lish  an  Islam ic 
s ta te  never refer to the principles laid down by the  first 
Caliph for governance. They only apply certain  p a rts  of 
S hari'ah  law th a t too as it was developed during  m edi­
eval ages w ithou t re-th ink ing  it. Such m echanical a p ­
plication of the law creates anom alies difficult to resolve. 
No ru le rs  of the p resen t day Islam ic s ta te  follows the 
Q ur’anic values of ladl, ihsan, rahm ah and h ikm ah  (jus­
tice, benevolence, com passion and  wisdom) besides those
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of equality, h u m an  dignity and  brotherhood. It is these  
values w hich are  m ore fundam ental to the  Islam ic s ta te  
th a n  any  th ing  else. No Islam ic S tate in contem porary  
period h as  estab lished  a  welfare sta te , let alone b rought 
ab o u t d is trib u tio n  of w ealth  am ong th e  poor an d  the  
needy. (59:7)

An Islam ic s ta te  canno t be m erely based  on som e 
se lec ted  a sp e c ts  of S h a ri 'a h  law like d re ss  code for 
wom en and  o ther restric tions on them , hudud  laws (laws 
of pun ishm en ts), blasphem y law, personal law and  so on. 
T hese  law s w ere b ased  on th e  in te rp re ta tio n  of the  
Q ur’anic verses in the  th en  prevailing cu ltu ra l e thos and  
hence  need  to be re th o u g h t to accom m odate m odern  
problem s.

Also, in the  medieval political theory there  w as no 
concept of citizenship, let alone citizens’ rights. The val­
u es  of governance as developed by the first Caliph on the 
basis of the Q ur’an  and  S unnah  were soon abandoned  
by the  M uslim  ru lers. The th ird  Caliph w as m urdered  
apparen tly  because  he did no t apply the  principles of 
ju s tice  very rigorously and  the fourth  caliph because  he 
applied them  too rigorously. The ch arac ter of the  M us­
lim u m m ah  had  drastically  changed due to conquests of 
large areas  of Roman and  S assan id  em pires and  it was 
very difficult in these  c ircum stances to apply any coher­
en t political theory, let alone the fundam ental principles 
and  values.

H ere we w ould also like to deal with the concept of 
um m ah. This concept of M uslim um m ah  h as  also u n ­
dergone change from its early usage in the  Islam ic h is ­
tory. According to Im am  Raghib any com m unity w hether 
based  on religion or geography and  contem poraneity , be 
it optional or non-optional, it is no t even lim ited to h u ­
m an  com m unity, even the birds belonging to sam e group 
can co nstitu te  um m ah  (6:38). The Q ur’an describes e n ­
tire hum an ity  as one um m ah w ahidah  (2:213) (i.e. one 
h u m a n  com m unity). (See M ufradat al-Qur’an, Lahore, 
1971, u n d e r  ummah)
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The Q u r’an  also expresses in the verse 5:48 th a t if 
Allah so desired  He could have created  all h u m an  be­
ings as one com m unity and  the Q ur’an  also says th a t 
from  am o n g st you, shou ld  be a  g roup (um m ah) who 
should  becom e role model for goodness to o thers  (3:104). 
T hus we see th a t the Q ur’anic usage for um m ah  is not 
only for M uslim s b u t m uch wider in its scope.

U m m ah in th e  sense  of M uslim  com m unity  alone 
becam e cu rren t m uch later. The Prophet of Islam  drew 
u p  Mithaq-i-Madina w hich included various Jew ish  and  
pagan  tribes besides M uslim tribes and  th is  conglom ­
eration w as also referred to as Ummah w ahiday  i.e. one 
com m unity. It is im portan t to note th a t M aulana H usain 
Ahmed M adani of Jam i'a t al-U lam a-i-H ind opposed two 
nation  theory  on the  basis of th is  M edinese covenant 
saying w hen the  Prophet of Islam called the  com posite 
com m unity  as U m m ah W ahidah, how can J in n a h  d e­
scribe H indus and  M uslims as two separate  nations.

T hus it is only in spiritual and  religious sense  th a t 
M uslim s can  be described as one um m ah , no t in politi­
cal sense. In political sense M uslims constitu te  um m ah  
separate ly  in every country  along w ith o thers, m ay they 
be H indus or C hristians or B uddhists. Today m ajority of 
M uslim s lives as m inorities in various Asian, African and  
w estern  coun tries including Europe and  North America. 
How can these desperate groups of M uslims living in these 
c o u n tr ie s  c o n s ti tu te  one u m m ah  in po litica l s e n se ?  
C ulturally, linguistically and  ethnically  they  are  m uch 
closer to those non-M uslim  groups with w hom  they live 
in those countries.

In m edieval ages, cou n tries  w ere no t divided into 
nations. Today’s political realities are very different from 
those of m edieval period. And even during  m edieval p e ­
riod all M uslim s were no t u n d er one caliph. Earlier po­
litical theory  of Islam  had  proposed only one caliph b u t 
th is  s ta te  of affairs did no t la st m ore th an  a  cen tury . 
G radually  nu m b er of ru lers  cam e into existence in the 
M uslim world and  th a t reality had  to be accepted  by the 
Islam ic theorists.
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Also, the re  w as no single m ethod by w hich even the 
first four caliphs -  called khulafa-i-rashidun  could  be 
elected. And after the fourth caliph M u'awiyah, belong­
ing to the Umayyad clan, seized power even w ithout p opu ­
lar sanction  and  he nom inated his son Yazid to succeed 
him  th u s  in troducing  the m onarchical in stitu tion  in the 
w orld of Islam . M any p ro m in e n t co m p an io n s  of th e  
Prophet (PBUH) refused to acknowledge Yazid as a  le­
gitim ate successo r and  the  P rophet’s grand  son Im am  
H usain gave h is life b u t no t h is han d  into th e  h an d  of 
Yazid. He becam e the great m artyr in the cause  of Islam.

T hus we see th a t no single political theory w orked in 
the world of Islam . D rastic changes have taken  place in 
political in s titu tions from caliphate to m onarchy to arm y 
d ic tato rsh ip  to dem ocratically elected governm ents. Of 
all these, one can say th a t dem ocratically elected gov­
ernm en ts  can be said to be closest to the  sp irit of Islam.

II
The contem porary  scenario in the world of Islam  has 

no uniform ity either. There are all forms of governm ents 
in the Islam ic world today from m onarchy to m ilitary dic­
ta to rsh ip  to controlled dem ocracy. No M uslim country  
has free dem ocracy. It is also true  th a t in th ese  coun ­
tries trad itional and  orthodox Tilama, wield trem endous 
influence. They strongly res is t any a ttem p t a t m odern 
legislation. They rep re sen t orthodoxy and  dogm atism . 
The noted U rdu poet Iqbal describes Islam ic shari'ah  as 
dynam ic and  nam es one of the chap ter of h is book The 
Reconstruction o f  Religious Thought in Islam  as  “The Prin­
ciple of M ovement in the  S truc tu re  of Islam '’.

However, we hard ly  see th is  in p ractice in Islam ic 
countries. W hat we see in these  countries is stagnation  
and opposition to m eaningful change. The w om en con­
tinue to suffer sexual d iscrim ination. Any progressive 
legislation giving even Islam ic rights to w om en is fiercely 
opposed by the  conservative ‘ulama,. The la te s t exam ple 
can be given from Egypt. W hen the H asni M ubarak  Gov­
e rn m e n t in Egypt in tro d u ced  a  leg islation  for giving
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w om en r ig h t to divorce (which is san c tio n ed  by th e  
Q ur’an) the  Islam ic clergy opposed it on the g rounds th a t 
w om en are hasty  in decision m aking and  any such  right 
given to them  w ould destabilise the  family life.

T hus the  shari'ah  law has becom e totally s tag n an t in 
the  h an d s  of these  conservative sections of ‘u lam a and  
its dynam ic spirit h as  been totally lost. W hat is needed  
today is progressive changes in the sh a ri‘ah  law in keep ­
ing w ith the  sp irit and  fundam ental values em bodied in 
the  Q ur’an. The Q ur’an  lays so m uch  em phasis  on ju s ­
tice and  equality  b u t these values are no t reflected in 
the  sh a ri'ah  law in the  sense in w hich these  values are 
u n d erstood  today. In all M uslim countries (with the  ex­
ception of P akistan  and  Bangla Desh) on the  o ther hand , 
there  is great em phasis on hijab for women. W earing hijab 
h a s  been  m ade com pulsory in alm ost all M uslim s co u n ­
tries.

W hat is very in teresting  to note in th is respect is th a t 
there  is no uniform  application of shari'ah  law in these  
M uslim  countries. There is great deal of differences in 
in terp re ta tion  of these  laws. As for exam ple in Kuwait 
w om en are no t allowed to vote as it is considered against 
Islam ic law. The Kuwaiti women have been struggling 
for righ t to vote for a  long time. B ut no luck so far. On the 
o ther hand , in P akistan  and  Bangla D esh they are not 
only allowed to vote they becam e even prim e m in isters 
of the  two countries. And in Bangla D esh w om en hold 
both  positions th a t of prim e m in ister ship  and  th a t of 
leader of opposition.

In Saudi A rabia w om en canno t drive cars w hereas in 
o ther Islam ic countries they are free to do so. The Taliban 
in A fghanistan w hen they were in power, did no t allow 
wom en to come ou t of the ir houses and  go for education . 
In som e Islam ic countries women are not allowed to go 
to m arke t or any o ther public place w ithout being ac­
com panied by a  m ale relative, even in the case of em er­
gency. And all th is  is done in the nam e of Islam.
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T here  is no possib ility  of change  u n le s s  th e re  is 
dem ocratisation  of these regim es. The colonial legacy is 
still going strong  in these  M uslim countries. The colo­
nial pow ers had  propped u p  some m onarch  or sheikh  or 
even m ilitary strongm an in power to serve th e ir political 
hegem ony. They are still propped up  by th ese  w estern  
p o w e rs . T h e s e  r u le r s  f r u s t r a t e  a n y  a t t e m p t  a t  
dem ocratisa tion  of th e ir regim es an d  seek  Islam ic le ­
gitim ation th rough  the conservative ‘u lam a. It is these  
‘u lam a who provide suppo rt to these ru lers  and  these  
ru lers in tu rn  wield trem endous political clout and  re ­
sist any change in the S hari‘ah  law.

T hus conservative ethos rule the roost in m ost of the 
Islamic countries. Secularism  and  dem ocracy are  con­
sidered an ti-Islam  in such  atm osphere. The earlier mili­
tary regim e in Pakistan  is a  good exam ple of th is  politi­
cally c rea ted  religious conservatism  in an  otherw ise a 
m odern  s ta te . T hus th e re  is g rea t need  for tho rough  
dem ocratisation in all these M uslim countries.

It is only th rough  dem ocratisa tion  th a t peoples of 
these coun tries  will enjoy dem ocratic freedom s and  only 
through dem ocratisation  th a t these  countries will get rid 
of pro-w estern  regim es. These regim es cause  so m uch 
anger am ong the people who are even unab le  to express 
their opinions freely and  the pen t up  feelings lead to ac ts 
of terrorism  as in the case of U sam a bin Laden and  his 
al-Qa’ida group. One can u sh e r in m odern secu la r pol­
ity with the  concept of citizenship and  respect for h u ­
m an righ ts only th rough  dem ocratisa tion  of th e se  re ­
gimes.

And w hen the  ru lers  do not depend on the su p p o rt of 
‘u lam a they will be able to, with the help of popu lar su p ­
port, bring abou t m odern legislation m aking the sh a r i‘ah  
law really dynam ic th a t it w as in its earlier days. Shari'ah  
law can respond  to the needs of m odern tim es only in a 
dem ocratic regim e. Islam  perm its ijtihad (dynamic and  
creative in terp re ta tion  of Islam ic law) and  it is conserva­
tive ‘u lam a who do no t perm it carrying ou t of ijtihad. In a
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d em o cra tic  regim e popu la rly  e lected  p a r lia m e n t can  
appoin t expert com m ittees to exam ine the orthodox law 
and  the  m uch  needed  changes to m ake it respond  to 
p resen t tim es. And on recom m endations of th ese  com ­
m ittees the  parliam ent can enact necessary  legislation.

Not only th a t the Islam ic teachings do no t come in 
the  way of dem ocratisation it is in fact very m uch in keep ­
ing with the  spirit of Islam to bring abou t dem ocratisation  
in the Islam ic world. In fact all the m odern changes d e­
pend  on th a t. Also, th e  in stitu tion  of ca liphate  re p re ­
se n te d , a s  p o in ted  o u t ea rlie r , p ro to -d em o cracy . If 
M u'awiyah had  no t in terrup ted  the process and  in tro ­
duced  the  in stitu tion  of m onarchy full-fledged dem oc­
racy could have flowered in the Islam ic world m uch  ea r­
lier.

Now the  tim e h as  come th a t w hat w as in te rru p ted  
should  be re-in troduced  and  th u s  dem ocracy can fruc­
tify in Islam ic world. It is feudalism  and  colonialism , 
w hich robbed Islam  of its dynam ism . U nfortunately  Is­
lam ic world is still labouring u n d er feudalism  and  sem i­
colonialism . There was tim e w hen Islam  had  come as a 
liberating religion. However, it lost its liberating th ru s t 
altogether in the la st one th o u san d  years and  m uch  m ore 
so during  the colonial period. It is high tim e th a t Islam 
re-appropria tes  its liberative role.

With dem ocratisation the political un iverse of Islam  
will undergo  a  th rough  change and  w hereas it is s tag ­
nating  today, it will acquire m uch needed  sp irit of dy­
nam ism  and  change.
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The Tragedy of Karbala and 
Its Implications

3

Every year M uslims throughout the world observe with 
great solem nity the  10th of M uharram  as a  day of great 
tragedy. It w as on th is day th a t Im am  H usain, along with 
his 72 relatives and  friends and  supporters were m artyred 
in K erbala (Iraq) in 61 A.H. (Islamic calendar). For last 
1400 years M uslim s have been m ourning th is tragedy. 
And for Shi'ah  M uslim s th is day of M uharram  know n as 
‘A shura  h as  even g reater significance. Sunn i M uslim s 
too observe th is  day with great solemnity.

W hat is the  significance of th is day? Why M uslim s 
observe 10th of M uharram  with such  solem nity and  so 
m uch m ourn  the death  of H usain, the grandson of the 
P rophet of Islam ? W hat is im p o rtan t to no te  th a t all 
M uslim s a c ro ss  se c ta r ia n  lines  (except p e rh a p s  th e  
K harijites) a c c e p t th e  s ign ificance of th e  trag ed y  of 
K arbala. It is m a in ta in ed , an d  rightly  so th a t  it w as 
m artyrdom  of H usain  which gave new lease of life to Islam. 
Khwaja M oinuddin Chishti, the great sufi sa in t from India 
says in one of his ruba‘i (quatrain) th a t £so m uch  so th a t 
H usain  is the very foundation of la ilah (hatta ki bina’i la 
ilah ast Husain)

In o rder to u n d ers tan d  th is we have to go to the  very 
background of th is tragedy and  for th a t we will have to 
u n d e rs tan d  th e  significance of Islam ic revolution itself. 
The Arab society before Islam , as  endlessly  h a s  been



pointed ou t by m any scholars and  h isto rians of Islam , 
w as a  triba l society w ithou t any h igher civilisation or 
cu ltu re  and  w ithou t any w ritten tradition , m uch  less any 
religious scrip tu re  or literature . It is said by Tabari, and  
o ther h is to rians th a t there  were on 13 persons in Mecca 
who could read  an d  w rite. There w as no trad itio n  of 
learning in M eccan society of the time. However, there  
w as strong  oral trad ition  as also of oral poetry as in m ost 
of the  tribal societies. And th is poetry am oun ted  to m uch  
m ore th a n  folk songs. This could be ra ted  as h igher genre 
of poetry.

The p re -Is lam ic  A rabs w ere h a rd ly  in te re s te d  in 
seek in g  know ledge. In fact they  took  p ride  in being  
i l l i te ra te .  T h e re  w as no t ra d i t io n  of m e d ita tiv e  or 
reflective knowledge also. However, a  g reat change w as 
tak ing  place in the M eccan society. It w as no t m erely a  
sta tic  tribal society b u t a  dynam ic society w ith em erging 
in ternational trade  relations and  Mecca being in rou te  
to borders of Rom an Em pire, had  also em erged as an 
in terna tional finance centre of significant proportions.

T hus there  w as a  sharp  social contradiction em erging 
in the  society: a  primitive tribal social s tru c tu re  w ith no 
trad itions of h igher learning was moving in h igher gear 
of in te rn a tio n a l trad e  and  finance. This contrad iction , 
though  motive force, w as also causing  a  social m alaise. 
Mecca, in o th e r w ords, w as in g rea t need  of a  socio­
religious revolution, a  m oral revolution and  a  revolution 
of knowledge and  ethics.

It w as th is  socio-religious backdrop for appearance 
of Islam  on the  M eccan scene. It w as a  g reat revolution, 
revolution of knowledge, of ethics and  morality, of g reat 
social, econom ic, political and  religious significance. W. 
C. Sm ith, a  g reat Islam ist from C anada says th a t Islam  
was the  g rea tes t and  m ost system atic effort to u sh e r  in 
social ju s tice  before Marxism.

Islam , it is in teresting  to note, laid great em phasis 
on acquisition  of knowledge, on equality of all h u m an
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beings an d  on social ju stice . Knowledge, Him, w as no t 
only repeated ly  em phasised  b u t w as equated  w ith light 
an d  ignorance -  ja h l -  w ith d a rk n e ss  an d  p osed  the  
question  ‘Can d ark n ess  be equated  with light’? One who 
is ignoran t is like blind and  one who acquires knowledge 
lik e  o n e  w ho  c a n  se e . T h u s  Q u r ’a n  b r o u g h t  th e  
revolu tionary  m essage of knowledge -  Him. In tw enty- 
f irs t  c e n tu ry  it  m ig h t n o t a p p e a r  of su c h  g ig a n tic  
proportion b u t in 6th C entury Mecca, such  fundam ental 
em phasis  on knowledge was no m ean revolution.

Also, in th a t world of sixth cen tury  w hich w as socially 
deeply  h ie ra rch ica l su ch  em p h asis  on equality  of all 
h u m an  beings and  equality of dignity for all children of 
Adam -  som ething w hich we have no t achieved even in 
tw enty first cen tu ry  -  was, to say the least, w as of u tm o st 
significance. Needless to say, the world then  could hardly 
appreciate  significance of the concept of equality  of all 
h u m an  beings w hite or black, rich or poor, Arab or non- 
Arab, M uslim  or non-M uslim .

Also, today in the  post-m odern world we have begun 
to u n d e rs ta n d  the  im portance of plurality  of cu ltu res  and  
religions. The Q ur’an  declared then , m ore th a n  fourteen 
hu n d red  years ago, the im portance of plurality and  taugh t 
respect for all the  p rophets and  religious guides, hadis. 
In fact the  Q ur’an  says th a t if Allah desired  he could have 
c rea ted  one um m ah, one religious com m unity  b u t he 
created  p lurality  in order to te s t u s  w hether we can live 
in peace w ith each other. (5:48) The Q ur’an, while doing 
aw ay w ith  all d ifferences of caste , c reed  an d  co lour 
em phasised  the m essage of istibaq al-khayrat i.e. vie one 
with the  o ther in v irtuous deeds ra th e r th an  quarrel about 
superiority  of one’s own faith.

The Q u r’an  also laid  em p h asis  on d is tr ib u tio n  of 
w ealth  equitably. It w arned  again st w ealth  circu lating  
only am ong the rich and  being accum ula ted  by the  few 
depriving o thers of the ir basic hvelihood. The im portance 
of th is  m e ssag e  w as also  rea lised  only in tw en tie th  
century . No one in those days had  thou g h t of equitable
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distribu tion  of w ealth. Today it is du ty  of every s ta te  to 
en su re  welfare of w eaker sections of society. In the  world 
th en  w eaker sections counted  for nothing. At th e  m ost 
they w ere object of charity  and  could no t th ink  of rights.

Islam  did no t m ake w eaker sections only object of 
charity  b u t gave them  rights. The concept of zaka t is no t 
the  concept of charity. It is tax  on the w ealthy, a  share  of 
w eaker sections in the  w ealth of rich, a  tax  even to pay 
deb t of indeb ted  and  to free the  slaves in addition to take 
care of widows, o rphans and  the poor (9:60). It denounced  
concen tration  of w ealth (9:34).

Not only this: it took ano ther revolutionary step. It 
em pow ered w om en and  gave them  equal righ ts (2:228) 
an d  33:35). It even gave w om en right to earn  and  own 
p roperties besides right in inheritance as daugh ter, as 
wife an d  as  m other. This w as very revolu tionary  step  
w hich M uslim s of th a t tim e also could no t appreciate , 
m u ch  less  p rac tice  it honestly . The p ro p h e t of Islam  
(PBUH) m ade acqu isition  of know ledge for w om en as 
obligatory as for m en. G roups of wom en u sed  to go to the 
P rophet to acquire knowledge, a sk  him  questions and  
m any female com panions of the P rophet becam e source 
of n a rra tin g  P rophet’s trad ition  and  im portan t source of 
knowledge for scholars of su b seq u en t generations.

W omen played very im portan t role in Islam ic history 
un til they  were confined again in the four walls of their 
h o u ses  by the society ironically in the nam e of Islam . In 
K arbala too, as we will see, S u sa in ’s s is te r Syeda Zainab, 
played very im portan t role. The concept of equalitj^ of 
sexes wras m ost revolutionary one and  ahead  of tim e by 
cen tu ries  and  hence could not be practised  by M uslim s 
of th a t tim e and  even today M uslims, m ostly living in 
feudal societies, are  no t able to realise its significance.

T h u s  Is lam  cam e to A rabs a n d  n o n -A rab s  as  a 
li'berative religion, a  transform ative m ovem ent and  hence 
the  rich unbelievers of M ecca opposed it as they  had 
powerful vested  in terest in m ain tain ing  the s ta tu s  quo.
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T hey  b e lie v e d  in  c o n t in u in g  u n in t e r r u p te d  
accum ula tion  of w ealth , enjoying all p le a su re s  of life 
w ithout realising the significance of sp iritual side of life. 
In o ther w ords it w as crass  m aterialism  for lim ited few 
and unend ing  suffering for the people a t the  bottom  of 
econom ic an d  social h ie ra rchy . The pow erful rich  of 
Mecca opposed M uham m ad (PBUH), no t so m uch because 
of his doctrine of un ity  of God (tawhid) as for revolutionary 
im plications of his teachings on the ir w ealth and  prestige. 
Islam  gave th e  p o o res t an d  slaves equ a l r ig h ts , an d  
dem anded jud ic ious d istribu tion  of w ealth, som eth ing  
the rich of M ecca would never accept.

B ut all those who were suffering and  all those who 
rea lised  th e  im p o rtan ce  of sp ir itu a l side of life an d  
significance of social ju s tice  rallied round  the  P rophet 
and suffered all persecu tion  and  indignities in o rder to 
m ake Islam  successful. Many of them  happily courted  
m artyrdom  in various battles fought by the  P rophet so 
th a t Islam ic revolution succeeds. It is in teresting  to note 
th a t the word for m artyrdom  in Q ur’anic term inology is 
shahadah  w hich m eans w itness.

Thus m arty r shahid  is one who w itnesses, a t the  cost 
of h is /h e r  life, the  end  re su lt of h is /h e r  m artyrdom . The 
m om ent of sh a h a d a h  is th e  m o m en t of w itn e ss in g , 
w itnessing w hat is one dying for. T hus they die in order 
to live perm anently  in the form of social revolution they 
help u sh e r  in. It is in th is sense th a t Q ur’an  says, “And 
think no t of those who are killed in Allah’s way as dead. 
Nay, they are  alive being provided su sten an ce  from their 
Lord.” (3:168) T hus it is in th is sense th a t a  m arty r lives 
perm anently  by giving his life so th a t o thers can live. 
They m ake hum an ity  perm anen t, su sten an ce  of h um an  
life perm anen t by giving the ir own life. It is living th rough  
others. It is perm anently  w itnessing fru its of ones own 
sacrifice.

If m arty rdom  of any believer is so s ign ifican t th e  
m artyrdom  of H u sa in , th e  g rand  son of th e  P rophet 
himself, is even m ore significant. We will throw  light on
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the  significance of H usa in ’s m artyrdom  (shahadah ) below 
as to w hy it h a s  such  special significance in the  h istory 
of Islam  th a t he is referred to as shahid-e-a‘azam  i.e. the 
g rea test m artyr.

The period after the dem ise of the Holy P rophet was 
no t an  easy  period. The period saw  m any controversies, 
of succession  to the Prophet, share in power by different 
tribes, clans and  regional groups and  abou t m ethod of 
appo in tm en ts  of caliphs. The period of 30 years  -  the 
period for w hich the C aliphate lasted  w as full of turm oil, 
violence an d  civil war. More th a n  h u n d re d  th o u sa n d  
people a re  re p o rte d  to have been  k illed  d u rin g  th is  
p e r io d . T h is  p e r io d  a lso  w as th e  p e r io d  of m a jo r  
conquests. It w as during th is period th a t m ajor p a rts  of 
Rom an and  Sassan id  em pires cam e u n d e r M uslims.

These conquests no t only b rought g reat deal of w ealth 
b u t  a lso  c re a te d  new  pow er e q u a tio n s  an d  po litica l 
conflicts. The Islam ic sh u ra ’ (consultation) system  also 
cam e u n d e r  g reat s tress. Ali, in order of elected caliphs 
w as th e  la s t caliph. His s ta n d a rd s  of ju s tic e  an d  his 
enforcem ent of Islam ic ideals w as very rigorous and  now 
the new  class of governors and  power brokers w hich was 
c o m in g  in to  e x is te n c e ,  r e s e n te d  th e s e  r ig o ro u s  
enforcem ent of s tan d ard s  of honesty  and  integrity  and 
began to create  o ther power centres. Ali’s le tte r to one of 
h is governors Malik U shter, bears w itness to th e  rigorous 
s tan d a rd s  Ali w anted  to follow in his adm inistration . This 
crea ted  m any enem ies for Ali.

T hus the  power centre began to shift to those  who 
w e re  h a rd ly  c o m m itte d  to  Is la m ic  id e a ls  a n d  
revolutionary goals of Islam. They w ere in te rested  more 
in e ither cap tu ring  power or enhancing  the ir share  in it. 
Ali w as m arty red  by Kharijites (seceders) as a  re su lt of 
conspiracy while he w as praying in the  m osque of Kufa 
early in the  m orning. After Ali’s m artyrdom  his elder son 
Im am  H asan  w as elected b u t the people of Kufa were 
enticed by the  new  ruling class in D am ascus, Syria and 
w as forced to abdicate in favour of M u'awiyah. T hus now
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a new  cen tre  of power cam e into existence away from 
Islamic centre of power.

This shift w as very fundam ental and  had  far reaching  
consequences in Islam ic world and  in the h istory of Islam. 
It was, in fact a  paradigm  shift and  M aulana M aududi, a  
theologian and  political theo rist of Islam  from Pakistan , 
term ed it a  sh ift from Khilafat to M ulukiyyat (i.e. from 
c a l ip h a te  to  m o n a rc h y ) (See h is  b o o k  K h ila fa t se  
Mulukiyyat). This shift created  new  political tensions in 
Islamic world. As far as C aliphate w as concerned, it was 
far more dem ocratic and  M uslims of different origins had  
say in it and  Caliph u sed  to consult p rom inen t M uslim s 
before any policy decision.

However, due to th is paradigm atic shift in politics, 
power w as co n cen tra ted  in th e  h a n d s  of one person . 
There w as no consultation  for m ajor policy decision. The 
Islamic caliphs had  no t allowed any change in the ir style 
of living and  had  tried  to stick to the simplicity advocated 
by Islam  and  p ractised  rigorously by the P rophet (PBUH). 
The caliphs u sed  to consu lt com panions of the Prophet 
before taking all m ajor policy decisions or before laying 
down Islam ic law. S uccesso r w as no t appo in ted  from 
caliph’s own family or m a tte r left to the M uslims.

Now all th is  changed forever. D am ascus w as far away 
from centre of Islam  and  m uch closer to Rom an Em pire. 
And th is  w as no t sym bolic b u t sub stan tiv e . The new  
power cen tre  w as m uch closer to Rom an im perial ways 
th a n  to  I s la m ic  id e a ls .  M u 'a w iy a h  now  c r e a te d  
atm osphere of Roman court, p u t on expensive silken robes 
considered prohib ited  for m en in Islam  and  construc ted  
a palace to live in. Now im perial orders were issu ed  and  
the rich and  powerful were favoured and  com panions of 
the Prophet h ad  no role in shaping the policies of the 
state. This w as a  big difference from the C aliphate period.

The change w as no t lim ited to th is. The question  of 
succession also underw en t a  radical change. W hen Im am  
H asan  a b d ic a te d  in  favour of M u'aw iyah one of th e
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conditions of the  agreem ent signed w as th a t M u‘awiyah 
will no t appoin t h is successor and  leave the  question  of 
successo r to the M uslims. However, M u'awiyah did not 
fulfil th is  condition and  appointed his son Yazid as his 
successor. T hus shift to m onarchical m odel of ru le w as 
com plete.

After the  d ea th  of M u'awiyah Yazid took over reigns 
of power. This shocked all the im portan t com panions of 
the Prophet. Even a  person  like A bdullah bin ‘Umar, son 
of H az ra t U m ar, th e  2 nd C aliph  w ho w as n o t m u ch  
in te rested  in political m atters, refused  to recognise Yazid 
as a  leg itim ate su ccesso r of Islam ic C aliphate . Im am  
H usain  of course refused to accept Yazid as legitim ate 
successo r for two reasons: Firstly, he becam e successo r 
in violation of the  agreem ent betw een Im am  H asan  and  
M u‘aw ivah as the  agreem ent stipu lated  th a t the m a tte r 
of succession  w ould be left to the  M uslim s to decide. 
And, secondly , Y azid’s p e rso n a l co n d u c t w as to ta lly  
u n accep tab le  to any pious M uslim, let alone to Im am  
H usain .

Yazid w as ne ither a  com panion of the P rophet nor he 
h ad  cared  to im bibe any  of th e  ideals of th e  Islam ic 
revolution. He w as brought u p  as a  prince ra th e r  th an  an 
Islam ic revolutionary or activist. He adopted all the ways 
of pre-Islam ic A rabian society, drinking, enjoying all the 
m a te r ia l  p le a s u r e s  w ith o u t  a n y  e th ic a l  o r m o ra l 
considera tions. Also, m any h istorian  of Islam  tell u s  th a t 
th e  U m ayyads (B anu Um ayyah) h ad  n ever accep ted  
Islam ic principles and  Islam ic morality. Arab paganism  
ran  th rough  the ir blood (with some exceptions, of course). 
Yazid even ridiculed teachings of Islam.

N aturally  Im am  H usain  strongly disapproved of all 
this. He w as b rought up  no t only in Islam ic atm osphere 
b u t w as b rough t u p  by Fatim a and  Ali. Fatim a w as the 
d ea re st d au g h te r of the  P rophet who had  sp en t every 
m om ent of her life with the p rophet from h e r childhood 
un til th e  death  of her father. The P rophet h im self had  
show n h ighest respect for her and  for her integrity.
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Ali w as also  u n d e r  th e  p a tro n ag e  of th e  P ro p h e t 
(PBUH) from his childhood and  he had  m ade m axim um  
sacrifices for the  sake of Islam ic revolution. He w as not 
only the  flag beare r of Islam ic revolutionary arm y b u t 
one who had  deeply im bibed Islam ic values. He, after 
the Prophet, w as m ost knowledgeable ab o u t Islam . The 
Prophet u sed  to say th a t “I am  city of knowledge and  Ali 
is its door.” (A na m adinah al-eilm w a ‘Aliyun babuha). T hus 
Im am  H u sa in  h a d  im b ibed  all th is  a n d  w as h igh ly  
resp ec ted  by all M uslim s. There w as no com parison , 
absolutely not, betw een Yazid and  Im am  H usain.

M u£awiyah, disregarding all th is  appoin ted  Yazid as 
his successo r w hich negated all th a t Islam ic revolution 
stood for. In fact appoin tm ent of Yazid, with his un-Islam ic 
c o n d u c t ,  w a s , w h a t c o u ld  be  c a lle d  a s  c o u n t e r ­
revolution. H usain , who had  lived Islam  every m om ent 
of his life and  had  been brought up  by p aren ts  like Fatim a 
and Ali, could no t accept appoin tm ent of Yazid as Caliph 
of M uslims. It m ean t a  counter-revolutionary  heading  a  
revolutionary regime. This w as ju s t  no t possible. There 
was absolutely  no place for m onarchy in Islam , no place 
for negation of various ideals of Islam.

Yazid w anted  H usain to give b a y‘ah  (pledge of loyalty) 
to him  as H usain  w as person of ex tra  ordinary im portance 
in the Islam ic world. His recognition of Yazid w ould have 
m e a n t  s i le n c in g  a ll th e  c r i t ic s  a n d  w o u ld  h a v e  
legitim ised h is appointm ent. Yazid th u s  gave top priority 
to extracting ba.y'ah from Im am  H usain  and  Im am  H usain 
was determ ined  no t to give bay‘ah  to Yazid. Accepting 
Yzid a s  le g it im a te  r u le r  of M u slim s  w o u ld  m e a n  
endorsing all th a t Islam  stood for.

I s la m  s to o d  fo r d ig n ity  of a ll h u m a n  b e in g s  
irrespective of caste, creed and  colour or social s ta tu s. 
Yazid, on the  o ther hand , stood for superiority  of one clan 
over th e  o ther, he stood for m orality of period of jahiliyoh  
(ignorance) w hen  A rabs lived in an  e ra  of d a rk n e s s  
w ithout h igher morality, w ithout any w ritten and  codified 
law. W omen h ad  no rights and s ta tu s  and  so in Yazid’s
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c o u r t  a lso  w om en  w ere  an  o b je c t of p le a s u re  a n d  
enjoym ent ra th e r  than  hu m an  beings. B rotherhood and  
equality  w ere replaced by social d istinctions and  feudal 
h ierarchy. Non-Arabs and  non-U m ayyads were trea ted  
as  lesser beings. Piety and  fear of Allah (taqwa) w as a t a  
d isco u n t.

Islam , in o th e r w ords, becam e m erely  a  pow erful 
political es tab lishm en t and  w as losing its revolutionary 
fervour. H usain , the  only true  inheritor of Islam ic values 
of equality, ju s tice  and  brotherhood, refused  to legitimise 
Yazid’s regim e by pledging political suppo rt to him . This 
incensed  Yzid and  he ordered his governor in M adina 
Walid e ither to take b a y‘ah  from him  or to behead  him. 
H usain , com ing to know of th is plot left M adina and  w ent 
to Mecca. He left Mecca also realising th a t Yazid w as after 
his blood in the  holy city of Mecca also.

H usain  then  cam e to Karbala, a  city on the  ban k  of 
river F u ra t and  encam ped there as he was prevented from 
going to Kufa. Im am  H usain was invited by people of Kufah 
to lead them  against Yazid b u t people of Kufa were also 
s i le n c e d  by  u n le a s h in g  te r r o r  on  th e m  th r o u g h  
TJbaydullah bin  Ziyad. H usa in ’s em issary  M uslim  bin 
Aquil who w as sen t to Kufa by H usain  to gauge the  mood 
of the people of Kufa w as also killed by Ibn Ziyad..

H usain , it is im portan t to note, did no t fight Yazid to 
get political power as alleged by some. He fought Yazid 
an d  sacrificed  h is  life an d  th o se  of h is  fr ien d s  an d  
relatives to resto re  values of Islam ic revolution. He could 
no t see Islam ic values being tram pled underfoot by Yazid 
and  his sup p o rte rs  and era  of d arkness being restored . 
The m artyrdom  of H usain undoubted ly  gave a  new  lease 
of life to Islam  and  Islam ic values. It is in th is sense  th a t 
M oinuddin Chishti, the Sufi sa in t of Ajmer, said in his 
qu a tra in  th a t H usain  is the very basis of la ilah w hich is 
the  founding principle of Islam.
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Polygamy in Islam - 
Concept and Practice

Polygam y h a s  been  a  very co n tro v ersia l is su e  in 
Islam. The O rthodox ‘Ulam a m ain tain  th a t it is p a rt of 
Islam ic S h a ri‘ah  and  hence m en can  take  u p  to four 
wives, if they w ant to, w ithout any reasonable cause  even. 
The m odern ists  and  cham pions of w om en’s rights, on the 
o ther h an d  argue th a t the polygamy is only perm issible 
in certain  conditions with the stric t provison for equal 
ju stice  w ith all the  wives. According to the  m odern ists , 
m an ju s t  canno t take more th an  one wife sim ply because  
he likes som e o ther w om an or gets enam oured  of her 
b eau ty . T hey  a lso  a rg u e  th a t  th e  Q u r’an ic  n o rm  is 
m onogam y  b u t  po lygam y is p e rm is s ib le  in  c e r ta in  
exceptionable c ircu m stan ces  w ith stric tly  enforceable 
condition for ju stice .

The orthodox ‘Ulam a justify  polygamy on the  grounds 
which have no t been sta ted  in the Q ur’an. They argue 
th a t m en ’s sexual needs are greater th an  those of women; 
secondly they argue th a t w om en go th rough  periods or 
give b irth  to children and  it is no t possible to have sexual 
in tercourse w ith them  during these  periods and  hence 
m an needs m ore th an  one wife. They also argue th a t if a 
w om an is term inally  ill it is b e tte r  to m arry  a n o th e r  
w o m an  r a th e r  th a n  d iv o rc e  h e r  a n d  m a k e  h e r  
psychological wreck. Also, if she is barren  and  canno t 
give b irth  to ano ther child, it is b e tte r to take second wife
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w ithout divorcing h er and  add  to her woes. She already 
suffers from lack of children.

Of course, as pointed  ou t above, these  argum en ts  are 
no t the re  in Q ur’an  or su n n ah  of the P rophet (PBUH). 
These a rgum en ts  have been invented by som e ‘U lam a to 
justify  polygamy. A part from these  argum ents, they also 
argue th a t the re  are m ore w om en th a n  m en and  hence 
polygamy en su re s  dignified life for w om en ra th e r  th an  
life of infam y and  breaching the lim its se t by Allah.

The m o d e rn is ts  an d  th o se  cham pion ing  w o m en ’s 
rights, on the o ther hand , reb u t all these argum ents. They 
argue th a t it is no t a t all biologically and  scientifically 
proven th a t w om en’s sexual needs are any less th a n  th a t 
of m an. It is her social conditioning, w hich m akes her 
sexually less active. Given proper environm ent a  w om an 
will also be equally sexually active.

The cham pions of w om en’s rights also m ain tain  th an  
m an is no t crea ted  a  m ere sexual anim al th a t he canno t 
res tra in  h is sexual activity during m en stru a l period of 
his wife or w hen she gives b irth  to a  child. T housands of 
m en  do so. All m en  a re  n o t p ro n e  to p o ly g a m o u s  
m a r r ia g e s .  M o st of th e m , on  th e  c o n t ra ry ,  a re  
m onogam ous. They can restra in  them selves from sexual 
activity even w hen the ir wives are ill for long tim e and  
canno t cohabit w ith them .

Even w hen they are term inally ill, they can go w ithou t 
sexual activity and  th is sacrifice is w orth m aking for a 
life  tim e  p a r tn e r s h ip .  O ne c a n n o t  s a c r if ic e  th i s  
com panionship  ju s t  because  she is term inally  ill or is 
no t capable of cohabitation. Those upholding w om en’s 
r ig h ts  a rg u e  th a t  m a rriag e  is n o t all a b o u t se x u a l 
gratification only. The in stitu tion  of m arriage is m uch  
m ore th an  tha t. It is for life long partn e rsh ip  betw een the 
two, besides creating children and  ensu ring  continuity  
of h u m a n  life on e a r th . T h is can  be e n s u re d  w ith  
m inim um  sexual activity. In fact polygamy is a  m edieval 
in stitu tion  w hich w as invented by m an to fulfil h is sexual 
lu s t and  to keep w om en u n d e r his authority .
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As for b a rren n ess  there  seem s to be som e w eight in 
taking an o th er wife to procreate, as procreation  is one of 
the objectives of m arriage. But, in our society often blam e 
is foisted on w om an for failing to give b irth  to child. Man 
can also be barren  and  m an often is. U nless it is medically 
tested  one should  not ru sh  to the conclusion th a t w om an 
is barren  and  hence m an should  take an o th e r wife to 
have children. Only and  only w hen it is proved th a t a  
wife h a s  m edical problem  in giving b irth  to a  child or is 
com pletely barren  she could be responsib le for lack of 
child .

P erhaps th en  th e re  could be som e justifica tion  for 
tak in g  second  wife. B u t th a n k s  to m o d ern  scien tific  
advances there  are o ther possibilities: te s t tu b e  babies. 
May be there  is no ijma‘ so far abou t Islam ic validity of 
te s t tu b e  baby. We will have to leave it to the conscience 
of the  persons concerned w hether they w ould like to have 
te s t  tu b e  bay  o r no t. S im ilarly  adop tio n  is a lso  n o t 
perm issib le  in S h ari'ah  law. H ere is som e b ind  for a  
conscien tious M uslim. One can  say in su ch  case. (i.e. 
w hen it is m edically certified th a t wife, and  not h u sb an d , 
is barren) h u sb an d  could be perm itted  to take second 
wife. The o ther alternative is to rem ain  childless. Some 
m ight prefer th a t way. Only w hen a  wife is proved to be 
m edically  u n f it  for conceiving th e  h u s b a n d  p e rh a p s  
could seek  h e r perm ission  (w ithout u sing  coercion in 
any form) to take second wife and  provided, he is capable 
of doing equal ju s tice  to both of them , as requ ired  by the 
Q u r’an

A nother argum en t for polygamy is th a t ra th e r  th an  
let w om en lead sinful life it is b e tte r th a t one takes  them  
as co-wives. Firstly there  are very few societies w herein 
there are m any m ore women th an  m en. Even if the re  are 
more w om en, it is m arginally so. Only during  world w ars 
w h e n  m ill io n s  of p e o p le  w e re  k il le d  th e r e  w ere  
su b s ta n tia lly  m ore w om en, th a n  m en. B u t it w as a  
tem porary  and  no t lasting period. Perhaps there  could 
have been  som e justification  for polygamy during  th a t
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period. B ut it is no t correct to say th a t p rostitu tion  is 
because  of m ore w om en in society th a n  m en. There is 
p ro s titu tio n  even w hen  th e re  is ex cess  of m en  over 
w om en.

In India, for exam ple, the re  is excess of m en over 
w om en there  being 1000 m en for every 930 w om en and  
ye t th e re  is w idesp read  p ro stitu tio n . T here are  o th e r 
reasons for p rostitu tion  th an  excess of w om en over m en 
in  a  so c ie ty . P r o s t i tu t io n  h a s  b e e n  in  th e  w o rld  
th ro u g h o u t history. In fact it is know n as one of the  oldest 
in s titu tions in the  world. Uneven d istribu tion  of w ealth, 
m igration of m en to o ther countries or to u rb a n  a reas  in 
search  of livelihood and  ex trem e poverty in w om en’s 
families, lax m orals and  organised crim e are som e of the 
factors responsib le for prostitu tion . Mere polygamy, as 
some knively believe, cannot eradicate p rostitu tion  from 
the  society. Even s tringen t law drives it u n d erg ro u n d  
ra th e r  th a n  abolish it.

T hus all these  argum ents in favour of polygamy are 
hard ly  valid. These a rgum ents  have been  invented  for 
justify ing  polygamy; they  hard ly  explain its ex istence. 
There are reasons o ther th an  the ones advanced above 
for persis tence  of th is institu tion  for so long. One m u st 
u n d e rs ta n d  those causes and  tiy, as m uch  as possible, 
to control and  regulate the institu tion  of polygamy 
THE QUR’AN AND POLYGAMY

Then one can justifiably  ask  why Q ur’an  perm its it? 
Or w hat view the Q ur’an  takes of polygamy? One m u st 
take up  the verses on polygamy in the Q ur’an and  explain 
them  no t m erely as isolated verses b u t in the to tal sp irit 
of the  Q ur’an. No verse of the Q ur’an  can be explained as 
an  isolated  verse. It is the context (in the  light of asbab  
al-nuzul i.e. occasions of revelation) and  norm s of the 
Q ur’an  w hich have to be taken  into accoun t in order to 
u n d e rs ta n d  th e  real in ten tion  of the  Q u r’anic  verses. 
Also, it is no t enough to refer to one verse on the  sub ject 
b u t all concerned verses should  be taken  into account.
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Often one verse is quoted to prove one’s point of view. It 
is no t proper.

T h e re  a re  tw o v e rs e s  in  th e  Q u r ’a n  a s  fa r  a s  
m ultip licity  of wives is concerned  i.e. 4:3 an d  4:129. 
However, to take  an  overall view of Q ur’anic sp irit we 
will have to take m ore verses into account besides these  
tw o. T h o se  o th e r  v e rs e s  a re  e q u a lly  im p o r ta n t  to 
determ ine the  Q ur’an  approach to the controversial issue 
of polygamy.

F irst let u s  take the two verses w hich m ake direct 
p ronouncem ent on polygamy i.e. 4:3 and  4:129. The first 
verse i.e. 4:3 appears  to perm it taking up  to four wives 
w h ile  4 :1 2 9  s e e m s  to c a u t io n  a g a in s t  h a z a rd s  of 
m ultiplicity of wives. Needless to say both the verses m u st 
be read  together in order to determ ine Allah’s in ten tion . 
While th e  first verse takes  given contex t into accoun t 
and  seem s to perm it m ultiplicity of wives, the  second 
o n e  ta k e s  lo n g  te rm  v iew  a n d  a lso  th e  lik e ly  
consequences of taking second wife and  th is verse tends 
to be m ore norm ative th a n  the other.

The first verse says: “And if you have reason  to fear 
th a t you m ight no t act equitably tow ards o rphans, then  
m arry  from am ong w om en such  as are lawful to you -  
two or th ree , or four: b u t if you have reason  to fear th a t 
you m ight no t be able to trea t them  with equal fairness, 
then  (only) one -  or those whom you rightfully p o ssess .” 
(4:3). This verse could be in terp re ted  differently. It is no t 
very clear w hether it m eans two or th ree or four a t a  time 
or during  ones lifetime. If up  to four w as m ean t it could 
have said “up to  four”. B ut the Q ur’an  ra th e r chooses more 
complex way of pu tting  it.

Even if w hat is m ean t is two or th ree  or four a t a  time, 
the Q u r’an  does no t perm it it according to the  w him s of a  
m an. It lays down stric t condition for trea ting  all wives 
with equal fairness and  if you have reason  to fear th a t 
they canno t be trea ted  with equal fairness th en  m arry  
only one. T hus if one reads even th is verse alone literally,
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it w ould be obvious th a t more em phasis is on equal and  
fair trea tm e n t ra th e r th a n  having m ore th a n  one wife. 
And th is  shou ld  no t be determ ined  by h u sb a n d  alone 
w hether he can trea t his wives with equal fairness or not.

Here in th is  verse the words “if you have reason  to 
fear th a t you m ight no t be able to trea t them  w ith equal 
fa irn e ss” are  ad d ressed  to w hole M uslim  society and  
hence society as rep resen ted  by its jud icial in stitu tions 
{‘a d a la h  ) w ill d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  th e  p e rs o n  h a s  
capability to trea t his second or th ird  or fourth  wife w ith 
equal fairness or no t and  also w hether there  is any need  
for it. T hus it is obvious th a t taking of m ore th a n  one wife 
sh o u ld  be socially  re g u la te d  an d  sh o u ld  n o t be an  
in d iv id u a l dec isio n . U n fo rtu n a te ly  o ften  dec isio n  is 
m ade individually as if it is personal privilege and  no 
social in tervention can be tolerated. The Q ur’anic spirit, 
on the  o the r hand , does require social in tervention as 
equitable and  fair trea tm en t of wives is very essential.

T h ere  is a lso  d eb a te  w h e th e r  e q u itab le  an d  fair 
tre a tm e n t im plies only equal m a in ten an ce  an d  equal 
facilities to all the wives or it also includes equal love. 
S om e c o m m e n ta to rs ,  e sp e c ia lly  of th e  M u ‘ta z ila h  
p e rsu a s io n  in s is t th a t  equal love is also a  n ecessa ry  
condition for all wives. And they argue th a t since equal 
love is hum an ly  im possible (a m an will always tend  to 
love one of h is wives m ore th an  the o ther wife or wives) 
polygamy is as good as banned  by the Q ur’an. Ju s tic e  in 
trea ting  all the wives equally is so im portan t th a t the verse 
ends w ith the  w ords alia ta ‘ulu  (this is m ore p roper th a t 
you m ay n o t do injustice.

T hus in verse 4:3 fear of in justice is s tre ssed  twice. 
T hus th is  m oral d im ension of polygamy canno t be taken  
lightly. Therefore, e ither it should  be banned  or should  
be strictly  regula ted  and  taking of second wife should  
no t be left entirely  to an  individual. Social in tervention 
is highly needed.

Also, the  verse 4:3 should  be read  in conjunction with
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ano ther verse on polygamy i.e. 4:129. This verse s ta tes , 
am ong o the r th ings, “Ye are never able to be fair and  ju s t  
as betw een w om en even if it is your a rd en t desire. B ut 
tu rn  no t away (from a  woman) altogether so as to leave 
her (as it were) hanging (in the air). If ye come to a  friendly 
u nderstand ing , and  practice self-restrain t, Allah is oft- 
forgiving and  M erciful.”

This verse is so clear on the question  of ju s tice  and  
fair tre a tm e n t w ith all wives th a t polygam y is a lm ost 
im possible to p ractise . The w ords th a t you can n o t do 
ju stice  “even if it is your a rd en t desire” are so clear th a t 
there is no need  for any fu rther d iscussion. It is hum anly  
im possib le  to tre a t all w ives equ itab ly  (especially  in 
m a tte rs  of love) and  one should  no t leave one w om an 
hanging in the  air and  incline totally tow ards the other.

H ere  it  is im p o r ta n t  to  p o in t o u t th e  Q u r ’an ic  
m ethodology in social m atters  like slavery, polygamy and  
sim ilar o ther m atters. At the first stage the Q ur’an  perm its 
an  e x is t in g  p ra c tic e  w ith  p rov iso  for re fo rm s  a n d  
im provem ent so as  to le ssen  its  negative im pact b u t 
subsequen tly  it points ou t in no u n certa in  language th a t 
it is b est be abolished. A good exam ple in th is respect is 
of slavery. The Q u r’an  first requ ires  M uslim s to trea t 
slaves in  a  h u m a n e  w ay an d  also  en c o u ra g e s  th e ir  
m a n u m iss io n  as  co m p en sa tio n  for n o t ab le  to keep  
o b lig a to ry  f a s t  o r fo r e x p ia tio n  of s in s  e tc . Bu 
su b seq u en tly  it says th a t “All ch ild ren  of Adam have 
been  h o n o u re d  equally  (laqad karram na bani Adam ) 
(17:70). T hus all children of Adam deserve equal dignity 
and some cannot be slaves and others m aster. This m akes 
institu tion  of slavery totally redundan t. B ut the Q ur’an 
first accepts in stitu tion  of slavery with necessary  reform s 
and subsequen tly  m akes it clear th a t it is against hu m an  
dignity .

S im ila r ly  a p p ro a c h  h a s  b e e n  a d o p te d  fo r th e  
institu tion  of polygamy. F irst it is perm itted  with stric t 
proviso for fair an d  equ a l tre a tm e n t an d  cau tio n in g  
ag a in st in ju stice  ag a in s t any  of th e  wives. It is also
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im p o r ta n t to n o te  th a t  th is  verse (i.e.4:3) h a s  been  
revealed along with the  verse perta in ing  to the  problem s 
of widows and  o rphans (yatam). This verse on polygamy 
begins w ith the  w ords “If you fear th a t you shall no t be 
able to deal ju s tly  with the orphans, m a n y  w om en of your 
choice, two or th ree  or four....”

T hus polygamy w as perm itted  by the  Q ur’an  to do 
aw ay in ju s tic e  to o rp h a n s  an d  w idow s (actually  th e  
Arabic word yatam a  includes widows also). The Arabs, as 
per Z am akhshari of A l-K asshshaf (Vol.I, Beirut, 1977, pp- 
496), w ould m arry  o rphans and  widows w ith beau ty  and  
w ealth  (far in excess of four women) and  th en  try  to u su rp  
the ir w ealth  and  do in justice to them  in trea tm en t. The 
Q u r’an , in  o rd e r  to save th e se  o rp h a n s  from  su c h  
in ju stices (and hence it begins w ith th e  w ords (If you 
fea r th a t  you sh a ll n o t be ab le  to d ea l ju s t ly  w ith  
orphans....) those Arabs were perm itted  to m arry  u p  to 
four (thus reducing  the num ber of wives one could take 
drastically) to avoid in justice to the o rphans.

T hus polygam y (w ithout any  re s tric tio n  as  to th e  
nu m b er of wives) already existed in the  society and  also 
in justices to the orphans. T hus with th is verse (4:3) the 
Q u r’an, w hich considers ju s tice  as m ost fu n dam en ta l 
m oral category , tried  to s top  a b u se  of o rp h a n  g ir ls ’ 
p roperties (and th is  w as vitally necessary) on one hand, 
and  in justices to the women who were taken  as wives 
w ithou t restric tion  to any num ber, and  no t trea ted  fairly 
a n d  e q u ita b ly . T h is  v e rse  th u s  a c c o m p lish e d  tw o 
objectives in one stroke -  ju stice  to o rphans and  ju stice  
to help less wives by restric ting  the ir nu m b ers  to four and 
requiring oral responsibility  of equal and  fair trea tm en t.

But, the  Q ur’an  w as aw are th a t th is is no t the  ideal 
solution as  far as w om en were concerned. T hus in the 
second verse on polygamy (4:129) it w as m ade clear th a t 
it is no t possible to do equal ju stice  to all wives even if 
one arden tly  desired  an d  so the  m en w ere cau tioned  
no t to leave the  first wife hanging in the air (fatazaruha  
kal m u callaqatin). Thus, if both the verses are read  together
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-  and  one m u s t -  m onogam y w ould be the  norm  and  
polygamy a  m erely perm itted  m easure  to m eet the  given 
s itu a tio n .

T hus the  real in ten tion  of the Q ur’an, is to u ltim ately  
abolish polygamy albeit gradually. It is also to be noted 
th a t m arrying o rphans to m isappropriate the ir properties 
w as peculiarly  an  Arab phenom enon, no t a  un iversal one. 
And polygamy w as perm itted  by the Q ur’an  only in th a t 
c o n te x t .  I t h a s  a lso  b e e n  p o in te d  o u t  by  so m e  
com m entato rs th a t the verse 4:3 w as revealed after the 
ba ttle  of U hud w hen m ore th a n  10% of M uslim  m en 
population  w as killed and  there were m any o rphans and  
widows in the society and  they had  to be taken  care of. 
P e rp e tu a tio n  of polygam y forever w as far from  th e  
Q u r’an ic  in ten tion .

T hus the  no ted  tra n s la to r  of the  Q u r’an  A bdullah 
Y usuf Ali also says in the footnote to the above verse (4:3), 
“The u n re s tr ic te d  n u m b e r of wives of th e  T im es  of 
ignorance’ w as now strictly lim ited to a  m axim um  of four, 
provided you could trea t them  with perfect equality, in 
m ateria l th ings as well as in affection and  im m aterial 
th in g s. As th is  cond ition  is m o st d ifficu lt to fulfil, I 
u n d e rs ta n d  recom m endation to be tow ards m onogam y.” 
(The Holy Q ur’an, A bdullah Y usuf Ali, Vol. I, H yderabad, 
India, n.d .pp-131)

More a rgum en ts  can be advanced from o ther verses 
of the Q ur’an  if one takes the Q ur’anic verses in totality 
as one m ust. The Q ur’an  u se s  the  word z a w jfor h u sb an d  
and  wife and  za w j im plies couple. So basically  th e re  
should  be one h u sb an d  and  wife -  a  couple -  and  not 
one h u sb a n d  and  several wives. Adam, the  first P rophet 
had  one wife Hawwa’. The Q ur’an also describes h u sb an d  
and wife as each o th e r’s garm ent (2:187). Also the Q ur’an 
says, “And the believers, m en and  women, are friends 
one of ano ther. They enjoin good and  forbid evil and  keep 
up  prayer and  pay the  poor-rate and  obey Allah and  His 
M essenger.” (9:71)
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Whole sp irit of th is verse is of equality and  friendship  
betw een m en and  women. Thus th is noble sp irit of the 
Q ur’an  in respect of m an and  w om an does no t adm it of 
four w om en being lorded over by one m an. Also the verse 
33 :35  w hich  m ak es m en and  w om en equ a l in every 
respect hardly can adm it the institu tion of polygamy. Also, 
2:228 estab lishes equality betw een m en and  w om en and  
can hard ly  adm it of the polygam ous m arriages. T hus it 
w ill be s e e n  th a t  all th e se  v e rse s  m ilita te  a g a in s t 
polygamy. Polygamy can a t best be an  exception ra th e r 
th an  a  rule.

As for the  Holy P rophet’s sunnah  is also concerned  
he p re ferred  m onogam y over polygamy. He rem ained  
highly faithful to his first wife Khadija as long as she lived 
though  she w as m uch senior (by fifteen years) to him . He 
never took second wife in h er lifetime. He w as a  very 
loyal and  devoted h usband . He m arried  A 'ishah only after 
the  d ea th  of h is first wife Khadijah. And A‘ish ah  w as the 
only virgin wife he took. All o th e r w ives w ere e ith e r  
divorcees or widows and  w ere m ore in th e  n a tu re  of 
political and  tribal alliances th an  m arriages for fulfilling 
sexual needs. Had he so desired  he could have taken  
young w om en as his wives. B ut he never did after A‘ishah.

He also strongly disapproved of H azrat Ali, h u sb an d  
of h is d au g h te r Fatim a, taking second wife during  her 
lifetim e. He w as very angry  w hen  he le a rn t th a t  Ali 
w anted  to take  second wife w hen Fatim a w as around. 
All th is goes to show th a t the Prophet (PBUH) also stressed  
m onogam y and  one m u st follow his sunnah  in th is respect 
also.

Today’s Q ur’anic approach  to ju stice  and  equality  is 
m uch m ore relevant than  before. W omen’s rights are being 
greatly s tre ssed  and  if the ir rights to equality are to be 
respected , and  one m ust, polygamy should  be perm itted  
only  in  h ig h ly  ex ce p tio n a l c irc u m s ta n c e s . A ctually  
m onogam y should  be the rule. The Q ur’an  foresaw  this 
1400 years ago and  stressed  concept of ju s tice  in sexual 
r e la t io n s  a lso  a n d  n e v e r  a c c e p te d  w o m a n  to  be

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



67

subord inated  to m an. The Q ur’an, in fact gave dignity to 
w om an by accepting her legal entity. However, th rough  
the ages she lost ou t to m an in sexual politics. There is 
great need  to resto re  dignity to her w hich is fundam ental 
requ irem en t of the Q ur’an. She is equal p a rtn e r to m an 
in every respect.

Polygamy in Islam -  Concept and Practice



Da’wah or Dialogue ?
5

M ost societies now tend  to be highly diverse in m any 
ways -religiously, culturally, racially and  linguistically. 
Even tribal societies tend  to be quite diverse w ith different 
tribes  living toge ther in one geographical area . Today 
w ith  fa s te r  m e a n s  of m ig ra tion  an d  co m m u n ica tio n  
d iversity  te n d s  to be a lm o st bew ildering. W hile it is 
enriching to live w ith diversity it is quite challenging as 
well.

In m e d iev a l ag es  re lig io u s  m is s io n s  p la y e d  an  
im p o rtan t role. The religious au th o ritie s  w orked w ith 
m iss io n a ry  sp ir it (the sp irit of D a'w ah  ) an d  sp re a d  
relig ions to  o th e r  n a tio n s  an d  o th e r  peop les. It w as 
considered as a  religious duty  to spread  ones religion. 
While C hristians called it m ission M uslim s referred to it 
as da'w ah. D a'w ah  literally m eans invitation, invitation 
to jo in  th e  faith . Both C hris tian ity  an d  Islam  sp read  
th ro u g h o u t th e  w orld th o u g h  m iss io n a ry  or d a 'w a h  
activities. Today one finds in these  two world religions 
peoples of different nationalities, races, languages and  
tribes. T hus in both  these  religions there  is g reat deal of 
in terna l diversity.

M issionary  an d  d a 'w a h  activ ities still co n tin u e  in 
certain  p a rts  of the world, especially Africa and  Asia and  
the two religions com pete with each o ther giving rise to 
tensions. Today a  large num ber of M uslim s of diverse 
origin have m igrated to w estern  countries and  are living 
as relig ious a n d  racia l m inorities w ith th e  C h ris tian
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m a jo ritie s . T here  is h a rd ly  any  W este rn  c o u n try  of 
Europe or North America w here M uslims are no t found. 
M ost of them  are from Afro-Asian countries.

B oth  th e  m iss io n a ry  a n d  d a ‘w a h  a c tiv it ie s  a n d  
M u slim s liv ing  a s  re lig io u s  m in o r it ie s  in  W e s te rn  
co u n trie s  cau se  relig ious ten sio n s. In th e  in te re s t of 
stability  and  peace one h as  to m inim ise tensions and  
create inter-religious harm ony. These conditions can be 
created  th rough  m u tual dialogue. Today dialogue ra th e r 
th an  d a ‘w ah  or m issionary activities is needed. One has 
to prom ote the  spirit of dialogue.

As far as Islam  is concerned there is no obligation on 
M uslim s to spread  one’s religion a t the cost of peace and 
m u tu a l good will. Peace is m ore fundam ental to Islam  
th an  aggressive d a ‘wah. Da'wah  is desirable only if it does 
not lead to loss of peace and  harm ony. Firstly, the Q ur’an, 
a c c e p ts  v a lid ity  of re lig ion  p re a c h e d  by all A lla h ’s 
m essengers and  a  Muslim is required  no t to d iscrim inate 
betw een one and  ano ther p rophets of Allah. Allah has 
sen t th o u sa n d s  of p rophets  some of w hom  have been 
n am ed  in th e  Q u r’an  an d  m any  have n o t been  even 
nam ed. The list of the prophets in the  Q u’an  is illustrative 
an d  n o t exhaustive . The Q u r’an  n o t only accep ts  all 
Biblical p ro p h e ts  b u t also adds o thers like ones from 
n a tio n s  of T ham ud  and  ‘Aad and  o thers . The Q u r’an 
m akes it obligatory on all M uslims to accept all th ese  
p rophets  and  no t to belie any one from, am ongst them . 
Anyone who discrim inates, one from the o ther is tru e  
kafir (4-150-51).

T hus to recognise and  respect o ther religions based  
on reve la tio n s  from Allah w h e th e r m en tio n ed  or no t 
m entioned  in the  Q ur’an is p art of Islam ic faith. It is truly 
in  k eep in g  w ith  th e  sp ir it  of d ia logue. The Is lam ic  
th in k ers  who have im bibed the spirit of dialogue have 
added  p rophets, no t m entioned in the Q ur’an  to list of 
p rophets sen t by Allah. Some Sufi sain ts like M azhar Ja n - 
i - J a n a n  hav e  a c c e p te d  som e H indu  h igh ly  re v e re d  
religious figures like Ram and Krishna, as  prophets.
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The Q ur’an  does not encourage undesirab le  m ethods 
for d a ‘wah, m uch  less aggressive m ethods or defiling 
o th e rs  relig ious beliefs. The Q u r’nic re q u ire m e n t for 
d a 'w a h  is w isdom  an d  goodly ex h o rta tio n . (16:125). 
A nyone w ho u s e s  a g g re ss iv e  m e th o d s  o r a b u s iv e  
la n g u ag e  d e v ia te s  from  th e  Q u r’an ic  g u id a n c e  an d  
exhortations. The Q ur’an  specifically prohibits offensive 
or abusive language. (6:109). Instead  it encourages w hat 
it calls istibaq al-khyrat (excelling each  o th e r in good 
deeds). It also m akes it clear th a t diversity or p lurality  of 
laws and  faith is Allah’s own desire (5:48) T hus diversity 
is a  divine destiny  and should  be respected.

The Q u r’anic  concept of d a ‘w ah  is m ore dialogical 
than  an  a ttem p t to im pose religion of Islam  on o thers. It 
is a  g reat m yth th a t Islam advocates its sp read  th rough  
sword; no th ing  can be fu rth er from tru th  and  in ju rious 
to the sp irit of Islam . Even if some conquerors have done 
it, it was their personal responsibility and  not th a t of Islam.

Islam , in its earliest period had  to deal w ith two m ajor 
religions, Ju d a ism  and  Christianity. It no t only show ed 
respect for the two and tried to accom m odate them  b u t 
also tried  to have dialogue with them  on the basis of w hat 
was com m on betw een them . It is in teresting  to take  note 
of th e  following verse (5:82): “Thou wilt certain ly  find 
the m ost violent of people in enm ity against the  believers 
to be the  Jew s and  the idolaters; and  thou wilt find the 
n eare st in friendship  to the believers to be those who say, 
We are C hristians. T hat is because there  are p ries ts  and  
m onks am ong them  and  because  they are no t p ro u d .”

Here the  verse is speaking of people, no t faiths. The 
Q ur’an  refers to the Jew s as people who are violent tow ards 
M uslims an d  C hristians as friends. The conflict betw een 
M uslims and  Jew s w as not on grounds of th e ir faith. The 
Q ur’an show ed h ighest respect bo th  for A braham  and  
Moses. The conflict betw een M uslim s and  Jew s w as of 
sup rem acy  of pow er an d  dom ination . The Jew s  w ere 
dom inating M adina before the P rophet of Islam  m igrated  
to M adina along w ith h is followers. Though th e  Jew s
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initially en tered  into a  pact w ith the Holy P rophet called 
Mithaq-i-Madina (the covenant of Madina) they w ere not 
happy w ith it and  inwardly resen ted  it. They clearly saw 
th a t the  M uslim s were an em ergent com m unity who will 
take  over reigns of M adina. They, therefore, betrayed  the  
co v en an t a t  th e  firs t available o p p o rtu n ity  an d  th u s  
violent conflict developed betw een the  followers of two 
faiths.

T here  w as no su ch  prob lem  w ith  th e  C h ris tian s . 
C hristians had  no presence in M adina and  there  w as no 
conflic t of in te re s t  betw een  th em  a n d  C h rs itia n s  in 
M adina. The Prophet, however, cam e in con tact w ith the 
C hristian  p riests  and  m onks who had  no am bition for 
power or dom ination and  hence the Q ur’an  says “they 
are  n o t p ro u d ”. Hence the  C hris tian s are  “n e a re s t in 
friendship .

T hus often it is no t conflict of faith, w hich crea tes  
problem s b u t conflict of power or dom ination. The Q u r’an  
w as very clear on th is  count. It does no t falsify any  faith, 
J e w is h , C h r is tia n  or any  o th e r. T he P ro p h e t even  
ex tended  a  h an d  of friendship tow ards the followers of 
the  o th e r fa ith s  an d  looked upon  th em  w ith respect. 
However, it is vested  in terests , w hich clashed.

And even w hen it was necessary  to argue w ith the 
people of the  Book i.e. C hristians and  Jew s the  Q u r’an  
did no t w ant M uslim s to be aggressive a t all. T hus for 
m ujadilah  (m utual argum ents) Q ur’an  lays down clear 
guide lines. It says , “And argue no t w ith the  people of 
the Book except by w hat is best, save such  of them  as act 
un justly . B ut say: We believe in th a t w hich h a s  been  
revealed to you, and  our God and  your God is one, and 
to Him we subm it.” (29:46) (em phasis supplied)

T hus Q u r’an  req u ire s  M uslim s to a rg u e  w ith  th e  
people of the  Book in b est possible m anner. If th is  is not 
dialogical sp irit w hat it is? Note th a t people of the Book 
include both  C hristians and  Jew s It is these two religions, 
w hich w ere p re se n t in the im m ediate environs of the
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Q u r’an  an d  h ence  th e se  two relig ions are  repeatedly- 
m e n tio n ed  in  th e  Q u r’an . In fact th e se  are  m ore of 
principles and  guide -lines, w hich can be applied to o ther 
religions as  well, including H induism  in India.

M aulana M uham m ad Ali, in h is com m entary  on th is 
verse, tries to explain its spirit. He says, It should  be noted 
th a t th is  passage deals only with the mode of controversy 
to be adopted in inviting those who already had  scrip tu res 
in th e ir h an d s  -  w hich the Arabs had  not -  to the tru th  of 
Islam  and  the revelation of the Q ur’an. The Q ur’an  m akes 
its own m eaning  clear w hen it explains th a t it is the broad 
princip les of religion th a t shou ld  dem and  p a ra m o u n t 
consideration . The fundam ental principle of religion is 
th a t God exists and  th a t He reveals H imself to m an, and  
it is com m on to all revealed religions.” He also adds th a t 
a  M uslim ’s conception of Divine revelation is w ider th an  
th a t of follower of any o ther religion, recognising, as it 
does, th a t Divine revelation is gran ted  in all ages to all 
na tio n s . A M uslim , therefore, adm its  the  tru th  of all 
prophets and  revelations ...(TheHoly Qur'an, Lahore. 1973, 
pp-769)

T h u s  a  M uslim  sh o u ld  n o t s h u n  d ia lo g u e  w ith  
followers of o ther religions recognising the  basic tru th  
in them . It is n o t p roper for him  to d en o u n ce  o th e r 
religions as false. It is no t d ispu ta tion  b u t dialogue with 
o thers th a t is in tru e  spirit of Islam. The Q ur’anic verse 
3:63 rep resen ts  tru e  spirit of Islam  in th is respect: “O 
People of the  Book, come to an  equitable word betw een 
u s  and  you th a t we shall serve none b u t Allah and  th a t 
we shall no t associate augh t w ith Him, and  th a t som e of 
u s  shall no t take  o thers for lords besides Allah. B ut if 
they tu rn  away, then  say: bear w itness, we are M uslim s.” 
(3:63)

Thus in th is verse also the stress  is on w hat is com mon 
and  no t w hat is contentious. And th is is im portan t for 
carrying on dialogical process. I th ink  w hen Islam  cam e 
in to  being  in  A rab ia  in 7 th C en tu ry  th is  tra d itio n  of 
respecting o ther religions and  stressing  w hat is com m on
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in o ther religions did not exist anyw here. It is Q u r’an  
w hich accepted  tru th  of o ther religions and  sough t the ir 
co-operation .

The M uslim s, w herever in the world, living in m ajority 
or m inority, should  seek to revive th is Q ur’anic sp irit of 
dialogue. In medieval ages the whole em phasis  w as on 
d a ‘w a h  o r co n v e rs io n  in Is lam  a n d  on m iss io n a ry  
activities am ong the  C hristians. Now in ou r tim es the 
em phasis is on dialogue i.e. u n d ers tan d in g  each o ther 
and  in teraction  with each other. G lobalisation m akes it 
all th e  m ore necessary . G lobalisation  lead s  to m uch  
in c reased  sh ifting  of popu la tion  an d  m igration. T hus 
diversity increases and  people of different religions and  
c u ltu re s  live together. If th e re  is no dialogue am ong 
them selves or they em phasise da 'w a h in  place of dialogue 
it w ould lead to tension, strife and  conflict. And social 
tensions w ould d istu rb  social stability.

It is, therefore, n ecessary  to prom ote th e  sp irit of 
dialogue am ong people of different faiths. It is, therefore, 
n ecessary  to throw  som e light on the  m ethodology of 
conducting  in ter-fa ith  dialogue.

The first requ irem en t of the spirit of dialogue is to 
know  th e  ‘o th e r ’ in  fa ith . No d ia lo g u e  can  ever be 
successfu l if th is  spirit does not prevail. There should  
no t be any a ttem p t to influence, m uch less convert the  
other. It is, therefore, very necessary  th a t we cultivate 
th e  h a b it  of lis ten in g , n o t of argu ing . A su c c e s s fu l 
dialogue can  be conducted only if we listen to each  o ther 
w ith rap t a tten tion  so th a t we can u n d e rs tan d  each other. 
A rgum entation should  no t be there  or should  be kep t a t 
m in im um . We can  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  o th e r  only  if we 
p a tien tly  listen  to the  o ther. L istening is th e  s terling  
quality in the  process of dialogue.

It is also im portan t to develop tru s t  in each o ther and  
the  process of dialogue should  lead to building u p  tru s t  
in each other. If tru s t  is lacking no dialogue can ever 
succeed. M utual tru s t  is veiy basic to any inter-religious
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d ialogue.
It is a lso  n e c e ssa ry  for b u ild in g  p ro p e r sp ir it  of 

dialogue to ta lk  to the o ther to explain and  listen  to learn  
and  to coun ter as  it often happens.

In the  process of dialogue one should  know  the  self 
in order to know  the  other. W ithout knowing the  self fully 
it is no t possible to know the o ther properly. It h as  been 
often observed th a t w ithout knowing ourselves we try to 
know  the  o th e r and  th is  will only re su lt in confusion 
ra th e r th a n  clarification. The first question should  be who 
am  I before we ask  who the o ther is?

Also, as quo ted  from th e  Q u r’anic verse above we 
should develop the spirit of sharing  in com m on w hat can 
be shared  in com m on. The em phasis should  be on w hat 
is com m on ra th e r  th a n  w hat is different. The conflict 
develops w hen we stress  w hat is different ra th e r th an  w hat 
is com m on. Not th a t it is no t necessary  to know  w hat is 
different; it is. B ut first we should  build tru s t  in each 
o ther by em phasising  w hat is com m on before we go to 
differences am ongst us. Differences could come last.

It is also im portan t to have dialogue w ith the  inner 
o ther before we have dialogue with the  ex ternal other. 
Each religious faith is divided in num ber of sects and  
schools of thought. T hus dialogue with inne r o ther is as 
n ecessary  as  w ith the  ex ternal o ther. The d ifferences 
b e tw ee n , for ex am p le , S h i 'a h s  a n d  S u n n is  am o n g  
M uslims and  Catholics and P ro testan ts lead to creation 
of inner o ther. Some tim es dialogue with the inner o ther 
becom es m ore necessary  th an  the external other. Here 
too we should  be guided by the principle of w hat we share  
in com m on and  w hat could lead to building up  the  sp irit 
of tru s t  w ith the  inne r other.

We live in dem ocracies today and  som etim e political 
d iffe ren ces  m ay  override  or co incide  w ith  re lig io u s  
d ifferences. In a  dem ocratic  an d  secu la r polity often 
re lig io u s  d if fe re n c e s  m ay  b eco m e  s e c o n d a ry  a n d  
political un ity  m ay override religious differences. T hus
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the  religious o ther m ay no t necessarily  be the  political 
o th e r  an d  political o th e r m ay no t n ecessarily  be th e  
re lig io u s  o th e r .  O ne m ay  h av e  m u c h  in  co m m o n  
politically w ith the  religious other. If we share  political 
ideology w ith th e  religious o ther it is likely to reduce 
r e l ig io u s  te n s io n s .  O ne s h o u ld  e n c o u ra g e  s u c h  
p ro cesses . Religious po larisa tion  is likely to be m ore 
p ro b le m a tic  for p e a c e  a n d  s ta b i li ty  th a n  p o litic a l 
polarisation. In a  dem ocratic se t up  followers of different 
re lig ions m ay com e to g e th e r politically , re su ltin g  in 
greater religious harm ony.

Also, linguistic and  cu ltu ra l o the rness  m ight erode 
‘w e’ feeling  in  a  re lig ious group. The lin g u is tic  an d  
c u ltu ra l d ifferences can also becom e as explosive as 
religious differences. T hus a  linguistic o ther m ay no t be 
able to have strong Sve’ feeling w ith ones own religious 
g ro u p . I t is  th u s  n e c e s s a r y  to  m a k e  d ia lo g u e s  
linguistically  an d  cu ltu ra lly  inclusive too.

It is also necessary  to u n d e rs tan d  th a t the  identity  of 
*we’ and  They’ also keeps on changing with the context. 
Identities also canno t be static  or m ay be even m ultiple. 
Even religious identities change or evolve. One m ay have 
orthodox identity  today and  liberal one tom orrow  or vice 
versa. Or conversion also leads to change of identity. Even 
w h e n  we e m p h a s i s e  th e  im p o r ta n c e  of d ia lo g u e  
conversion canno t be com pletely ru led  out. Conversion 
is no t always the resu lt of da 'w ah, it can re su lt from inner 
m otivation and  conversion th rough inner m otivation and  
inne r feeling is m ore genuine th an  th rough  m ission or 
th ro u g h  d a 'w a h . T h u s  re lig io u s  id e n tity  evolves or 
changes.

Identity  is a  sense  of belonging and  a  psychological 
boundary  vis-a-vis other. An identity can be defined only 
by draw ing a  line betw een the self and  the  other, betw een 
one g roup  an d  th e  o th e r. T here c a n n o t be se n se  of 
iden tity  if th e  o th e r does no t exist. It is alw ays w ith 
reference to o ther th a t I have my identity. And my own 
identity  evolves w ith my own b e tte r u n d e rs tan d in g  of
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faith from its very elem entary u n d ers tan d in g  to highly 
specialised knowledge of my faith.

It is also im portan t to note th a t a  liberal H indu or 
C hristian  or M uslim m ay have more in com m on th a n  an 
orthodox and  a  liberal co-religionists. T hus liberals of 
two different religions share  m uch m ore in com m on th an  
an orthodox and  a  liberal from the sam e religion.

One should  also keep in m ind th a t a  dialogue is an  
en co u n te r an d  no t a  confrontation. E n co u n te r always 
leads to deeper und ers tan d in g  while confrontation leads 
to conflict and  violence. Quality of dialogue depends on 
quality  of know ledge th e  p a r tn e rs  in d ia logue have. 
D ia lo g u e  b e tw e e n  ig n o r a n t  p e r s o n s  w ill le a d  to  
s tren g th en in g  of p re jud ices. As po in ted  o u t above in 
globalised world people of diverse religious, linguistic  
and  c u ltu ra l b ack g ro u n d s are  throw n to g e th e r som e 
tim es by choice and  som e tim es by com pulsion . The 
peoples of these  diverse backgrounds have to live together 
in a  g eo g rap h ica l a rea . T his living to g e th e r  sh o u ld  
becom e a  com m itm ent and  dialogue fu rth er s tren g th en s 
th is com m itm ent.

It is generally though t th a t a  hom ogenous group can 
live in g reater peace and  stability. T hus all M uslim s or 
all H indus or all C hris tians can live toge ther w ithou t 
problem s or tensions. This is no t borne ou t em pirically. 
The so-called  hom ogenous groups soon dissolve into 
sev e ra l s u b -g ro u p s  w ith  in n e r  te n s io n s  a n d  th e se  
ten sio n s can  even becom e explosive. So even a  m ost 
hom ogenous group can develop "we’ and  ‘th ey ’ groups 
and dialogue m ay becom e necessary  am ong them .

T hus in m odern world com m itm ent to live together 
with the  o ther is very essen tial and  to m ake th is living 
to g e th e r  s u c c e s s f u l  k n o w in g  th e  o th e r  is  h ig h ly  
n e c e ssa ry . Also a  d ia logue  sh o u ld  a lw ays c re a te  a 
cu lture  of to lerance and  a  cu ltu re  of respecting  the  other. 
We often dem onise the o ther and draw  a  false sense  of 
solace from it as it leads to feeling of self-righ teousness 
in the ‘in ’ group. Such dem onisation of o ther can w reck
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the  process of peace in the society. Some tim es we even 
try to overcom e inner group tensions by dem onising the  
other.

Islam  teaches M uslims to live in peace w ith o thers, 
including religious, linguistic, racial or na tional o ther. 
The Q ur’anic verses like 5:48 or 4:35 or 22:40 or 30:22 
or 6:109 are very im portan t in th is respect. In fact the 
verse 5:48 throw s challenge to u s  to live w ith p lurality  of 
faith and  laws and  the Q ur’anic em phasis is on excelling 
the  o ther in good deeds and not com peting w ith the o ther 
in religious ritua ls  or ways of w orshipping. T hus Q u r’an 
accepts diversity as given, as the Will of Allah ra th e r  th an  
rejecting it.

For a  good M uslim living with diversity in a  sp irit of 
to lerance should  be a  com m itm ent and  h e /s h e  should  
fulfil th is  com m itm ent for p leasure of Allah. A M uslim 
s h o u ld  a lso  c o n tin u o u s ly  e n te r  in to  d ia lo g u e  w ith  
w isdom  w ith  th e  o th e r to prom ote th e  Will of Allah. 
Millions of M uslim s today live as religious m inority in 
coun tries of Asia, Africa, North America and elsew here. 
Everywhere, w hether in majority or m inority they should  
becom e active agents of prom oting be tte r u n d ers tan d in g  
am ong diverse faith, linguistic, racial or cu ltu ra l group's.

If M uslim s actively involve them selves in fulfilling 
th is du ty  world will be m uch be tte r place to live in. Living 
in peace and  harm ony is as im portan t a  du ty  as believing 
in un ity  of Allah (w ahdaniyyah ). Tawhid  (belief in unity  
of God) is no t only a  theological concept b u t it is also a  
sociological concept. On sociological level the concep t 
of taw hid re su lts  in un ity  of whole hum an k in d  as His 
c rea tio n . Q u r’an  often a d d re sse s  h u m a n k in d  as  nas  
(people) bani A dam  (children of Adam) w hich em phasises 
th is sense  of h u m an  unity. T hus the Q ur’anic concept of 
taw hid is all inclusive concept.

T h u s  u n i ty  a n d  s e n se  of in c lu s iv e n e s s  ca n  be 
prom oted only by prom oting the spirit of dialogue and 
sp irit of tolerance. It is real spirit of tawhid.
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Islam, Globalisation and 
Fundamentalism

Is th e r e  a n y  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  re l ig io u s  
fundam entalism , specially Islam ic fundam entalism  and  
g loba lisa tion?  T here is no d o u b t th a t  one w itn e sse s  
world- wide phenom enon of fundam entalism  today. Is it 
a  new  phenom enon? If not, why fundam entalism  is on 
the increase?  Also, is globalisation a  new  phenom enon? 
Or is it a  new nam e for the old phenom enon, w hich has 
always existed in the world. Sam e question can be posed 
abou t fundam entalism  as well. Is fundam entalism  a  new 
phenom enon? Or is it an  old one given new  nam e? Also 
ano ther im portan t question is w hat is fundam entalism ?

F ir s t  le t  u s  a n s w e r  th e  q u e s t io n  w h a t  is 
fundam entalism ? Can it be applied to all religions or only 
to C hristianity? I th ink  the term  fundam entalism  should  
n o t be  a p p l ie d  to  all r e l ig io n s  w i th o u t  p ro p e r  
qualifications. The term  fundam entalism  w as first applied 
to the P ro testan t C hristian  m ovem ent in America, which 
believed th a t every word of Bible is literally true. It was 
not u sed  in pejorative sense.

T h u s if th e  w ord fu n d am e n ta lism  w as u se d  in a 
particu lar sense  for a  C hristian  m ovem ent can we u se  it 
for o ther religions, particularly  to Islam  w ithout proper 
qualification? I do no t th ink  it will be appropria te  to do 
so. The word fundam entalism  w as applied to Islam  for 
the first tim e by American m edia w hen Islam ic revolution
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w as tak in g  place in Iran  in la te seven ties and  it w as 
applied in a  pejorative sense. Since then  the world m edia 
h a s  been u sing  it (i.e. Islam ic fundam entalism ) in a  very 
negative sense. Not only jo u rn a lis ts  b u t also academ ics 
are u sing  it world-wide pejoratively.

W hat is Islam ic fu n d am e n ta lism ?  In fact Islam ic 
fundam entalism  h as  becom e m ost widely u sed  term  both 
in m e d ia  a n d  a c a d e m ia  in  a  very loose se n se . The 
A m ericans had  deliberately coined th is term  to serve their 
po litical ag en d a . The S h ah  of Iran  served  A m erican 
in t e r e s t s  m o s t fa ith fu lly  in  th e  re g io n . A y a to llah  
K hom eini who lecTthe Islam ic revolution w as, on the  
o ther hand , very hostile to

A m erica and  called it a  g reat S atan . T hus Islam ic 
revolution of Iran  dealt a  g reat blow to the  A m erican 
in te re s ts  in th e  region an d  h en ce  A m erica began  to 
denounce Islam ic revolution of Iran and  applied the  term  
“Islam ic fu n d a m e n ta lis t” revolu tion . A m erican m ed ia  
u sed  head lines like “m ilitant soldiers of Allah on m arch”.

T h u s  i t  c a n  be  s e e n  th a t  th e  te rm  ‘Is la m ic  
fundam en ta lism ’ is basically a  political te rm  ra th e r  th an  
a  religious one. It basically conveys a  sense of political 
h o s ti l i ty  r a th e r  th a n  re lig io u s  r ig id ity , m ilita n c y , 
co n se rv a tism  or orthodoxy. A m erican m ed ia  did no t 
describe Saudi Islam, w hich is more rigid and  orthodox 
b u t  fr ie n d ly  to A m erica  w as n ev e r c o n d e m n e d  by 
A m e ric a n  m e d ia  a s  f u n d a m e n ta l i s t .  T h u s  
fundam entalism  is basically a  political term .

F undam entalism  in th is essay, will however, be used  
to m ean  religious rigidity, m ilitancy and  extrem ism  as 
well as u se  of Islam  for political ends ra th e r  th a n  for 
s p i r i tu a l  a n d  m o ra l d e v e lo p m e n t. M ere d o g m a tic  
approach  to m oral and  sp iritual questions should  no t be 
d u b b e d  a s  f u n d a m e n ta l is m . T he te rm  Is la m ic  
fu n d a m e n ta l is m  th u s  sh o u ld  be u s e d  w ith  p ro p e r  
qualifica tion .

Let u s  now define globalisation. Is globalisation a  new
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phenom enon? I do not th ink  it is. G lobalisation is as old 
as the  h u m a n  hab ita tion  on the earth . V arious tribes 
m igrated from one p art of the globe to the o ther in m ost 
a n c ie n t  p e r io d s . G lo b a lisa tio n  is s a id  to  be a b o u t 
connectiv ity , connectiv ity  w ith  d ifferen t p a r ts  of th e  
globe. It m ay be said th a t today all p a rts  of the world are 
well connected  as never before. B ut connectivity itself 
is no t an  entirely  new  phenom enon.

D o es g lo b a l is a t io n  by i t s e l f  le a d  to  r e l ig io u s  
fundam entalism ? There is no such  evidence in the p as t 
though th e re  is som e evidence in contem porary  period. 
Thus globalisation per se does not necessarily  lead to 
prom otion of fundam entalism . It h ap p en s so only if o ther 
factors are present. It would be necessary  to d iscuss those 
facto rs in o rd e r to u n d e rs ta n d  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  
globalisation an d  fundam entalism .

G lobalisation, as po in ted  ou t before, is no t a  new  
phenom enon. The silk route connected several p arts  of 
the  w orld in old tim es. H um an  m ig ra tio n s  from  one 
c o n t in e n t  to  a n o th e r  h a v e  b e e n  k n o w n  to  
anthropologists. It is tru e  m eans of com m unications were 
m uch slow er th a n  today b u t it is a  m a tte r of technology. 
W hat technology we possess today may prove to be slower 
to m o rro w . T h u s  m e re  te c h n o lo g y  c a n n o t  d e f in e  
g lo b a lisa tio n  th ro u g h  co n n ec tiv ity  a n d  sp e e d  is of 
essence in globalisation. T hus all we can say is th a t the 
con tem porary  globalisation is qualitatively  b e tte r  and  
faster th a n  th a t of tomorrow.

After defining th e  two key te rm s i.e. fundam entalism  
and  g lob a lisa tio n  le t u s  see  w h a t is th e  co n n ec tio n  
betw een th e  two in th e  con tem porary  period. Is th is  
relation betw een the two a  dependen t rela tionship? Does 
globalisation today necessarily  leads to fundam entalism  
i.e. religious m ilitancy and  extrem ism ? In the  absence 
of o ther factors one hard ly  finds any such  d ep en d en t 
relationship  betw een the two. Moreover why one ta lks of 
Islam ic fu n d am e n ta lism  today? W hy w es te rn  m edia, 
particularly  Am erican m edia is full of new s and  w rite­
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u p s  on Islam ic fundam entalism  and  no t B uddh ist and  
C hristian  fundam entalism ? C hristianity  and  B uddhism  
are also two great religions of the world besides Islam . 
Then why so m uch  ta lk  of Islam ic fundam entalism  then?

T h u s  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  
globalisation  an d  Islam ic fu n dam en ta lism  we have to 
in troduce an o th er factor which is political, particu larly  
oil politics in the  middle easte rn  region. W ithout taking 
into accoun t th is factor of oil politics it will no t be possible 
to u n d e rs ta n d  the phenom enon of fundam entalism  and  
globalisation .

As pointed ou t above the Islamic revolution in Iran is 
a  w a te r s h e d  a s  fa r  as  Is lam ic  fu n d a m e n ta l is m  is 
concerned. One hardly heard  abou t th is te rm  before the 
Islam ic revolution in Iran. The revolution in Iran u p se t 
the A m erican strateg ies in th is region. Am erica lost the 
V aluable5 su p p o rt it had  for its oil politics. The Shah  of 
Iran no t only supported  American in te rests  in the  region 
b u t also  su p p o rte d  Israel an d  Israeli policies, w hich 
s treng thened  Am erican cause further.

T hus A m erica’s perception  of Islam ic revolution in 
Iran w as highly hostile and  it dubbed  it as m ilitan t and 
ex trem ist an d  ‘fu n d am e n ta lis t5. It gave a  g rea t jo lt to 
A m erican policies in th e  region. Even th e  CIA never 
expected such  a  revolution to take place in Iran. S h a h ’s 
highly repressive regime w as though t to be im pregnable 
by A m erican ru lers. They were totally su rp rised  w hen 
the S h ah ’s regim e collapsed like a  house of cards. In 1952 
w h e n  M o sad d eg  h a d  c a p tu re d  po w er in  I ra n  an d  
nationalised  the  oil com panies the CIA had  m anaged  to 
stage a  coup with the  help of some religious leaders on 
one hand , and , th a t of lum pen elem ents, on the  other. 
However, th is  tim e the foundations of Islam ic revolution 
were so strong  th a t even CIA could no t do anyth ing  and 
rem ained  a  m ere helpless spectator.

The Islam ic revolu tion  also rem oved th e  sen se  of 
h e lp lessness am ong the M uslims world over, particularly
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in th e  M iddle E a s t reg ion , w hich  is so sen s itiv e  to 
Am erican in terests . For the first time the M uslim s of the 
region felt th a t America is no t so im pregnable after all 
and  th a t it could be defeated. This fu rth e r  in creased  
A m erican th re a t percep tions. The o the r su p p o rte rs  of 
American policies in the region like the Saudi m onarchy 
or Kuwaiti sheikhdom  were also trem bling with fear. They 
though t the  people of the ir respective coun tries m ay be 
insp ired  by revolu tionary  ideals and  overthrow  them . 
However, it w as no t to be for reasons no t to be d iscussed  
here.

B ut n everthe less  th re a t percep tions rem ained  and  
American policies w ere redesigned to fight the  ‘th re a t of 
Islamic fu ndam en ta lism ’. Iranian Islam  had  to be fought 
with the help of Saudi Islam. It is in teresting  to note th a t 
Ira n ia n  ra d ic a l Is lam  co u ld  be c o u n te re d  n o t w ith  
d em o cra tic  s e c u la r ism  b u t  w ith  m ore  co n se rv a tiv e  
W ahabi Islam.

W hosoever supported  Iranian revolution w as called 
‘fu n d am e n ta lis t’ an d  w as rid iculed. ‘F u n d am e n ta lism ’ 
becam e the  m ost widely u sed  b u t m ost m isunderstood  
te rm . T he I ra n ia n  Is lam ic  rev o lu tio n  a lso  m u s t  be 
understood  in all its complexity. The Iran ian  m asses  had  
welcomed the Islam ic revolution as it liberated  them  from 
Shah’s repressive regim e and  no t necessarily  because  it 
was ‘Islam ic’. There were various shades of opinion and  
different in terp re ta tions from liberal to m ost conservative.

Khomeini h im self is difficult to categorise. It is easier 
to describe him  as ‘orthodox’ b u t it would no t be realistic. 
His views ab o u t Islam  and  h is politics w ere far m ore 
complex. If fundam entalism  m eans, as we have defined 
above, a s  r e p r e s e n t in g  m ilita n c y , e x tre m is m  a n d  
conservatism  Khomeini w as not fundam en ta lis t in th is 
sense as Am erican m edia would have u s  believe.

Khomeini was, u n d o u b ted ^ ' a  radical. He w as greatfy 
concerned with w eaker sections of society. He w as closer 
to the left in as m uch as he cham pioned the cause of
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w eaker sections and  denounced  w estern , particu larly , 
A m erican im peria lism . His rad ica lism  w as of co u rse  
based  on the  Q ur’an. He repeatedly  quoted the  Q ur’anic 
verse 28:5 w hich says, “And We desired to bestow  a  favour 
upon  those  who w ere w eakened in the land, and  to m ake 
them  the  leaders and  to m ake them  h eirs .”

A c c o rd in g  to  A y a to lla h  K h o m ein i th e  c o n f lic t  
betw een the  w eak and  the powerful is e ternal and  the 
Q ur’an is on the side of the weak [mustad'ifun) and  opposes 
the powerful (m ustakbirun). T hus Khomeini sided with 
the th ird  world vis-a-vis Am erica though he based  his 
sym path ies w ith the poor not on the basis of any secu la r 
b u t Q u r’anic ideology. Khomeini cannot, therefore, be 
described  as “fundam entalis t” in u su a l sense. Even his 
in terp re ta tion  of the  Q ur’an  w as very different from o ther 
orthodox in terp re ters.

The e p i th e t  ‘f u n d a m e n ta l is t’ is o ften  u s e d  w ith  
po litica l a g e n d a  an d  h en ce  A m erica u se d  it a g a in s t 
Khomeini. This is no t only in case of Am erica b u t also 
o thers, individuals, parties and  groups who accuse o thers 
of being  fu n d am e n ta lis t. In very few c ase s  th e  w ord 
fu n d a m e n ta lis t is u se d  to m ean  relig ious orthodoxy, 
rigidity an d  inflexibility.

Now c o m in g  b a c k  to  g lo b a l is a t io n  a n d  
fu n d a m e n ta l is m  w h e th e r  th e re  is  an y  c o n n e c tio n  
betw een the two and  if so of w hat n atu re?  Firstly, it should 
be n o te d  th a t  m o d e rn  g lo b a lisa tio n  is q u a lita tiv e ly  
d iffe re n t from  e a rlie r  g lo b a lisa tion . The w id esp read  
e d u c a tio n  a n d  in fo rm a tio n  tech n o lo g y  m a k e s  th is  
qualita tive  difference. The w idesp read  ed u ca tio n  has 
b rough t trem endous aw areness am ong the  people of the 
developing countries and  inform ation technology m akes 
it easier for th is  aw areness to spread. Nothing rem ains 
confined to a  region or a  country. Any m ajor event has 
global im pact. It was no t possible in earlier days.

A n o th e r  im p o r ta n t  fa c to r  is  d e m o c ra c y , w h ich  
em pow ers people and  m ore often th a n  not, it em powers
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unevenly. V arious collectivities in society, particu larly  
in developing countries w here there  is so m uch  poverty 
and backw ardness th is em pow erm ent is quite uneven. 
One com m unity or caste  or tribe grabs m uch m ore share  
in political power or econom ic developm ent th an  o ther 
com m unity, caste or tribe. Both then  mobilise th e ir fellow 
com m unity , caste  or tribe people -  one to re ta in  the  
privileges and  the  o ther to obtain them  by using  religious, 
caste or tribal identity.

This m obilisation on the  basis of religious, caste  or 
tribal id en tities  leads to ex trem ism  depending  on the  
political and  social situation . In India com m unity and  
caste iden tities have led to growth of religious extrem ism  
and  fundam en ta lism . This fund am en ta lism  is fu rth e r  
fuelled by globalisation as m em bers of the  com m unity 
se ttle d  a b ro a d  an d  co m p ara tiv e ly  m ore  p ro sp e ro u s  
finance leaders of these  com m unities.

The growth of H indu fundam entalism  in India and  
Is lam ic  fu n d a m e n ta lis m  in P a k is ta n  can  be p a r tly  
exp la ined  in th is  light. It sho u ld  also be n o te d  th a t  
fundam entalism  grows m ore in educated  m iddle classes. 
These m iddle classes mobilise poorer m em bers of the ir 
com m unity by invoking religion and  displaying religious 
ex trem ism . H indu  relig ion  is q u ite  lib e ra l an d  h a s  
universal outlook b u t the Sangh Parivar H induism  is ju s t  
opposite of th a t. It is m ost rigid, ex trem ist and  narrow . 
They d istingu ish  it from H induism  and  call it H indutva.

H indu tva  is basically  a  political ideology an d  h as  
nothing to do w ith sp iritual and  m oral or philosophical 
aspects  of H indu religion. H indu tva  ideology is m ost 
com bative and  aggressive and  seeks to m obilise u p p er 
caste H indus for grabbing political power and  econom ic 
hegemony. The u p p er caste H indus, especially those from 
G ujrat, se ttled  ab ro ad  send  m oney to V ishw a H indu 
Parishad (VHP) for prom oting fundam entalis t H induism . 
More th e  m o n ey  from  a b ro a d  g re a te r  r ig id ity  a n d  
extrem ism , and  m ore rigidity and  extrem ism  m ore m oney 
flows from abroad. Now B ajrang Dal w hich can be called
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H indu jika d is  is giving its m en and  w om en train ing  in 
u sing  arm s in the  nam e of self defence.

T his h a s  gone to su c h  an  e x te n t th a t  a  le ad in g  
m agazine O utlook in its issue  of Ju ly  8, 2002 says, in its 
cover story “The Crisis in H induism ” “One of the  W orld’s 
m ost liberal religions is in danger of being perverted . 
The siege is from within. A way of life h as  been seized 
upon  as a  m eans to political power and  a  religion held 
h o stag e .” In th e  sam e cover story Swami Agnivesh, a  
no ted  H indu scho lar and  h u m an  righ ts activ ist says, 
“H indutva  is a  total perversion of the subtle , profound, 
endu ring  qualities of H induism .”

All th is is being done by exponents of H induism  not 
to serve any m oral, sp iritual or philosophical cause  bu t 
to grab political power. If the H indutvaw adis  perceive th a t 
political power is slipping from their h ands, they intensify 
the ir H inautvawad. G reater the fear of power slipping from 
the ir h an d s  g reater the  efforts to m ilitarise the  H indus. 
C o m m u n a l v io lence  in G u jra t in  w h ich  m ore  th a n  
th o u sa n d  lives w ere lost w as a  d irect consequence of 
fear of losing com ing elections. The VHP and  B ajrang 
Dal, w ith the  help of BJP Chief M inister Mr. N arendra 
Modi, p la n n e d  an d  ex ecu ted  m o st ho rrid  com m unal 
carnage in G ujrat.

In P ak istan  it is Islam ic extrem ism  w hich plays the 
sam e role. The jika d is  (those who u se  Islam ic te rm  jihad) 
have a  clear political agenda. The M uslim TJlama who 
have tested  power and  o thers who see in Islam  a  great 
opportunity  to come close to power cen tres, invoke the 
Islam ic concep t of jih ad  and  practice m ost sec ta rian , 
ex trem ist k ind  of Islam. Partly Am erica is responsib le 
for creating  fundam entalis t Islam  in Pakistan .

A m erica w as in te re s ted  in bringing  dow n th e  left 
reg im e in  A fg h an is tan  an d  it t r a in e d  th o u s a n d s  of 
M uslim s to fight Soviet arm y in th a t country  and  called 
them  ‘m u jah id s’ (a laudatory  Islamic te rm  w hich m eans 
th o se  who fight bravely). O sam a bin  Laden w as also
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creation of CIA and  w as u sed  in A fghanistan to fight the 
Soviet fo rces. R elig ious ex trem ism  w as d e lib e ra te ly  
cu ltiv a ted  am ong  th e  A fghans an d  P a k is ta n is . O nce 
Soviet forces w ithdrew  from Afghanistan and  Soviet Union 
collapsed th e  USA dum ped these  ‘m u jah id in s’.

H o w ev er, th e s e  A fg h an  a n d  A rab  f ig h te r s  in  
A fghanistan had  becom e quite aw are of the ir own rights 
and the ir own plight and  now decided to fight Am erican 
power in the region. America, in order to m ain tain  its 
hegem ony in Middle East, backs u p  Saudi m onarchy  on 
one hand , and  unconditionally  suppo rts  Israel, on the 
other. It also attacked  Iraq to serve its own in te res ts  in 
the region. It h as  m ain tained  its troops in Saudi A rabia 
for the sam e purpose. All th is  created  strong re sen tm en t 
am ong th ese  so called mujahidins and  they now tu rn ed  
against the ir old m aster.

T hus these  jikad i groups are p roducts of struggle for 
political pow er in th e  region. Zia-ul-H aq, th e  m ilitary  
d ic ta to r of P ak istan  also prom oted highly narrow  and  
secta rian  Islam  to seek legitimacy for th is power, w hich 
h a d  no p o p u la r  s a n c tio n . T h u s  Z ia -u l-H aq  g rea tly  
c o n tr ib u te d  to  p ro m o te  Is lam ic  fu n d a m e n ta lism  in 
P ak istan . The ISI of P ak is tan  is also in s tru m e n ta l in 
sp read ing  Islam ic fundam entalism  in South  Asia. The 
m ilitary h as  now p erm anen t stake in power in Pakistan  
and  w ould keep on streng then ing  fundam entalis t forces 
in P ak istan i society.

I t w o u ld  be  re a l ly  d if f ic u lt  to  f ig h t I s la m ic  
f u n d a m e n ta l i s m  e ffe c tiv e ly  in  P a k is ta n i  w i th o u t  
streng then ing  dem ocratic forces in th a t country. It h as  
becom e a  so rt of vicious circle in Pakistan . G reater the 
power of m ilitary m ore the potentiality of fundam entalism  
being prom oted and  if dem ocratic rule com es m ilitary, 
in collaboration w ith some m ilitant m ullahs, intensifies 
fundam entalism  to fru stra te  dem ocratic asp ira tio n s  of 
the people. This h as  been going on in Pakistan  for n um ber 
of years.

T hough p re s id e n t M u sh a rra f  is n o t in te re s te d  in
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prom oting fundam enta lism  and  h as  m odern  m ind se t 
b u t is now p risoner of the  situation. It is no t easy  for him  
to defea t th e  fu n d am en ta lis t forces. T hese forces are  
extrem ely powerful and  can incite a  section of people in 
the nam e of religion. These forces also do no t hesita te  to 
k ill o r  a s s a s s i n a t e  th e i r  fo es . S u c h  p o li t ic a l  
assassin a tio n s  are quite com m on in P ak istan  today. The 
S audi an d  Iran ian  political in te res ts  in P ak istan  have 
a lso  p ro voked  S h ia -S u n n i m ilitancy . The e x tre m is t 
S un n is  belonging to L ashkar-e-Jhangvi kill Sh iahs and  
Shias, in reta lia tion  kill the  Sunni extrem ists.

T hus it will be seen  th a t religion h as  becom e m ost 
pow erful tool in the  h an d s  of politicians and  they  are 
u sing  it w ithou t any com punction. Religious extrem ism  
is being financed from abroad in alm ost all cases. Sikh 
fundam entalism  also had  its source of finance in U.K. 
and  USA, H indutvaw adis  also get financial su p p o rt from 
th e se  c o u n tr ie s  a n d  Is lam ic  j ih a d is  in  S o u th  A sia, 
particu larly  in K ashm ir and  A fghanistan also have the ir 
su p p o rte rs  in th ese  countries.

T hus the  m igrants to USA and  U.K. are providing lot 
of funds to religious m ilitan ts in whole of South  Asia. 
Even LTTE m ilitan ts in Sri Lanka have the ir sources of 
fu n d in g  from  U.K. a n d  E u ro p e a n  c o u n tr ie s . T h ese  
m igran ts to w estern  countries feel guilty for having left 
th e ir  m o th e rla n d  an d  also  feel a lien a ted  in w este rn  
co u n tries  an d  com pensate  for th e ir guilt by financing 
relig ious m ilitan t groups back  hom e. T hus, in a  way, 
g loba lisa tion  is fuelling  relig ious fu n d a m e n ta lism  in 
Asia, particu larly  in South  Asia.

The in te res ts  involved are so powerful th a t the re  is 
no easy solution to th is problem  of religious m ilitancy. 
In som e coun tries it is m ilitary d ictatorship , w hich fuels 
it and  in som e countries it is dem ocratic se t up , as in 
India, w hich prom otes it. T hus dem ocracy by itself is no 
rem edy  for fu n d am en ta lism  u n le ss  o th e r fac to rs like 
ju s tice  and  m orality becom e integral p a rts  of it. Social, 
p o litic a l a n d  econom ic  ju s t ic e  is very  e s s e n tia l  for
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fighting religious fundam entalism . M ost of the societies 
are faced w ith highly u n ju s t and  uneven  power s tru c tu re s  
w ith high ra te s  of poverty and  unem ploym ent. These are 
th e  b re e d in g  g ro u n d s  for re lig io u s  fu n d a m e n ta lism  
coupled w ith ru ling class in terests .
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Intellecutal Approach to 
Islam

W h a t is  in te l l e c tu a l  a p p ro a c h  to re l ig io n ?  Is 
in te llec tua l approach  possible? Some people m ain ta in  
th a t in tellectual approach  to religion is no t possible, as 
it is basically sp iritual experience. The questions religion 
ra ises  are  those w hich are ou t of realm  of reason . Only 
sp iritua l or revelational experience can  answ er them . 
This is by and  large true  from one viewpoint. Then w hat 
do we m ean  by in tellectual approach to Islam ? Is such  
an  approach  desirable?

Before answ ering th is question one h as  to properly 
define religion itself. W hat does one m ean  by religion? 
W hat a re a s  does it em brace?  It is often  c la im ed  by 
followers of different religions th a t it is a  way of life w hich 
m eans it em braces all areas of life. No a rea  of life can be 
excluded. If it is so religion does qualify for in tellectual 
approach  in several areas of life.

W h a t we g e n e ra lly  m e a n  by re lig io n  is  q u ite  
com prehensive. It inc ludes as it is know n in Islam ic 
term inology ‘ibadat and  m u ‘amalat. B ut w hat com m on 
people m ean  is even m ore com prehensive. It includes 
for them  all custom s, trad itions and  even su perstitious 
beliefs. All th a t they have inherited  from the ir forefathers 
is in c lu d e d  in  re lig io u s  be lie fs  a n d  th e n  one a c ts  
according to th ese  beliefs. Any opposition to these  beliefs 
is co n d e m n e d  as  u n p a rd o n a b le  h e re sy . O ften  even
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prim itive knowledge abou t the universe becam e p a rt of 
these  religious beliefs T hus both in C hristian  and  Islam ic 
trad itio n  en tire  Ptolem aic astronom y and  A risto telian  
observations abo u t the universe becam e p a rt of religious 
t r a d i t io n s .  In m a n y  Is lam ic  in s t i tu t io n s  of h ig h e r  
education  even today Ptolemaic astrology is ta u g h t and 
A ris to te lia n  b e lie fs  a re  c o n s id e re d  p a r t  of Is lam ic  
te a c h in g s . The C h r is tia n  w orld  h a s , by a n d  la rg e , 
changed its outlook in these  m atters. Islam ic in stitu tions 
and  the ‘u lam a have not.

T hus, if religion is so defined, and  m ade all inclusive, 
the re  is g reat need  for in tellectual approach  to religion 
e lse  we will becom e only a  b ack w ard  s u p e rs t i t io u s  
c o m m u n ity . T h e re  is  a n o th e r  d iff icu lty  h e re .  Any 
religious com m unity, particularly  in Asia and  Africa, is 
highly stratified  -  economically ap a rt from culturally  and, 
e d u ca tio n a lly . M asses are  o ften  poor, il lite ra te  an d  
backw ard; the  elite, on the o ther hand , are affluent and  
h a s  h igher educational qualifications.

T his s tra tif ic a tio n  also  affec ts  u n d e r s ta n d in g  of 
religion. There is no uniform  u n d ers tan d in g  of religion 
and  religious beliefs. At one extrem e i.e. a t the level of 
poor and  illiterate m asses, religion is nothing m ore th an  
su p e rs titio n  and  su p e rs titio u s  p ractices. It is no u se  
condem ning such  superstitions a t the level of extrem ely 
poor, illiterate m asses. W hat is needed is to improve their 
incom e an d  lite racy  ra te s . T h u s ac tu a l fight ag a in s t 
superstitions is no t m ere ideological b u t efforts to improve 
the ir living and  literary standards.

It does no t m ean there are no su perstitious beliefs a t 
the level of those who are be tte r off in te rm s of income 
and  education. Often one finds even rich and  educated  
believing in superstitions. Superstitions a t su ch  levels 
are borne ou t of insecurity , tensions due to unresolvable 
p ro b le m s  o r in c u ra b le  d is e a s e s ;  n o t  fo r w a n t of 
in t e l l e c tu a l  in c a p a b i l i t i e s  o r la c k  of p ro p e r  
u n d e rs ta n d in g . S uch  people often exp ec t m irac les  -  
m iracu lous cure, m iraculous solution for the ir problem s, 
and  m iraculous way of becom ing rich.
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Religion for m ost of u s, has becom e sho rt cu t to our 
problem s. Belief in God -  Allah -  is no t sp iritual rela tions 
w ith the crea to r b u t He is looked as problem  solver. It is 
im portan t to note th a t in the Q ur’an  Allah is no t projected 
as problem  solver b u t as a  Guide -  Guide to righ t path . 
We are told to invoke Him for guiding to the  right p a th  -  
sirat al-mustaqim. T hus Allah is source of values -  ju s tice  
(‘adZ), benevolence (ih san ), com passion  (rahmah) an d  
wisdom  (hikmah).

Also, He is projected as creator and  n o u rish er (rabb). 
He is crea to r of all so He is n o u risher of all. His guidance 
is for all, no t for selected  few. If som eone follows His 
guidance and  practices values the kind of problem  we 
face will no t arise. There will be no tension  if we do no 
in justice, do no t exploit o thers, show com passion to all, 
be benevolent to o thers and  exercise w isdom  gifted to u s  
by Allah. It is we who create various problem s th rough  
our wrong doings and  then  create problem s for ourselves 
an d  for o thers . If ou r behav iour is va lue-based  th e re  
w ould be no need  for m iracles an d  for su p e rs titio u s  
behaviour. The whole problem  is our behaviour is no t 
v a lu e -o r ie n te d , it  is in te re s t-o r ie n te d .  We a c t  n o t 
according to the  values of our revealed scrip tu re , b u t to 
prom ote ou r personal in terests

It is for th is  reason  th a t we behave un justly , greedily, 
m aliciously, exploitatively, egoistically to prom ote ou r 
in te rests  and  in tu rn  create conflict, bloodshed, m u rd ers  
and  w ars. The ru lers  wage w ars for territorial am bitions 
and  th e n  pray  for victory to the  Almighty an d  expect 
m iracles. And by sheer m ight of physical force if he or 
she w ins the  w ar it is projected as m iracle and  ‘divine 
sa n c tio n ’.

Islam  is basically defined by w hat we call shari'ah  
which, as developed by the ju ris ts  over a  period of tim e, 
includes both 'ibadat (m atters relating to spiritual aspects) 
and  m u'am alat (m atters rela ted  to h u m an  in teraction  in 
th is worldly m atters). As far as 'ib ad a t are concerned they 
need no t be judged  intellectually  b u t they too are no t
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necessarily  irrational or based on unreason . They m ay 
be beyond reason  b u t not against reason. This distinction 
is im portan t to make, ‘ibadat have the ir own rationale 
w hether it is praying, fasting or pilgrimage or som e o ther 
sp iritual practices. They may not be sam e in all religions 
a s  every  relig ion develops its own specific sp ir itu a l 
practices depending on history, cu ltu re  and  trad itions.

Q u r’an  very clearly em phasises th is  th a t  “And for 
everyone is goal to which he tu rn s  (himself), so vie with 
one an o th er in good w orks.” (2:148) Thus em phasis is 
no t on m ethod or direction of prayer b u t on good (value- 
based) deeds. Again in 5:48 the Q ur’an says “For every 
one of you We appointed a  law and  a  way.” The specificity, 
we shou ld  no t rem em ber, is no t superiority . M uch of 
irrational fights between religions can end if we accept 
specificities of ‘ibadat for every religion and  em phasise , 
as the Q ur’an  does, the ethical aspects of individual and  
collective behaviour. Also, it m u st be borne in m ind th a t 
‘ibadat are a  way of creating relationship  betw een h u m an  
being and  h e r /h is  creator. Through th is rela tionsh ip  one 
orders ones m etaphysical aspects of life or builds theories 
of o th e r worldly life. One also gives m ean ing  to ones 
ex istence  th ro u g h  sp iritu a l re la tio n sh ip . O ne can n o t 
lead m eaningless life. One m u st give m eaning  to ones 
life th rough  some or the o ther spiritual system . One th u s  
enriches ones life though m etaphysical relation w ith ones 
creator. Such an exercise of im parting m eaning to ones 
life c a n n o t be ir ra t io n a l th o u g h  it m ay  be b ey o n d  
lim itations of ones reason  or com prehension.

The ro le of in te lle c t is very im p o rta n t a s  fa r as 
m u'am alat is concerned i.e. the h u m an  in teractions in 
social m a tte rs  of th is world. Some religions, depending 
on h is to r ic a l a n  c u l tu ra l  r e a s o n s , e m p h a s is e  only 
sp iritu a l a sp ec ts  of religion i.e. 'ib a d a t  an d  m ay no t 
directly deal w ith m u'am alat leaving it to custom s and 
trad itions or to fram ing of laws by h u m an  beings.

Q ur’an, however, deals w ith legal aspects  to i.e. with 
mu'amalat. It does lays down certain  laws for m arriage,

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



divorce, inheritance, property, theft, rape an d  so on. The 
shari‘ah  laws in th is respect, are based  on the Q ur’anic 
p ro n o u n cem en ts . It is in th is  sen se  th a t  sha ri'a h  is 
considered divine by M uslims. B ut it m u s t be understood  
th a t  Q u r’an  is m u ch  m ore concerned  w ith  ju s tic e  in 
h u m an  m atte rs  (m u ‘amalai) th an  any th ing else.

Ju s tic e  (‘adl\ is very fundam ental to Islam ic values. 
It is m ost fundam enta l value and  all h u m an  rela tions 
are to be based  on justice . U njust re la tionsh ips lead to 
conflict an d  violence. B u t th e re  is p roblem , defin ing 
justice . T hroughout h u m an  history ju stice  w as defined 
by the  powerful. Might w as considered as  always right. 
B ut according to the Q ur’an, any rela tionship  based  on 
exploitation of one by the  o ther is u n ju s t, u n eth ica l and  
pun ishab le  in th is  world by worldly laws and  by Allah in 
the world hereafter.

T h u s  th e  Q u r ’a n ic  c o n c e p t of n o n -e x p lo ita t iv e  
re la tio n sh ip  betw een  h u m a n  beings is an  im p o rta n t 
c o n tr ib u tio n  to h u m a n  e th ic s  an d  in  th e  sp h e re  of 
m u ‘amalat. This is, it m u s t be adm itted , very rational 
approach  to m orality and  ethics. “Might is righ t’ approach  
is m ost irrational and  though prevalent even today w here 
in te llec t is considered  m ost developed, an d  m u s t be 
totally rejected.

The W este rn  w orld  w here  re a so n  is su p p o se d ly  
p revalen t in relatively m uch  m ore th a n  in ‘b ack w ard ’ 
co u n trie s  of Asia an d  Africa, ju s tic e  is often decided 
th rough  u se  of m ight. The in ter-hum an  rela tionsh ip  is 
far from being non-exploitative. The W est dom inates the 
world because  of its might. Science h as  no t been  u sed  
rationally  to prom ote com mon good b u t to m onopolise 
resources for a  few and  hence there  is so m uch  conflict 
and  violence in the  world today.

Today with all hum an  in tellectual developm ent it is 
no t difficult to u n d e rs tan d  th a t w hat is ju s t  is rational 
and only w hat is rational can bring stability on earth . 
E ven  th e  m o s t a d v a n c e d  c o u n tr ie s  on  o u r  p la n e t
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e x p e r ie n c e  g re a t  tu rm o il b e c a u s e  th e i r  s y s te m  is 
exploitative and  no t ju s t  and  w hat is u n ju s t canno t be 
stab le  and  hence th a t system  is not rational desp ite  its 
b re a th  ta k in g  p ro g re s s  in  sc ien ce  a n d  tech n o lo g y . 
Science an d  technology is m eans to an end, n o t an  end 
in itself.

It is im portan t to note th a t intellect is a  tool and  tool 
m u s t be u sed  in keeping with certain  values to m ake it a 
boon for en tire hum anity . Allah h as  gifted h u m an  beings 
with two m ost precious gifts -  intellect and  com passion 
and  if th e  two are synthesised  hum anity  will never suffer. 
We often u se  ou r in tellect for selfish end and  it becom es 
d isaste r for hum anity . In tw entieth  cen tury  m illions of 
people w ere killed in two w ars with the help of science 
a n d  te c h n o lo g y . T he w orld  h a d  n e v e r  s e e n  s u c h  
d es tru c tio n  of h u m an  life before. Such d estru c tio n  of 
h u m an  life took place with the help of h u m an  in tellect 
as it w as u sed  for selfish ends. B ut if hu m an  in tellect is 
u sed  w ith  com passion  for h u m an  suffering world will 
tu rn  into paradise .

The Q ur’an  lays s tress  on hikm ah  (wisdom) m ore than  
any th ing  else as it sy n thesises bo th  reason  (‘aql} and  
com passion  (rahm ah). One of A llah’s nam es is H akim  
(wise) an d  if w isdom  is exercised there will be no suffering 
on earth . The pow er of intellect will be u sed  for doing 
away w ith h u m an  suffering and  never for intensifying it. 
U nfortunately  today power of h u m an  in tellect is being 
u s e d  m o re  fo r in c re a s in g  h u m a n  s u f fe r in g  th a n  
m inim ising  it.

Violence h as  been with u s  th roughou t h u m an  history 
and  it is one of the g reatest causes of h um an  suffering in 
th e  world. W ith inventions of science an d  technology 
the  pow er to perp e tu a te  violence has increased  beyond 
h u m a n  im agination  and  th is  pow er is u tilised  by the 
m ost powerful nations to subjugate  o thers or dom inate 
o thers  and  to exploit the weak. The retaliatory  violence 
on the  p a rt of the  w eak also tends to be horrific claiming 
innocen t lives in the  nam e of justice .
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Since the  w eak canno t m atch  the  pow er possessed  
by th e  pow erfu l it ad d s  a n o th e r  d read fu l w eapon  -  
re lig io u s  rh e to r ic  to its  a rm o u ry . ‘J ih a d ’ is su c h  a  
religious rhetoric being em ployed in the Islam ic world. 
If one exercises w isdom  as one of the  im portan t Q u r’anic 
value, it will no t be difficult to u n d e rs ta n d  th a t such  
rhetoric is m uch  m ore harm ful to M uslim s them selves. 
It brings even m ore d isaste r and  invites self- destruction  
as it h appened  in A fghanistan after a ttack  on World Trade 
Centre, in New York.

One m u s t reflect seriously w hether violence will pay 
to th e  w eak. Violence, it sho u ld  be obvious on little 
reflection u ltim ately  benefits the powerful who possess 
m uch g reater capacity  to retaliate. Should one be then  
perm anen tly  sub ju g a ted  or dom inated? C ertain ly  not. 
The world is increasingly accepting dem ocratic values, 
hum an  dignity and  ju s t  governance. It still ap pears  to be 
an em pty rhetoric. B ut it is acquiring increasing  urgency 
in the m odern world. W hat is needed is ever greater efforts 
to d issem inate  these  values th rough  m odern  m eans of 
com m unication. This ‘w eapom y’ of dem ocratic values is 
far m ore pow erful for the oppressed  th an  arm s

However, and  it is im portan t to note, before flinging 
these  values i.e. dem ocratic values, hu m an  dignity and  
ju s t  governance before the in ternational powers, one has 
to struggle hard  to apply them  a t home. Today in the entire 
Islam ic world th ese  values have no m eaning. In the first 
place there  is no dem ocracy in these  countries. The very 
d iscourse of hu m an  dignity and  h um an  righ ts is rejected  
as ‘w estern ’ while the  ru lers of these  countries ironically 
depend for the ir very existence on the w estern  pow ers 
whose values they reject so contem ptuously .

T h u s  it is qu ite  a  challeng ing  job  to s trugg le  for 
p o litic a l a c c e p ta n c e  of th e se  v a lu e s  of d e m o c ra tic  
governance a t hom e. It is then  alone th a t th ese  Islam ic 
countries will be able to confront the w estern  dom inating - 
powers for a  dignified and  m eaningful rela tionsh ip  with 
th e s e  p o w e rfu l c o u n t r ie s .  T o d ay  th e  d ic ta to r i a l

Intellectual Approach to Islam 97



98

governm ents of Islam ic coun tries  d ep en d en t for the ir 
ex isten ce  on w este rn  pow ers can n o t bu ild  any  su ch  
rela tions w ith w estern  countries.

Also, th e re  being no dem ocratic  freedom  in th ese  
countries, a  section of the youth  u ses  violence against 
d o m in a tin g  c o u n trie s  in sh e e r  f ru s tra tio n . And th is  
violence, as  pointed  ou t before, proves m ore d isastrous 
and  also brings bad  nam e to Islam. If one te n th  of energy 
is s p e n t on s tru g g le  for d em o cra tic  g o v ern an ce  by 
launch ing  peaceful agitation it will be far m ore fruitful. 
T o d ay  th e re  is  to ta l  a b s e n c e  of s u c h  d e m o c ra tic  
m ovem ents in the  Islam ic coun tries . It is tru e  th e se  
m ovem ents are ru thlessly  suppressed  by the governm ents 
in M uslim  countries b u t one h as  to after all fight for these 
va lues. This s trugg le  for dem ocra tic  governance will 
u ltim ately  help fight for these  values internationally .

Peace in Islam , as repeated ly  po in ted  o u t by th is 
w rite r, is m u c h  m ore fu n d a m e n ta l th a n  'j ih a d ’ an d  
peacefu l dem ocratic  struggles will earn  m uch  g reater 
acceptability  and  sym pathy for the ju s t  causes. Violence 
delegitim ises the very cause one is fighting for. Suicide 
bom bing in P alestine does no t help the  cau se  m uch. 
Israel, w hich is an  aggressor and  u su rp e r , earn  m ore 
sym pathy world-wide. Suicide bom bing h as  no t earned  
any su p p o rt for the cause of Palestin ians anyw here, in 
any quarter. It h as  b rought condem nation.

S u ic id e  b o m b in g  c a n n o t be ju s tif ie d  on Islam ic 
g ro u n d s  a t  all a s  it k ills only in n o cen t people, even 
school children who do no t even u n d e rs tan d  the  issues 
involved. The Q u r’an  c learly  say s  “..w hoever k ills a 
person , u n le ss  it be for m anslaugh ter or for m ischief in 
th e  land, it is as  though he had  killed a  whole hum anity. 
And w hoever saves a  life, it is as though one h as  saved 
entire hu m an ity ..” (5:32)

T hus it will be seen th a t saving a  life is as if one has 
saved en tire hum an ity  b u t suicide bom bing instead  of 
saving a  life takes  so m any innocen t lives who are neither 
responsible for m anslaugh ter nor for m ischief in the land.
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Suicide bom bing is, th u s , clear violation of the  Q u r’anic 
in junction . Suicide bom bing no t only kills the  person  
him self w hich is certainly suicide, and  no t perm issible, 
b u t also so m any o thers, even a  g reater sin.

C om passion for innocent lives is the g rea test virtue. 
Even in jih ad  one is no t perm itted  to kill w om en, children 
and old m en w hereas suicide bom bing kills all w ithout 
any d istinction. How can it be ju stified? Also, it is no 
way to hum iliate the Israeli G overnm ent, w hich is real 
culprit. There is no be tte r way of sham ing an  oppressor 
than  invoking ju stice  and  com passion.

A ra tional app roach  and  no t em otional one w ould 
h e lp  th e  c a u s e  of th e  o p p re s s o r  m u c h  m o re  th a n  
o th e rw ise . If th e  P a le stin e  m o v em en t h a d  s tu c k  to 
peaceful dem ocratic values it would have won far m ore 
sym path isers ou tside the Islam ic world. Today h u m an  
r ig h ts  d is c o u rs e  is  fa r  m ore  p o w erfu l, d e s p ite  its  
lim ita tio n s  in  th e  u n ju s t  w orld order. Even in  early  
tw en tie th  c en tu ry  G andh iji’s w eapon  of non-v io lence 
proved to be m ightier th an  the British Em pire. The ‘naked  
fakir’ proved to be m ore powerful th an  the highly arm ed 
British Em pire.

Non-violent agitation is real com bination of reason  
and com passion and  is a  g reat boon. R eason of course 
tells u s  th a t violence canno t help those with few w eapons 
com pared to those who have w eapons to destroy the world 
several tim es over an d  com passion  req u ire s  th a t  no 
innocent life be taken . J ih ad  had  some justification  in 
the days w hen abso lu tis t power prevailed and  there  w as 
no accep tab ility  for dem ocra tic  d isco u rse  a t all an d  
p e a c e fu l a n d  n o -v io le n t  m o v e m e n t c o u ld  n o t  be 
lau n ch ed .

O ne w ho ta k e s  cyn ical view can  still in s is t  th a t  
‘h u m an  r ig h ts  d isc o u rse ’ is m e an t for w eak  an d  the  
powerful u n d e rs ta n d  only the language of violence b u t 
it is no t wise view. If non-violence and  d iscourse of peace 
is in tensely  and  repeatedly  applied it is bound  to produce 
resu lt an d  it h a s  been  tried  by m any.

Intellectual Approach to Islam



A  real in tellectual approach w ould reduce bloodshed 
in th e  world. A m an of religion, a  true  M uslim, should  be 
full of co m passion  as h e /s h e  w orsh ip s Allah who is 
com passionate  and  merciful. Religion is noth ing  if not 
source of values and  a  religious person  will be inspired 
by th ese  values. U nfortunately religion is also hijacked 
by the  powerful vested in terests  and  rituals, ra th e r  th an  
values, occupy the  centre stage.

Also, religion h as  becom e a  source of subm ission  to 
(unjust) au thorities  ra th e r than  a  powerful resource for 
d issen t from it. An intellectual approach will inspire u s  
to be critical of u n ju s t au thorities and  for subm ission  to 
ju s tice  and  com passion. A religious person  will negate 
all th a t is u n ju s t and  will carry on jih ad  against u n ju s t 
social s tru c tu re s . Com passion for life, all forms of life, is 
rea l su b m iss io n  to its  th e  c rea to r. Any p e rso n  who 
destroys life canno t be real w orshipper of creato r of this 
world.

Negation of all forms of oppression th rough  susta ined  
peaceful struggle is real im an (faith) and  a  passionate  
com m itm ent to ju s tice  and  peace is real subm ission  to 
Allah. It is both  intellectual and com passionate approach. 
Not the  love of tradition  b u t tradition  of love is the way 
ou t for suffering hum anity . H um an in tellect and  love of 
h u m an ity  and  hu m an  dignity will redeem  hum anity .
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Western Feminism or Rights
of

Women in Islam

8

There is strong criticism  of those who work for rights 
of w om en by conservative Islam ists and  they are  accused  
of im itating W estern feminism. It is debatab le  w hether it 
is so b u t even if it is w hat is w rong with it? W estern 
fem in ism  is b a se d  on se c u la r  ideology b u t u p h o ld s  
dignity of w om en and  their rights. If secu larism  is no t 
alw ays negation  of religion (only a th e is tic  secu la rism  
negates it, no t o ther forms of secularism ) and  in m ost 
cases it is not, there  is no objection to fem inism . The 
Holy P rophet says acquire wisdom {hikmah) w herever it 
is found as it is believer’s {m’um in’s) property.

It is w ell know n th a t  u n til s ix ties  even W este rn  
societies -  desp ite the ir secularism  -  had  no t accorded 
equal r ig h ts  (sexual equality  is still no t m eticu lously  
p ractised  in W estern societies) to women. In fact even 
right to inheritance  and  property  w as given to w om en in 
W estern coun tries in th irties. In some countries wom en 
got righ t to vote only during  the decade of th irties. The 
women had  to struggle, a  lot in the  W est for acquiring 
these rights, w hich Islam had  given to them  cen tu ries  
ago.

Even in W estern countries the debates go on m any 
issu es  an d  m any  w om en’s o rgan isations are no t fully



satisfied  ab o u t th e  w om en issu es . M an’s dom ination  
con tinues in m ost of the spheres including the  dom estic 
sphere. Man certainly enjoys m ore privileges, if no t rights, 
in those w estern  countries. Man still re s is ts  perform ing 
dom estic chores and  even wife beating is no t unknow n.

The fact is th a t patriarchal s tru c tu re  of society is still 
going s tro n g  an d  one does no t know  w h e th e r  it will 
d isappear in the foreseeable fu ture. It is for th is reason  
th a t w ith few exceptions political power re s ts  w ith m an 
in m ost of the  countries. Again, in m ost of th e  w estern  
countries rep resen ta tion  of w om en in legislative bodies 
hardly  exceeds 10 per cen t though the ir population is 
close to fifty per cen t in all societies. It is for th is  reason  
th a t  th e  fem in is ts  are  strugg ling  for eq u a l r ig h ts  in 
w e s te rn  c o u n tr ie s  too. All one can  say  is th a t  th e  
condition of w om en is som ew hat b e tte r com pared to th ird  
world coun tries or Islam ic countries. Though in w estern  
c o u n t r ie s  e q u a l i ty  of s e x e s  h a s  b e e n  e s ta b l is h e d  
th e o re tic a lly  it is far from  hav ing  been  ach iev ed  in 
practice.

And those struggling for w om en’s rights in th ird  world 
co u n trie s  in general and , in the  Islam ic co u n trie s  in 
particu la r have to struggle against m uch  g reater odds. 
These odds rem ain  insu rm oun tab le  even if th ese  w om en 
w ork  w ith in  th e  fram ew ork  of Islam . M any M uslim  
countries like Kuwait even refuse to give its wom en right 
to vote. The Saudi G overnm ent does no t allow its women 
even to drive even w hen accom panied by the ir h u sb an d s , 
let alone go o u t alone in public.

We have such  prim itive conditions in several Islam ic 
countries and  if w om en p ro test against such  intolerable 
restric tions they are dubbed  as ‘w estern  fem in ists’. The 
real th ing  is th a t such  dem ands of equal rights h u r t  male 
ego. Male dom ination is not a t all Islamic, though it is 
justified  in its nam e. Men use  some selective verses from 
the  Q ur’an, ignore the ir social context and  u se  them  to 
p erp e tu a te  the ir dom ination. They conveniently ignore 
the  verses em pow ering w om en or laying down equality
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of both  the  sexes. In fact in verses like 2:219, 2:228 and  
33:35 there  is clear s ta tem en t abou t equality  of bo th  the 
sexes and  yet they are totally ignored and  in stead  they 
quote verses like 4:34 to estab lish  the ir dom ination. They 
even d isto rt the  m eaning of w ords like qaw w am  u sed  in 
above verse to re ta in  the ir hegem ony.

They also u se  several hadith  (Prophet’s sayings) to p u t 
u n d u e  r e s tr ic t io n s  on w om en . It is fo rg o tte n  th a t  
th o u san d s  of ahadith  canno t be even au th en tica ted  as 
m any of them  w ere forged by those who had  anti-w om en 
a ttitude  and  th ese  ahadith  are u sed  as  au th en tic  source 
for legislation abou t w om en even w hen they  con trad ict 
c le a r  Q u r ’an ic  a s s e r t io n s .  T h u s  th e  S a u d i law  n o t 
allowing w om en to ven ture ou t alone is not Q ur’anic b u t 
based  on a  v w hich prohibits women going o u t alone.

Even if the  hadith  is au th en tic  one totally ignores the 
social conditions then  and  now. In those days there  w as 
conflict betw een the  Jew s and  M uslim s and  the  Jew s 
u sed  to tease  M uslim women and  so in view of th is the 
Prophet m ight have cautioned  w om en no t to ven tu re  ou t 
a lo n e . M o st of th e  a h a d ith  a re  n a r r a t e d  w ith o u t  
m entioning any context or reason  and  these  are followed 
by the orthodox ‘u lam a m echanically. And p ractices like 
prohibiting to drive does no t even have any base in hadith. 
There w ere no autom obiles in those days.

O ne c a n n o t even derive it by in fe ren ce  or q iyas  
(analogy) as w om en w ere no t p roh ib ited  by th e  Holy 
Prophet from riding cam els or horses. The women did 
ride cam els and  h o rses and  they  even drove them  by 
th em se lv es . S u ch  p ro h ib itio n  is n o th in g  m ore th a n  
ex trem e con serv a tism  of th e  S aud i ‘u la m a  a n d  th e ir  
s tu b b o rn  re fu sa l to concede r ig h ts  to  w om en. It is 
in teresting  to note th a t while the Saudi G overnm ent does 
not allow w om en to drive cars the Iran ian  G overnm ent 
has s ta rted  exclusive taxi service to be ru n  bjr wom en. 
Thus Iran ian  wom en can no t only drive private cars b u t 
can also be a  taxi driver.
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Sim ilarly while the  Kuwait G overnm ent re fu ses  its 
w om en to vote o the r M uslim  cou n tries  like P ak istan , 
Bangla D esh, Egypt and  o ther countries allow them  to 
vote. How does one explain these contradictory practices? 
Are the ir different Islam s or there  are differing a ttitu d es  
tow ards w om en? T hus it is no t Islam ic sources b u t m en ’s 
a ttitu d e  w hich m atters.

And w hen M uslim women dem and the ir righ ts -  and  
Islam ic righ ts a t th a t -  they are denounced  as w estern  
fem inists. It is a  fact th a t M uslim w om en enjoy differing 
degree of rights in different Islam ic countries. While in 
Turkey M ustafa Kemal P asha  in troduced  secu la r Swiss 
code th u s  according equal rights to both  m en and  w om en 
on one hand , and, the  total restric tions in Saudi on the 
o th e r  h a n d . In o th e r  M uslim  c o u n tr ie s  like Egypt, 
M orocco, Algeria, J o rd a n  etc. th e re  is com paratively  
g reater la titude of freedom  for women. It is because  the 
ru le r s  in  th e se  c o u n tr ie s  a re  m ore  lib e ra l to w ard s  
w om en.

T hus it is not Islam, which com es in the way b u t m an ’s 
a ttitu d e  w hich determ ine the laws of M uslim countries 
reg ard in g  w om en. B u t th e se  m en in vario u s  M uslim  
c o u n tr ie s  invoke n am e of Islam  to s tem  th e  tide  of 
w om en’s m ovem ent for better rights dubbing it as w estern 
fem inism .

Som e M uslim  co u n tries  like P ak is tan  an d  B angla 
D esh  h a d  or have w om en prim e m in is te r  an d  som e 
Muslim coun tries like Kuwait do not accord w om en right 
to vote. Such  gross contradictions are really difficult to 
gloss over in the nam e of Islam. It all depends e ither on 
social cond itions of th a t  coun try  or even on political 
ex igencies.

W hen F atim a J in n a h  tried  to con test for the  office of 
P residen t in early sixties against Ayuub Khan, the  la tter 
w angled a  fatw a from  the  conservative ‘u la m a  th a t a 
w om an canno t becom e head  of the state . They quoted a v 
from the  Holy Prophet th a t if a  w om an becom es head  of a
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n a tio n  th a t  n a tio n  vjill face d is a s te r . H ow ever, th e  
su p p o rte rs  of F a tim a vhnnah vyhich inc luded  h ead  of 
J a m a ’at-eH slarn i ^ a u la n a  M audud i app roved  of h e r  
con testing  tfio P residen t’s election. They also m anaged 
to ob ta in  a  fatyva to th is  effect from a  p rom inen t ‘alim  like 
Maplana A shraf Ali Thanvi who justified  on grounds fha t 
in dem ocracy fhp head  qf a  s ta te  does no t hqve abso lu te  
pow ers b u t depends on votes of m em bers of parliam en t 
w hose m ajority is of m en.

Ajl these  political gam es are un fo rtunate ly  played in 
th e  nam e pf Islam  ra th e r  th an  giving w om en rights due 
tQ them  in a  m odern dem ocratic society and  w hich are_ 
nqt con trary  to the teachings of the Q ur’an. M ost of the" 
M uslim  w om en in Islam ic cou n tries  are  no t guilty of 
following V este rn  fem inism ’ b u t are agitating for the ir 
Islamic rights. The Taliban regjme w as the w orst offenders 
in th is 're sp e c t. They not only follow ed the rigid Saudi 
law§ b u t p u t m ore restric tion th an  the  Saudis do.

The T aliban  w ho w ere e ssen tia lly  following trib a l 
norm s justified  all th a t in the nam e of Islam . They did 
no t even allow wom en to go ou t for schools and  m adrasas  
totally ignoring th e  fam ous hadith  of the  P rophet th a t 
seeking know ledge is obligatory both  for M uslim  m en 
and  M uslim  wom en (muslimah). The p rophet separately  
m entioned  M uslim ah keeping in m ind th a t soon after 
h im  th e  M u slim  m en  w o u ld  r e s t r ic t  w o m en  from  
acquiring  know ledge. The P rophet u sed  the  w ord ‘ilm 
w h ich  in c lu d e s  b o th  re lig io u s  a s  w ell a s  s e c u la r  
know ledge.

However, w ith few exceptions th ro u g h o u t m edieval 
ages M uslim  w om en were not allowed to acquire literary 
skills and  reason  w as cited th a t learn ing  read ing  and  
writing w ould co rrup t them  and  they m ight write love 
le tte rs ’ to s trangers  w hich is sin. Today no one argues 
on these  lines and  of course M uslim w om en are acquiring 
s e c u la f  a s  w ell a s  re lig io u s  k n o w led g e  in  p u b lic  
in s ti tu tip n s . And th is  is no m ore co n sid e red  as  u n - 
Islam ic.
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T hus w hat w as considered un-Islam ic un til yesterday  
h as  becom e perfectly Islam ic today and  is accepted  with 
good Islam ic conscience by m en in all Islam ic countries. 
Many M uslim  countries even perm it co-education, w hich 
w as g reat ‘s in ’ un til recently. T hus it can be seen  th a t 
m uch depends no t on Islam b u t on social dynam ics, on 
m edievalism  or m odernity, on orthodoxy or liberalism .

T he m a n  in  m a le -d o m in a te d  so c ie ty  in  M uslim  
coun tries forgets th a t Islam ush ered  in its days a  great 
revolution, w hich can be called fem inist revolution today. 
It accorded equality to both  m an and  w om en in various 
ways som etim es saying th a t “women have righ ts sim ilar 
to those against them ” (2:228) and  som etim es saying for 
every th ing  m en an d  w om en will be equally  rew arded  
(33:35).

B ut except for initial period of few decades M uslim 
w om en never enjoyed equality in the Islam ic world. Soon, 
for various reasons, m ore and  m ore re s tric tio n s  w ere 
im posed on them . Though there  was absolutely  no place 
for m o n a rc h y  in Islam , th e  in s ti tu tio n  of m o n a rch y  
developed in the M uslim world w ithin 30 years  of the 
death  of the Prophet and  all feudal custom s and  trad itions 
associated  w ith m onarchy cam e to be adopted  by M uslim 
m o n a rch s  (though co n tin u ed  to be called  ca liphs  for 
re lig io u s  re a so n s )  in c lu d in g  sev e re  re s tr ic t io n s  on 
M uslim wom en. In o ther w ords all feudal practices were 
im posed on w om en in the M uslim world w hich continue 
un til today.

W ithin h u n d re d  y ea rs  a fte r th e  b eg inn ing  of th e  
Islam ic calendar she alm ost lost all her Q ur’anic rights. 
Q ur’an  recognised h er as legal entity  and  gave h e r all 
righ ts including contracting m arriage, divorce, righ t to 
inherit, to have h e r own property, to earn  and  have her 
own incom e and  to own her own business. B ut by the 
tim e th e  U m ayyads con so lid a ted  th e ir  ru le , all p re- 
Islam ic trad itions  and  custom s w ere revised and  also 
fe u d a l t r a d i t io n s  a d d e d  to  th e m  th u s  c o m p le te ly  
sub jugating  wom en.
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The Q u r’an  had  requ ired  h e r to d ress  in dignified 
m a n n e r an d  conceal h e r sexual ch arm s, th e  M uslim  
society p u t h er u n d e r veil requiring to conceal h e r face 
com pletely. She could only peep though  h er two holes 
provided in the  veil. This is no w here the in ten tion  of the 
Q u r’an  y e t th is  form  of veiling is p ra c tise d  in m any  
Islam ic coun tries  today.

She w as confined to h er house  w hereas du ring  the 
P rophet’s tim e and  for quite some time thereafter she even 
took p a rt in b a ttles  fought against non-M uslim s. It is said 
th a t it w as Umm A m m arah who saved the  P rophet’s life 
in the  battle  of U hud. However^ from U m ayyad period 
onw ards she  w as no t even allowed to go o u t of hom e 
w ithou t h er h u sb a n d ’s perm ission  after m arriage and  
w ith  f a th e r ’s p e rm is s io n  b efo re  th a t  a n d  th a t  too  
accom panied  by som e m ale relative called m ahram  (a 
blood relation w ith w hom  m arriage is no t perm issib le like 
bro ther, uncle etc.)

A kadith  was also invented requiring h e r to be totally 
obedien t to h er h u sb an d  and  th a t sa jda  before h u sb an d  
w ould have been ordered had  it no t been prohib ited  for 
anyone  excep t A llah. This hadith  is reflective of the  
feudalisation of Islam ic ethos. In o ther w ords w om en by 
th e n  h ad  lo s t h e r  au tonom y  an d  w h a t revo lu tionary  
changes an d  em pow erm ent of w om en effected by the  
Q ur’an  w ere totally lost.

It w ould be in teresting  to quote here from a  m edieval 
text to show  the  concept of an  ideal w om an prevailing in 
th a t society. “An ideal w om en”, according to th is  m edieval 
w riter, “speaks and  laughs rarely and  never w ithou t a  
re a s o n . S h e  n e v e r  le a v e s  th e  h o u s e , ev en  to  see  
n e ig h b o u rs  or h e r  acq u a in tan ce . She h a s  no w om en 
friends, gives h er confidence to nobody, and  h e r h u sb an d  
is h er sole reliance. She accepts noth ing  from anyone, 
excepting h e r h u sb an d  and  h er paren ts. If she sees her 
relatives she does no t m eddle in the ir affairs. She is no t 
treacherous and  h as  no faults to hide, nor bad  reasons 
to proffer. She does not try to entice people. If h e r h u sb an d
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shows h is in ten tion  to perform ing the conjugal rites, she 
agrees to satisfy his desire and  occasionally provokes it. 
She a ss is ts  him  always in his affairs, and  is sparing  in 
com plaints and  tears; she does no t laugh or rejoice w hen 
she sees h e r h u sb an d  moody or sorrowful b u t sh a res  his 
troubles, and  w heedles him  into good h u m o u r till he is 
quite con ten t again. She does no t su rren d e r herse lf to 
anybody b u t her h u sband , even if abstinence w ould kill 
her. S uch  a  w om an is ch e rish ed  by everyone .” (See 
Shaykh Nefzawi, The Perfumed Garden. Tr. R ichard F. 
Burton, New York, 1964), p-97). This is how a  M uslim 
w om an w as p ic tu red  in medieval ages.

It is  th ese  feudal restric tions th a t we have inherited  
from our p a s t and  we glorify them  as ‘Islam ic’ and  any 
deviation from it is condem ned as w estern  fem inism . 
These restric tions are still p ractised  in m ost of the M uslim 
countries because  they still have no t been dem ocratised  
and  w om en have no access to m odern education. There 
is hard ly  any  M uslim  country , w hich h as  dem ocratic  
g o v e rn a n c e . E i th e r  th e re  is  m o n a rc h y  o r m ilita ry  
d ic tato rsh ip  or controlled dem ocracy.

However, m odernisation is also going apace and  it is 
d ifficult for th e  ru le rs  in  M uslim  co u n trie s  to re s is t 
s p re a d  of m o d e rn  e d u c a tio n  am o n g  w om en . M ore 
m odern  ed u ca tio n  sp read  am ong w om en an d  society 
becom es increasingly dem ocratised, aw areness for rights 
grows am ong them  and they dem and the ir rights e ither 
on Islam ic or secu la r grounds.

It is in teresting  to note th a t while in several M uslim 
c o u n tr ie s  like S au d i A rab ia  an d  K uw ait w om en are  
dem anding  m odern isation  and  political and  social rights 
som e w om en in Turkey are keen to go into hijab. In m any 
non-M uslim  countries also a  section of M uslim women 
are taking to hijab. It is im portan t to note the reasons for 
the sam e.

Though in general w om en are dem anding  th e ir rights 
in all c o u n tr ie s  som e M uslim  w om en feel p ro u d  to
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observe Islam ic d ress  code. It is m ore for rea so n s  of 
id e n tity . W e s te rn is a tio n  (w hich is  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  
m odern isa tion  an d  one m u s t d is tingu ish  betw een the  
two) h a s  led to certain  excesses in m an n er of d ressing  
w hich violate sexual m odesty as the  whole em phasis  is 
on displaying fem inine charm s and  body line ra th e r  th an  
conceal them .

Today there  is feeling am ong the people in developing 
co u n trie s  of w este rn  cu ltu re  assu m in g  hegem onising  
role, w hich crea tes  resen tm en t. G lobalisation h a s  fu rth er 
s treng thened  the  hegem ony of w estern  cu ltu re  and  the 
p eo p le  of d ev e lo p in g  c o u n tr ie s  hav e  b eco m e q u ite  
conscious of the ir own cu ltu re  and  cu ltu ra l p ractices. 
The M uslim  w om en are also taking to the ir own cu ltu ra l 
way of d ressing  to a sse r t the ir cu ltu ra l identity. Hijab 
should  th u s  be seen  as p a rt of th is  process ra th e r  th a n  a  
way of restricting women. Thus hijab today is p art of visible 
cu ltu ra l identity  th a n  anything else. However, th is  hijab 
shou ld  n o t be im posed  and  shou ld  no t cover face to 
becom e restrictive. W earing scarf or chador as  Iran ians 
call it, shou ld  suffice.

Such  way of dressing  should  ne ither be im posed nor 
s h o u ld  i t  be  o p p o se d . In T u rk e y , th e  M em b er of 
P arliam en t w as also no t allowed to a tten d  the  H ouse 
w earing hijab. She w as disqualified from m em bersh ip  
fearing she rep resen ts  fundam entalists  in Turkey. Such 
com pulsion to w ear only w estern  dress is as condem nable 
as m aking it com pulsory to w ear hijab. A w om an should  
be free to w ear d ress  the  way she likes though  w ithin the 
lim its of m odesty.

O n e  s h o u ld  n o t  c o n d e m n  a n y  m o v e m e n t fo r 
em pow erm ent of wom en as w estern  fem inism . W omen 
are as m uch  h u m an  beings as m en and  today w om en’s 
rights are p a rt of h um an  rights. W omen have eveiy right 
to ta k e  p a r t  in  a ll s o c ia l , c u l tu r a l  a n d  p o li t ic a l  
m ovem ents. They should no t be debarred from any arena. 
There is no sphere  of activity in w hich w om en have not 
excelled m en. It is only in M uslim countries th a t she is 
still restric ted  from taking p a rt in public sphere.
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It is u n fo rtu n a te  th a t there  is even debate  w hether a 
w om an could pray in the m osque or not. Many M uslim 
com m unities still do no t perm it wom en to pray  inside 
m o sq u es le t a lone allow them  to tak e  p a r t  in pub lic  
activities. In coun tries like India now there  is reservation 
in jo b s  and  even in political bodies like panchaya ts  and  
m u n ic ip a litie s  a n d  m u n ic ip a l co rp o ra tio n s . T here is 
reservation  for wom en for posts of sarpanch  and  m ayors. 
Som e conservative  ‘u la m a  gave fa tw a  th a t  a  w om an 
canno t con test elections. M uslim w om en in India rightly 
defied such  fa tw a s  and  contested  elections.

Such fa tw a s  are given more ou t of ignorance of Islamic 
ju risp ru d en ce . The p as t trad itions should  alone canno t 
be th e  gu ide  for is su in g  su c h  fa tw a s .  As socie ty  is 
ch an g in g  social leg is la tion  sh o u ld  also  ch an g e  in  a  
healthy  way. Such change does no t necessarily  am oun t 
to  im ita t in g  th e  w e s t. W hile we s h o u ld  c o n d e m n  
globalisation in as m uch  as it im poses w estern  hegem ony 
we should  no t reject m odernity per se.

Is la m ic  le g is la tio n  sh o u ld  be d y n am ic  a n d  th e  
concep t of ijtihad  does provide sp irit of dynam ism  to 
Islam ic sh ari'ah . It is un fo rtu n a te  th a t our ‘u lam a  are 
quite incom peten t to u n d ers tan d  m odern society. They 
are totally p a s t oriented and  they th ink  everything p as t 
is in keeping w ith Islam ic practices. Time h as  come to 
critically evaluate all p a s t practices and  legislate afresh  
in m any a reas  in keeping with the Q ur’anic values on 
one hand , and  m odern spirit on the other.

O ur ‘u lam a laid more em phasis on v lite ra tu re  th an  
on the Q ur’an, particularly , w hen it cam e to legislating 
ab o u t w om en and  the  v literatu re  reflects m edieval feudal 
e thos th a n  the  real Q ur’anic spirit. There is, therefore, 
g re a t n e e d  to d a y  for w om en th e o lo g ian  w ho cou ld  
properly  in te rp re t and  apprec ia te  the  Q u r’an ic  verses 
concern ing  w om en’s rights.

This w riter h as  no hesitation  in asserting  th a t Q ur’an 
is very assertive of w om en’s rights and, if read  carefully,
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it accords equal dignity and  equal rights to both the sexes. 
However, th is  sp irit of the Q ur’an could be appreciated  
e i th e r  by w om en th e o lo g ian s  or m en  co m m itted  to 
w om en’s rights.
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Islam and Nationlism
9

W hat is re la tio n  betw een Islam  an d  n a tio n a lism ?  
Does Islam  approve of nationalism  or rejects it. Many 
M uslim  th eo lo g ian s  an d  in te lle c tu a ls  m a in ta in  th a t  
Is lam  d o es  n o t approve of n a tio n a lism . Is lam , th ey  
m a in ta in , is an  in te rn a tio n a l religion an d  c a n n o t be 
confined to any territo ria l lim its. The noted  poet from 
India M uham m ad Iqbal said in one of his verses th a t w hat 
is nation  (w atan) is Islam ’s sh roud  (kafan).

W hat Iqbal m eans to say is th a t nationhood is death  
of Islam . M uslim s c o n s titu te  an  um m ah  an d  um m ah  
can n o t be confined  to any  te rrito ria l lim it. However, 
M aulana H usain  A hm ed M adani, the em inen t Islam ic 
th eo lo g ian  from  Ind ia , m a in ta in e d  th a t  n a tio n  is a 
geographical concept w hereas um m ah  is a  religious or 
sp iritual concept. M uslims are um m ah  and  are, in th a t 
sense, an  in terna tional com m unity. But, the  M aulana 
says, one should  no t confuse betw een the concep t of 
nation and  the  concept of ummah. The form er is a  political 
category w hereas the la tte r is a  religious category.

T hus it is in teresting  to note th a t M aulana H usain  
Ahmed M adani who w as also the p residen t of the  Ja m i'a t 
al-TJlam a-I-H ind’, refused to suppo rt two nation  theory 
p ro p o u n d ed  by J in n a h  an d  h is  M uslim  League. He, 
instead  suppo rted  the com posite nationhood (M uttahida  
Q aum iyyat) an d  h ad  w ritten  a  book called  Islam  aur  
M u tta h id a  Q a u m iy y a t  (i.e . I s la m  a n d  C o m p o s ite  
N ationalism ).



It is quite in teresting  to note th a t M aulana H usain  
A hm ed M adani quoted, in his above book, the  covenant 
w hich the  P rophet (PBUH) drew up  with people of M adina 
belonging to d ifferent religions and  tribes (it is called 
th e  M ithaq-I-M adinah). T he M a u la n a  c a lle d  it  th e  
p redecessor of the  m odern concept of nation. The Prophet 
drew  u p  the  covenant betw een different religions (Jews, 
M uslim s and  pagans) and  various tribes (Jew ish, M uslim 
and  Pagan) and  described th is com posite com m unity  as 
um m ah w ahidah  i.e. one com m unity. T hus the  Prophet 
(PBUH) tr a n s c e n d e d  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  of re lig io n  to 
con stitu te  a  geographical com m unity.

Again, the  concept of nation is certainly of m odern 
origin. It originated in Europe in 17th cen tu ry  after the 
P r o te s ta n t  m o v e m e n t c h a lle n g e d  th e  a u th o r i ty  of 
Catholic C hurch. These nations cam e into ex istence on 
the  basis  of com m on language and  cu ltu re  and  a  sense 
of sh ared  history. After b reak  up  of the Papal au thority  
there  w as no com m on religious bond and  th is religious 
bond w as rep laced  by com m on language and  cu lture .

It h a s  also been  m ain tained  by m any M uslim s th a t 
in Islam  religion canno t be separa ted  from politics th u s  
m a in ta in in g  u n i ty  of re lig io n  a n d  p o li t ic s . T h ese  
th eo lo g ian s  a n d  in te lle c tu a l th u s  deny  leg itim acy of 
s e c u la r  n a t io n a l i s m  c o m p le te ly . T h ey  th in k  th a t  
secu la rism  h as  no place in Islam  and  secu la r politics 
s h o u ld  be  c o m p le te ly  re je c te d . Like n a t io n a lis m , 
secu larism  too, is a  m odern concept and  one can n o t find 
any precedence for secularism  in the Q ur’an  and  Sunnah.

B ut we find both  nationalism  and  secu larism  in m any 
M uslim  countries. Turkey, for exam ple, is bo th  secular 
as  well as  a  nation  state . Even Indonesia, the  largest 
M uslim coun tiy  in the world today is a secu la r nation. 
Many su ch  exam ples can be m ultiplied. It w ould be very 
d i f f ic u l t  to  f in d  u n a n im ity  of o p in io n  on  su c h  
controversial issue. W hat is needed  is ijtihad and  creative 
an d  im aginative th in k in g  w hich does n o t c lash  w ith 
fundam en ta ls  of Islam.
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In fact righ t in the  beginning of Islam  there  w as no 
political theory. There w as, as we have show n in ou r book 
The Islamic State, there  w as no concept of s ta te  in the  
Q ur’an  or in th e  hadith  literature . The very concept of 
sta te  did no t exist am ong the Arabs. It is tribal chiefs 
who took all decisions in Mecca th rough  a  tribal council 
called m ala’. There w ere no sta te  in s titu tio n s  like the 
police or arm y even after the Prophet of Islam  estab lished  
a  po litica l u n i t  in M adinah . It w ould  be d ifficu lt to 
describe  it a s  a  full-fledged ‘Islam ic S ta te ’. Everyone 
w orked  v o lu n ta rily  in sp ire d  by m ora l a n d  sp ir i tu a l 
teachings of Islam  and  u n d er the d irect guidance of the 
Holy Prophet.

There w ere no defined functions nor there  w ere s ta te  
functionaries m ain tained  by the  s ta te  funds. All th ese  
functions w ere purely  morally insp ired  and  only rew ard 
expected w as in akhirah  i.e. the H ereafter. If one fought 
a g a in s t th e  e n em ies  it w as also  v o lu n ta ry  co u rtin g  
m artyrdom  for a  m oral cause and, if won, could get a  
share in the  defeated enem y property  as per the  well- 
estab lished  tribal practice.

Similarly, for in ternal law and  order or security  there  
was no police or para- m ilitary force. Even the  offenders 
tended to tre a t the ir offence as offence against Islam ic 
morality ra th e r th an  against the sta te  and m ore often th an  
n o t, th e y  v o lu n ta r i ly  p r e s e n te d  th e m s e lv e s  for 
pun ishm ent so th a t they are not p un ished  in the H ereafter 
by Allah. Obviously such  a  m oral d ispensation  canno t 
qualify as  a  s ta te . It w as m oral ra th e r  th a n  political 
com m unity .

Since we canno t call it a  s ta te  it canno t qualify for a  
term  like the Islam ic state. This term  will no t be found 
even d u r in g  th e  U m ayyad  or A b b asid  p e rio d . The 
Umayyad or Abbasid political estab lishm en ts were known 
as C aliphate ra th e r  th an  Islam ic S tate. The te rm s like 
the Islam ic S tate  or Islam ic nation are m odern day term s. 
The word khilafat also does no t connote any concept of 
state b u t of succession  to the Prophet.
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The mode of succession  also was full of controversy. 
There w as no unan im ity  am ong M uslim s as to who or 
how  o n e  w o u ld  s u c c e e d  to  th e  P ro p h e t, th ro u g h  
n o m in a tio n  or e lec tion?  It w as th is  q u e s tio n  w hich  
brought abou t formal split am ong the Muslims. Those who 
are  know n as S unnis m ain tained  th a t succession  should  
be th rough  b a y ‘ah  (pledge of loyalty) of the believers and  
those called S h i‘ah s  m aintain ing th a t the  P rophet (PBUH) 
had  nom inated  his successor.

T hus the  concept of Islam ic s ta te  canno t be traced  to 
Q ur’an  or S u n n ah  as no such  concept existed in those 
days. The Caliph w as trea ted  as the  suprem e leader of 
M uslim s who led them  in religious as well as worldly 
m atters . Again, he w as m ore of a  religious and  m oral 
leader th an  a  political one. His prim ary du ty  w as to guide 
the  believers in the light of the Q ur’an  and  S u n n ah  and  
by e v o lv in g  i jm a ‘ ( c o n s e n s u s )  a m o n g  th e m  on 
controversial m atters. The khilafat did have well defined 
c o n c e p t of fu n c tio n s , r ig h ts  an d  d u tie s . The w hole 
d iscourse w as a  m oral and  no t a  political d iscourse. The 
word siyasah  also cam e into existence m uch  la ter and  
was derived from the function of tending and  controlling 
horse. A ru le r w as also though t of tending and  controlling 
people. There w as no such  division as the  s ta te  and  civil 
society.

The concept of civil society is also a  m odern concept 
w hen  people got civic r ig h ts  an d  th e  w hole political 
d iscourse becam e discourse of rights, no t of duties. Those 
who propound the theory of Islamic state  lay s tress  mainly 
on du ties  of believers, no t of the ir rights. One canno t 
th ink  of m odern  sta te  w ithou t the concept of rights. In 
the theory  of Islam ic sta te  the whole d iscourse -  w hether 
it p e rta in s  to the  ru lers  or to the people -  is a  m oral 
d iscourse an d  in term s of duties.

M odern  d em o cracy  c a n n o t fu n c tio n  w ith o u t th e  
concept of, as pointed out, rights. In the Islam ic d iscourse 
m inorities are trea ted  as dhim m is i.e. responsibility  of the 
M uslim s to p ro tec t them  and  to provide them  the  security
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of life and  property. T hus M uslims have du ty  tow ards 
m inority b u t there  is no concept of m inority righ ts as 
such. In m odem  nation  sta te  m inorities have well defined 
rights and  they can sue the  sta te  if these  righ ts are denied 
to them .

T hus it will be very difficult to ta lk  of Islam ic S tate  in 
the early period in the  m odern sense. All m odem  M uslim 
s ta tes  are territorial s ta tes  w ith w ell-defined territorial 
lim its  w h e re a s  we find no su c h  c o n c e p t in  e a r l ie r  
political theories like those of Mawardi who is first m ajor 
political th in k er am ong the Muslims.

W hen the  khilafat cam e into existence after the  dea th  
of Holy P rophet there  w as no concept of territorial limits. 
Islam  w as essentially  confined to the A rabian Peninsula . 
W hen the first caliph Abu Bakr took over as the first caliph 
Islam h ad  no t sp read  outside A rabia b u t th en  began the  
M uslim co nquests  and  soon en tire  Rom an (Byzantine) 
and  Iran ian  (Sassanid) em pires w ere hum bled  an d  large 
parts  of the ir territo ries becam e p a rt of Islam ic C aliphate.

It w as even theorised , after incorporation  of th ese  
territo ries th a t there  can only be one caliph, no t even 
one. The caliph w as also know n as Am ir al-m u’minin  i.e. 
the leader of the  believers and  there  could be only one 
leader of all believers, no t two. T hus the  whole concept 
was of (religious) belief, no t of territory  a t all. D uring the 
U m ayyad period  th is  concep t of one caliph  for en tire  
Islam ic world persis ted  b u t th is  becam e irrelevant w hen 
the A bbasids overthrew  the  Um ayyads an d  U m ayyads 
estab lished  a  parallel caliphate in Spain. Again th is  had  
to be justified  th a t there could be two Am irs of believers.

It w as ju s t  the  beginning. Subsequen tly  m ore and  
more ru le rs  cam e into existence and  te rrito iy  ra th e r  th an  
religion, becam e fundam ental category. Now each  ru le r 
had well defined territory  over w hich he ruled. The moral 
also b egan  to be overshadow ed by th e  political. The 
political h ad  of course estab lished  its p redom inance over 
the m oral of early caliphate during  the Umayyad period



itself. There w as hardly  any Islam ic teaching  w hich w as 
no t violated by them . It w as far from being an  Islam ic 
regime. It w as perceived to be quite ty rannical and  all 
p r o m in e n t  c o m p a n io n s  a n d  c o m p a n io n s  of th e  
com panions of the  Prophet w ere against the  Umayyad 
regim e. It w as during  such  regime th a t a  had ith  began to 
be circu lated  th a t to be Islam ic it was enough if prayer 
(salah) w as estab lished  which the  Umayyads did. All other 
c a rd in a l  p r in c ip a ls  of Is lam  like  ju s t ic e ,  e q u a lity , 
co m p assio n , p ie ty  etc. w ere n o t n ece ssa ry . Still the  
Umayyad ru le rs  claim ed to be caliphs. The U m ayyads 
also sp read  the  doctrine of ja b r  (divine determ ination) as 
against th a t of qadr (freedom) to estab lish  th a t w hat w as 
h a p p en in g  w as inevitab le  an d  o u t of divine will an d  
no th ing  could be done abou t it, it being the  divine will.

The A bbasid dynasty  proved no better. It shou ld  also 
be seen  th a t both  Um ayyads as well as A bbasids were 
dy n astic  ru le  an d  h ad  no th ing  to do w ith th e  earlier 
C aliphate m odel w hich w as far from being dynastic. The 
K hilafat w as close to elective principle th an  th e  dynastic 
principle. It w as because  of its elective principle th a t it 
w as held sacred  by M uslims, particularly  Sunn i M uslims. 
The Caliphs, un like the  Umayyad and  A bbasid ru lers, 
w ere far m ore com m itted  to Islam , its values an d  its 
teachings. So a t all these stages it hardly m akes any sense 
to call th ese  estab lishm en ts  (early Khilafat, Umayyad and  
A bbasid ru les  as  Islam ic State.

In fact, as pointed  ou t before, the very te rm  Islam ic 
S tate  is a  m odern one coined during  the  colonial period 
in n in e te e n th  an d  tw en tie th  cen tu rie s . The m edieval 
period h ad  no concept of s ta te . This concep t is fairly 
m odern one. A m odern s ta te  h as  a  constitu tion , well - 
defined pow ers and  a  political s truc tu re . As against the 
s ta te  there  is notion of a  civil society w hich also h as  its 
well-defined role and  notion of rights. As far as ‘Islam ic 
s t a t e ’ is c o n c e rn e d  it is very  d ifficu lt to  define  its  
s tru c tu re .

For exam ple the ‘Islam ic S ta te ’ of Saudi A rabia has

118 ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



Islam and Nationalism 119

no constitu tion  or dem ocracy. The Saudi ru le rs  m ain tain  
th a t the  Q ur’an  is th e ir constitu tion. There is no concept 
of civil society in Saudi A rabia as citizens have no rights, 
they only have duties. M aulana M aududi, on the o ther 
hand , ta lks of ‘theo-dem ocracy’ ra th e r th a n  dem ocracy. 
In th is  Theo-dem ocracy’ too, there is no notion of civil 
society or h u m an  rights. The sta te  canno t even legislate 
as the  S hari'ah  is the  only legislation and  no one h as  
power to alter it. And according to the  Islam ists, S h ari‘ah  
is very com prehensive divine legislation and  so th e re  is 
no need  for any legislation except on som e subsid iary  
m atters.

Iqbal, the  noted poet, w as supp o rte r of ijtihad and  
though t th a t the  parliam ent in an  Islam ic S tate  would 
b rin g  a b o u t n e c e ssa ry  c h a n g e s  in Is lam ic  S h a r i 'a h  
t6h rough  ijtihad i.e. creative in terp re ta tion  of the  Islam ic 
law. T hus as  far as Iqbal is concerned, the  Parliam ent 
shall have legislative pow ers b u t as for o th e r Islam ic 
th inkers  it will have hardly any legislative powers.

No w onder th a n  th a t in m ost of the Islam ic countries 
there  is e ith er no dem ocracy, parliam en t etc. or quite 
contro lled  k ind  of dem ocracy. B ut all th e se  s ta te s  in 
Islam ic co u n tries  do have w ell-defined te rrito ries  an d  
no Islam ic coun try  is p repared  to cede an  inch of its 
territory. T hat clearly m eans th a t these  countries do have 
well- defined territorial limits. Nation is defined w ithin 
w ell-defined territo rial limits. T hus nationalism  h as  been 
accepted by all Islam ic countries in the  Islam ic world. 
They have also accepted  the  concept of citizenship  as 
territory  alone canno t m ake a  nation.

T h u s  n a t io n a lis m  is a n  a c c e p te d  p h e n o m e n o n  
th roughou t Islam ic world. And the nation  s ta te s  exist in 
all M uslim countries. It is also true  th a t a  M uslim  from 
one M uslim  country  canno t freely go to an o th er M uslim 
c o u n try  w ith o u t valid  trav e l d o c u m e n ts  a n d  th e se  
docum ents will perm it him  a  lim ited stay  in the  ho st 
country. This is precisely w hat M aulana H usain  Ahmed 
M adani po in ts o u t in h is book M uttahida Qaurniyyat A ur
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Islam  th a t the  concept of um m ah  canno t be political b u t 
religious an d  spiritual.

M uslim s th ro u g h o u t the  world do no t co n stitu te  a  
political com m unity. It w as possible only in early period 
of caliphate  -  during  w hat is called the period of Khilafat- 
I-Rashidah  w hen M uslim s could move from one p a rt of 
the  C aliphate to ano ther part. There were no restric tions. 
B ut w hen m any M uslim ru lers  em erged on the scene 
restric tions began to appear. And now in m odern na tio n ­
s ta te s  no M uslim can go and  settle in any o ther M uslim 
territo ry  u n le ss  perm itted  to do so according to the  rules. 
T hus the  concept of the  m odern nation sta te  h as  been 
u n iv e rs a lly  a c c e p te d  by all M u slim s in c lu d in g  th e  
Islam ists. U m m ah, no longer m eans and  Islam ic political 
com m unity .

The religious m inorities in these  M uslim nation  s ta te s  
are  no longer tre a te d  as per th e  S h ari'ah  concep t of 
dhim m is  b u t as citizens according to the  constitu tional 
provisions of the  country. The nation sta te , be it M uslim 
or otherw ise, is a  political and  not a  religious entity. And 
citizenship  rights are given not on the  basis of religion 
b u t on the basis of b irth  in a  particu la r territo rial state.

Even Saudi Arabia, which claim s th a t the  Q ur’an  is 
its constitu tion , does not allow M uslim s from o ther parts  
of world to settle  in its nationally defined territory. Even 
for the  pu rpose  of Haj one h as  to obtain  visa. H ad the 
Saudi G overnm ent followed the Q ur’anic model, it should  
allow all those M uslims, w hoever w ishes to settle  down 
in its territory  as all M uslims are an  ‘um m ah’. B ut the 
Saudi A rabia does no t allow any non-Saudi M uslim  to 
settle  down in its territory. How can th en  it claim th a t 
Q u r’an  is its constitu tion?

T hus in m odern tim es the concept of um m ah  can  only 
be sp iritual and  religious and  no t political. Islam , as a 
religion, is followed by M uslim s holding very different 
nationalities and  enjoying different degrees of political 
righ ts in the ir nation states. The territorial sp read  of these
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M uslim  s ta te s  is such  th a t even a  confederation is no t 
possible. Also, desp ite  belonging to one religion Islam  
the ir m u tual relations are no t always cordial. In m any 
cases they  are hostile and  antagonistic.

Let alone all Islam ic s ta te s , even th e  A rab s ta te s  
c a n n o t com e c lo se r a n d  form  a  co n fed e ra tio n . Iraq  
invaded Kuwait and  Arab s ta tes  w ere divided into two 
hostile cam ps and  even invited the USA to invade Iraq 
and  com pel it to vacate Kuwait. Many Arab s ta tes  suppo rt 
the USA in its cam paign against Iraq. Had there  been 
acceptab le concept of one um m ah  in political sense  such  
developm ents w ould no t have occurred. The E uropean  
nations have crea ted  E uropean  Union despite different 
languages and  cu ltu res and  absence of shared  sense  of 
history. B ut though there is com m on language Arabic, 
one religion and  one cu lture, Arabs have no t been  able 
to form any such  Union of Arab S tates, let alone of all 
M uslim  coun tries .

It should  also be s tressed  th a t except som e on the 
extrem e fringe, M uslims generally no longer ta lk  of one 
um m ah  in political sense. N ationalism  and  Islam ic S tate 
h as  by and  large., come to be accepted th ro u g h o u t the 
Islam ic world. Also, despite having com m on Shari'ah  law 
there  are greatly differing political and  social needs for 
leg is la tio n  an d  body of leg is la tio n s  in th e se  Islam ic 
co u n tries  differ widely form each  o ther. E xcept a  few 
M uslim  countries like the Saudi A rabia Islam ic crim inal 
code h a s  been  alm ost abandoned  in m ost of the  M uslim 
countries. It w as done so in the colonial period.

It is tru e  th a t some M uslim countries are  trying to 
bring back  the  Islam ic crim inal code b u t it is m ore to 
win political legitimacy by undem ocratic  ru lers  th a n  a  
felt religious need  of the Muslim m asses. M any M uslim 
co un tries  like the  S udan  and  Nigeria have significant 
proportions of non-M uslim  (Christian) population and  it 
c reates g reat difficulties to apply Islam ic crim inal code 
to these  non-M uslim  citizens.



As M uslim s have accepted notion of nationalism  they 
shou ld  also strive to re -th in k  various connected  legal 
issu es  th rough  the  process of ijtihad and  evolve new  body 
of leg islation  fit for m odern  com posite n a tio n  s ta te s . 
Today m ajority of M uslim s in the world live as religious 
m inorities in several non-M uslim  countries. And, m ost 
of them  enjoy all citizens’ rights (though there  m ay be 
som e or th e  o th e r  d ifficulties) th e  M uslim  m ajo rity  
coun tries  should  also trea t the ir non-M uslim  m inorities 
as equal citizens no t only as a  reciprocal m easu re  b u t as 
a  m a tte r of principle.

It is t ru e  th a t  th e  c o n ce p t of dh im m i w as q u ite  
progressive one w hen Islam  estab lished  its hegem ony in 
the world in 7 th and  8 th cen tury  b u t today, w ith m odern 
concept of citizenship  of a  nation  sta te , it is certain ly  
in a d e q u a te . T h u s  th e  co n cep t of dh im m i sh o u ld ! be, 
rep laced  w ith the  concept of citizenship for non-M uslim  
citizens in all M uslim majority countries.

Also, Islam  had  evolved the principle of full freedom  
of conscience and  freedom  of religion, w hich w as m ost 
m o d ern  in  its  c o n te n t an d  th is  sh o u ld  be p ra c tise d  
unam biguously  by all M uslim political regim es. The Holy 
P rophet of Islam  h ad  given full freedom  of faith to no t 
only Jew s, b u t also to pagan Arabs in M adinah th rough  
the  C ovenant of M adinah. This n eed s  to be followed 
m eticulously by the m odern political regim es.

Lastly, as nation  s ta tes  have been fully accepted  by 
all M uslim  countries they should  also accept dem ocratic 
way of governance w hich too, is quite in keeping with 
the  Q ur’anic sp irit and  the spirit of S unnah . D ictatorship, 
d y n a s tic  or m ilita ry  ru le  is, on th e  c o n tra ry , q u ite  
contrary  to the  spirit of Islam.
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Laws) and Nation-States
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In the la st decades of tw entieth  cen tury  m any M uslim 
coun tries declared them selves as 'Islamic S ta te ’ and  as 
a  proof thereof, enforced the hudud  laws (the sh a ri 'a h  
laws of p u n ish m en t for certain  crimes) in the ir countries. 
It led to m uch  d iscussion  ab o u t two th ings: one, the 
concept of Islam ic sta te  and two, the n a tu re  of Islam ic 
law s. T he o r th o d o x  M u slim s a n d  th e  ‘u la m a  w ho 
abso lu tise  th ese  laws shorn  from the ir context natu ra lly  
c e le b r a te d  c r e a t io n  of 'I s la m ic  s t a t e ’ a n d  a lso  
enforcem ent of hudud  laws.

The very te rm  ‘Islam ic s ta te ’ is a  m odern term . It h as  
noth ing  to do with the Q ur’anic or had ith  term inology. 
W hile  th e  Q u r ’a n  d o e s  n o t m e n tio n  a n y  fo rm  of 
governance, had ith  refers to w hat is called ‘khilafa’ or 
p o p u la r ly  k n o w n  a s  k h ila fa t. T he loo se  g o v ern in g  
s tru c tu re  w hich cam e into existence after the  d ea th  of 
the P rophet (PBUH) w as term ed as 'K hilafat-i-R ashidah’ 
in the  h istory  of Sunni Islam. The Sh i'ah , on the o ther 
h a n d , w hile  n o t a c c ep tin g  th e  c o n ce p t of kh ila fah , 
developed  th e  in s ti tu te  of im am ah. W hile th e  S u n n i 
doctrine of khilafah  m ean t a  successo r to the  P rophet 
(PBUH) had  to be elected through the institu tion  of b a y‘ah  
(i.e. pledge of loyalty) the  Sh i'ah  doctrine u p h e ld  the  
in stitu tion  of im am ah  th rough appoin tm ent (by the  Holy 
Prophet), and  no t by election.



T hus the  doctrine of khilafah  becam e cen tral to Sunni 
Islam, th a t of imamah  becam e integral p art of Shi‘ah  Islam. 
B u t now here we find the  term  Islam ic  s ta te ’ w hich a  
m odern political construction  in the post-colonial world. 
To th is  world ne ith er the concept of khilafah  could be 
applied nor th a t of im am ah  A m odem  concept was needed 
and  th a t w as provided by the ‘Islamic S ta te ’.

There could be endless d iscussion  on the  n a tu re  and 
con ten t of Islam ic S tate. Would the Islam ic S tate be ru n  
by P arliam entaiy  system  or th rough m onarchy or th rough 
m ilitary estab lishm en t?  Again it is im portan t to note th a t 
th e se  ‘Islam ic S ta te s ’ w ere confined to th e  te rrito ria l 
lim its of a  nation  sta te  unlike khilafah  or im am ah  w hich 
knew  no such  territorial boundaries. The boundaries  of 
K hilafat-i-R ashidah were in no sense the  boundaries  of 
any nation  state .

However, w hat is know n as Islam ic S tate  today h as  
definite national boundaries and  h as  no single concept 
or uniform  doctrine despite the fact th a t it is post-colonial 
h u m an  construct. A m onarchy, a  m ilitary d ic ta to rsh ip  
or a  parliam entary  form of governm ent, all can  claim  to 
an  Islam ic S tate. One sees no contradiction in this. T hus 
the Saudi Arabia, a  m onarchy, can as m uch  claim  to be 
an  Islam ic S tate as Iran or Malaysia, w hich also claim, 
w ith  eq u a l valid ity , to be Islam ic S ta te s . No one is 
concerned abo u t the form of governm ent as  long as it 
applies to itself the  appellate of ‘Islam ic S ta te ’.

T hese  s ta te s  genera lly  procla im  Islam ic S ta te  by 
proclaim ing enforcem ent of hudud  laws i.e. the  shari'ah  
laws of p u n ish m en t for theft,' fornication or adu ltery  etc. 
B esides th e se  h u d u d  law s som e o th e r  s h a r i‘ah  law s 
perta in in g  to personal m a tte rs  like m arriage, divorce, 
inheritance etc. are also applied. However, o ther civil laws 
like the  law of con trac t etc. are  hard ly  applied. Some 
cou n tries  also try  to apply laws perta in ing  to w h at is 
know n a s  ‘Islam ic  B an k in g ’ th o u g h  th e re  a re  m any  
p rob lem s in th is  sp h e re  due! to un iversa lly  accep ted  
p ractice of in te res t banking. B ut ru lers  in the  Islam ic 
S tate try to enforce hudud  laws.
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As po in ted  o u t above the  Islam ic S ta te  is a  p o s t­
colonial construct. The medieval ruling es tab lishm en ts  
a lso  did n o t d escrib e  th em se lv es  a s  su ch . O nly th e  
T urk ish  ru le r styled him self as ' the ‘caliph’ or Khalifah. 
O thers described  them selves as  ‘su lta n s ’ as  su lta n  in 
A ra b ic  m e a n s  o n e  w ho c o n tro ls  o r o n e  w ho  h a s  
hegem ony. The Umayyads and  the A bbasids -  the  ru lers  
of first two dynasties of early Islam ic period -  had  styled 
them selves as  Khalifah. B u t th e  succeed ing  ru le rs  to 
th e se  tw o d y n a s tie s  o ften  d e sc rib e d  th e m se lv e s  a s  
‘su lta n s ’. However, the only S h i'ah  Ismaili Fatim id ru lers  
of th e  early classical period of Islam  called them selves 
as im am s according to the  S h i'ah  doctrine of imamah.

It is also im portan t to note th a t none of these  medieval 
s ta te s  w ere nation  sta te  as nation  sta te  them selves are 
m o d e rn  day  p ro d u c t. P eoples of d iffe ren t re lig ions, 
c u l tu re s  a n d  la n g u a g e s  lived in th e se  ‘s u l ta n a te s ’. 
Though Islam  w as the religion of overwhelm ing m ajority 
of the  peoples the  Islam ic laws applied to them  b u t they 
w ere no t described  as ‘Islam ic S ta te s’.

The post-colonial s ta te s  in M uslim countries, be they 
in the  Middle East, or W est or North Africa or in South  
and  Sou th  E ast Asia, could no t describe them selves as 
k ihlafah or im am ah  anym ore. The world had  changed so 
drastically  ever since th a t th is w as no t possible nor could 
any ru le r in the  M uslim country  could claim the  exalted 
s ta tu s  of a  Khalifah or an  Imam. Among all Shi'ah  sects 
like the  Ith n a  A sharis and  Ism a'ilis (the M usta 'lian  sect) 
the  Im am  is supposedly  in seclusion (though A gakhanis 
and  Zaidis earlier did believe in im am  very m uch  in the 
m idst of th e ir followers). Earlier the Zaidi Im am  ru led  
the Yemen b u t h as  since been overthrow n after a  long 
draw n civil w ar during  the seventies of the la st century .

B ut after colonial hum iliation, the M uslim  countries 
w anted  to retrieve no t only political sovereignty b u t also 
religious identity  as both w ere denied to them  during  
the colonial rule. They got political sovereignty th rough  
dem ocratic or arm ed struggle b u t tried  to re-estab lish
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religious sovereignty th rough  proclam ation  of Is lam ic  
S ta te ’. T hat gave them  no t only sense  of pride b u t also 
political legitim isation in the eyes of M uslim m asses.

However, th e  s itu a tio n  differed from  co u n trie s  to 
countries. For som e it w as age old h istorical trad ition  
w hich w as in te rru p ted  during  colonial ru le b u t for o thers 
it  w as  a  n ew  in v e n tio n . In new ly  c re a te d  M uslim  
countries like P akistan  and  Bangla D esh it w as no t the 
popular will, or historical tradition  b u t creation of Islam ic 
S tate w as an  act of m ilitary ru lers to legitimise the ir rule. 
The South  Asia never had the tradition of enforcing hudud  
laws and  it w as long after partition  th a t the m ilitary ru ler 
Z ia -u l-H aq  en fo rced  h u d u d  law s in  e ig h tie s  of la s t  
cen tu ry .

In B angla D esh too it w as G eneral Irshad , a  m ilitary 
ru le r  who declared  B angla D esh an  Islam ic S ta te  for 
pu rposes of estab lish ing  his political hegem ony. Bangla 
D esh  h a d  w on its  lib e ra tio n  from  P a k is ta n  th ro u g h  
people’s struggle and  had  no such  historical trad ition  of 
being an  Islam ic S tate too. N either in case of P ak istan  
nor in case of Bangla Desh there w as any popular dem and 
for estab lish ing  Islamic State. Nor was there any historical 
trad ition  as  in countries like Egypt or Saudi Arabia.

T hus th e re  is fun d am en ta l difference betw een  the  
h is to r ic a lly  e x is tin g  M uslim  s ta te s  w ith  th e ir  own 
tradition  of Islam ic laws and those countries which, in 
post-co lonial period, tried  to crea te  an  ‘Islam ic S ta te ’ 
u n d e r  ce rta in  political com pulsions. H ere the  case of 
M alaysia is quite unique.

M a la y s ia  is a  m u lti- re l ig io u s  a n d  m u l t i - e th n ic  
coun try , w hich cam e u n d e r  the  B ritish  colonial ru le. 
Also, th e re  are  several s ta tes  ru led  by kings and  su ltans, 
w hich form a  federal s tru c tu re . The Malay M uslim s are 
in m ajority. Malays are also the sons of soil -  Bum i Putras. 
U n d er d em o cracy  in  th e  p o s t-co lo n ia l p e rio d , th ey  
becam e conscious of the ir rights. The Malays w ere m ostly 
of ru ra l  o rig in , m u c h  le ss  e d u c a te d  an d  m u c h  le ss

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



privileged. All M alays are also M uslims. T hus the Malay 
m ovem ent or the Bum i Putra m ovem ent p u t p ressu re  on 
the  ru lers  to m ake Islam a  privileged religion in Malaysia.

Islam  becam e a  s ta te  religion b u t due to su b stan tia l 
p resence of non-M uslim  m inorities like the  C hinese it 
w as no t possible to enforce hudud  laws. B ut o ther s ta tes  
in M alaysia like K alantan are enforcing hudud  laws. This 
w orries m any liberal and  m odern M uslims. Also, u lam a 
a n d  o rth o d o x  M uslim s feel e n c o u ra g e d  to p ra c tic e  
polygam y an d  acco rd  w om en tra d itio n a l p o s itio n  in 
society.

Since all Islam ic S ta te s5 try  to enforce hudud  laws, it 
is im portan t to throw  some light on these  laws and  the ir 
position in Islam . It is very im portan t to u n d e rs ta n d  th a t 
Islam  is basically  a  religion, a  sp iritua l m ovem ent for 
self-control, for m oral life and  for purification of self. Its 
e s s e n c e  a lso  lies  in a s s e r tin g  v a lu es  like e q u a lity , 
h u m an  dignity, ju s tice , peace, freedom  of conscience, 
com passion, benevolence, tru th , w isdom  and  sensitivity 
to o thers  suffering. These are the fines h u m an  values.

The tribal chiefs in Mecca in pre-Islam ic period did 
practice som e kind  of morality known as m uru’ah  (though 
difficult to tran s la te  in English it roughly m ean t m anly 
qualities). M uru’ah, w hich  w as w idely h e ld  concep t, 
included, am ong o ther things, hospitality, bravery, tribal 
solidarity, generosity and  independence. These w ere the 
h ighest v irtues for the Arabs in pre-Islam ic days.

However, they hardly  exercised self-control, h ad  no 
sense  of un iversal m orality and  sp iritual values. Tribal 
solidarity w as h ighest form of virtue. Their un iverse did 
no t tra n sc e n d  trib a l bo u n d arie s . T heir va lues m e an t 
no thing ou tside these  boundaries. Islam, on the  o ther 
h a n d , w as a  u n iv e rsa l relig ion , a  u n iv e rsa l code of 
conduct. It knew  no such  narrow  limits. It tran scen d ed  
all boundaries  -  tribal, ethnic, racial and  national. It also 
gave a  no tion  of h ig h e r m orality , m u ch  h ig h er th a n  
em braced by the  concept of m uru’ah. We have already
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ind icated  th e  values s tressed  by Islam  above. Islam  laid 
g reat em phasis  on equality and  ju stice  on one hand , and  
h u m an  dignity and  freedom  of conscience, on the  other. 
These values effectively countered  the  concept of narrow  
tribalism . B ut to concretise these  values in practice w as 
very difficult an d  com plicated  task . So m any  factors, 
p a r tic u la r ly  p e r ta in in g  to  tr ib a l an d  o th e r  e x is tin g  
practices m a ttered  and  could not be easily ignored. The 
P rophet of Islam  (PBUH) w as not only a  p reacher b u t also 
a  g reat role m odel of Islam ic teachings for h is followers. 
He w as often faced with com plicated questions of Islam ic 
teachings on one hand , and  of existing practices, on the 
o the r. Also, he o p e ra ted  in env irons w here no s ta te  
in s titu tions for execution of laws existed. It w as basically 
a  tribal society w herein he had  to apply h igher Islamic 
m orality.

Islam ’s bpsic objective w as to produce a  new  h um an  
being, fashioned by higher values s tressed  by the Q ur’an. 
The P rophet’s m ain  objective was to transform  th is  world 
entirely. As a  suprem e teacher and  a  source of law (the 
Q ur’an  describes him  as sirajan  munirah  i.e. a  lighted 
lam p showing light) P rophet did two things: he blended 
ce rta in  trib a l or o th e r  ex isting  p rac tices  w ith  h igher 
Q u r’an ic  m orality  so th a t h is gu idance could becom e 
usefu l for the im m ediate society he w as living in.

Secondly , he  a lso  show ed, th ro u g h  th e  Q u r’an ic  
re v e la tio n s ,  th e  body  of h ig h e r  a n d  t r a n s c e n d e n t  
m orality. It is th is  m orality and  these  values w hich have 
perm an en ce  and  all ou r actions shou ld  be guided by 
th is  h igher morality. The pun ish m en ts  prescribed  by the 
Q ur’an  are no t the essence of its teachings. Its essence 
lay in its  h ig h e r m orality . The P ro p h e t gave enough  
indications of th is th rough  h is Sunnah  also.

The Holy Prophet very well indicated  th a t com passion 
is far m ore superio r to the pun ishm en t. W hen one person 
cam e to him  and  said th a t I was sick and  a  lady cam e to 
see m e and  I could no t res is t the  tem ptation  and  did 
w hat is strictly forbidden (i.e. had  sexual in tercourse with
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the lady). Please pun ish  me. He w as quite w eak due to 
h is illness and  could no t have borne the  100 blows. The 
P rophet took  m ercy on him  specially becau se  he had  
confessed to h is crim e and  he took 100 b ran ch es of palm  
date  tree and  gave him  one gentle blow (thus fulfilling 
the  need  of the  Q ur’anic pu n ish m en t of 100 lashes). This 
show  of com passion had  m uch  greater im pact on him  
th a n  the 100 blows.

There is an o th er equally im portan t story in the  hadith  
l i te ra tu re . A child  lab o u r th a t  w as u n d e rp a id  by h is 
em ployer stole fru it from the em ployer’s garden an d  ate. 
He w as caugh t in the ac t and  was b rought to the  P rophet 
by th e  em ployer dem anding p u n ish m en t of cu tting  off 
h is hand . The P rophet m ade thorough inquiry and  cam e 
to conclusion th a t the  child w as underpaid  and  suffered 
pangs of hunger, w hich led him  to steal fruit.

In stead  of pun ish in g  the  child he adm onished  the 
em ployer for u n d erp ay m en t and  m ade it obligatory to 
him  to educa te  the  child and  provide p roper food to him  
un til he grows up. There are m any such  exam ples, w hich 
m ake it c lear th a t p u n ish m en t per se is no t th e  final 
objective b u t the  reform ation of the offender.

T here w ere certa in  tribal p ractices and  trad itions, 
w hich could no t be ignored altogether by the  P rophet 
(PBUH) if he were to successfully transform  th a t society 
m orally and  spiritually. Also, m ere acceptance of Islam  
by the  A rabs did not m ean they would autom atically  or 
ea s ily  leave  b e h in d  all th e ir  a c ts  of o m iss io n  a n d  
co m m issio n . C e rta in  a c ts  of crim e w ere ra m p a n t -  
m urder, theft, rape and  robbery. The society had  to be 
cleaned of th e se  crim es and  for th a t the  P rophet u sed  
ce rta in  in s ti tu tio n s  of trib a l p rac tices  like c u ttin g  of 
han d s for theft or stoning to death  for adu ltery  (there is 
no such  p u n ish m en t for adultery  in the  Q ur’an  a t all.

U n f o r tu n a te ly  th e s e  d a y s  e n fo rc in g  th e s e  
p u n ish m e n ts  have becom e very fu n d a m e n ta l to any  
M uslim country  declaring itself to be an Islam ic s ta te  as
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if it is m ain criteria  of being an  Islam ic country. In fact 
equality  and  ju stice  are far more im portan t criteria  for 
the  purpose. Equality of all hu m an  beings, protection of 
h u m a n  d ign ity  an d  e n su rin g  socio-econom ic ju s tic e  
should  be m uch  m ore fundam ental to setting  u p  a  s ta te  
on th e  p rin c ip les  of Islam . B u t u n fo rtu n a te ly  hard ly  
a n y o n e  p a y s  a n y  a t te n t io n  to  s u c h  f u n d a m e n ta l  
teach ings of Islam  and  ru lers  generally ru sh  to the  p ress  
to an nounce  th a t henceforth  cu tting  off of h an d s  for theft 
and  stoning  to dea th  for adultery  will be enforced.

P un ish m en t of stoning to death  for adu ltery  h as  no t 
been  prescribed  in the holy Q ur’an  a t all. The P rophet is 
repo rted  to have p rescribed  th is  p u n ish m e n t in som e 
c a se s  b u t th e re  is d eb a te  w h e th e r  he  d id  so before 
revela tion  of th e  verse of 100 la sh e s  for z in a  (rape, 
fo rn ica tio n  a n d  adu lte ry ) or a f te r  th a t.  T here  is no 
conclusive proof th a t he enforced any such  p u n ish m en t 
after the  revelation of the verse 24:2

In fact stoning to death  w as prescribed  by the  Jew ish  
law and  the  P rophet (PBUH) enforced it in case of a  Jew  
and  a  Jew ess  in one case (see B ukhari 23:61), and  o thers 
apparen tly  occurred before the revelation of the Surah  
N ur  (i.e. c h a p te r  24). A lso, s to n in g  to  d e a th  is  in  
contradiction to the verse 4:25 w herein p u n ish m e n t for 
adu ltery  is half for the slave-girls. Stoning to death  cannot 
be m ade half w hereas 100 lashes, as prescribed  in 24:2 
can be reduced  to 50 in case of slave-girls.

It is u n fo rtu n a te  th a t in m any M uslim coun tries  th is 
law  (of s ton ing  to death) is being u se d  m ore ag a in st 
w om en th an  m en. This p u n ish m en t can be enforced only 
e ith e r  th ro u g h  se lf-confession  or by p ro d u c in g  four 
w itn e s s e s . S ince  no one ever co m m its  a d u l te ry  in 
presence of four w itnesses, m an goes scot free and  woman 
gets p u n ish ed  as  in h e r case her pregnancy  becom es 
proof. However, no one inquires w hether she subm itted  
herself willingly to m a n ’s lu s t or she w as raped.

In P ak istan  a  blind girl was raped  by h er uncle  and 
she becam e p reg n an t and w as sen tenced  to death . In
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case of h e r uncle it could not be proved by producing 
fo u r w itn e s s e s .  In N igeria  too  a  w o m an  h a s  b e e n  
s e n te n c e d  to  d e a th  s im ila r ly  a n d  it  h a s  b e c o m e  
in t e r n a t io n a l  i s s u e .  T h is  to ta l ly  d is c r im in a to r y  
application of law (about whose au then tic ity  also there  
is doubt) brings bad nam e to Islam. If Allah desired  to 
prescribe any such  pun ishm en t He would have prescribed 
it clearly in the Q ur’an. It is no t tru e  th a t the  verse on 
stoning to death  w as revealed and  th a t it w as w ritten  on 
a  leaf w hich w as ea ten  away by a  goat. Such s ta tem en t 
w ould  en ab le  non-M uslim s to ra ise  m any  q u e s tio n s  
abou t the  co rrectness of the Q ur’an. W hen Allah Himself 
says W e are pro tectors of the Q ur’a n ”, how a  goat can ea t 
away one of its verses.

In  f a c t  a n y  law  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  u n d e r s to o d  
m echanically . It is also im p o rtan t to u n d e rs ta n d  th e  
philosophy of law, cau ses  of its genesis and  in ten tion  
behind  enforcing it. Any law applied m echanically  can 
resu lt in grave injustice.

The ph ilosophy of law is to es tab lish  a  crim e-free 
society by fram ing laws w hich will com bine elem ents of 
p u n is h m e n t an d  re fo rm ation . P u n ish m e n t can  ta k e  
various form s: by im posing physical pa in  or th ro u g h  
physical confinem ent. Similarly reform ing th e  crim inal 
can also take various forms -  through persuasion , m aking 
him  u n dergo  certa in  tra in in g  or m aking  him  see th e  
gravity of his offence, w hich causes pain to o thers. Or, 
one can  com bine elem ents of all th is  along w ith physical 
confinem ent. It will depend  on gravity of the  offence and  
individual crim inal and  ex ten t of h is /h e r  crim es. It is 
for th is  reason  th a t laws generally provide m inim um  and  
m ax im um  p u n ish m e n ts . The ju d g e  also  o ften  ta k e s  
personal c ircum stances into accoun t before prescrib ing 
the p un ishm en t.

Two of the  P rophet’s in stances given above i.e. a  child 
s tea lin g  f ru it an d  a  s ick  m an  su b m ittin g  to se x u a l 
tem ptation  and  confessing to the  P rophet clearly prove 
the wisdom  with which the Prophet dealt w ith these  cases.

Shari1 ah Punishments (Hudud Laws) and Nation-States
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The P rophet did not order cu tting  off h an d s  of the  child 
who w as ra th e r  com pelled to steal. O ur Q adis im pose 
these  sen tences  w ithout exercising such  d iscretion and  
going into c ircum stances of the crime.

We s h o u ld  n o t  m e c h a n ic a lly  im ita te  th e  H oly 
P r o p h e t ’s r e p o r te d  s a y in g s  o r d o in g s  w i th o u t  
u n d ers tan d in g  the reasons for w hich he did som ething. 
We a lso  h av e  to  ta k e  th e  p e rio d , tr ib a l  p ra c t ic e s ,  
geographical c ircum stances and  available in s titu tions . 
As long as  the  pu rpose  of the preventing crim e is m et the 
n a tu re  of p u n ish m e n t does no t m a tte r. P revention  of 
c r im e  is  m o re  f u n d a m e n ta l  th a n  th e  n a t u r e  of 
p u n is h m e n t.  In th e  e n fo rc e m e n t of law  in  Is lam ic  
coun tries p u n ish m en t becom es m ore fundam enta l th an  
prevention of crim e. It is no t kep t in m ind w hat is the 
pu rpose  of law, w hat are the circum stances in w hich a  
crim e w as com m itted and  w hether it deserves m inim um  
or m axim um  pun ishm en t.

Today m ore M uslim s live in m inority situa tion  in non- 
M uslim  c o u n tr ie s  th a n  in M uslim  c o u n tr ie s .  T hey 
com m it all so rts  of crim es in non-M uslim  countries. They 
canno t be given hudud  pun ishm en ts . They are dealt with 
according to th e  law of the country  they  live in. T hat does 
no t m ean  ends of ju s tice  canno t be m et in the ir case. In 
India very large nu m b er of M uslims live, larger th an  in 
m any M uslim countries. The British ru le rs  h ad  im posed 
th e ir  own secu la r crim inal code in 19th cen tu ry  itse lf 
and  the  ‘u lam a had  accepted it w ithou t any pro test. In 
fact a  very p rom inen t ‘alim  even tran s la ted  it into Urdu. 
Since th en  Indian Crim inal Procedure Code is applicable 
to M uslim s as well as non-M uslim s in India, all those 
M uslim  who com m it crim e are  p u n ish ed  according to 
th is  code.

The M uslim  countries should  re-th ink  th ese  laws and  
modify crim inal laws w herever necessary  so as to ensu re  
the ends of ju s tice  are m et and  crim e does no t flourish. 
Even laws of con tract and  o ther civil laws prescribed  by 
S hari'ah  have already been given u p  long ago w ithout
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c a u s in g  an y  p ro b lem . O u r ‘u la m a  sh o u ld  be given 
thorough  train ing  in m odern legal system  also along w ith 
train ing  in Islam ic laws. This will enable them  to work 
ou t a  creative syn thesis betw een Islam  laws an d  m odern 
laws w ithin fram ew ork of Islam ic sh a ri’ah.

U nfortunately  ou r ‘u lam a’ do no t undergo any such  
train ing  and  are  tra ined  only in Islam ic ju risp ru d en ce , 
its m ethods and  its philosophy evolved by early M uslim 
ju r is ts . E arlier ou r Q adis are tra ined  in m odern  legal 
philosophy b e tte r it is. It will be a  g reat service to the  
Islam ic world.

Shari'ah Punishments (Hudud Laws) and Nation-States



Religion and Economic 
Justice

11

It is u sually  though t th a t religion is on the  side of 
es tab lish m en t and  vested in terests  -  econom ic as well 
as political and  it can never becom e a  resource for justice . 
It is w eapon in the h an d s of vested in te rests  ra th e r  th an  
w eaker sec tions of th e  society. It is ra th e r  sim plistic  
s ta te m e n t th o u g h  it h a s  som e h is to rica l t r u th  in it. 
Religion h as  been  m isused  by no t only th e  ru le rs  b u t 
also  by th e  p ries th o o d . Every relig ious trad itio n  h a s  
h istory  of siding w ith the powerful ruling es tab lishm en ts .

T he re lig io u s  le a d e rs  a n d  p r ie s ts ,  th o u g h  p o se  
them selves as  p ious or religious persons have all th e  
w eakness of flesh. They sell religion for the ir own benefits 
or side w ith  ru ling  e s tab lish m en ts  in th e ir  an ti-p o o r 
policies. No religion h as  been an exception in th is respect. 
Even C h ris tian ity  an d  Islam  w hich s ta n d  by w eak er 
sections of society, if we go by the  scrip tu ra l tex t of these  
religions, have no different history. Both the C hristian  
p r ie s th o o d  a n d  Is la m ic  ‘U la m a ’ o f te n  s id e d  w ith  
oppressive and  exploitative ruling estab lishm en ts . This 
h as  led to th is  sim plistic belief th a t religion p er  se  sh ares  
the blam e.

The priesthood in every religious trad ition  had  had, 
as pointed  ou t above, its own w eakness for pow er and  
pelf. They often u se  religion as a  legitim ising cover to 
fulfil the ir personal am bitions. There is no dearth  of such  
p r ie s ts  even  in  o u r  own tim e , a n d  in all re lig io u s
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t r a d i t io n s .  M ost of th e  re lig io n s  b e g a n  a s  p ro te s t  
m ovem ents against oppression and  exploitation b u t were 
soon h ijacked by vested in terests  in one way or the  other. 
This is th e  h is to ry  of political revo lu tions also. Even 
F re n c h  a n d  R u s s ia n  r e v o lu t io n s  s u c c u m b e d  to  
hegem onic  or explo itative forces th o u g h  th e ir  id ea ls  
in sp ire  m any  even today. These ideals can  help  fight 
forces of exploitation even today.

Religion and  its socio-economic role should  also be 
a ssesse d  in the  light of com plex social, econom ic and  
political forces working in the society. An a ttem p t should  
be m ade to s tudy  religion and  religious ideals th rough 
sc rip tu ra l in ju n c tio n s  and  how they  w ere in te rp re te d  
and  p ractised  in the  given socio-economic an d  political 
conditions. Also the role of priesthood has to be objectively 
judged  w hether it allows religion to be hijacked by vested 
in te res ts  or refuses to com prom ise.

The Biblical p ronouncem ent th a t m eek shall inherit 
the  earth , is an  indicator in th is direction. Ju d a ism  too, 
lays g reat s tre ss  on ju stice  and  Islam  of course trea ts  
equality  and  ju s tice  as fundam ental value. In fact the 
p rophets  of th ese  religious trad itions belonged to w eaker 
sec tio n s  of socie ty  an d  th ey  h ad  to  w age re le n tle ss  
s trugg le to libera te  th e ir people from  the  c lu tch es  of 
pow erful vested  in te res ts  both political and  econom ic. 
These p rophets  were severely persecu ted  b u t they stood 
th e ir g rounds. D uring the ir lifetime religion indeed  w as 
an  option for the  poor and  oppressed.

Let u s  exam ine the  central teachings of som e of the 
great religions of the world. B uddhism  lays so m uch stress 
on  c o m p a ss io n  a n d  m idd le  p a th . It a lso  m a k e s  its  
fo llow ers s e n s itiv e  to  su ffe rin g  c a lled  d u k k h a .  An 
engaged  B u d d h is t in te llec tua l K uliyapitiye P ran an d a , 
lay in g  s t r e s s  on  th is  a s p e c t  of B u d d h is t  te a c h in g  
succinctly  p u ts  it thus: “avoid im proper investm ent; avoid 
im proper trea tm en t and  avoid im proper consum ption .”

These are  very religious a ttitudes. A tru ly  religious
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person , will n e ith e r invest in im proper way leading to 
exploiting th e  people nor will ever indulge in  over or 
im proper consum ption. Many religious leaders lead life 
of g reat o sten ta tion  and  the ir source of earn ing  depends 
e ither on dependence on powerful vested in te res ts  and  
justify ing the ir oppressive ways or on extorting m oney 
from th e ir own followers in the nam e of religion. They, 
in o rder to p e rp e tu a te  the ir power sp read  su perstitions 
in the  nam e of religion and  induce in them  fear of hell, if 
they  do no t obey the ir in junctions. This is, to say the  
least, m ost irreligious behaviour. Such behaviour of the 
p r ie s th o o d  s h o u ld  n o t  be  e q u a te d  w ith  re lig io u s  
teach ings.

C hristianity  was also a  great liberative force in its early 
h is to ry  u n t i l  it  w as a d o p te d  by th e  R om an  ru lin g  
estab lishm en t. C hristianity  always laid s tress  on working 
for th e  poor. The C h ris t’s com pan ions w ere all from  
am ongst th e  poor and  he gave good new s to them  of the ir 
liberation. The liberation theologians of Latin Am erica 
m ain ta in  th a t ‘Kingdom of God’ should  be estab lished  
here on earth  -  a  Kingdom, w hich w ould liberate the poor.

E n riq u e  D u sse l, a  lib e ra tio n  th eo lo g ian  of L atin  
Am erica believes in in terpreting  the  Bible in a  way th a t 
will e s tab lish  ju stice  for the  oppressed. He, in h is essay  
on “D om ination -  L iberation” says, “Biblical sym bolism  
show s u s  th rough  the  prophetic trad ition  an  argum en t 
or line of th o u g h t w hich we shall here se t ou t briefly. In 
the  first place “Cain rose u p  against his b ro ther Abel, and  
k illed  h im ” (G en.4.8) an d  J e s u s  ad d s  th e  co m m en t 
“innocen t Abel” (Mt. 23.25). To say “no” to my neighbour 
is the  only possible sin, it is the  “sin of the  world” or the 
fundam enta l sin. The sam e “no” to my neighbour is said 
by the  p riest and  the  levite in the parable of the  Sam aritan  
(LK 10.31-2). A ugustine, in the  political in terp re ta tion  
of original sin, says clearly th a t “Cain founded a  city, 
w hile Abel th e  w a n d e re r  d id  n o t”. H is to rica lly  a n d  
actually  since the  fifteenth cen tu ry  h as  taken  the  form 
of a  “no” on the  p a r t of the  North Atlantic centre  to the
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Indian, th e  African, the  Asian and  to th e  w orker, the  
p easan t and  the  ou tcast. It h as  been a  ‘no ’ to the  w om an 
in p a tria rch a l fam ilies, and  a  “no” to the  child in  the 
oppresso r’s educational system .”

In the  Jew ish  trad ition  delivery of Israel from bondage 
of Egyptian P haraoh  is an  act of liberation. This liberation 
of children of Israel w as led by Moses and  it h as  pride of 
place in the Jew ish  history. At the tim e of the  Passover 
F e a s t,  w h ich  th e  J e w s  c e le b ra te ,  th e  fo llow ing  is 
recoun ted  so th a t succeeding generation of Jew s m ay 
recognise and  acknowledge the  God who saved them  from 
oppression:

A w andering A ram ean w as my father; and  
he w en t down into Egypt and  so journed  
there , few in num ber; and  the Egyptians 
trea ted  u s  harshly , and  afflicted u s, and  
laid upon  u s  hard  bondage. Then we cited 
to the  Lord our God of our fathers, and  the 
Lord h eard  our voice and  saw  ou r affliction, 
ou r toil, and  our oppression; and  the  Lord 
b rough t u s  ou t of Egypt with a  m ighty han d  
and  an  o u tstre tched  arm , with great terror, 
w ith signs and  w onders; and  he b rough t 
u s  into th is  place and  gave u s  th is land, a  
land  flowing with milk and  honey. (Exodus 
2 6 /5 -9 ).

In Islam  too, as pointed  ou t before, th e re  is g reat 
e m p h a s is  on ju s tic e  bo th  social an d  econom ic. The 
Q ur’anic tex t is full of such  verses w hich exhort believers 
and  non-believers to avoid concentration  of w ealth. Islam 
w as basically the  religion of ju s tice  and  equality. It w ants 
to do aw ay w ith all forms of oppression and  estab lish  a 
ju s t  society right on th is earth . Islam  cam e into existence 
in M ecca, w hich  w as city of in te rn a tio n a l finance in 
those days as all trade  caravans u sed  to p ass  th rough 
Mecca and  all tran sac tion  took place there.

There w as g reat deal of concen tration  of w ealth  in 
few h an d s  in Mecca and  the poor were neglected and
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exploited. T hus there  w as a  great econom ic m alaise in 
M ecca and  all tribal norm s were neglected. Even the  n ear 
relatives w ere no t taken  care of. The P rophet of Islam  
w as greatly d is tu rbed  by these  conditions. He w as greatly 
d isposed  tow ards a  ju s t  society an d  no w onder Islam  
exhorted  th e  M eccan rich no t to exploit th e  poor and  
d is trib u te  w ealth . It w as d istribu tion  of w ealth  w hich 
could lead to es tab lishm en t of ju s t  society. Islam  never 
favoured concen tra tion  of w ealth  in few h an d s . There 
are several verses in the Q ur’an  to th is effect.

T h u s in  an  early  M eccan surah  (chap ter 104) the  
Q u r’an  says: “Woe to every s lan d ere r, defam er. Who 
am asses  w ealth  and  counts it. He th in k s th a t h is w ealth  
will m ake him  abide. Nay, he will certain ly  be h u rled  
in to  th e  c ru sh in g  d isas te r. And w h a t will m ake th ee  
realise w hat the crush ing  d isaste r is? It is the Fire kindled 
by Allah. W hich rises over h e a rts ....”

From  the  verses above it will be seen there  is strong  
d e n u n c ia t io n  of a c c u m u la t io n  of w e a l th  a s  th i s  
accum ula tion  in few han d s in Mecca w as causing  great 
suffering to the poor and  needy in th a t town. It w as indeed 
for th is  exhortation  for distributive ju stice  th a t the  rich 
and  pow erful leaders of Mecca becam e so hostile to the 
Prophet of Islam. Some of the scholars of Islam  from Egypt 
have m ain ta ined  th a t the hostility of the  M eccan kafirs 
w as no t so m uch  because of doctrine of taw hid  (unity of 
God) as  for uncom prom ising  a ttack  of th e  Q u r’an  on 
c o n c e n tra tio n  of w ealth . If th e  P ro p h e t h a d  ce a se d  
attack ing  riches of M eccan tribal leaders they w ould have 
accepted  Islam  in all probability. B ut th a t w as no t to be. 
The P rophet refused  to com prom ise on th a t count.

Again in ch ap ter 107 it is said in the  Q ur’an, “H ast 
thou  seen  him  who belies religion? T hat is the  one who 
is rough to the orphan , And urges no t the  feeding of the 
needy, so woe to the  praying ones, who are unm indfu l of 
the ir prayer! Who do (good) to be se^n, and  refrain from 
acts of k in d n ess .”
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This chap ter is quite self-explanatory. The Q ur’an  says 
th a t those  who do no t take care of o rphans an d  needy 
are  in fact those  who belie religion. Real religion is to be 
com passionate  to the suffering of the needy and  to help 
them . Those who pray and  neglect th e  needy and  poor 
are in fact praying to show off. Their prayer is no t real 
prayer. The P rophet (PBUH) is reported  to have said  th a t 
feed in g  a  h u n g ry  w idow  is m ore  m e r ito r io u s  th a n  
praying whole night. The Prophet passionately  believed 
in econom ic ju stice . W henever he received som e food 
he w ould invite o thers who were hungry  to p artak e  of 
th a t  food. He a lw ays d is tr ib u te d  th e  z a k a t  a m o u n t 
rece iv ed  from  w ell off M u slim s eq u a lly  am o n g  h is  
followers. He never favoured even h is  own d a u g h te r  
F atim a in th is  respect. She w as in g reat need  of a  servan t 
as she h ad  to grind grains herself and  h er h an d s  had  
developed b listers b u t P rophet strictly refused  to oblige 
her. There w ere m ore needy th an  her and  they had  to be 
taken  care of. These were the exacting s tan d a rd s  of the 
P ro p h e t (PBUH) a s  fa r  a s  d is tr ib u tiv e  ju s t ic e  w as 
co n ce rn ed .

Some people cam e to the Prophet and  asked  him  w hat 
to sp en d  in  th e  way of Allah, th e  Allah req u ired  the 
P rophet to say th a t spend  w hat is su rp lu s  after m eeting 
you r e ssen tia l n eeds (2:219). A ph ilosopher-poet from 
India M uham m ad Iqbal even saw  in such  verses th e  real 
alternative to com m unism . In a  ju s t  society one should 
not have m ore th a n  w hat is needed  for ones basic needs. 
The su rp lu s  left the reafte r should  be given away to those 
w hose basic needs are no t fulfilled.

The concept of basic needs of course m ight change 
from  tim e to tim e a n d  in each  epoch  th e re  can  be 
co n sen su s  ab o u t com m on m inim um  needs. The sta te  
can also determ ine the level of com m on m inim um  needs. 
In  a n y  c a s e  th e r e  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  c o n s p ic u o u s  
consum ption  w hen m any o thers  are  dying of hunger. 
Islam  totally disapproves of conspicuous consum ption.

Islam  p ro h ib its  m an  from w earing  gold o rn am en t
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(except a  gold ring in one finger) and  ea t and  d rink  from 
golden or silver vessels and  to w ear silken clothes. The 
early  M uslim s followed th is  s tric tly . E ven th e  early  
Caliphs u sed  to w ear patched  clothes though  they  were 
ru le rs  of g reat em pire. They led exem plary sim ple life 
like the  Prophet. It w as during the Umayyad period th a t 
ru ling c lasses began to lead life of u tte r  luxury  and  built 
palaces for them selves in flagrant violations of Islam ic 
teachings. The A bbasids even su rp assed  the  Um ayyads 
in th e ir life style.

It w as during  these  tim es th a t rituals  becam e m ore 
im portan t th a n  the  Islam ic values of equality, ju s tice  and  
a llev ia tion  of poverty  an d  w orking  for u p lif tm e n t of 
w eaker sections of society. Islam  does no t approve of 
ty ran t and  exploiting ru lers. The Holy P rophet is reported  
to have said th a t real jih ad  is to speak  tru th  in the  face of 
a  ty ran t. His com panions like Abu D har Ghifari had  th is 
quality .

However, once Umayyad ru lers like Yazid renounced  
all p re tensions of following Islam  and  began to indulge 
in  all p re -Is la m ic  p ra c tic e s  b a se d  on c o n s p ic u o u s  
consum ption  an d  rid iculed Islam ic teach ings th e  real 
sp irit of Islam ic revolution w as lost. Then the ‘U lam a who 
w anted  to be on the right side of these  ru lers  gave a  fa tw a  
th a t any ru le r who enforces Islam ic prayer (salah) m u st 
be obeyed even if he h appens to be a  ty ran t and  exploiter. 
This w as to ta l negation  of tru e  Islam ic sp irit of early  
period. T hus em pire builders hijacked religion for the ir 
own purposes. Also, there were som e ‘u lam a who refused  
to com prom ise and  h ad  to face severe persecu tion  a t the  
h an d s  of ru lers.

It is in teresting  to note th a t Im am  Ghazzali, a  great 
Islam ic th in k e r and  a  sufi-cum -philosopher m ain tained  
th a t it is prohib ited  (haram ) to look a t the  face of a  ty ran t 
ru ler and  if it be necessary  to ta lk  to him  one should  
tu rn  ones face in o ther direction and  ta lk  to him . Ghazzali 
wrote th is  during  the la st days of the  A bbasid ru le w hen 
the A bbasid caliphs had  becom e very w eak and  T urkish
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dynasties ru led  as su ltan s  using  them  as m ere symbols. 
These su lta n s  hardly  ever cared for Islam ic norm s. Their 
only in te res t w as in political power.

The Q ur’an  requires w ealth no t to be hoarded; b u t 
sp en t on th e  poor and  needy. In verse 9:34 the  Q u r’an  
says, "And those who hoard  u p  gold and  silver (dinars 
an d  d irham s, w hich w as cu rrency  of those  days) an d  
spend  it no t in Allah’s way -  announce to them  a  painful 
ch a s tise m e n t.”

It is quite clear from th is verse th a t the  Q ur’an  w anted  
social and  econom ic ju stice  to be prom oted and  opposed 
in ju s tic e s  re su ltin g  in tu rm o il an d  violence. T his is 
possible only w hen all sections of society can  fulfil the ir 
econom ic needs. B ut if w ealth is concen tra ted  in a  few 
h an d s  th is will no t be possible and, the rich w ould spend  
the ir w ealth  on osten tation .

As poin ted  ou t Islam  discourages life of osten tation . 
And it w as on the basis of such  Q ur’anic verses th a t the 
Holy P rophet even prohibited  m en to w ear silken clothes 
and  to e a t and  drink  from golden or silver vessels and  to 
w ear gold ornam ents. These were the signs of osten tation . 
Islam  canno t a t all brook situation  in w hich while the 
rich indulge in osten tation , the poor and  needy starve 
in th e  society w hich cause  im balances and  d istu rbances. 
The P rophet’s closest com panion Abu D harr u sed  to recite 
the  verse 9:34 quoted above and  exhort the  M uslim s who 
began to indulge in luxurious living. He w ould no t even 
shake  h an d s  w ith those who led the  life of osten tation . 
He w ould dem and  th a t all M uslims should  lead life of 
sim plicity as  the  P rophet did.

In the  changed  environm ent persons like Abu D har 
found no suppo rt for his cam paign. He w as looked upon  
as a  n u isance  by the newly em erging rich. He w as exiled 
to the  d ese rt of Rabza w here he died a  lonely death . His 
wife did no t have even m oney for buying sh roud  for him. 
He w as buried  in his clothes he w as w earing a t th e  time 
of his death. He paid a  heavy price for his Islam ic idealism.
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It is in teresting  to note th a t the Q ur’an  m a in ta in s  th a t 
th e  w hole social dynam ics is de te rm in ed  by strugg le 
betw een w hat it calls" is tid ‘af and  istikbar  i.e. struggle 
betw een the  w eak and  those who have arrogance of power 
and  th a t Allah is on the side of the  weak. T hus we find in 
the  Q ur’an, “And We desired  to bestow  a  favour upon  
those who w ere deem ed w eak in the land, and  to m ake 
them  the leaders, and  to m ake them  the he irs .” (28:5). It 
is q u ite  an  im p o rta n t co n trib u tio n  of th e  Q u r’an  to 
hum anity  a t a  tim e w hen there w as no concept of social 
ju stice  and  the w eak and  poor were looked down upon  
as of no consequence and  having no rights.

T hus the  m essage of the Q ur’an, is clear. It is on the 
side of the  w eak and  Allah’s favour will be for them . There 
can n o t be any com prom ise on th is. A ccording to the  
Q u r’an  th is  strugg le  will never cease  u n til th e  w eak  
(m ustad’ifin) are em pow ered and  since allah is on the ir 
side they will trium ph  one day. Hope and  faith are  m ost 
im portan t w eapons of the w eaker sections of ^ c ie ty  and  
they should  no t give u p  these  w eapons, l^o struggle can 
be carried  o u t w ithout these  w eapons. The Q ur’an  clearly 
says “do no t despair”.

S in c e  th e  Q u r ’a n  w a n ts  to  b r in g  a b o u t  j u s t  
d is t r ib u t io n  of w e a lth  it gave th e  c o n c e p t of th e  
in stitu tion  of za ka h  a  word w hich m eans purification. 
Thus it is only th rough  d istribu tion  th a t social w ealth 
can be purified. And it is only purified w ealth , w hich 
can bring hap p in ess  to all on earth . The P rophet of Islam  
him self w as a  role model in th is respect. He led starkly  
simple life and  d istribu ted  w hatever cam e to the  s ta te  
treasu ry  am ong the poor and  needy. He also in stitu ted  
the concept of fitrah  i.e. to spare som ething for the  poor 
and needy on the occasion of Eid so th a t the poor also 
could sh are  the  happ iness. Giving fitrah is the su n n a h  o f  
the Prophet. T hus Eid canno t be celebrated  by the  rich 
w ithout sharing  its joys w ith the  poor.

Giving Z akah also is so im portan t thajt every verse in 
Q ur’an  abou t salah  i.e. prayer m entions zakah. T hus there
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c a n n o t be real p ray e r w ithou t giving za k a h  on o n e ’s 
earnings. The poor tax is a  m u s t for every M uslim. Zakah 
th u s  h a s  c en tra l im portance  in  Islam ic society. It is 
Islam ic doctrine th a t no one shou ld  starve  in a  tru ly  
Islam ic society.

The 2nd caliph U m ar u sed  to say I will have to account 
to Allah on the day of judgem en t even if a  dog dies of 
hun g er in my regime. Ali, the son-in-law  and  sp iritual 
heir of th e  P rophet and  heir to his knowledge also led, 
like the  Prophet, starkly  simple life and  observed rigorous 
ju s tice  in d istribu tion  of w ealth from sta te  treasu ry .

Islam  also s tre sses  dignity of labour and  forbids all 
forms of u n ea rn e d  incom e and  s tresses  the  concept of 
w hat is know n in sh a ri‘ah  litera tu re  as kasb-i-halal i.e. 
leg itim ate ly  e a rn e d  incom e. It p ro h ib its  buy ing  food 
grains u n rip ed  in the  field and  unripe  fru it on trees as it 
am o u n ts  to exploiting the peasan t. It p rohib its all forms 
of specu la tion  as it often leads to m aking easy money. 
T h ere  sh o u ld  n o t be any  p lace  for s to c k  ex ch an g e  
operations in Islam  as it is purely speculative. Islam  also 
prohib its m ukhabirahi.e. share cropping as it am o u n ts  to 
u n e a rn e d  incom e an d  the P rophet w an ted  lan d  to be 
po ssessed  only by ac tual tillers. No one should  re ta in  
land if he canno t till it.

Ribah  (which m eans no t only usury) b u t all forms of 
u n ea rn e d  incom e h as  been strictly prohibited  by Islam. 
R ib a h  a c tu a lly  m e a n s  u n ju s t  g row th  a n d  n o t only  
in terest. U nfortunately it is u sed  only for u su ry  or in terest 
and  no t all form s of u n ju s t and  u n ea rn ed  growth.

T hus it will be seen  th a t all religions in general, and  
A braham ic religions, in particu lar, lay g reat s tre ss  on 
econom ic ju s tice  and  are an  option for the  poor. It is in 
c o u rse  of h is to ry  th a t  m o st of th e se  re lig io n s w ere 
hijacked by vested  in te rests  and  m ade them  an  integral 
p a rt of ru ling estab lishm ents. T hus religions w ere seen 
to be on the  side of the rich and  powerful. It seriously 
violated the  sp irit of religion. The capitalist, consum erist

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



society of today h as  totally disow ned religion. A religion, 
w hich s tre sses  ju s tice  and  com passion for suffering can 
only correct the  w rongs of th is society.
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Islam, Muslims and 
Non-Muslim Countries

As it is well know n majority of M uslim s in the  world 
live as  m inorities in non-M uslim  coun tries  and  hence 
num ber of problem s arise which need to be tackled. There 
is large n u m b er of M uslims in Europe and  North America 
besides in nu m b er of Latin American countries. C ertain 
problem s have been aggravated after 9 /1 1  a ttacks on twin 
tow ers in New York.

N um ber of problem s are arising m ost im portan t of 
which is M uslim s’ loyalty to the country  they live in. Often 
it is m ain ta ined  th a t they are no t loyal to the country  of 
th e ir resid en ce  and  show  th e ir loyalty to som e o th e r 
M uslim country  especially w here the ir holy p laces are 
s itu a ted . In case  of Ind ian  M uslim s it is alleged th a t 
Indian M uslim s are loyal to Pakistan . And the ir loyalty 
to India is doubted  by com m unal forces in India. This 
has caused  m any a  riot in post-independence period.

It is m ain ta ined  th a t it is teaching  of Islam  th a t one 
should no t be loyal to the country  of residence if it is 
non-M uslim  country. It is far from true . The Holy Prophet 
(PBUH) is reported  to have said th a t love of one’s country  
is p a rt of faith (iman). There is no thing in the Q u r’an  or 
in had ith  litera tu re , w hich urges M uslim s no t to be loyal 
to ones own country. It is quite incorrect and  un-Islam ic 
to m ain tain  such  an  attitude.

W riter’s like V .S.Naipaul have also m ain tained  th a t
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th o s e  w ho  c o n v e r t  to  Is la m  r e n o u n c e  th e i r  p r e ­
co n v e rs io n  c u l tu re  a n d  a d o p t Is lam ic  c u l tu re .  Mr. 
N aipaul h as  ne ith er th e  knowledge of ground reality  nor 
th a t of Islam ic history. Each M uslim com m unity h as  its 
own cu ltu re , w hich is basically native cu ltu re , cu ltu re  
of the  soil. It is flying in the face of facts to say th a t all 
M uslim s in th e  world have sam e cu ltu re  called Islam ic  
c u ltu re ’. The anthropologists know  it very well th a t no 
cu ltu re  from any o ther country  can ever be tran sp lan ted  
w holesale to an o th er country.

And, no non-A rab M uslim country  h as  ever adopted 
Arab cu ltu re , however, Islam ic they m ight be. One h as  to 
differentiate betw een Islam  and  Arab cu ltu re . A cu ltu re  
can  never be based  solely on religion. History, geography, 
language, local custom s and  trad itions all play the ir role 
in evolution of a  cu lture. Religion, a t best, could be, one 
am ong these  factors. Often, M uslims in the sam e country  
like In d ia  have severa l reg iona l c u l tu re s  like N orth 
Indian  M uslim  cu ltu re , Tamil cu lture , K ashm iri cu ltu re , 
K erala c u ltu re  an d  so on. T hus in the  sam e coun try  
M uslim  com m unity is far from being hom ogenous.

Whole of Iran  converted to Islam  over a  few cen tu ries 
b u t Iran ian  cu ltu re  always m ain tained  the ir distinctive 
featu res. They never com prom ised over it. Not only th a t 
they  w ere often accused  of being in tensely  loyal to the ir 
pre-Islam ic beliefs like Zoroastrian dualism  (thanaviyyat). 
They w ere even persecu ted  by A bbasid ru lers  for sticking 
to these  beliefs.

This is tru e  of M uslims all over the  world. They do 
no t give u p  th e ir native cu ltu re  and  cu ltu ra l trad itions. 
Even the  personal nam es never becom e wholly Islamic. 
The nam es of Indonesian  M uslims, M alaysian M uslims, 
T hai M uslim s a re  q u ite  d is tin c tiv e  a n d  n o t a lw ays 
Islam ic. Mr. N aipaul is sadly m istak en  if he believes 
otherw ise. Even custom s and  traditions are quite different 
an d  have m uch  in com m on w ith the  native practices. In 
fact if anthropological surveys are conducted  on w hat is 
called life cycle ritu a ls  betw een M uslim and  non-M uslim
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com m unities of a  country  or a  region of a  country  it will 
be found very m uch  sim ilar w ith m inor differences.

Even in S h ari‘ah  law there is provision for w hat is 
called ‘aadaat (custom s). It is perm itted  to re ta in  these  
custom s as popular practices. In fact w hat is know n as 
shari'ah  law h as  incorporated  m any Arab ‘aadaat. Every 
M uslim  com m unity  in every region practices such  local 
‘a a d a a t w hich are quite distinctive. T hus ne ither M uslim s 
all over the  world im itate Arab cu lture  nor show disloyalty 
to the ir own country  of residence and  loyalty to any Arab 
co u n try . S u ch  a lleg a tio n s  a re  m ade o u t of p o litica l 
in te rests  ra th e  th a n  on the basis of reality.

Well, M uslim s m ay desire to go for haj to M ecca and  
M adina (in Saudi Arabia) once in life as a  religious duty  
b u t it does not, in any way, tran sla te  into political loyalty 
to th a t nation. It is sheer canard  to m ain tain  th a t. Also, it 
is a  political can a rd  to m ain ta in  th a t Ind ian  M uslim s 
are loyal to Pakistan . Some Indian M uslim s -  particu larly  
from  N orth In d ia  -  m ay have som e sy m p a th ies  w ith  
P akistan  due to cu ltu ra l and  blood ties b u t it h as  noth ing  
to do w ith political loyalty to th a t country.

P ak istan  is again is very diverse country  culturally  
and  linguistically. The E ast Pakistan  could no t stay  with 
W est P ak istan , as Bengali language and  cu ltu re  w ere 
very different from the Punjabi and  U rdu cu ltu re . T hus 
tw o -n a tio n  th e o ry  a lso  c o lla p se d  a s  la n g u a g e  a n d  
cu ltu re  proved to be m ore im portan t th a n  religion. In 
rem aining P ak istan  too, there is im m ense diversity and  
non-Punjabi M uslim s like Sindhi, Baluchi, P a than  and  
U rdu sp eak in g  M uslim s have very d ifferen t c u ltu ra l 
tra d i t io n s .  All th e s e  peo p le  a re  im m e rse d  in  th e ir  
respective cu ltu ra l trad itions.

Muslims in the Globalised World
In o u r g lobalised  w orld new  se ts  of p rob lem s are  

arising. Today a  large n um ber of M uslim s are  m igrating 
m ainly to th e  w est i.e. to E uropean  and  North A m erican
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countries for b e tte r econom ic prospects. There is large 
n u m b er of T urk ish  M uslims in G erm any or M uslim s of 
P a k is ta n i orig in  in U.K. O ne also  fin d s  q u ite  a  few 
M uslim s in countries like Norway, Holland, F rance and 
several o th e r E u ro p ean  coun tries . In N orth A m erica, 
particularly  in the  USA there are M uslims practically from 
every M uslim country  be it Arab or non-Arab.

T h ese  m ig ra n t M uslim s, like o th e r  n o n -M u slim  
m igran ts, re ta in  the ir cu ltu re  and  language though  it 
begins to d im inish  w ith com ing generations. The first 
generation  guards it jealously. Am erica h as  also given 
u p  its  ea rlie r  m elting  po t m odel of id en tity  an d  h as  
adopted  m osaic model instead . T hus Arab M uslim s in 
A m erica are  now  referred  to as 'Arab A m erican s’ or 
Pakistani and  Indian M uslims as 'Pakistani A m ericans’ 
or 'Indian A m ericans’ and  so on. It is very good a ttem p t 
to preserve and  prom ote dem ocratic pluralism . While in 
In d ia  w e se e  g ro w in g  in to le r a n c e  a n d  n a t io n a l  
c h a u v in is m  w e s te rn  c o u n tr ie s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  N orth  
A m erica (which inc ludes Canada) is show ing growing 
to lerance for dem ocratic pluralism .

H ow ever, th e  ev en ts  of 9 /1 1  have c re a te d  som e 
s tra in s  and  new  questions are arising. Islam  is coming 
in c re a s in g ly  u n d e r  c loud . I ts  te a c h in g s  a re  b e in g  
critically  exam ined . The Q u r’an  is being increasing ly  
s tu d ied  by A m ericans and  they  are  ra is ing  q uestions  
abou t its teachings. Today the Q ur’an  is being read  m uch 
m ore w idely th a n  ever before. However, read in g  the 
Q u r ’a n  l i te ra l ly  o r in  t r a n s la t io n  c r e a te s  i ts  own 
problem s. To u n d e rs tan d  the  Q ur’an  in its p roper spirit 
one should  be thoroughly acquain ted  with its historical 
contex t. If one does no t have th is  backg ro u n d  m any 
v e rses  a re  likely  to be severely  m isu n d e rs to o d . For 
exam ple , th e re  a re  verses  a b o u t u n b e liev e r (kafirs), 
C hristians and  Jew s which, if no t seen  in the  context in 
w h ic h  th e y  w ere  r e v e a le d , ..they a re  lik e ly  to  be 
m isunderstood .

There are verses in the Q ur’an  w hich say C hristians
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and  Jew s are  friends of M uslims and  there  are  verses 
w hich say  they  are  n o t friends of M uslim s an d  they  
canno t be tru sted . All th is  leads to confusion or, if quoted 
se lec tive ly , can  be m isc o n s tru e d  a s  M uslim s be ing  
hostile to o the r com m unities. These verses, therefore, 
should  be seen  no t only in the background of events b u t 
also in th e  context of overall teachings of Q ur’an.

The over all teachings of the  Q ur’an  is of to lerance of 
o ther faiths and  acceptance of basic tru th  in all religions. 
The basic prem ise of the Q ur’an  is th a t Allah h a s  sen t 
His guides (haad) for every people and  every nation  (13:7) 
with the  sam e tru th . Therefore, it is du ty  of M uslim s to 
accep t all th e  p ro p h e ts  and  show  them  eau a l re sp ec t 
(2:136) In fact, according to the Q ur’an, it is du ty  of all 
M uslim s to show  equal respect to all th e  p rophets  sen t 
by Allah. Q ur’an  m entions all Biblical p rophets  am ong 
them  b u t m any sufis and  theologians have added  even 
non-biblical religious personalities including from India 
to th is list.

T hus to lerance of all religions is a  m u s t for M uslims. 
Q ur’an  also m ain ta ins th a t there are different ways of 
w orsh ipp ing  Allah and  one shou ld  n o t q u a rre l ab o u t 
them  (2:148). And even if some people w orship o ther th an  
Allah, one should  no t abuse  o thers Gods (6:109). T hus 
Q ur’an  does no t teach  conflict w ith o ther religions b u t 
to lerance and  harm onious living and  m u tu a l respect for 
each  o th e r. Today we prom ote p lu ra lism  b u t Q u r’an  
requ ired  M uslim s to accep t p lu ra lism  as A llah’s Will. 
Allah h as  given each nation  a  law and  a  way and  th is 
p lu ra lism  is th e  te s t  for u s  (for living in p eace  an d  
harm ony) (5:48)

Today freedom  of religion and  free speech  is am ong 
the basic  values of our society. W hen Islam appeared  on 
the scene in 7 th cen tu ry  A.D. these  values sim ply did not 
exist. In to lerance and  fanaticism  w ere widely prevalent. 
B ut the  Q ur’an  prom oted resp ec t for all religions and  
acceptance of basic tru th  of all religions. It also tau g h t 
freedom  of conscience and  laid s tress  on it (2:256). Of
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course it is abou t no com pulsion in religion b u t it applies 
to all m a tte rs  of conscience. Religion is an  in tegral part 
o f o n e s  c o n s c ie n c e  a n d  h e n c e  w h e n  th e r e  is  no 
c o m p u ls io n  in  m a tte r  of re lig io n  th e re  c a n n o t  be 
com pulsion  in any  o ther m a tte r and  according to the 
Q ur’an  h u m an  beings have full freedom  of conscience.

Islam  is th u s  m ost m odern religion. It g u aran tees  
religious freedom  on th ree levels: 1) one can follow any 
religion one likes or no religion a t all; 2) one can w orship 
any god one likes and  3) one can w orship in any way 
likes. Islam  h as  its own beliefs and  its own way of w orship 
b u t o thers  canno t be compelled to adopt them .

Also, the  Q ur’an  clearly says th a t the re  are different 
law s an d  d ifferen t ways for d ifferen t com m un ities  to 
follow. The Q u r’an  say s , “ For everyone of you  We 
appoin ted  a  law and  a  way. (5:48) T hus the law and  the 
way d ep en d s  on th e  gen ius and  req u irem en ts  of the 
co m m unity . M any M uslim  ‘u la m a  (theologians) also 
m ain ta in , on th e  basis  of such  verses th a t din  (basic 
religion) is one and  laws (sharp ahs) differ from people to 
people and  com m unity to com m unity.

There is th u s  no question of coercion in m a tte rs  of 
religion. Everyone should  be free to follow any religion 
or no relig ion a t all. M uslim s sh o td d  re sp e c t o th e rs  
freedom  accord ing  to th e ir  sc rip tu re . In o th e r  w ords 
M uslim s sh o u ld  co -ex is t w ith  o th e rs  in  p eac e  an d  
harm ony. They should  respect laws and  ways of other 
com m unities. If there  are any problem s they should  be 
solved th rough  dialogue

M uslim s have been exhorted by the Q ur’an  to “argue 
no t w ith the  People of the  Book except by w hat is best 
...(29:46). The definition of the People of the  Book should 
also no t be restrictive b u t inclusive. In the  p as t Muslim 
'u la m a  w hen confronted with o ther com m unities, sought 
to inc lude  th em  am ong the  People of th e  Book. The 
m odern constitu tional laws should  also be respected  as 
th e se  c o n s titu tio n s  a re  b ased  on c e rta in  v a lu es  like
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ju stice , freedom  of conscience, h u m an  dignity, freedom  
of religion and  rights of individual.

T hus w here M uslim s are  in m inority  and  living in 
non-M uslim  m ajority countries they should  respect the  
constitu tional provisions. The right to freedom  of religion 
is very valuable right and  it should  be u sed  as creatively 
as possible. The M uslim s in m any non-M uslim  countries 
like India, America, C anada and  E uropean  countries do 
live in peace an d  harm ony with the ir non-M uslim  co­
citizens.

A nother im portan t provision in the Q ur’an  w hich is 
ob ligato ry  on M uslim s is p rac tic in g  ju s t ic e  (‘adl). A 
M uslim canno t be u n ju s t, if he is tru e  M uslim. An u n ju s t 
M uslim  is a  contradiction in term s. In the  Q ur’an  ju stice  
is integrally connected to the concept of piety (5:8). There 
are several in junctions in the Q ur’an  to s tan d  by justice . 
The Q ur’an  says “O you who believe, be u p righ t for Allah, 
b eare rs  of w itness w ith justice; and  let no t h a tred  of a 
people incite you n e t to act equitably. Be ju s t; th a t is 
n e a re s t to observance of piety. (5:8). Also in 4:58 the  
Q ur’an  says, “..and  th a t w hen you judge betw een people, 
you judge  w ith ju s tic e .”

T h u s ju s tic e  is very fu n d a m e n ta l to Islam . Even 
ha tred  and  hostility with people should  no t m ake any 
M uslim act w ith in justice tow ards them  and  he should  
alw ays ju d g e  betw een people ju stly . Again it is m ost 
m odern value w hich the  Q ur’an  so m uch em phasized  
h u n d re d s  of y ea rs  ago. Ju s tic e  is em phasized  by all 
m odern  co n s titu tio n s  in dem ocracies. T hus M uslim s 
should  feel quite com fortable in m odern constitu tional 
d em o crac ie s . A M uslim  sh o u ld  n o t ap p ro v e  of an y  
u n d em o cra tic  regim e b ased  on coercive d ic ta to rsh ip . 
Coercive d ic ta to rsh ip  flouts, all norm s of ju s tice  m ost 
flagrantly. T hus, if ju s tice  is such  fundam ental value, a  
M uslim should  no t tolerate d ictatorsh ip  in any  form. He 
should  wage peaceful struggle against it and  for u shering  
in dem ocracy.
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D em ocracy is so essen tial for an  Islam ic se t u p  as 
w ithout it one can ne ither realize freedom  of conscience 
nor have a  ju s t  d ispensation. As pointed ou t freedom  of 
conscience and  ju stice  are m ost fundam ental to Islam, 
dem o cracy  also  becom es e s se n tia l, a s  th e se  v a lu es  
c a n n o t be rea lized  w ith o u t dem ocracy . R e sp e c t for 
h u m an  dignity is also an  essen tia l teaching  of Q u r’an 
(see 12:70). H um an dignity canno t be respected  in a  non- 
dem ocratic system .

It is also to be noted th a t ju stice  canno t be achieved 
th rough  violence or feeling of revenge. Such an  a ttitude  
begets m ore violence. It is totally wrong to th ink  th a t one 
can achieve ju stice  th rough  violent or te rro rist m eans. 
On the  o ther hand , it begets m ore violence. It is for th is 
re a so n  th a t  Q u r’a n ’s e m p h a sis  is on peace , n o t on 
violence, as  m any  people th ink . J ih a d  is n o th ing  b u t 
u tm o st efforts to realize ju stice  peacefully.

In non-dem ocratic se t up  violence becom es the rule 
and  one h as  to u se  violence to w ard off violent a ttacks. 
Islam perm itted  violence in defense in non-dem ocratic 
tribal society w here w ar w as ru le ra th e r  th a n  exception. 
Peace w as exception in th a t society. The concept of qisas 
(retaliation) is no t a  norm ; it is only perm itted  in the  given 
society. The norm  is forgiving (ghafr), for Allah’s nam e is 
G hafur al-Rahim  i.e. (Forgiver, Com passionate).

T hus re ta lia tion  w as perm itted  in a  society, w hich 
w as non-dem ocratic  and  violent and  for a  dem ocratic 
society one should  no t practice revenge and  retalia tion 
b u t forbearance and  forgiveness. These are high m oral 
qualities. In a  dem ocratic society jihad  takes  the  form of 
on ly  p e a c e fu l d e m o c ra tic  s tru g g le  for ju s t ic e .  The 
u n d ers tan d in g  of jihad  in early Islam ic society cannot, 
an d  sh o u ld  n o t be b ind ing  on to d ay ’s g en era tio n  of 
M uslim s. Today M uslim s have righ t to a ttem p t ijtihad 
(re in te rp re ta tio n ) of jih a d  as  dem ocra tic  s trugg le  for 
ju s tice . J ih a d  can be perm itted  only for realization of 
ju s t ic e  a n d  in m o d e rn  d em o cracy  it can  ta k e  only 
dem ocratic form.
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It shou ld  be rem em bered th a t values p er  se  are any 
tim e m ore im portan t th an  w hat form realization of these  
values take  in a  given society. If ju stice  could be realized 
in m edieval society th rough w ar it can be realized today 
th rough  peaceful dem ocratic m anner. W hat is u ltim ately  
im portan t is justice , not w ar or jihad. The forms of struggle 
w ould be decided according to the given situation . B ut 
often, on accoun t of dogm atism  and  narrow  m indse t form 
struggle tak es  becom es m ore im portan t th a n  the reason  
for th a t struggle. T hus in M uslim m ind jih ad  h as  becom e 
m ore im portan t th a n  the reason  for waging it. We have to 
rev erse  th is  an d  m ake people u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  it is 
ju stice , w hich is im portant, not jihad  (as war), w hich was 
the  possible form in those days.

We have also to bear in m ind th a t in dem ocracy all 
people live u n d e r ru le of law and  the struggle for ju s tice  
h as  to be collective, M uslims and  non-M uslim s together. 
It should  be a  com m on project. The Q ur’an  expresses th is 
by u s in g  th e  w ord  n a a s  (peop le). All p e o p le  in  a  
dem ocracy shou ld  en su re  ju s tic e  th ro u g h  dem ocratic  
struggles. However, it is obligatory for believers -  Mu d im s 
-  to struggle for ju stice , even o thers do no t jo in  in. It is 
obligatory for M uslim s to en su re  ju s tic e  n o t only for 
them selves  b u t for people as a  whole, even for th e ir  
enem ies. This is no t only desirable b u t obligatory.

T h u s any  a c t th a t  leads  to g ross in ju stice  in th e  
society, m uch less an  act of terror, m u st be fought against. 
One canno t condone violence by one section of society 
against an o th er section, be it on grounds of religion, or 
any ground. It ru n s  against the spirit of q u r’an.

It is d u ty  of M uslim s living in an y  n o n -M u slim  
country  to fight for ju stice  no t only w ithin the country  
b u t a lso  a g a in s t ex te rn a l forces. If anyone com m its 
aggression against the country  (Muslim or non-M uslim) 
it is pa trio tic  du ty  of M uslim s to defend  the  coun try  
against ex ternal aggression. The P rophet of Islam  h as  se t 
an exam ple in th is respect th rough  w hat is know n as 
M ithaq-I-M adina  i.e . c o v en a n t of M edina. W hen th e
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Prophet m igrated  from Mecca to M adina he drew  u p  a  
covenant w ith the  people of M edina irrespective of the ir 
religion -  Jew s of various tribes, M uslims of various tribes 
and  non-believers (pagans) of various tribes to form a  
c o m m u n ity , w h ich  he  ca lled  u m m a h  w a h id a h  (one 
com m unity) and  m ade it obligatory for all the  signatory 
to the covenant to defend M edina together, if a ttacked  
by outsiders.

It shou ld  be noted  th a t in th is covenant religion was 
no c o n d itio n  for fo rm ing  an  u m m a h  w a h id a h  (one 
com m unity) and  defense of the  city w as du ty  of all. It 
sh o u ld  be n o ted  th a t  a t th e  tim e of d raw ing  u p  th e  
covenant M uslim s w ere in m inority in M edinah. T hus 
w herever M uslim s are  in m inority  it is th e ir  d u ty  to 
defend the ir country  along with o ther non-M uslim s.

And w herever M uslim s are in m ajority it is obligatory 
for them  to en su re  full ju s tice  to religious m inorities. 
J u s t ic e  is m ore fu n d am en ta l th a n  any  ones religion. 
Non-M uslim m inorities should  not only be free to follow 
the ir religion and  pro tect the ir identities b u t also should 
be en titled  to equal political rights. One m u s t d istinguish  
betw een religious com m unity and  political com m unity. 
As religious com m unities they m ay have the ir distinctive 
practices b u t as political com m unity they should  haye 
sam e righ ts and  th is is w hat the P rophet (PBUH) m ean t 
by calling  th e  M edinese com m unity , w hich in c luded  
Jew s, M uslim s and  pagans as um m ah wahidah.

In m odern dem ocratic polity M uslim s should  enjoy 
e q u a l r ig h ts  if in  m in o rity  an d  by sam e logic non - 
M uslim s should  enjoy equal political rights, if M uslims 
are in majority. This is w hat ju s tice  dem ands. As pointed 
ou t a t the  o u tse t m ajority of M uslims lives as  m inority in 
various coun tries and  is enjoying equal political rights. 
They should  also reciprocate in the  sam e spirit.
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These days the  Am erican scholars and  academ ics are 
h a v in g  r e p e a te d  d is c u s s io n s  on th e  m e a n in g  a n d  
significance of jih ad  in Islam ic tradition. There are those 
scho lars who are genuinely in terested  in u n d ers tan d in g  
th e  m eaning  an d  significance of jih ad  and  those  who, 
w ith agendas of the ir own, w an t to e ither deliberately  
d is to r t  m e a n in g  of j ih a d  or s e le c t Is lam ic  so u rc e s  
selectively to prove the ir pre-conceived m eaning. Some 
of them  do it w ith m alicious in tention, no w ith academ ic 
objectivity. This tren d  h as  existed for cen tu ries  b u t h as  
again been  accen tu a ted  in post 9 /1 1  of 2001.

We h a v e  b e fo re  u s  a n  a r t ic le  “J ih a d  a n d  th e  
P ro fesso rs” w ritten  by D aniel P ipes an d  p u b lish ed  in 
Commentary of November 2002. The au th o r is b en t upon  
proving th a t  jih a d  in  Islam  is no th ing  b u t an  “arm ed  
w arfare” a g a in s t non-M uslim s. N othing else could be 
adm issible. No am oun t of different m eanings given by 
respectab le  academ ics is adm issible. It is explained away 
as an  a ttem p t “to advance the ir agenda w ithin W estern, 
non-M uslim  environm ents”. Mr. Pipes h as  no regard  for 
conscien tious opinion of m any M uslim scho lars and  even 
som e M uslim  clerics. For him  jih ad  is only arm ed conflict 
w ith no-M uslim s. In fact Pipes even says th a t it is no t 
even defensive w ar b u t offensive and  aggressive w arfare 
ag a in st non-M uslim s.

In th e  b eg in n in g  of h is  above a rtic le  h e  q u o te s  
opinions of m any M uslim  and  o ther sym pathetic  non-
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M uslim scholars b u t only to refute them . For exam ple, 
D av id  L ittle , a  H a rv a rd  p ro fe s s o r  of re lig io n  a n d  
in te rn a tio n a l affairs, h ad  s ta te d  a fte r th e  a t ta c k s  of 
S ep tem ber 11, 2001 th a t jihad  “is no t a  license to kill,” 
while to David M itten, a  p rofessor of c lassical a r t  ad 
archaeology as  well as faculty adviser to th e  H arvard 
Islam ic Society, “tru e  jih ad  is the  co n stan t struggle of 
M uslim s to conquer the ir inner base in stincts, to follow 
the pa th  of God, and  to do good in society.” He also quotes 
Iran ian  professor Roy M ottahedeh saying “ a  m ajority of 
le a rn e d  M uslim  th in k e r s ,  d ra w in g  on  im p e c c a b le  
scholarsh ip , in s is ts  th a t jih ad  m u st be u n d erstood  as a  
struggle w ithou t a rm s.”

Mr. Pipes also tells u s  th a t he surveyed m ore than  
two dozen experts and  only four of them  adm itted  th a t 
jih ad  h as  any m ilitary com ponent w hatsoever and  even 
they, Pipes says, “with b u t a  single exception, in s is t th a t 
th is  com ponent is purely defensive in n a tu re . Vaslerie 
Hoffman of the  University of Illinois is un ique in saying 
th a t, “no M uslim  she knew  would have endorsed  such  
te rro rism  [as the  a ttack s  of Septem ber 11], as  it goes 
a g a in s t  I s la m ic  r u le s  of e n g a g e m e n t .” T h e n  sh e  
com m ents “No o ther scholar would go so far as even th is 
im plicit h it th a t jih ad  includes an  offensive com ponent.”

He also quotes Jo h n  Esposito of Georgetown, p erhaps 
the  m o st visible sch o lar of Islam , ho lds th a t  “in  the  
struggle to be a  good Muslim, there m ay be tim es w here 
one w ill be  c a lled  u p o n  to d e fen d  o n e ’s fa ith  a n d  
com m unity . T hen  [jihad] can take  on th e  m ean ing  of 
arm ed  strugg le .” He quotes an o th er specia list holding 
th is view is A bdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im of Emory, who 
explains th a t “War is forbidden by the shari'ah  [Islamic 
law] except in two cases: self defense, and  the propagation 
of Islam ic faith .” And Pipes also quotes Blake Burleson 
of Baylore to the effect th a t “in Islam, an act of aggression 
like Septem ber 11 ‘would not be considered a  holy w ar’.

He surveyed m ore scholars as to the ir opinion of jihad. 
Many of them , a  large contingent indeed, deny th a t jihad
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h as  any m ilitary m eaning w hatsoever. For Jo e  Elder, a  
professor of sociology a t the  University of W isconsin, the 
id e a  t h a t  j i h a d  m e a n s  h o ly  w a r  is  “a  g ro s s  
m isin terpretation .” Rather, Elder says, jih ad  is a  “religious 
struggle, w hich m ore closely reflects the inner, personal 
struggles of th e  religion.” A nother scholar Dell De C hant, 
a  professor of world religions a t the U niversity of South  
Florida, jih ad  as usually  understood  m eans “a  struggle 
to be tru e  to the will of God and  not holy w ar.”

D a n ie l P ip e s  q u o te s  o p in io n s  of m a n y  m o re  
academ ics all of w hom  m ain tain  th a t jih ad  is in ternal 
struggle to be a  good M uslim and no t a  m ilitary offensive 
of any kind. The Q ur’an  hardly u ses  the word jih ad  for 
w ar or for fighting with arm s. It m ostly m eans striving in 
the  way of Allah and  striving hard . For exam ple the  verse 
2:218 says, “Those who believed and  those who fled (their 
houses) and  strove hard  (jahadu) in Allah’s way- these  
surely  hope for the  m ercy of Allah.” Sim ilarly in 29:6 
Q ur’an  says, “ And whoever strives hard(jahada), strives 
for him self. Surely Allah is Self sufficient, above (need 
of) (His) c rea tu res .”

In the  Q ur’an  jih ad  has  always been u sed  in the sense 
of ‘m aking efforts’ or ‘striving h a rd ’, not m aking war. J ih ad  
in the  sense  of war, is a  post-Q ur’anic usage. This itself 
is an  in teresting  a rea  of research  as to w hen and  how 
the word jih ad  cam e to be u sed  in the sense  of war. In 
Arabic language jih ad  does not m ean war. For w ar there  
are o ther w ords like harb or qitaal. The Q ur’an also u se s  
these  w ords for war. Thus we find the u se  of the  word 
harb  in the  sense  of w ar in verses like 9:107, 5:33, 2:279, 
5:64, 8:57 and  47:4. In all these  verses the word harb  
and  its derivatives have been u sed  for war.

And the word qital h as  been u sed  in Q ur’an  in 167 
verses. If we consu lt Arabic lexicon we will find th a t the 
words ja h a d a  and  jaahada  signify th a t a  person  strove, 
laboured or toiled; exerted him self or his power, or efforts, 
or endeavors, or ability; em ployed h im self vigorously, 
d iligently , s tu d io u s ly , sed u lously , ea rn e stly , or w ith
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e n e rg y ; w a s  d i l ig e n t  o r s tu d io u s ,  to o k  p a in s  o r 
ex traord inary  apins. These m eanings are  derived from 
w ell-k n o w n  lex ico n s  like L isan  al-Arab, Q am oos of 
Firozabadi and  Lane’s Arabic English lexicon etc. This 
is the  classical usage of the word and  also its usage ir 
the  Q ur’an.

However, Daniel Pipes is no t a t all convinced of this 
m eaning  of jih ad  despite array  of opinions of em inen 
scho lars and  Islam ic th inkers. Mr. Pipes, m ain ta in s th a  
jih ad  m eans no th ing  b u t w ar irrespective of w hat w as its 
original u sage and  w hat is its usage in the  Q ur’an. He 
does no t even refer to the Q ur’anic usage of the  word. He 
q u o te s  o n ly  fro m  th e  p o s t - Q u r ’a n ic  s o u r c e s  tc 
su b s tan tia te  h is case.

T hus Pipes says, “In pre-m odern tim es, jih ad  m eant 
m ainly one th ing  am ong Sunni M uslim s, th e n  as now 
th e  Islam ic m ajority. It m e an t th e  legal, com pulsory , 
c o m m u n a l effo rt to ex p an d  th e  te rr i to r ie s  ru le d  by 
M uslim s (known in Arabic as dar al-Islam) a t the  expense 
of te rrito ries ru led  by non-M uslim s (dar al-harb). In th is 
prevailing conception, the  purpose of jih ad  is political, 
no t religious. It aim s no t so m uch to spread  the  Islam ic 
faith as to ex tend  sovereign M uslim power (though the 
form er h as  often followed the  latter.) the  goal is boldly 
offensive and  its u ltim ate  in ten t is noth ing  less th a n  to 
achieve M uslim  dom inion over the  en tire w orld.”

If Pipes h ad  carefully stud ies th e  Islam ic h istory  he 
w ould have know n th a t M uslims, right from earliest tim es 
never u sed  w ar (not jih ad  in any case) for sp read ing  faith. 
Faith  can never be sp read  with the  help of sword or gun. 
It is only political sovereignty, w hich can  be im posed 
th rough  sword. B u t as far as Q ur’an  is concerned it does 
no t perm it w ar or aggression for any purpose, no t even 
for s p re a d in g  p o litic a l so v e re ig n ty , m u c h  le s s  for 
sp read ing  the  faith. There is nb t a  single verse in the 
Q ur’an  for using  arm s for any purpose except for defensive 
purpose. And even while defending, th e  Q u r’an  advises 
M uslim s no t to tran scen d  certain  limit.
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The verse 2:190 is quite categorical ab o u t it. “And 
fight (qaatilu) in the way of Allah those who fight against 
you but be not aggressive. Surely  A llah  loves not the  
aggressors” (em phasis supplied). T hus both  th ings are 
clear here. You fight only those who fight you an d  do no t 
be aggressors as Allah does no t love aggressors. Those 
who accuse  Islam  of being a  religion of aggressors and  
fighters do so e ither ou t of ignorance of the tex t of the 
Q ur’an  or do so maliciously.

There are several verses in the Q ur’an  abo u t w ar and  
fighting b u t if read  in proper context in w hich these  verses 
w ere revealed, it becom es quite clear th a t they w ere all 
r e v e a le d  in  th e  b a c k g ro u n d  of a g g re s s io n  by th e  
unbelievers of Mecca. It should  also be noted  th a t the 
unbelievers of Mecca, called kafirs or kuffar  (Arabic plural) 
were no t fighting against the Prophet of Islam  and  h as  
followers ju s t  becau se  the  P rophet w as a ttack ing  idol 
w orship. The m otives of conflict w ith M uslim s w ere very 
complex. And the  P rophet’s objective w as also no t sim ply 
to oppose idol w orshipping. T hat w as no t the  only evil 
prevailing in the  Arab society of his time.

It is  very  im p o r ta n t  to u n d e r s ta n d  all th is  for 
developing p roper perspective on Islam  and  its teachings. 
Such oversimplified approach th a t the conflict w as m ainly 
on the  question  of idol w orshipping, d isto rts  the  issue  
and  gives rise to the  belief th a t Islam  urged  M uslim s to 
do aw ay w ith idol w orsh ipping  even w ith  the  help  of 
sword.

The Q u r’an  considers  religious beliefs a  m a tte r  of 
conscience and  there  can be no com pulsion in m a tte r of 
religion as  the  Q ur’an  p u ts  it in 2:256 (la ikrah f i ’ al-din). 
Every one can believe and  w orship God the way one w ants 
(2:148). W here is th en  the  question of spreading  the  faith 
w ith sw ord?

In fact the  Q u r’an  w as preaching a  new  way of life 
w hich w as n o t accep tab le  to the  kafirs  of M ecca. In 
M eccan society of the P rophet’s time there  w as no respect
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for m orality and  there was w idespread corruption, m oral 
corrup tion  above all and  to tal neglect of w eaker sections 
of society. There was concept of tribal m orality b u t in 
u rb a n  areas  like Mecca a  new  society w as em erging and  
new  m oral code w as absolutely necessary . Also, the  tribal 
code, even if followed m eticulously, was far from enough 
for the new  society em erging in Mecca.

The Q u r’an  gave a  un iversal code of m orality with 
em phasis on equality, ju stice , tru th , non-violence (yes, 
there  is g reat deal of em phasis on non-violence as a  value 
in Islam ic ethic), com passion and h u m an  dignity. These 
values, as can  be seen, are quite un iversal and  transcend  
narrow  tribal lim its. The pagan Arabs and  the ir leaders 
rejected  th is  un iversal morality, as they w ere too proud 
of the ir tribal code. Any one no t belonging to the ir tribe 
could be fought against and  considered inferior. And all 
non-A rabs w ere inferior to Arabs. There w as no concept 
of h u m an  dignity.

The M eccan chap ters of the Q ur’an  lay g reat em phasis 
on soc ia l ju s t ic e  a n d  ta k in g  care  of th e  w eak . The 
p o w e rfu l m e r c h a n ts  of M ecca  w ho  h a d  b e c o m e  
in te r n a t io n a l  t r a d e r s  w ere  n e g le c tin g  ev en  tr ib a l  
m orality, let alone accepting un iversal m orality  of the 
Q u r’an. A ccording to the  tribal m orality of A rabia the 
tribal chiefs should  take care of o rphans, widows and 
the  poor. Even they were being totally neglected. The 
M eccan ch ap te rs  of the Q ur’an  exhort them  to take care 
of th ese  w eaker sections of society.

Also, the  tribal chiefs of M ecca looked down upon 
the poor, the  slaves and  women. All those who w ere from 
lower s tra ta  of society had  no w orth for them . They looked 
down upo n  the  P rophet as he was a  poor orphan , too low 
in th e ir esteem  and  now th is poor o rphan  w as claiming 
to be p rophet and  exhorting them  how to behave. And, he 
w as also  ex h o rtin g  th e m  n o t to a c c u m u la te  w ealth  
(som ething they  were very m uch  after) and  spend  it for 
welfare of w eaker sections of society in the  nam e of Allah.
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The tribal chiefs referred to as kuffar  by the  Q u r’an 
were vehem ently opposed to the Prophet for these  reasons 
and  no t m erely because  the Prophet exhorted  them  not 
to w o rsh ip  ido ls. T hey cou ld  have  g lad ly  a c c e p te d  
w orshipping one God if the Prophet had  no t insisted  on 
giving u p  accum ulation  of w ealth and  living life of luxury 
these  ku ffar  w ould have gladly accepted Islam . W hat they 
did no t like w as th a t the Prophet gave equal resp ec t to 
slaves and  trea ted  them  as dignified h u m an  being as per 
the Q ur’anic in junction in 17:70 (We have given dignity 
to all children of Adam).

T hus th is  new  m orality of Islam  w anted  to create  a  
new  h u m a n  p e rso n  w h a t is ca lled  in th e  Q u r’an ic  
term inology a  m u ’min  -  a  believer, a  faithful -  a  believer 
in and  faithful to the  Q ur’anic values and  morality. The 
leaders  of M ecca w ere no t p repared  to give u p  life of 
luxury, life of ease and  comfort and  were too proud  to 
accept equality  of all hum an  beings, of poor and  rich, of 
slave and  free beings, of m an and  women.

A nd th e  P ro p h e t w as n o t p re p a re d  to m ak e  any  
com prom ises on these  issues. And all tribes had  the ir 
own gods and  goddesses and  the ir identities w ere tied 
up  w ith them . This led to social fragm entation and  tribal 
w ars. Islam  w anted  to end th is by preaching  u n ity  of God 
and  consequently  un ity  of all h um an  beings. While the 
P rophet w ould not com prom ise on th is the kuffar w ould 
no t accep t th is  and  hence the conflict betw een M uslim s 
and  them .

We sh o u ld  also  b ea r in  m ind  th a t  in p re-Is lam ic  
society th e re  w as g reat deal of violence an d  it is th is  
violence w hich co n tinued  w hen the  P rophet began  to 
preach. Some people who do no t know the  h istory  of pre- 
Is lam ic  A rab ia  or a re  p re ju d ic e d  a g a in s t Islam  see 
violence as p roduct of Islam. Nothing could be farther 
th an  tru th .

The P rophet’s (PBUH) m ission w as to estab lish  a  ju s t  
and  peaceful society. And the tribal chiefs of M ecca w ere
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a  powerful obstacle in his project. W ithout ju s tice  it w as 
no t possible to have peace. W hen the P rophet ta lked  of 
ju s tice  th e  powerful m erchan ts  of Mecca began to inflict 
violence on him  and  his followers. All w eaker sections 
of society h ad  rallied round  the  Prophet, the  poor, the 
slaves, the  w om en and  the youth. The P rophet’s c learest 
choice w as ju stice  and  peace.

W hen the  P rophet m igrated to M adina due to severe 
persecu tion  of h is followers and  to avoid violence and  
b loodshed  th e  pow erful of the  M ecca p u rsu e d  him  to 
M adina an d  w ars followed. The P rophet tried  to win over 
the Jew s by entering into a  covenant with them  and  pagan 
Arabs (mithaq-e-Madina) to have peace in M adina the kuffar 
of Mecca secretly  negotiated with the Jew s and  s tru ck  a 
deal w ith them . The w ars followed and  Jew s broke the 
covenant of security  and  peace with the P rophet and  tried 
to help  the  ku ffar  of Mecca. They even tried  to elim inate 
the  Prophet. Who is th en  to be b lam ed for violence th a t 
follow ed?

The Q u r’an  show ed h ighest resp ec t for the  Jew ish  
religion and  even prayed in the direction of the  Bait al- 
M aqdis w hich w as a  Jew ish  sacred  place. W hat m ore the 
P rophet could have done to have peace. B ut it w as his 
enem ies who did no t w ant peace in the society, th e  vested 
in te res ts  who thrive on exploitation and  denial of ju stice  
always re so rt to violence.

In view of so m uch  violence in the  society the  Q ur’an 
also h ad  to perm it defensive violence. It is a  fact of hum an  
h istory  th a t ju s tice  could never be es tab lished  in any 
so c ie ty  w ith o u t fig h t a g a in s t  th e  p o w erfu l v e s te d  
in terests . Even Am erica could no t estab lish  a  dem ocratic 
society w ithou t a  fierce civil war. Freeing slaves w as not 
an  easy task . There w as so m uch turm oil in American 
society even for conceding equal righ ts to b lacks. The 
w hites are no t ready to concede equality to b lacks even 
today in practice, though in theory American C onstitution 
accords equality  to them .
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How difficult it m u s t have been  for the  P rophet to 
estab lish  peace in a  violent Arab society w here various 
k inds of in te res ts  w ere clashing, one can im agine. The 
Q u r’an  had  to em phasize two different d im ensions of 
peace -  th e  ex ternal and  in ternal. The ex ternal had  to be 
m e t by defensive  re s is ta n c e , a  co m para tive ly  e a s ie r  
project. B ut m ore difficult w as to res is t and  control inner 
self and  to transform  ones inner self -  a  tru e  jihad . If one 
canno t transform  inner-self the ex ternal peace, even if 
estab lished , canno t la st longer. T hat is why in one of the 
P rophet’s had ith  we find th a t greater jih ad  (jihad-i-akbar) 
is to control ones inner-self.

It is ju s t  no t tru e  th a t Q ur’an  urges M uslim s to fight 
aggressively against people of o ther faiths to spread  Islam. 
This goes against the  very sp irit of Islam  and  its doctrine 
of freedom  of conscience. It is im p o rtan t to no te  th a t 
Q ur’an  again and  again repea ts  four w ords w hich also 
re p re se n t its  va lu e-sy stem  - ‘adl, ihsan, rahm ah  an d  
hikm ah  (justice, benevolence, com passion and  wisdom). 
T hus th e  Q u r’an  w an ts  to es tab lish  a  ju s t  society for 
b enevo lence  of h u m a n  beings w ith  co m p ass io n  an d  
w isdom . Violence h as  no place in u sh e rin g  in su ch  a  
society.

Mr. D aniel Pipes asse rts  th a t jihad  w as always u sed  
to expand Islam ic territo ries w hat he calls dar al-Islam  
and  to ex tend  control over non-M uslim  territo ries or over 
d a r a l-h a rb . And th is  w as considered  jih ad . He also 
asse rts , b u t gives no citation or proof th a t th e  P rophet 
fought 78 w ars of w hich only one w as defensive. The 
b u rd en  of proof of course lies on Mr. Pipes. All Islam ic 
scho lars and  classical theologians are u n an im o u s  th a t 
the Prophet never aggressed against others. He w as forced 
to fight th e  battles. Even while conquering M ecca (in fact 
conquering is a  wrong word, he ju s t  peacefully en tered  
Mecca) h e  d id  n o t sh ed  blood. He p a rd o n e d  all h is  
enem ies. He pardoned  even H indah who h ad  tak en  ou t 
liver from the  body of H am zah, P rophet’s uncle  who w as 
great soldier of Islam , and  chew ed it. T hat w as in keeping
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w ith the Q ur’anic m orality -  to su p p ress  ones anger and 
no t to th irs t for revenge.

To fight w ars of aggression as Pipes alleges, is strictly 
forbidden by the  Q ur’an. And the p rophet never violated 
the in junctions of the Q ur’an. B ut it canno t be said of 
o ther M uslim s. It is no t my case th a t M uslim  ru le rs  did 
no t aggress against o ther non-M uslim  ru lers. T hat m ight 
have even claim ed it to be jihad  to legitimize the ir w ars 
of aggression. B ut any ones claim canno t m ake it jihad .

It is also im portan t to note th a t the  word jih ad  in the 
sense  of arm ed  fight is post-Q ur’anic usage. J ih ad , as 
already pointed ou t earlier, h as  no t been u sed  in th is 
sense  in the Q ur’an. There m ay be th is k ind  of usage 
however, in had ith  literatu re  b u t let u s  rem em ber th a t 
ahadith  contained  in the  six au th en tic  collections (Sihah  
Sittah) w ere com piled cen tu ries  after the  dem ise of the 
Holy P ro p h e t. We know  th a t  m ean in g s  of w ords do 
undergo transform ation  with passage of tim e and  they 
acquire new  usage and  new  m eaning.

Also, it is highly n ecessary  to ascerta in  w hat scrip tu re 
p rescribes and  how its followers behave. And also, one 
should  no t hold entire com m unity guilty for w hat some 
m em bers of the  com m unity do. The C hristians also have 
n o t p rac ticed  w h at is p rescribed  by th e  Bible. Many 
C hris tian  ru le rs  have indulged  in b loodshed  on large 
scale b u t for th is  ne ither C hristianity  nor all C hristians 
can  be blam ed.

It is no t tru e  th a t M uslims in m odern tim es, as Pipes 
w rites, a re  indulging in apologia for jih ad . In earliest 
tim es in h istory  of Islam  there w ere M uslim s who did not 
ag ree  w ith  th o se  ru le rs  w ho invoked  jih a d  for th e ir  
territo rial aggrandizem ent. The Sufis, for exam ple, never 
suppo rted  w ars. They were peace lovers and  w ere devoted 
to love of God and  practiced it w ith g reat in tensity . Most 
of th e  M uslim s in o u r own tim es are  opposing  w hat 
h appened  on 9 /1 1  w ith all sincerity. They are no t doing 
so only to live in A m erica as  D aniel P ipes a s su m e s  
u n ju s tly .
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American Aggression Against 
Iraq -  Who is Terrorist ?

14

( i)

The aggression  ag a in st Iraq  by P resid en t B ush  of 
America and  Prime M inister Blair of the U.K. has attrac ted  
worldwide condem nation  and  rightly so. The forces of 
these  two countries are ru th lessly  bom barding Iraq. Even 
m a rk e t p la ces  an d  civilian b u ild in g s have n o t been  
sp a red  -  p robab ly  deliberately  ta rge ted . H u n d red s  of 
civilians have been killed in la st two w eeks. More they 
(USA and  U.K.) get fru stra ted  m ore ru th lessly  they  bom b 
particu larly  Baghdad. And ironically now it is B ush  and  
Blaire who are villains and P resident Saddam  H ussain  
who is a  hero.

This ra ises  one question -  who is greater te rro ris t -  
O sam a bin Laden or B ush and  Blaire? W hen the New 
York tw in tow ers were attacked  on 9 /1 1  the  world m edia 
raised  hell and  condem ned no t only bin Laden (which 
w ould have been  justified) b u t Islam  itself and  equated  
Islam  w ith  te rro rism . T here w ere h o s t of a r tic le s  in 
leading new s p ap ers  and  m agazines ro u n d  th e  world 
condem ning Islam  as responsible for terrorism  and  th a t 
Islam  is a  violent religion w hich urges upon  its followers 
to wage jihad .

Now th a t  P re s id en t B ush  is com m itting  all th e se  
crim es against hum an ity  in the nam e of libera ting  Iraq’ 
who shall we blam e for it? O sam a bin Laden w as of course



an  individual, a  head  of al-Q aida, an  organisation floated 
by O sam a him self, an d  no t elected  by any  people or 
M uslim s of the  world or any country, for th a t m atter. Even 
th e n  A m erican  m e d ia  w ro te  a s  if all M uslim s w ere 
responsib le for the crim e com m itted by O sam a.

Can the  crim es against hum an ity  being com m itted 
by B ush  -  an  elected representative of USA - on the people 
of Iraq  be b lam ed  on C h ris tian ity  s in ce  h e  invokes 
C hristianity , like O sam a who invoked Islam  for the  crim e 
he c o m m itted  a g a in s t th re e  th o u s a n d  or so peop le  
w o rk in g  in  th o s e  to w e rs . B u s h  is  a lso  in v o k in g  
C hristian ity  b u t organising C hristian  p rayers in White 
H ouse or conducting the  Bible study  circles and  invoking 
God tim e and  again?

No, clear no. C hristianity  or C hristians are  in no way 
responsib le for w hat B ush is doing. Like O sam a, B ush 
him self alone is responsible for his crim es. His greed for 
oil m akes him  shed  p in ts of h um an  blood. And, let u s  
m ake no m istake, it is not oil alone. He is being backed 
in his crim es by scores of American m ulti-nationals, apart 
from Israel, are also backing th is aggression again st the 
innocen t people of Iraq. The m ilitary-industria l com plex 
is well know n for its greed for m oney and  th is  form idable 
com bination in the  USA keeps w ar m achinery  going in 
one p a rt of the  th ird  world or the o ther so th a t it can m ake 
tons of money. The Zionists of Israel also are  powerful 
block urging Am erican ruling es tab lishm en t to destroy 
the  Arab coun tries a round  them  so th a t it can  fulfill its 
expansion ist dream s.

It is well know n th a t w henever vested  in te res ts  w ant 
to grab pow er or som eone elses w ealth or property  they 
invoke God on the ir side and  create  religious sanctions 
to legitim ise the ir m isdeeds. Laden and  B ush-B laire are 
no  d if fe re n t  in  th is  r e s p e c t .  If one  e x a m in e s  th e  
term inology being u sed  by Bush-B laire it m akes things 
ab u n d an tly  clear.

B ush  m akes it ou t as if he is doing all th is  to lib e ra te ’ 
Iraq from a  dictator. Mr. Blaire also recently  said  w hen
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confron ted  by som e for killing innocen t civilians said  
th a t one h ad  to pay th is price for ridding th is  world of 
d ictators. If such  w ars are not fought, the world, according 
to B ush  and  Blair will be full of dictators. W hat an  excuse 
for war. As if Am erica h as  no t supported  d ic tators in Asia, 
Africa and  Latin Am erica all these  years.

These d ic tato rs have com m itted w orst crim es against 
th e ir  p eo p le  w ith  fu ll s u p p o r t  of A m erican  ru lin g  
es tab lish m en t for years during  cold war. Mr. Blaire is 
also fully aw are of all th is. And yet today Am erica w ants 
to project itself as  cham pion of Iraq’s liberation by getting 
it rid of Saddam  H usain.

A m erica h as  been dem anding for years now th a t Iraq 
be d isarm ed  and  w eapons of m ass destruction  (WMD) be 
destroyed. Now th is w ar of aggression h as  clearly shown 
who p o sse sse s  w eapons of m ass  d e s tru c tio n  Iraq  or 
A m erica? A m erica is the  only na tion  in possession  of 
huge piles of WMD, no one else. It can destroy the  world 
several tim es over. It h as  u sed  these  w eapons in several 
c o u n tr ie s  in k illing  in n o c e n t peop le. In H iro sh im a- 
N agasaki it killed h u n d red s  of th o u san d s  of people, in 
V ietnam  it killed u n a rm e d  p e a sa n ts  w orking in th e ir 
fields. For w hat? To destroy com m unism .

W hat k ind  of liberty it w an ts -  liberty for people or 
liberty  for A m erican ru ling  es tab lish m en t to loot and  
exploit poorer n ations?  However, though A m erican ruling 
es tab lish m en ts  have been using  rhetoric of freedom  only 
to estab lish  the ir hegem ony all over the  world. To re ta in  
th is hegem ony it can destroy all those who come in its 
way. As far as  A m erica is co n ce rn ed  th e  w ords like 
freedom , liberty, h u m an  righ ts and  so on are  noth ing  
b u t em pty rhetoric. Any person  of com m on sense  know s 
this.

As for WMD Am erica h as  been insisting  on th is for 
la s t 13 years . Who does n o t know  th a t  A m erica had  
supplied  technology to Iraq to m anufac tu re  poisonous 
gases so th a t th ese  w eapons could be u sed  against Iran 
to destroy  K hom eini’s revolution. It w as A m erican ruling
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e s ta b lish m e n t, w hich  w an ted  to u se  Iraq  to d estro y  
Islam ic revolution in Iran. It is for th is  reason  th a t B ush 
is so su re  th a t Iraq posses WMD. USA itself had  supplied  
th is  technology for its own selfish ends.

I ra q  d id  try  to  d ev e lo p  n u c le a r  c a p a b il i ty  for 
m anufactu ring  w eapons. B ut m uch before it could do so 
Israel destroyed Iraq’s nuclear p lan t th rough  air raid. It 
w as also an  act of great aggression b u t USA allowed it 
and  it allowed it with im punity. U nfortunately no o ther 
country  condem ned it, no t even the Arab countries.

In the  Arab countries all m onarchs and  S heikhs who 
su p p ress  dem ocracy in these  countries have been  friends 
of A m erican ru lers  as they serve Am erican in te rests  in a  
m o s t serv ile  way. A m erica h a s  la u n c h e d  its  w ar of 
aggression from Kuwait and  w ithout suppo rt from Kuwait 
and  w ithou t u se  of Kuwait territo ry  it could no t have 
launched  th is aggression against Iraq. Who is ru ling over 
Iraq? Is the  Sheikh of Kuwait no t a  d ictator? Why then  
Am erica so keen  to suppo rt the ru ling Sheikh in Kuwait? 
It is greatly hand icapped  since T urkey’s Parliam ent did 
no t allow USA to land its arm y in Turkey and  launch  
invasion against Iraq from Turkey. Now Powel is on the 
visit to Turkey to persuade  its ru lers to allow American 
arm y to invade N orthern Iraq.

T h u s  m o s t of th e  Islam ic c o u n tr ie s  do n o t have 
dem ocracy today th an k s  to US suppo rt for d ic tato rs in 
Islam ic coun tries . And in Iraq  they  w an t to es tab lish  
'dem ocracy’ and  w ant to 'liberate’ people of Iraq. US did 
no t have tim e to study  the social and  political h istory  of 
Iraq. People of Iraq m ay or m ay no t like Saddam  b u t they 
do love the ir country, the ir nation. They will no t allow 
outside aggressors to 'liberate’ them .

It is hearten ing  to note th a t unlike the cold w ar era  
peop le  c a n n o t be easily  dece ived  now  by decep tive  
rhetoric. The US and  U.K. ru ling es tab lishm en ts  can no 
longer deceive people of th e ir  own co u n trie s  by th is  
deceptive rhetoric of 'dem ocratic values’ and  'liberating’ 
people of 'co rrup t and  ru th less  d ic ta to rsh ip ’. People today
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can easily u n d e rs ta n d  the real in ten t of aggressors and  
th e ir n aked  in terests . In fact the  Am erican aggression 
against Iraq is any tim e w orse th an  19th cen tu ry  colonial 
invasions of E uropean  countries.

E arlier the  C hristian  church  u sed  to rem ain  silen t as 
USA often u sed  anti-C om m unist rhetoric to invade o ther 
countries. This tim e in the absence of any com m unist 
power USA canno t deceive C hristian  C hurch  to justify  
its aggression against Iraq. The C hurches, both  Catholic 
and  P ro testan t, did no t buy American position and  have 
pro tested , in m ost cases, vehem ently, against w ar against 
Iraq. The Pope appealed to his followers th ro u g h o u t world 
to fast on a  p articu la r day to p ro test aggression against 
Iraq. The World Council of C hurches h as  also issued  a  
strongly w orded s ta tem en t against the USA for its w ar 
again st Iraq. Many Catholics in Latin Am erica are also 
strongly  condem ning th e  US for launch ing  aggression 
again st Iraq. Some activists of these  ch u rches even tried  
to ap p ea l for form ing h u m a n  sh ie ld  in  Iraq  a g a in s t 
A m erican bom bing.

Such  an  act of solidarity by the C hristian  C hurches 
is  a  m a t t e r  of g r e a t  s ig n if ic a n c e  a n d  m u s t  be  
e n th u s ia s t ic a lly  w elcom e by all co n c e rn e d . B u s h ’s 
C hristian  rhetoric  th u s  cannot deceive anyone. God is 
being invoked by B ush  (the American soldiers have been 
asked  to pray every day and  even send  the ir p rayers to 
W hite H ouse as if they are fighting a  j u s t ’ w ar and  God is 
on the ir side. God cannot be on the  side of those who kill 
innocen t civilians who have no th ing  to do w ith e ither 
B u sh ’ vested  in te re s ts  or S ad d am ’s political designs. 
These innocen t people w ant to live in peace.

C h ris t is co n s id e red  th e  p rin ce  of p eace  a n d  he 
canno t be on the  side of aggressors who kill innocen t 
people ru th lessly  even though they m ay take h is nam e 
th o u san d  tim es. C hrist always ta lked  of peace and  w as 
always on th e  side of the  oppressed. According to the 
Bible the  m eek shall inherit the earth . The Q ur’am  also 
says the  sam e th ing  in 28:5. T hus the  C hurch  is on the
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side of the  poor and  w eak and  so is th e  Q ur’an. It is only 
th e 'v e sted  in te rests  and  the  powerful are on the  side of 
B ush  and  Blaire, none else.

We also have to reflect deeply ab o u t th e  way ou r 
d e m o c ra c ie s  a re  fu n c tio n in g . D em o cracy  te n d s  to 
becom e pocket borough of the rich and  the powerful. They 
can  m a n e u v e r  it q u ite  su c c e ss fu lly . T he p eo p le  of 
America, a t least a  large num ber of them , are  against the  
w ar in Iraq. There have been huge dem onstrations against 
w ar in New York, W ashington and  Los Angeles and  so 
m an y  o th e r  c itie s  of A m erica. S im ilarly  th e re  w ere 
m assive p ro tes ts  against w ar in London and  o ther cities 
of U.K. and  yet the ru lers  in USA and  UK w ent ahead  
w ith w ar d ism issing these  p ro tests  w ith contem pt. Not 
only th is  these  powerful individuals m an ipu la te  m edia 
and  propagate  lies and  half - tru th s  to legitim ise the ir 
aggression against ano ther country.

It is ironical th a t  th ese  very people criticise those 
countries, w hich lack dem ocracy. Am erica h a s  declared 
w ar ostensib ly  to elim inate the d ic tator S addam  and  gift 
peopld of Iraq ‘dem ocracy’ so th a t they can enjoy Treedom’. 
And B ush  is even p repared  to kill h u n d red s  of innocen t 
citizens of Iraq so th a t the people of Iraq can enjoy Treedom 
and  dem ocracy’. It is also a  m a tte r to be reflected upon  
th a t  d u e  to  su c h  agg ressive  in v asio n  a g a in s t o th e r  
c o u n tr ie s  th e  q u a lity  of dem ocracy  in USA is being  
eroded.

D is s e n t  is  no  m o re  to le r a te d  by  th e  B u s h  
adm in istration . While B ush  is keen to gift freedom  to the 
people of Iraq, he is unhesita ting ly  supp ressing  freedom  
a t hom e. The police is pouncing upon  the  dem onstra to rs  
against w ar and  those jou rn a lis ts  who do no t agree with 
the  analysis  of w ar s itua tion  in Iraq are  loosing the ir 
em ploym ent. The case of Mr. Peter A rnett, a  veteran  w ar 
reporter w ith the NBC T.V. h as  received enough a tten tion  
worldwide. Since Mr. A rnett appeared  on B aghdad T.V. 
and  gave opinion th a t the  w ar is no t going as  p lanned  by 
the  USA and  its allies, lost his job.
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It c learly  in d ica te s  th a t  dem ocra tic  freedom s are  
u n d e r a ttack  in USA. It h as  never happened  before. After 
the  te rro rist a ttack  on twin tow ers in New York dem ocratic 
values have come u n d e r serious challenge. Of course it 
is for the  people of A m erica to struggle ag a in s t su ch  
v io la tio n s  of dem ocracy  in th e ir  own co u n try . They 
should  not, u n d e r any c ircum stances allow M cCarthian 
e ra  to re tu rn .

It is difficult to predict the outcom e of w ar in Iraq a t 
th is  stage. Am erica h as  terrible superiority  of a rm s over 
Iraq. Iraq  h a s  b een  v irtually  d isa rm ed  over la s t one 
decade. A few w eeks before w ar it w as com pelled  to 
destroy its Sam oud m issiles having m ore th a n  150 km s 
range. It is virtually fighting against m ost powerful allies 
arm ed  to tee th  w ithou t arm s. It now p ossesses  only some 
o u tda ted  sm all arm s.

It is irony of the  s itua tion  th a t the  co u n tiy  w hich 
p o s se ss  m o s t d read fu l a rm s  of m a ss  d e s tru c tio n  is 
considered  ‘cham pion of world freedom ’ and  Iraq w hich 
hard ly  p ossessed  any arm s w as being p ressu rised  by the 
whole world to d isarm  and  disclose all its w eapons of 
m ass  destruction . In the region if any country  p o ssesses 
WMD it is Israel. Israel possesses all so rts  of w eapons 
including nuclear w eapons. B ut since it is faithful ally 
of USA and  guards its in te rests  in the  region, it is no 
th re a t to w orld security . A ccording to A m erican ru le , 
those  who th re a te n  A m erican in te re s ts  are  ‘th re a t’ to 
world security .

E v e ry o n e  k n o w s th e  w orld  h a s  to ta lly  sk e w e d  
s tru c tu re  an d  everyone bows before pow er and  m inds 
his in te rests . Principles and  values are only to be invoked 
by th e  w eak . The pow erfu l h a s  to d ism iss  s u c h  a  
discourse. Am erica also u ses  h um an  rights rhetoric w hen 
it com es to th ird  world countries. B ut there  too, if the 
regim e is US friendly th s  d iscourse can  be d ispensed  
with.
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(II)
We w ould now like to tu rn  our a tten tion  to the role of 

Islam ic coun tries in th is whole affair. There too Islam ic 
rhetoric is u sed  by vested in terests  to p ro tect them selves. 
This Islam ic rheto ric  is, of course, m ean t for M uslim 
m asses. The m ost obvious rhetoric u sed  is of ‘u m m a h ’. 
M uslim  u m m ah  is supposed  to be un ited  like rock and 
s tan d  u p  to all crises. However, such  unity  of um m ah  is 
never to be see 1 from earliest p a rt of Islam ic history. 
M uslim u m m ah  split into various in te rest or sectarian  
groups with few years of Holy P rophet’s death .

Such  un ity  is no w here to be seen  since th a t early 
period. Today the  um m ah  is as m uch  divided w ith no 
signs of ever tak ing  a  un ited  s tan d  on any issue . On 
aggression against Iraq too M uslim countries are deeply 
divided. U n fo rtunate ly  K uw aiti ru le rs  a re  m ore th a n  
eager to provide all facilities to the US and  its allies to 
launch  aggression from its territory. The Allied troops 
w ere first m assed  in Kuwait and  all the provisions for the 
troops are  also being supplied from there. T hus Kuwait 
is the  lifeline for the Allied forces for the ir w ar against 
Iraq.

Saudi Arabia, Jo rd an  and  Egypt also are am ongst the 
su p p o rte rs  of the  USA in the region. Though they  are not 
actively helping the US they are all silent specta tors. They 
are no t even protesting, as it will harm  the ir in terests . 
P ak is tan  h a s  also been  cowed dow n an d  its  m ilitary  
ru lers  are  cooperating with the US. They are afraid of 
earn ing  w rath  of US m asters. Syria is of course protesting 
and  will invite w rath  of America.

Of course the  M uslim m asses  in these  coun tries  are 
seeth ing  with rage and  are eager to help Iraq. In some 
co u n trie s  like P ak is tan  M uslim s are  s tag ing  m assive 
dem onstra tions u n d e r the leadersh ip  of Ulama. However, 
it is possible to dem onstra te  in Pakistan  b u t people in 
o ther coun tries  are not th a t lucky. In Saudi A rabia for 
exam ple, though  there is no less anger against America



b u t they canno t even dem onstrate  and  vent the ir spleen. 
T he  a c c u m u la te d  a n g e r  c a n  h a v e  d i s a s t r o u s  
co n seq u en c es .

It is also im portan t to note th a t such  acts of im perialist 
aggression th a t lead to terrorism  in the  M uslim  world. 
There are two things, w hich are m ainly responsib le  for 
prom oting terrorism : acts of aggression against M uslim 
coun tries and  suppression  of dem ocratic freedom s with 
the help of au th o rita rian  ru lers  ready to align w ith the 
US.

U nfortunately  O sam a bin Laden’s ac ts of terro rism  
th u s  find justification  in the eyes of M uslim s due to such  
a c ts  of ag g re ss io n  on th e  p a r t  of US. M any peop le  
including H asni M ubarak, P residen t of Egypt are  now 
suggesting th a t the re  will be m any m ore O sam as now in 
the Islam ic world. This will in tu rn  be blam ed on Islam 
a n d  ‘c lash  of c iv ilisa tion ’ theo ry  will find even m ore 
acceptability  in the  w estern  world.

The technological progress has enabled  nations like 
the  USA, w hich w an t to dom inate the world, to develop 
w eap o n s  of m a ss  d e s tru c tio n  a n d  kill h u n d re d s  of 
th o u san d s  of people across the  world. There is noth ing  
to be p roud  of to be in 21st century. Even Chengez K hans 
of th e  m edieval world could no t have killed as  m any 
people as countries like USA are killing in w ars today. 
In the  two world w ars in 20 th cen tu ry  millions of people 
w ere killed because  of th is killer technology. We should  
feel asham ed  th a t despite so m uch progress of science 
we have no t been able to supp ress  ou r desire to ru le or 
d o m in a te  over o th e rs  a t any  cost. We hav e  h a rd ly  
succeeded  in refining our aggressive instinct.

It is here th a t we need value based  approach  to our 
p rob lem s. Science w ith o u t h u m a n  values can  be an  
unm itiga ted  desire. From  H itler’s G erm any to H iroshim a 
to V ie tn am  to Iraq  it h a s  b een  long h is to ry  of th is  
unm itiga ted  d isaster. U nfortunately m ost of these  people 
were killed in the nam e of saving dem ocracy and  freedom.
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All re lig io n s of th e  w orld  can  be g re a t boon  for 
hum an ity  if th e ir leaders do not ally w ith vested  in te res t 
as  they  have done in the  p a s t and  s tan d  by sp iritua l 
values like com passion  and  m itigating suffering. Like 
B u d d h ism  a n d  C h r is tia n ity , Is lam  too , la y s  g re a t 
e m p h a s is  on co m p assio n  an d  ju s tic e . The re lig io u s 
leaders across the  world should  come together to fight 
against m ass  killings by powerful nations of the  world 
by invoking hollow w ords like freedom  and  dem ocracy.

It is highly gratifying th a t religious leaders have given 
a  call to p ro tes t against American designs in Iraq. Some 
of them  even proposed hum an  shield again st ru th le ss  
A m e ric a n  b o m b in g . U n fo r tu n a te ly  m a n y  M u slim  
relig ious le ad e rs  -  though  no t all -  are  n o t show ing, 
e n o u g h  c o u ra g e  to  give a  ca ll to  r e s i s t  A m erican  
a g g re ss io n  in  Iraq . Islam  is a  g re a t re lig ion , w h ich  
in sp ire s  people to fight ag a in st in ju stice , th o u g h  no t 
necessarily  violently. We m u st u se  the concept of n o n ­
violent struggle to fight aga inst in justices all over the 
world. It is the  only way to fight terrorism  too.

If M uslim  religious leaders take initiative to prom ote 
non-violent res is tan ce  against such  ac ts  of aggression 
by USA a n d  its  a llie s , it will be a  g re a t serv ice  to 
h u m an ity . It will save h u n d re d s  of in n o c en t lives in 
fu tu re. If the re  is no such  non-violent resis tance  w hich 
needs trem endous courage, likes of O sam a will rise again 
causing  trem en d o u s suffering to the  people. We m u st 
im press on M uslim s th a t taking innocen t lives is an  un- 
Islam ic ac t (5:32). Also, a  M uslim h as  to ac t w ith w isdom  
(Allah is Hakim ) an d  h a s  to su p p re s s  h i s /h e r  ang er 
(3:134). S u p p ressin g  anger, how ever, does n o t m ean  
com prom ising w ith in justice b u t to elevate it to higher 
form an d  com bining it w ith w isdom  and  using  on-violent 
m eans so as to save h u m an  lives and  m inim ise h um an  
suffering while fighting against in justices.

Let u s  hope ou r religious leaders w ould no t issue  
fa tw as re su ltin g  even in m ore h u m a n  su ffering  an d  
w ould give creative lead to struggle aga in st in justices
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b e in g  in flic ted  on M uslim  w orld  by A m erica  in  its  
arrogance of power. In the  Q ur’anic language Am erica is 
re so rtin g  to is tik b a r  an d  Allah b rings dow nfall of all 
m ustak b irin  (arrogant ru lers  d ru n k  with power) and  th is 
downfall can be h asten ed  by h um an  agen ts acting  with 
wisdom .
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Engaged Islam

Islam  an d  M uslim s are very m uch  u n d e r a ttack  today 
for various reasons, chief am ong them  is a ttack  on New 
York tow ers on 9 /1 1 /2 0 0 1 . Also, the  Islam ic world on 
th e  w hole te n d s  to take  very conservative s ta n d s  on 
n u m b er of issu es  and  still im plem ents laws form ulated  
d u r in g  m e d ie v a l a g e s  by e m in e n t  Is la m ic  j u r i s t s  
p resum ably  based  on Q ur’an  and  sunnah  b u t in troducing 
considerab le  changes in them  th rough  in te rp re ta tio n s  
to su it th e ir tim es. The laws pertain ing to w om en are in 
g rea t n eed  for change , specially  th e  way people like 
Taliban and  Saudis im plem ent them  m aking Islam  targe t 
of a ttack .

It seem s the  very spirit of Islam  h as  been  lost the  way 
M uslim s behave. The orthodox \ila m a  insists , in M uslim 
m ajority s ta tes , to im plem ent S h ari'ah  laws as they are 
and  even in sis t on stoning adu lte rers  to death . This is 
so from Indonesia  to Algeria. There are very few M uslim 
sta tes , w hich can  be term ed as liberal and  dem ocratic. 
M illions of M uslim s are  suffering as a  re su lt  of th is , 
p a rticu la rly  w om en. In co u n trie s  like K uw ait w om en 
canno t vote, in countries like Saudi A rabia they canno t 
go o u t alone, Taliban did not allow them  to go to schools 
and  in m ost of the  M uslim countries they have to w rap 
them selves into veil. In Saudi A rabia recently  w hen a  
girls school caugh t fire, some girls tried to escape b u t 
were p u sh ed  back  to bu rn  alive simply because they had  
left th e ir veil behind  in a  ru sh . T hus h um an  life h a s  no 
value and  Islam ic d ress  for women has.



These are such  m a tters  th a t M uslim s have to reflect 
deep ly  a b o u t a n d  engage th em se lv es  in  th e  se rio u s  
project of changing society so as to  be m ore progressive 
in keeping w ith Islam ic values. A M uslim  is, above all, 
b e lie v e r  in  th e s e  v a lu e s .  Is la m  h a d  c o n c e iv e d  of 
em ergence of a  new  m an -  a  m u ’min -  who firmly believed 
in Islam ic values and  engaged him self in changing  the 
world in accordance w ith those values.

F irst, I w ould like to throw  som e light on these  Islam ic 
values. The m ost fundam ental Islam ic value is ju s tice  
‘adl and  Allah’s nam e is ‘Aadil i.e. J u s t .  Allah is J u s t .  A 
M uslim  canno t be a  M uslim w ithout being ju s t  him self 
or herself. He h as  to engage him self in prom oting ju stice  
in the  whole world.

A n o th e r  im p o r ta n t  Q u r ’a n ic  v a lu e  is  ih s a n  -  
benevolence, doing good to o thers and  A llah’s nam e is 
M uhsin i.e. Benevolent. Allah is benefactor of one and  
all w ithou t any distinction of caste , creed or colour. A 
M uslim  also h a s  to be benefactor of all M uslim  or non- 
Muslim. The prophet has  also said th a t a  h an d  of a  M u’min 
should  no t do any  harm  to the other.

A n o th er s ig n ifican t Islam ic  va lue  is eq u a lity . All 
h u m an  beings are  equal in as m uch  as we sh are  ou r 
h u m a n ity  w ith  e a c h  o th e r .  All c h i ld re n  of A dam , 
accord ing  to th e  Q u r’an  (17:70) p o sse ss  h o n o u r and  
d ig n ity  a c c o rd e d  by A llah . T h is  is  to  be  s e e n  in  
con junction  w ith freedom  of conscience (2:256). Once 
canno t th ink  of h u m an  dignity w ithou t the  concep t of 
freedom  of conscience. T hus equality , h u m a n  dignity 
an d  freedom  of conscience all are rela ted  w ith each  o ther 
and  canno t be com prom ised in any way. A society w hich 
is Islam ic in su b stan tia l way m u st en su re  all th ree  to all 
h u m an  beings.

Yet an o th e r im portan t value is com passion called in 
th e  Q u r ’a n  a s  ra h m a h . A llah  is  c a l le d  R a h im , 
C om passionate. He is also referred  to as R ahm an w hich 
m eans alm ost the  sam e i.e. com passionate  though  the
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M uslim  theologians m ake some fine d istinctions betw een 
the  two. Rahm an, according to the  theologians is A llah’s 
a ttr ib u te  of Mercy for all w hatever the  caste , creed or 
nationality . T hus a  M uslim m u st display com passion for 
all and  should  be extrem ely sensitive to o th e rs ’ suffering. 
A M uslim  can n o t be indifferent to suffering of o th e rs  
in c lu d in g  an im als .

A m u ’m in  s h o u ld  a lso  s tr iv e  c o n t in u o u s ly  for 
rem oving suffering from earth . It com es very close to 
B u d d h a’s concept of dukkha  and  its removal from earth . 
A M uslim  m u s t dedicate him self to removal of suffering 
in all its form s from th is earth . And any form of in justice 
cau ses  suffering and  hence es tab lishm en t of ju s tice  is 
directly re la ted  to removal of suffering from earth . The 
Q u r ’a n  r e p e a te d ly  c o n d e m n s  o p p r e s s io n  a n d  
exploitation w hat it calls zulm. The word zulm  is derivative 
of z.l.m. w hich h as  m eaning of deviating (from right or 
j u s t  course) a n d  zu lm a t in A rabic m e a n s  d a rk n e s s . 
In justice leads to darkness.

T h u s an  engaged  M uslim  m u s t devote h im se lf to 
fighting zu lm  i.e. any form of in justice and  oppression  on 
e a r th . He sh o u ld  he lp  all th o se  w ho a re  v ic tim s of 
in justice. According to the Q ur’an  M oses actively helped 
the  Israelites throw  away the bondage of P haraoh . He rid 
them selves of th e  oppression and  exploitation and  gave 
them  sense  of dignity and honour as free people.

In ou r own tim es we have various form s of oppression  
and  exploitation be it cap italist exploitation, be it due to 
globalization or be it due to any o ther form of in justice 
b e tw een  two in d iv id u a ls  or be tw een  two n a tio n s  or 
co m m un ities .

A real jih ad  for a  M uslim is to fight aga inst all form s 
of in justices an d  all form s of exploitation and  m ake all 
form s of sacrifices to remove these  in justices to estab lish  
real peace on ea rth . As long as  th e re  is any trace  of 
in justice and  exploitation on earth  there  will be violence 
in som e form or the o ther and  it is du ty  of a  m u ’min to
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w age s tru g g le  to rem ove all tra c e s  of in ju s tic e . An 
engaged M uslim  h as  to be com m itted to peace on earth  
and  w ithou t peace th is  earth  will no t be w orth inhabiting  
for all h u m a n  beings.

And peace  can  be e s tab lish ed  only th ro u g h  jih ad  
against all forms of zulm  on earth . Another im portan t value 
is tru th  called haq by the Q ur’an. Allah Him self is referred 
to as Haq in the  Book. T hus an  engaged M uslim  h as  to 
fight for tru th . T ru th  is God and  th u s  god can n o t be 
realised  w ithou t realising tru th  in all its forms.

T ruth , it is im portan t to note, is m uch  m ore th a n  m ere 
conform ity with fact or em pirical reality. T ru th  is no thing 
if no t value-oriented. The given facts of life m ay no t be 
conducive to prom oting ju stice  and  peace. There m ay be 
zu lm  all a ro u n d  us. An com m itted M uslim canno t accept 
such  a  reality. His dedication to tru th  will insp ire him  to 
figh t a g a in s t su ch  e a r th  filled w ith  ex p lo ita tion  an d  
oppression. Being tru th fu l m eans being ju s t. T ru th  is not 
m ere s ta tem en t b u t praxis.

A M uslim  who is engaged seriously w ith h is religion 
and  h is conscience would never be a t ease with him self 
if the re  is gender in justice in his society or country. Today 
gender in justice is w idespread th roughou t the  world. The 
P rophet of Islam  both  th rough  revelation and  th rough  his 
own w ords and  practices (sunnah) did all he could not 
only to im prove the  s ta tu s  of w om en in society b u t also 
to accord them  equal s ta tu s  to her w ith th a t of m en.

The m edieval society robbed w om en once again of 
th e i r  h ig h  s t a t u s  a n d  s u b ju g a te d  th e m  to  m a le  
dom ination. And th is  persis ts  today th ro u g h o u t Islamic 
world. T hus an  engaged M uslim w ould not re s t in peace 
if such  bondage of women pers is ts  th ro u g h o u t Islam ic 
w orld  today . The ‘u la m a  are  c o n s ta n tly  d e m an d in g  
s tren g th en in g  of m edieval p ractices an d  try ing to rob 
wom en of w hatever rights they have won in recen t tim es.

It is no t only th a t. The m odernity  is so dom inated  by 
the u n re s tra in ed  capitalist system  th a t wom en have been
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red u ced  to a  sa leab le  com m odity. If th e  conservative 
‘u lam a dem and  confining h er to four walls of hom e and  
p u tt in g  all so r ts  of re s tr ic tio n s  on h e r  th e  m o d e rn  
cap italist system  exploits h e r body to sale com m odities. 
Her n aked  or sem i-naked  body is for sale everyw here to 
p ro m o te  c o n su m e rism . T h u s  th e  m o d e rn  c a p i ta l is t  
system  h as  cheated  h er of her sense of dignity.

T h u s  a n  e n g a g e d  M u slim  h a s  to  face  d o u b le  
challenge -  challenge of orthodox ‘u lam a on one hand , 
and  th a t of m odern capitalism  and  its u tte rly  exploitative 
a ttitu d e  tow ards w om en, on th e  o ther. B oth are  n o t 
acceptable. If the  form er is violation of Islam ic sp irit of 
ju s tice  the  la tte r  is to tal negation of her h u m an  dignity 
and  is re su lt of cap ita lis t greed. To call it freedom  is 
m isnom er. There canno t be any freedom  w ithou t dignity 
as po in ted  ou t before. Both com plim ent each  other. How 
can  she  be free if she is reduced  as a  com m odity an d  h e r 
body is u sed  or selling consum able item s.

In som e M uslim  countries w om en are still quite low 
on e d u c a tio n . The P ro p h e t h a s  sa id  th a t  a cq u ir in g  
education  is obligatory [faridatun) for Doth M uslim  m en 
and  M uslim  w om en. T hus an  engaged M uslim  h a s  to 
wage a  jih ad  against high ra tes  of illiteracy am ong wom en 
in th ese  M uslim  societies. It is also to be m entioned  here 
th a t  in  som e M uslim  c o u n tr ie s  like In d o n e s ia  a n d  
M alaysia the  ra te  of literacy am ong wom en is quite high 
b u t in coun tries like Pakistan, Bangla D esh, India etc. 
w here a  very large num ber of M uslim s reside the  ra te  of 
lite racy  am ong  w om en is q u ite  low an d  th is  sh o u ld  
engage M uslim s of these  countries to wage jih ad  against 
illiteracy .

Illiteracy be it am ong m en or w om en is to be removed. 
The Q u r’an  describes ignorance [jahJ\ as  d ark n ess  and  
‘ilm (knowledge) as light (nur). And the  first revelation to 
the  P rophet of Islam  (PBUH) began w ith the  word iqra’ i.e. 
recite  or read  w hich  is synonym ous w ith  know ledge. 
Knowledge is a  value and  Allah is described in the  Q ur’an  
as  ‘Aalim i.e. the  Knower.
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T hus it is du ty  of M uslim s to engage them selves with 
la te s t developm ents of knowledge in the world. Even the 
word for science in Arabic is Him. It is very com prehensive 
word em bracing  all forms of knowledge religious as well 
as secular. In fact an  engaged M uslim should  always be 
engaged  in know ing w hat is c rea ted  by Allah in  th is  
un iverse. The ‘u lam a (knowers, scientists) according to 
the  Q ur’an  reflect on Allah’s creation day an d  night. T hus 
in verse 3:190 the  Q ur’an  says: “Those who rem em ber 
Allah s tand ing  and  sitting and  (lying) on the ir sides, and  
reflect on the  creation of the heavens and  the  earth : O ur 
Lord, Thou h as  no t crea ted  th is in vain! Glory be to Thee! 
Save u s  from the  chastisem en t of the Fire.” And in verse 
35:28 the  Q u r’an  says th a t only who are po ssessed  of 
knowledge really fear Allah.

From  both  th ese  verses the im portance of knowledge 
in  Islam ic civ ilisation is qu ite  obvious. Islam  greatly  
encouraged  knowledge. In fact as in 3:190 a  tru e  believer 
reflects on creation of th is universe day and  night and  
s itt in g  a n d  s ta n d in g  an d  th ro u g h  re flec tio n  on  His 
creation they  affirm Glory of God. And an  ignoran t person 
c a n n o t even fear Allah an d  can n o t acknow ledge His 
g rea tness.

T hus a  com m itted M uslim will spend  day and  night 
on acquiring knowledge and  spreading  its light am ong 
all. Is it no t very sad  th ing th a t the  record of literacy in 
Islam ic world is so poor com pared to non-M uslim  world? 
And w hen it com es to study  of science it is even worse. 
The Islam ic w orld h a s  no t c rea ted  one g rea t sc ien tis t 
who could have lasting  im pact on the world as a  whole? 
Even the  Noble Laureate Dr. A bdus Salam  though  hailed 
from P akistan  had  w orked all along in USA and  did all 
h is research  in Physics there. It is an  irony th a t in Islamic 
world P ak istan  is considered m ost advanced in science 
and  technology though com pared to even India Pakistan  
is far beh ind  in th is race.

M any o r th o d o x  ‘u la m a  even  re je c t sc ie n c e  an d  
m ain ta in  th a t w hen the Q ur’an ta lks of Him (knowledge)
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it  ta lk s  of on ly  k n o w led g e  of re lig io n . T h u s  a f te r  
florescence of knowledge during  the  A bbasid period in 
2 nd an d  th ird  c e n tu ry  H ijra (Islam ic ca lendar) w hen  
science an d  philosophy reg istered  g reat ach ievem en ts 
th e re  h a s  been  no t m uch progress in these  fields. Spience 
and  technology, even philosophy becam e s t a g n a n t^ h e  
sack  of B aghdad in 1258 destroyed w hat h ad  rem ained  
of it.

Ever since the  Islam ic world rem ained  far beh ind  in 
the fields of science and  philosophy, even u n fo rtu n a te  
as it is, in the field of Islamic knowledge {‘ulum-i-diniyyah). 
Not m uch  worthw hile contribu tions w ere m ade by the 
‘u lam a in these  fields. They began to s tre ss  only taqlid 
i.e. im itation , an  new  contribu tion  w as d enounced  as 
heresy. And there  were not m any heretics.

O nly  d u r in g  co lo n ia l p e r io d  o n e  n o t ic e s  so m e 
in tellectual s tir u n d e r the influence of the w est. Jam al 
al-D in Afghani and  h is disciple M uham m ad A bduh who 
la te r becam e G rand Mufti of al-A zhar p roduced  fresh  
though t and  egged on M uslims to th ink  afresh. In India 
S ir Syed A hm ad K han founded  MAO College on th e  
p a t te rn s  of C am bridge an d  O xford U n iv ers ities  an d  
induced  M uslim s to go for w estern  secu lar knowledge. 
However, the  Islam ic world is far behind  in the  field of 
knowledge and  still conservative ‘u lam a ru le  the  roost 
p a r tic u la r ly  in oil rich  c o u n tr ie s  like S au d i A rabia , 
K uw ait e tc . In th e se  c o u n tr ie s  it is  so d iff icu lt to 
challenge even age-old traditions. The ru lers  are-,afraid 
and  any in tellectual d issen t is su p p ressed  w ith heavy 
han d .

A com m itted M uslim m u st take insp ira tion  from the 
Q u r’an  a n d  w ork  for sp re a d  of all k in d s  of u s e fu l 
knowledge system s in the Islam ic world. U nfortunately 
in  Is la m ic  m a d ra s a s  an d  u n iv e r s i t ie s  ev en  to d a y  
o u td a te d  sc ien ces  a s  developed d u rin g  early  Islam ic 
period and  Ptolm ian Astronomy are tau g h t and  anyth ing  
else is considered deviation from religious teachings.
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O urs is the  age of inform ation and  know ledge and 
know ledge i£ advancing a t an  exponential speed. Any 
c o u n try , w h ich  ig n o re s  th e  ra p id  a d v a n c e m e n t of 
knowledge, will be ignored by the world. The ru le rs  in 
th e  Islam ic w orld s tric tly  control in form ation  as it is 
th re a te n in g  to th e ir  au th o rity  w hich is b ased  on the  
su p p o rt of conservative ‘u lam a and  the ‘u lam a in tu rn  
consider any change a  th re a t to the ir own authority .

T hus com m itm ent to knowledge is com m itm ent to 
change and  dem ocratic freedom s. U nfortunately  m ost of 
the people th in k  th a t there  is no dem ocracy in the  Islam ic 
world because  Islam  is against dem ocracy and  su ppo rts  
au tho rita rian ism  and  opposes any progress and  change.

This is far from true . Islam  h as  never approved of 
m onarchy or au thoritarian ism . M onarchy developed in 
Islam  u n d e r the  influence of feudalism  and  u n d e r  the 
influence of Rom an and  Sassan id  em pires, no t because  
of Islam ic teachings. In fact The Holy P rophet w as not 
followed by any m onarch  b u t by a  Khalifa elected by the 
M uslim s (according to S unn i M uslim s) or by Im am at 
(according to the  Shi'ah Islam). A uthoritarian ism  h as  no 
place a t all in Islam ic teachings.

In fact all early Islam ic th inkers  approved of rebellion 
if it w as insp ired  by Islam ic teachings against any ru ler 
who w as deviating from teachings of Islam . M ost of the 
g reat Islam ic th inkers  and  com panions or com panions 
of the com panions of the Prophet (PBUH) strongly opposed 
the  Umayyad rule because it deviated from the system  of 
k h ila fa h  a n d  u s u rp e d  pow er u n d e m o c ra tic a lly  an d  
converted into a  synastic rule. An Islam ic th in k e r of the 
em inence of H asan  Basri w as opposed to the  Umayyad 
ru le .

Subm ission  to au tho rita rian  rule itself is un-Islam ic. 
Right to open criticism  is a  sacred  right, no t because  the 
w estern  dem ocracies approve it b u t in the earliest Islam ic 
period the  P rophet’s successo rs accepted it. The P rophet 
him self never discouraged any of his followers to a sk  him
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q u es tio n s  even w hen  they  w en t ag a in s t som e of h is  
practices. He always gave them  satisfactory answ er and  
n e v e r  a llo w ed , e sp e c ia lly  in  s e c u la r  m a t te r s ,  a n y  
m ystique to develop around  him. Similarly h is successo rs  
like Abu Bakr, ‘U m ar and  ‘Ali w ere publicly criticised  
an d  they never took a  position th a t M uslim s h ad  no right 
to question  th e ir conduct. There is a  had ith  th a t the re  is 
no obedience in sinful conduct (m a‘siyah ).

T hus freedom  of conscience, as pointed ou t above, is 
a  sac red  freedom , w hich every M uslim  sh o u ld  g u ard  
jea lously  an d  prom ote fearlessly. T hus a  tru e  M uslim  
should  be strongly com m itted to dem ocratic values and  
should  refuse to accept any au tho rita rian  regim e be it in 
the  field of religion or in the filed of politics. The cu ltu re  
of taqlid (blind im itation) can never be an  Islam ic cu lture . 
F reed o m  of in fo rm a tio n  an d  freedom  of ac tio n  a re  
sanctioned  by The Q ur’an  and  practice of the  Prophet.

Sim ilarly a  tru e  M uslim m u st be as m uch  com m itted 
to the  concep t of h u m an  rights as th is concept is very 
c lo se ly  re la te d  to d e m o c ra tic  r ig h ts .  T he g r e a te s t  
violation of h u m an  righ ts tak es  place in au th o rita rian  
regim es.

Not th a t the re  are no violations of h u m an  righ ts in 
dem ocratic regim es. There can be serious violations of 
h u m an  righ ts in dem ocracies as we so often observe in 
w estern  dem ocracies too. It is no t sufficient to estab lish  
dem ocracy; it is also n ece ssa ry  to be v ig ilan t to th e  
practice of dem ocratic rights. A M uslim should  engage 
h im se lf/h erse lf continuously  to oversee im plem entation  
of h u m an  righ ts in h is /h e r  own society.

Any su p p ressio n  of ones freedom  be it physical or 
sp iritual is aga inst hum an ity  and  hence against Islam . 
In Islam ic world today we see great violations of h u m an  
r ig h ts . In fac t th e  Is lam ic  w orld  sh o u ld  have  b een  
p recu rso r in the  field of dem ocratic and  h u m an  rights. 
B u t h is to rica lly  th e  M uslim  w orld dev ia ted  from  the  
Q u r’an ic  teach in g s and , u n d e r  th e  alien  in fluence of
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m edievalism , it d iscarded  Q ur’anic teach ings and  took 
to au th o rita rian  cu ltu re  and  unfo rtunate ly  m ain ta ined  
it th ro u g h o u t colonial period and  now even during  the 
tw enty-first century .

It is tru e  th a t  w este rn  im perialism  an d  now  n eo ­
im perialism  is s treng then ing  th is au th o rita rian  cu ltu re  
for its own political vested  in terests . It h a s  m ade the 
situa tion  extrem ely complex and  one sees very few signs 
of change. The W estern pow ers have very high stak es  in 
m a in ta in in g  th is  c u ltu re  of a u th o r i ta r ia n is m  in th e  
M uslim world. The popular asp irations and  dem ocratic 
rights are being cru shed  by the au thorities. It is m uch 
m ore so in case of women. They do no t enjoy even right 
to vote in  som e coun tries  like Kuwait in the  nam e of 
Islam .

T h u s  th o se  com m itted  to dem ocra tic  an d  h u m a n  
righ ts have to fight against very heavy odds b u t fight they 
m u s t u n d e r  in sp ira tio n  from th e  Q u r’an ic  c u ltu re  of 
openness and  freedom . This h as  long been lost th rough  
the  ages. It needs to be revived. It w ould be real Islam ic 
re n a issa n c e .

For th is  we need  a  strong  force of com m itted M uslim s 
equipped with Islam ic values and  m odern knowledge. It 
h a s  to  w ag e  j i h a d  a g a in s t  m e d ie v a l is m  a n d  
au tho rita rian ism  and  obsolete knowledge system s. This 
jih ad  w ould be tru e  jih ad  and  it needs no t only u tm o st 
efforts b u t also sacrifices. This jihad  w ould be for peace, 
progress an d  change and  h as  to be waged against selfish 
ru lers. The Holy p rophet is reported  to have said th a t best 
form of jih ad  is speaking  tru th  in front of a  ty ran t ruler. 
We need  M uslim s to wage th is kind of jih ad  an d  it is 
only th is quality  of jihad , w hich would rid M uslim world 
of ty ran ts  and  au tho rita rian  ru lers  who su p p ress  all basic 
righ ts and  deny dem ocracy to people. It w ould greatly 
improve the  quality of governance in the  M uslim  world 
a n d  w ou ld  h e lp  g rea tly  in figh ting  te rro r ism  of th e  
fru s tra ted  youth . It would bring real glory to Islam  and 
Islam ic teach ings.
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On the Causes of Violence 
In Early Islamic Society

16

(PART - I)

There is g reat deal of m isunderstand ing  ab o u t place 
of violence in Islam . It is generally thou g h t th a t Islam  
te a c h e s  i ts  b e lie v e rs  to u s e  v io lence  a g a in s t  n o n - 
M uslim s and  th u s  it legitim ises violence to prom ote itself. 
Nothing can be fu rther from tru th . Islam  is far from being 
a  violent religion. Its basic aim  is to prom ote ju s tice  and  
peace and  estab lish  a  ju s t, non-exploitative and  h um ane 
order. It denounces exploitation of one h u m an  being by 
the  o ther an d  believes in equality of all h u m an  beings -  
believers or non-believers. It teaches h u m an  actions to 
be  b a s e d  on  p e a c e  (sa la m ), c o m p a s s io n [rahm ah), 
benevolence(ihsan) and  wisdom(hzTcmah).

S u c h  a  re lig io n  c a n n o t p re a c h  v io lence  a g a in s t 
o thers, including kafirs. Before we proceed fu rth er it is 
im portan t to note th a t the word kafir h as  also been  m uch 
m isu n d ersto o d  and  m uch  m isused  by certa in  M uslim  
theologians. The Q ur’an  u se s  th is  word very carefully 
and  in a  definite sense. However, in Islam ic h istory  th is 
w ord h a s  been  often u se d  loosely, care lessly  an d  for 
denouncing  rivals am ong M uslim s, m ore th a n  again st 
non-M uslim s. H ad it been u sed  strictly in th e  sense  in 
w hich it h a s  been  u sed  in the Q ur’an, m uch  bloodshed 
and  conflict could have been avoided.



Q ur’an  u se s  the word kafir for those M eccans who 
no t only refused  to believe in the  m essage b rough t by 
th e  Holy P ro p h e t b u t a lso  tu rn e d  h o s tile  a n d  u se d  
violence -  bo th  psychological and  physical -  aga in st the 
P rophet (PBUH) and  his followers. It w as no t only the 
question of w orshipping idols th a t qualified them  to be 
kafirs b u t th e ir rejection of entire value system  of Islam 
(i.e. values like ju stice , com passion, non-violence, peace, 
tru th , equality  an d  h u m a n  dignity  an d  sensitiv ity  to 
o thers suffering).

As for idol w orshipping w as concerned the  Q u r’an, 
though against it, had  allowed the kafirs to do so (see 
ch ap te r 109) as a  m a tte r of freedom  of conscience. Idol 
w orship w as no t the only criteria for ku fr  (non-belief), it 
w as rejection  of th ese  values to co n stitu te  a  hu m an e  
society. Not only th is  these  powerful tribal chiefs and  
th e ir  su p p o rte rs  severely p e rsecu ted  th e  P ro p h e t for 
preaching  un ity  of God, His c rea tu res and  bringing abou t 
a  h u m an e  social order.

In A rabia and  outside A rabia there  w ere people who 
followed the ir respective religions (either religions of the 
books like Torah and  Bible or the ir trad itional religions) 
and  did no t accep t Islam  b u t M uslim s never in sis ted  on 
the ir accepting Islam , let alone persecu te  them  for doing 
so. They w ere left to follow the ir religions. The Prophet 
(PBUH) h im se lf allow ed, for exam ple Z o ro as trian s  of 
B ahrain , to follow the ir religion and  en tered  into a  pact 
with them  as people of the book (ahl al-kitab). U thm an, the 
th ird  caliph after the Prophet, even accepted  B erbers as 
ahl al-kitab though they had  no revealed scrip tu re  and  
w ere following trad itional religion.

It is also very in teresting  to note th a t the  Q ur’an, the 
revealed word of God, does no t prescribe violence against 
th e  kafirs  u n le ss  they  u se  violence ag a in st M uslim s. 
T hus we find in the Q ur’an  in verse 2:190 th a t “And fight 
in th e  way of Allah against those who fight aga inst you 
b u t  be n o t a g g re ss iv e . S u re ly  A llah  loves n o t th e  
aggresso rs.” This verse m akes th ree  im po rtan t points.
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First, the  fight m u s t be only for Allah and  no t for personal 
reaso n s (revenge or aggrandisem ent); second, one should  
no t in itia te the  fight b u t should  fight only if a ttacked  and  
th ree , one shou ld  n o t p e rs is t in fighting an d  becom e 
aggressor once the  o ther party  lays down w eapons and  
sues  for peace. Allah does no t love aggressors.

If one keeps th is  in m ind it becom es clear th a t the 
Q ur’an, the  m ain  source of Islam ic teachings, does not 
sanction  violence b u t perm its it for self-defence and  in 
ce rta in  well defined c ircu m stan ces  an d  w ith  rigorous 
conditions. It now here sanctions violence for sp read  of 
religion or any o ther religious purposes. It upho lds the  
principle of freedom  of conscience as propounded  in the 
verse 2:256 and  never deviates from it.

T h u s  c o m m e n tin g  on  v e rs e  2 :1 9 3  M a u la n a  
M uham m ad Ali of Lahore com m ents as follows: “W hen 
persecu tion  ceases, and  m en are no t forced to accept or 
re n o u n c e  a  relig ion , being  a t  lib e rty  to p ro fess  any  
religion of the  tru th  of w hich they are convinced, th en  
there  should  be no m ore fighting. The w ords th a t follow 
m a k e  th e  s e n s e  q u i te  c le a r .  I f  th e y  d e s i s t  fro m  
p ersecu tion , th e  M uslim s are  a t once to stop  fighting 
ag a in st them , an d  hostilities are no t to be con tin u ed  
against any except the aggressors.” (Holy Q ur’an, Lahore, 
1973, pp- 82)

The M aulana fu rther points ou t th a t “A com parison 
w ith 22:40 will show  th a t th is  is the  correct explanation. 
There the  object of the  M uslim fights is plainly se t forth 
in the following words: ‘And if Allah did no t repel some 
people by o thers, cloisters and  chu rches and  synagogues 
and  m osques in w hich Allah’s nam e is m uch rem em bered  
w ould have been  pulled dow n’. This show s clearly th a t 
the M uslim s fought no t only in defence of m osques, b u t 
also in th a t of chu rches and  synagogues, and  even of the 
clo isters of m onks. The sam e object is s ta ted  here  in the 
w ords religion is fo r  Allah, so th a t there  is no persecu tion  
on the score of religion, and  eveiyone is a t liberty to hold 
any belief w hich he likes. The verse, in fact, lays down 
the broad principles of religious freedom .” (ibid)
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T hus it is quite clear th a t Q ur’an  in no way perm its 
violence for supp ression  of religious freedom; it is quite 
to th e  contrary. It perm its violence even if o thers  religious 
freedom  is in danger. Freedom  of religion and  freedom  
of conscience shou ld  be defended  an d  shou ld  n o t be 
allow ed to be en d an g e red . If it is in d a n g e r su c h  a  
s itu a tio n  is re fe rred  to in verse 2 :193  a s  f i tn a h  (i.e. 
persecution). Persecution in every form should  be ended  
a n d  h e n  on ly  a  j u s t  a n d  p eac e fu l soc ie ty  co u ld  be 
es tab lished .

ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century

II

O ften  c o m p a r is o n  is  m a d e  w ith  B u d d h is m  or 
C h r is t ia n i ty  a n d  it  is c o n c lu d e d  th a t  w h ile  th e s e  
religions are advocates of peace, Islam  prom otes violence. 
It is very m istaken  view as violence or absence of it is 
a sc rib e d  to relig ion ra th e r  th a n  to c irc u m sta n c e s  in 
w hich a  religion com es into existence or sp reads. Islam , 
if one goes by teachings alone, is as peaceful a  religion, 
as B uddhism  or Christianity. The violence is no t borne 
of religious teach ings b u t from c ircum stances. This is 
w h a t is m o st im p o rtan t to u n d e rs ta n d . People often 
confuse violence p resen t in a  society for various reasons 
with violence produced by religious teachings.

Let u s  ex am in e  th is  fu r th e r . The b e g in n in g s  of 
B uddhism  and  Islam  are very sim ilar b u t c ircum stances 
are very different. B uddha w as highly d issatisfied  with 
conditions aro u n d  him. He w as greatly d is tu rbed  by the 
suffering of people around  him. He left his house , his 
family in search  of tru th , in quest for solution. He spen t 
n u m b er of years reflecting, brooding and  m editating  and 
cam e o u t w ith  h is  eight-fold p a th  an d  th e  values he 
considered  m ost fundam ental, values like com passion 
and  sensitivity to suffering and  ways to rem ove dukkh a  
(suffering).

He began preaching  his doctrines am ong the  people 
an d  did n o t m eet w ith strong  res is tan ce , n o r w as he



p e r s e c u te d  by p o w erfu l v e s te d  in te r e s ts .  He w as 
w andering  m onk and  did no t stay a t one place. He did 
n o t co n fro n t any  relig ious e s ta b lish m e n t or po litical 
power. He did have religious d ebates  w ith those  who 
upheld  certain  Vedic practices b u t faced no persecution . 
T hus his c ircum stances were very different from those of 
th e  P ro p h e t. As B u d d h a  did n o t face violence w hile 
preaching  he did no t refer to perm issibility or otherw ise 
of violence.

The Prophet of Islam too w as greatly d istu rbed  by w hat 
he saw  a ro u n d  him  in Mecca. T here w as m ala ise  all 
around , suffering of w eaker sections of society, slavery, 
m a ltrea tm en t of women, absence of any h igher sp iritual 
goal an d  co rru p t religious p ractices like su p ers titio n s  
and  exploitation in the nam e of religion, kahins  (priests) 
enriching them selves and  w orshipping idols as God and  
ask ing  them  to solve the ir problem s.

Like B u d d h a  the  P rophet (PBUH) began reflecting 
deeply over th is m alaise in a  cave of Hira, ou tside city of 
Mecca on a  rugged m ountain  (now know n as M ount of 
Light -  Jabal al-Nur). He spen t great deal of tim e reflecting 
and  m editating  and  T ru th  w as revealed to him. He cam e 
from Cave of H ira w ith revelation, w hich con tinued  for 
n e x t 23 y e a rs  u n til he died. Now he w as sp iritu a lly  
enriched  m an  and  a  m an with a  m essage from Allah.

B u t un lik e  B u d d h a  w hen he began  to p reac h  h is 
m essage he m et w ith stiff resistance from powerful tribal 
chiefs who took pride no t only in the ir tribal and  social 
s ta tu s  b u t w ere arrogan t of the ir w ealth  w hich they  had  
acquired  from in ternational trade. Their arrogance knew  
no b o u n d s . They w ere all the  m ore d is tu rb e d  as  the  
P ro p h e t M oham m ad, though  belonged to th e  clan  of 
H ashim , a  b ran ch  of tribe of Q uraysh, w hich enjoyed 
h ighest social s ta tu s  b u t w as o rphan  and  poor. How can 
an o rphan  from a  poor family claim to be the M essenger 
of Allah and  teach  them  sp iritual values.

Not only the ir pride w as h u r t  b u t they w ere greatly
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d is tu rb ed  since he sided w ith th e  poor an d  exploited 
sections of society and  a ttacked  accum ulation  of riches 
and  w arned  them  of dire consequences (chapter 104). 
He also ta lked  of giving the ir slaves a  dignified place in 
society. This w as no t acceptab le to them  a t all. They 
considered it an  a ttack  on the ir social s ta tu s  an d  social 
h ierarchy. He also opposed all the ir supers titio n s  and  
laid em phasis on reason. This w as totally unaccep tab le  
to the  A rabs of Mecca. It w ent quite con trary  to the ir 
custom s, trad itions and  practices. Above all the P rophet’s 
te a c h in g s  ch a llen g e d  th e  v es ted  in te r e s ts  of tr ib a l 
leaders.

They failed to persuade the Prophet to stop preaching 
his religion. W hen he could no t be d issuaded  they began 
p e r s e c u t in g  h im  a n d  u s in g  v io le n c e  a g a in s t  h is  
followers. It is also im portan t to note th a t violence was 
though t to be quite legitimate in pre-Islam ic Arabia. There 
w ere long draw n w ars betw een different tribes and  violent 
re ta lia tion  w as an  accepted practice. Many tribes outside 
Mecca (Mecca w as an  u rb an  a rea  and  had  developed its 
ow n t r a d i t io n s )  ra id e d  e a c h  o th e r  fo r th e i r  ow n 
su stenance . It w as the only m eans for the ir sustenance . 
T hus the  pre-Islam ic Arab society w as quite violent one 
a n d  v io le n c e  w a s  th o u g h t  to be  q u i te  le g it im a te  
in s tru m e n t of se ttlin g  scores. N either th e re  w as any 
governm ent nor any ru le of law nor any legal corpus.

It w as Islam  w hich firs t gave concep t of law and  
governance. In pre-Islam ic period violence w as the only 
in stru m en t for having ones way. Thus the Prophet of Islam 
had  to deal w ith th is situation. Violence w as in the air 
and  no one could avoid violence. The concept of non ­
violence sim ply did no t exist. As there  w as no ruler, no 
governm en tal au th o rity  only tribal cu s to m s could be 
invoked to settle  d ispu ted  m a tte rs  and  tribal custom s 
fully approved of violence.

The P rophet had  very lim ited choices. He tried  non­
violent re s is tan ce  while in M ecca b u t violence w as so 
th ick  in the  air th a t it did no t have any im pact on the

194 ISLAM: Challenges in Twenty-first Century



195

tribal leaders and  powerful vested in terests . U nable to 
bear persecu tion  he sen t away some of his followers to 
E thopia w ith w hom  M eccans had  trade  rela tions. The 
King of E thopia w as im pressed by the teachings of new  
religion and  its  c loseness to C hristian ity  (The ch ap te r 
19 of the  Q ur’an  on Mary w as recited before him  w hich 
greatly  im pressed  him  an d  he g ran ted  th e se  M uslim s 
refuge in h is kingdom .

B ut those who rem ained in M ecca con tinued  to be 
severely persecu ted  and  a  plot w as hatched  to assassin a te  
the  Prophet. On learning of th is plot the  P rophet m igrated  
to Y athrib w hich w as renam ed M adinatun Nabi (city of 
th e  Prophet) b u t properly  know n as M adina. He h ad  
received good response from people of M adina m any of 
w hom  converted to Islam  and  had  prom ised him  to help. 
For th is reason  the  people of M adina were known as A nsar 
i.e. helpers.

On the Causes o f Violence in Early Islamic Society

Ill
In M adina too the  Prophet could no t re s t in peace. 

Though he en tered  into a  covenant w ith all tribal leaders 
of Mecca, M uslim, Jew  as well as pagan giving them  full 
freedom  to follow the ir respective religions b u t to defend 
M a d in a , if a t ta c k e d .  T he  J e w s  h o w e v e r , q u ite  
apprehensive of the  rising power of M uslim s and  began 
to secretly  conspire  w ith th e  tribal chiefs of M ecca to 
a ttack  M adina. The Jew s had  estab lished  the ir leadersh ip  
in  M a d in a  a n d  h a d  b eco m e q u ite  in f lu e n t ia l  a n d  
b en efited  from  in te rn ec in e  w ars  of n o n -Jew ish  Arab 
tribes. Tired of Jew ish  moves to m ake them  fight these  
Arab tribals had  invited the  Prophet to M adina to m ake 
peace betw een them . The P rophet b rough t peace and  
un ited  them . This endeared the Prophet to the Arab tribals 
of M adina.

The Prophet, however, w as quite apprehensive of the 
M eccan moves to a ttack  M adina and  he kep t vigil and  
sen t h is m en to keep w atch on Meccan trade  caravans.



The battle  of B adr w as the  first battle  fought betw een 
M uslim s and  M eccan unbelievers. Though th e re  is lot of 
controversy as to who a ttacked  first b u t if we go by the  
Q ur’anic verse (2:190) the M uslims m u s t have a ttacked  
only to defend them selves.

T hus the  M eccan unbelievers w ere keen  to hum iliate 
the  P rophet in M adina too so th a t he and  his followers 
did n o t em erge as  a  force. They feared  Islam  on two 
co u n ts . F irstly  b eca u se  its  te ach in g s  w ere b a se d  on 
ju stice , com passion, taking care of w eaker sections of 
society, giving w om en an  honourable position, equality 
of all h u m an  beings including of slaves and  non-A rabs 
and  the M eccans disliked these teachings as they though t 
Arabs are  superio r to all other, particu larly  the Q uraysh 
of M ecca and  they were no t ready to accept any o ther 
code of conduct except the ir own. Secondly, they  thou g h t 
if M uham m ad  (PBUH) su cceed s  they  will loose th e ir  
hegem ony.

T hus the  M eccan Arabs would no t leave P rophet in 
peace. P rophet did his best to prom ote peaceful settlem ent 
as the  peace of H udaibiyah also shows very clearly. The 
M eccans w ould no t let him  perform  Hajj and  th e  P rophet 
did no t w an t to u se  force although he h ad  m ore th an  
10,000 followers w ith him . The M eccans w ould no t even 
agree to an  honourab le  settlem ent. The P rophet could 
have u sed  force b u t did no t do so and  accepted  peace 
even on hum iliating term s. His own followers opposed 
peaceful se ttlem en t on such  hum iliating te rm s b u t the 
P rophet p ers is ted  and  signed the peace pact. The Prophet 
w a n te d  to m ak e  p eace  a s  a  n o rm  a n d  v io lence an  
exception.

However, no individual, however morally powerful and 
in flu en tia l, can  con tro l th e  given c irc u m sta n c e s  and  
p laced  in a  s itu a tio n  th e  P rophet w as p laced  in. The 
violence w as there  all around  him  and  he h ad  to survive 
in  th o s e  g iven  c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  A lso , th e  A ra b ia n  
p e n in su la  w as su rro u n d e d  by pow erful em p ires  like 
S assan id  and  Rom an em pires. Islam  w as feared by all
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those who saw  real th rea t in its m oral teachings, teachings 
of equality  of all and  discrim ination against none. It w as 
se e n  a s  em p o w erin g  th e  w eak , th e  o p p re s s e d  a n d  
exploited.

Is lam ic  te a c h in g s  w ere highly  sub v ers iv e  for th e  
pow erfu l e s ta b lis h m e n ts  b a se d  on ex p lo ita tio n  a n d  
oppression. It w anted  to m ake the  w eaker sections of 
society th e  leaders  an d  inherito rs  of ea rth  (28:5) and  
Islam  w an ted  to bring  ab o u t th is  revo lu tion  in m o st 
p e a c e fu l m a n n e r . Is lam  d id  n o t ap p ro v e  of fe u d a l 
ow nership  of land. The Prophet w anted  land ow ned only 
by tillers. He m ade it obligatory for rich to pay zaka t to 
m eet the  basic  n eed s of the  poor and  needy. Such  a 
concep t w as n o t acceptable for feudal lords and  the ir 
hangers  on. Also, on the o ther hand , the  rich m erch an ts  
of M ecca w ere no t ready to spend  the ir w ealth  for the 
poor and  needy.

In Mecca, as  pointed  ou t before, there  w as no legal 
governing au thority  and  hence no taxes. They w ere th u s  
n o t  re a d y  to  p ay  an y  ta x  to an y  a u th o r i ty .  Is lam  
dem anded  th a t and  m ade th a t obligatory. Such a  concept 
w as totally alien to them . It is also proved by the w ar of 
riddah  (i.e. w ar on those going back on Islam). After the  
death  of the Holy Prophet some tribes refused to pay zakat 
and  declared  th a t if zaka t were m ade obligatory on them , 
they w ould ra th e r tu rn  away from Islam. A bubakr, the 
first caliph, did no t agree to th is and  a  fierce w ar w as 
fought betw een the  Islam ic governm ent and  th e  rivals 
refusing to pay zakat, the poor tax.

It is im portan t to note th a t zak a t w as highly desirable 
tax  for rem oving poverty from the society and  w as m ean t 
to bring ab o u t red istribu tion  of w ealth in society. It w as 
to be sp en t on poor and  the needy, the  captives an d  those 
in debt, for wa^Tarers and  in the way of Allah (see 9:60). 
T hus it is m ean t for all w eaker sections of society. In 
early seven th  cen tu iy  no governm ent w as levying su ch  
tax  for the  w eaker sections of society and  no one w as 
p repared  to accep t such  a  thing.
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Islam  gives p rim ary  im portance to ju s tic e  an d  all 
g o v e rn m e n ts  of tim e  w ere b a se d  on in ju s t ic e  a n d  
exploitation. Islam  w as also trying to change th e  existing 
pow er equations in society -  power to im poverished and  
pow erless. The powerful resisted  th is w ith all the ir m ight. 
Also, the  pow erless began to te s t power and  organised 
them selves b e tte r to re ta in  the ir power. And it is h u m an  
psychology th a t w hen pow erless becom es pow erful they 
u se  violence w ith as  m uch  ferocity, or p e rh a p s  w ith  
g rea te r ferocity. T h u s changing  pow er eq u a tio n s  in a  
changing  society develops its own dynam ics in pow er 
struggle.

All th is  we w itness in the early Islam ic society in the 
post-p rophetic  phase  i.e. after the death  of th e  Prophet. 
T hus violence in early Islam ic society w as no t due to 
th e  Q u r ’a n ic  te a c h in g s  b u t  b e c a u se  of new  pow er 
e q u a tio n s  com ing in to  ex istence in th e  early  Islam ic 
society. New vested  in te res ts  began to develop in th is 
new  society an d  these  powerful in te rests  began to u se  
violence to seize power.

In th is  pow er struggle m ore M uslim s w ere killed by 
M uslim s them selves th a n  by non-M uslim s. Even the  
P rophet’s own grandson w as no t spared. He refused  to 
accept au thority  of those who seized power in an  u n ju s t 
m anner and  was m artyred in K arbala on 10th of M uharram  
along w ith h is close relatives and  friends. We will throw  
m ore ligh t on th is  civil w ar am ong M uslim s in  early  
Islam ic society in ano ther paper.

W hat we in tend  to em phasise here is th a t the  Prophet 
w anted  to estab lish  a  ju s t, peaceful and  non-exploitative 
society in w hich all h um an  beings, w ithout distinction 
of low and  high or of sex or of Arab and  non-A rab could 
live in peace and  harm ony. However, vested  in te res ts  
bo th  inside and  outside the  Islam ic society did no t allow 
it to hap p en  and  m ost organised and  su sta in ed  efforts 
for th e  first tim e in h istory  to bring ab o u t social and  
econom ic ju s tice  cam e to a  tragic end.
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In no society, as long as there  are powerful vested 
i n t e r e s t s ,  a n d  no  s o c ie ty  is  f re e  o f th a t ,  s o c ia l  
transform ation  can be b rought abou t peacefully. V ested 
in te re s ts  sabo tage all such  efforts violently and  peace 
rem ains only a  dream . So it happened  in Islam ic society.

(PART - II)
S

In p a rt one of th is article we threw  light on why there  
w as so m uch  violence w hen the Holy Prophet, who is 
described as the “Mercy of the World” (Rahmat li al-‘alamin) 
w as basically com m itted to peace. We have show n th a t 
Islam  w as th e  f irs t an d  m o st sy stem a tic  a t te m p t to 
estab lish  a  ju s t  society in the  history of h u m an k in d  an d  
th u s  violence w as unavoidable. W hen you try to estab lish  
a  ju s t  society you h u r t  the in terests  of powerful forces of 
explo itation  an d  oppression  and  they  u se  violence, if 
needed, w ith b ru ta lity  and  ferocity.

The P rophet had  to face violence consisten tly  from 
enem ies of Islam  who were out to sabotage es tab lish m en t 
of a  ju s t  society in Arabia. The ku ffar  (unbelievers) did 
no t oppose the  P rophet only because he a ttacked  idol 
w orship and  preached  tawhid  i.e. un ity  of Allah b u t m uch 
m ore because  he em phasised  social justice . A d i  (justice) 
is  a  k ey  w o rd  in  th e  Q u r ’a n  a lo n g  w ith  ih s a n  
(b e n e v o le n c e ) , ra h m a h  (c o m p a ss io n )  a n d  h ik m a h  
(wisdom). T hese values are  very im p o rtan t in Islam ic 
ethics; in fact so im portan t th a t these  are also Allah’s 
nam e in the  Q ur’an  i.e. Allah is Ju s t ,  Allah is Benevolent, 
Allah is C om passionate and  Allah is Wise.

The V ested in te rests  in Mecca w anted  free h an d  to 
exploit the ir own people and  w anted  to keep them selves 
free of an  m oral or ethical obligations. As we know  there  
w as no s ta te  s tru c tu re  in A rabia of the P rophet’s tim e 
and  the  tribal leaders were com pletely free to take  the ir 
own decisions and  enact them  in the ir in terests . If Islam ic 
system  w as estab lished  they would have been  sub jected
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no t only to m oral and  social obligations b u t also to a 
governm ental system  on the  basis  of law s enac ted  in 
keeping with the Islam ic teachings.

B u t th e se  triba l leaders  did n o t w an t th em  to be 
sub jected  to any such  obligations or laws and  resis ted  
a ttem p ts  of the Prophet very violently. Since the Prophet 
had  m igrated  to M adina, away from the c lu tches of the 
powerful tribal leaders b u t they did no t leave him  in peace 
in  M ad in a  e i th e r . T hey  w ere  a fra id  if th e  P ro p h e t 
succeeds in estab lish ing  such  a  system  in M adina it is 
bound  to influence Meccan society as well. T hus M adina 
w as a ttacked  and  the p rophet had  to fight aga inst the 
M eccan forces.

The P rophet had  en tered  into a  covenant w ith various 
Jew ish  and  o ther tribes in M adina giving them  com plete 
au tonom y to follow the ir religion, custom s and  trad itions 
and  th u s  crea ted  a  political com m unity. The te rm s of 
th is covenant w ere m ost liberal b u t the Jew ish  leaders 
resen ted  the  em erging com m unity of M uslim s based  on 
re lig io n  of th e ir  own a n d  th o u g h  th e y  s ig n e d  th e  
covenant, they looked for opportun ities to w reck it, if 
possible, w ith the  help of M eccan leaders. And they got 
the  opportunity  w hen the M eccan leaders a ttacked  the 
p rop h e t and  h is followers. The Jew ish  leaders did not 
fulfill th e ir  ob ligation  to defen d  M ad ina  along  w ith  
M uslim s as  per the  term s of the  covenant.

The Jew ish  leaders  secretly  consp ired  ag a in st the 
P rophet and  h is followers. Thus conflict arose betw een 
the M uslim s and  the Jew s, w hich could no t be resolved 
peacefully. T hus M uslim s and  Jew s fought an d  Jew s 
u ltim ately  lost out. T hus the conflict betw een the Jew s 
an d  M uslim s w as no t of religious n a tu re . The Prophet 
h ad  given them  full freedom  to follow the ir religion. But 
w h at they  re se n te d  w as ascen d an ce  of M uslim s and  
tak ing  control of situation. T hus violent conflict becam e 
unavoidable betw een Jew s and  M uslim s of M adina.
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II
The Islam ic society in the  period after the  d ea th  of 

the Holy P rophet also had  to face m any challenges and  
could no t rem ain  peaceful as ideally desired. We w ould 
like to d iscuss  in th is  paper the cau ses  of violence in 
Islam ic society after the  death  of the  Prophet. An a ttem p t 
will be m ade to analyse the situation  th a t developed after 
the  P rophet w as no more.

We have to keep th is  in m ind th a t the  Islam ic society 
th en  w as continuously  in th roes of change and  w as, in 
fact, fast changing. It w as m ost dynam ic society. Violence 
e ru p te d  in th a t  society both  for ex ternal and  in terna l 
reasons. No society can ever change peacefully as these  
changes also bring change in power equations am ong 
countries, tribes, castes  and  classes. The Arab society in 
M ecca in p re-Islam ic period w as in th ro es  of change. 
Islam  gave th is change a  definite direction, w hich was 
m oral and  ethical.

In pre-Islam ic period it w as u rb an  society of Mecca 
w hich w as m ainly affected by socio-econom ic changes 
tak ing  place b u t the  Bedouin society w as by and  iarge 
unaffected. B ut Islam ic revolution was far too wide in its 
im plications. It took entire Arab society in its sweep. And 
soon its  re p e rc u ss io n s  w ere felt even o u ts id e  A rabia 
du ring  P rophet’s own time. T hus Islam  b rough t abou t 
to tal change of equations. The old tribal re la tions were 
rep laced  by the concept of M uslim um m ah. It w as totally 
a  new  concept for a  tribal society transcend ing  all tribal 
barriers.

Also, tribal autonom y was com pletely sha tte red . The 
focus of pow er sh ifte d  from  tr ib e  to a  m u c h  w ider 
com m unity, w hich soon em braced even non-A rabs. It w as 
no ordinary  change and  such  a  change could n o t take 
place peacefully by any s tre tch  of im agination. Q uraysh 
w as acknow ledged as superio r in pow er an d  m ateria l 
resou rces in the Arab peninsula. And it is for th is  reason  
th a t  w hen q uestion  of su ccesso r to the  Holy P rophet
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assu m ed  controversy it was proposed th a t the  successo r 
could only be from the  tribe of Q uraysh.

S u ch  a  do c trin e  m ilita ted  a g a in s t th e  co n cep t of 
u m m a h  o r Is lam ic  b ro th e rh o o d  a n d  e q u a lity  of all 
believers, yet it w as proposed by m em bers of the  Q uraysh 
tribe an d  w as accepted as  still the cen tre  of gravity of 
pow er in  A rab ia  re s id e d  in  th e  Q u ray sh . T h is  a lso  
u ltim ately  becam e a  potential source of violence and  we 
will th row  m ore light on th is  la ter. T hus th e  n a sc e n t 
Islam ic society faced fast changing equations of power. 
This becam e a  powerful source of in te rn a l violence in 
the  Arab society.
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As p o in ted  o u t above th e  Islam ic revo lu tion  took 

e n tire  A rab  so c ie ty  in  its  sw eep  w ith  fa r  re a c h in g  
im plications. Before Islam  the B edouin society outside 
u rb a n  areas  of Mecca and  M adina survived by in ter-tribal 
ra id s called ghazwa. There w as no source of agricu ltu ra l 
p roduction  in vast expanses of d esert and  m ost of the 
tribes survived th rough  these  raids. B ut now tribal ra ids 
w e re  no  lo n g e r  p o s s ib le  a s  a  w id e r  c o m m u n ity  
transcend ing  th ese  barrie rs cam e into existence. W hen 
in terna l source of survival dried u p  one had  to look for 
certain  ex ternal sources.

And th is  source w as no t far to seek. Islam  had  u n ited  
th ese  tribes into an  um m ah  u n d e r one b an n e r and  they 
could m arch  tow ards w hat w as then  know n as  Fertile 
C rescent. There w as also p ressu re  on lim ited sources of 
A rabia from the  South. The fam ous dam  in the Yemen 
know n as  M a'arib v/as b reached  a  couple of h u n d red s  of 
years before Islam  and  the Yemen lost its prim acy in rich 
ag ricu ltu re  an d  th e  people began  to m igrate tow ards 
no rth  for b e tte r  resources.

T he A rab s  d iv ided  in to  in n u m e ra b le  tr ib e s  an d  
in ternecine struggle could be no m atch  for the  powerful 
em pire either of Rome or S assan ids. The Fertile C rescent
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w as g re a t so u rc e  of a t tra c tio n  for th e  A rabs u n d e r  
constan tly  increasing  p ressu re  on scarce land  resources 
in th e  so u th  and  S o u theast Arabia. B ut they could not 
take  on th e  m ight of the Rom ans divided as they  were in 
m utually  feuding tribes.

Now they w ere un ited  u n d e r the  b an n er of Islam  and  
could m arch  tow ards the Fertile C rescent. It w as no t only 
un ity  b u t also they were arm ed with a  cause -  to take the 
m essage of Islam  to o ther peoples. It is also im portan t to 
note th a t the re  were C hristian  Arabs on the  border of 
Rom an an d  S assan id  em pires. These C hris tian s  w ere 
M onophysites on and  formed buffer betw een the R om ans 
and  M uslim  Arabs. B ut these  M onophysite C hris tian s 
w ere h igh ly  o p p re ssed  a t  th e  h a n d s  of th e  R om ans 
belonging to a  different sect of Christianity.

These M onophysites were also looking for som eone 
to liberate them  from the  oppressive Rom an regim e and  
the  A rabs w ere looked upon  as liberators by them . These 
A rabs did no t im pose the ir religion on th is  ‘here tica l’ sect 
of C hristianity  no r they im posed heavy taxes like Rom ans. 
T h u s th e se  A rabs becam e libera to r for th em  bo th  in 
r e l ig io u s  a s  w ell a s  e c o n o m ic  s e n s e .  T h ey  
en thusias tica lly  suppo rted  th ese  A rabs in fighting the  
R om an forces, w hich  they  cou ld  n o t have ta k e n  by 
them selves. .

T hus initial invasions by Arabs of Rom an em pire had  
socio-political dynam ics of th e ir own. T hese invasions 
becam e liberative for the M onophysite C hris tians who 
w ere also Arabs and  also it provided m uch needed  land 
and  econom ic resources to the Arabs from the  South . It 
becam e m uch  easier for these  Arabs to defeat powerful 
fo rces of R om an em pire  w ith  th e  h e lp  of th e  th e se  
M onophysite C hristians constitu ting  the  buffer sta te .

Looked a t it from any perspective these invasions were 
certain ly  of liberative n a tu re . The Rom ans w ere after all 
c o lo n ia l p o w e r a n d  w ere  h ig h ly  e x p lo ita t iv e  a n d  
oppressive. These Arabs, it is im portan t to note, w ere no t
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even properly arm ed  vis-a-vis the m ost soph isticated  and  
powerful arm y of the  Rom ans (or the S assan id s on the 
E astern  border) and  yet arm ed with revolutionary zeal 
provided by Islam  they could defeat them . In ordinary  
c ircum stances it w as im possible to defeat the  Rom ans. 
T hus Islam  began to spread  beyond the lim its of Arabia.

It should  however, be noted th a t the  in ten tion  w as 
no t to sp read  Islam  or force Islam  on these  people. All 
th e  t r e a t ie s  e n te re d  in to  by th e  M u slim s w ith  th e  
conquered  people, w hich we find in the  classic work of 
a l-B aladhu ri Futuh al-Buldan. There is no m en tion  in 
these  trea ties, of converting anyone to Islam. Islam spread  
in th e se  a re a s  slowly an d  stead ily  for v a rio u s  o th e r 
reasons. People were left to them selves. The conquering 
forces negotiated  only for jizya. All these  trea ties  m ention 
how m uch  jizya  will be paid both  in cash  and  kind. It is 
also im portan t to note th a t the jizya i w as negotiated  and  
no t un ilatera lly  im posed and  th a t it was m uch  lighter 
th an  the taxes im posed by the Rom ans or Sassan ids.

T hus the  w ars in the earliest phase  of Islam  after the 
dea th  of the P rophet w ere p a rt of very com plex situation  
obtaining in and  around  Arabia. There w ere ex ternal and  
in te rn a l com pelling factors. The in te rn a l s itu a tio n  in 
A rabia p u t  p re s su re  for ou tw ard  m ovem ent an d  the  
s itua tion  on easte rn  and  no rthern  borders of the  A rabian 
d ese rt w as inviting the newly organised Arabs charged 
w ith a  revolu tionary  ideology to liberate  the  S assan id  
and  Rom an occupied parts . The outw ard th ru s t of the 
Arabs was, initially a t least, quite liberative.

IV
However, like o ther w ars of liberation, th ese  w ars also 

had  far reaching  consequences on the  in ternal situation  
of the M uslims. The conquests created  forces, w hich had 
the ir own dynam ics. The Arab tradition , also upheld  by 
Islam , perm itted  w ar booty called mal-e-ghanimat. Since 
the  w ars on both  easte rn  and  n o rthern  fronts were fought
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w ith the  two g reat em pires of the town they yielded very 
rich booty. The booty, as per the tradition, w as d istribu ted  
am ong the  soldiers and  one fifth of it w as deposited  in 
s ta te  trea su ry  know n as bait al-mal.

T his  n a tu ra l ly  led  to a c c u m u la tio n  of w e a lth  -  
som eth ing , strong ly  d en o u n ced  by th e  Q u r’an . Even 
som e of the sen ior com panions of the P rophet cam e to 
posses g reat deal of w ealth. Ibn K halladun, the  noted  14th 
c e n tu ry  h is to r ia n  an d  socio logist h a s  d e sc rib e d  th e  
am o u n t of w ealth some of these  com panions possessed . 
He h a s  quo ted  th is  from Tabqat ibn S a ‘ad. T alha  and  
Zubayr, the  two com panions of the  Holy P rophet, for 
exam ple, possessed  so m uch w ealth th a t silver and  gold 
had  to be collected with spade on the ir death . It w as th is 
a c c u m u la tio n  of w ea lth , w h ich  led  a n o th e r  s e n io r  
com panion  of the  P rophet, A budhar G hifari, began  a  
cam p a ig n  a g a in s t a c c u m u la tio n  of w ea lth  by som e 
co m p a n io n s  by rec itin g  th e  v erse  9 :3 4  d e n o u n c in g  
accum ula tion  of w ealth.

T hus it will be seen  th a t new  con trad ic tions w ere 
em erging in the  Islam ic society of M ecca an d  M adina 
w hich  led  to w ard s  in te rn a l conflict. The Q u r’an , as 
pointed  ou t above, led great s tress  on estab lish ing  a  ju s t  
society and  these  conquests were creating forces w hich 
b ro u g h t th e  co n ce p t of a  ju s t  socie ty  u n d e r  severe  
p ressu re . And it is these  forces w hich u ltim ately  led to 
conditions of civil w ar in w hich th o u san d s  w ere killed 
in the  period of th irty  years after the dea th  of the  Holy 
Prophet.

On the Causes o f Violence in Early Islamic Society

V
It is seen  in the h istory of all social revolutions th a t 

w ith the  passing  away of first generation of those  who 
p a rtic ip a te d  in revo lu tionary  m ovem ent th e  sen se  of 
c o m m itm e n t  to  r e v o lu t io n a ry  v a lu e s  b e c o m e s  a  
secondary th ing  and  struggle for power prim ary. Islam ic 
society could hard ly  escape th is  fate. With m ore w ealth
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and  affluence on one hand , and, expansion of territo ries 
on the o ther, power struggle becam e prim ary objective 
for m any am ong the M uslims.

Also, w ith new territo ries conquered, m ore and  m ore 
non-A rabs began to em brace Islam  and  soon th ese  non- 
Arab M uslim s and  Arab M uslims outside Island of A rabia 
ou tn u m b ered  the  Arab M uslims from Mecca and  M adina 
and  its  im m ediate environs. Many ou tside M ecca and  
M adina, m ostly  non-A rabs, em braced  Islam . M any of 
these  who em braced  Islam  were from low social origin, 
as  Islam  did no t m ake any d istinction betw een Arabs 
and  non-A rabs and  people of low or high origin. B ut in 
p ra c t ic e  th e s e  d is t in c t io n s  re m a in e d  a n d  c re a te d  
con trad ictions in M uslim  society.

M u ch  of th e  c o n f lic t  in  e a r ly  M u slim  s o c ie ty  
originated in fast changing sociological com position of 
Islam ic society. Now there  w ere th re e  d istinc t groups, 
M uslim s claim ing sh a re  in  pow er and  o th e r m ateria l 
resources. Dr. T aha H usain  of Egypt h a s  given detailed 
descrip tion  of th ese  contending  M uslim  groups in his 
book F itna t al-K ubra (The G reat Insurrection). This book 
is full of in s ig h ts  in to  early  Islam ic society  an d  th e  
struggle w ithin it, w hich caused  so m uch conflict and 
vio lence.

It w ould be in teresting  to throw  some light on these 
contending  groups in order to u n d e rs tan d  the cau ses  of 
th is g reat insurrection . One group w as of the  Q uraysh 
who w ere m ore advantageous position in as m uch  as the 
first group of M uslim s cam e from the tribe of Q uraysh. 
This tribe, as pointed  ou t earlier, w as m ost influential 
and  m ost experienced tribe in m a tters  of diplom acy and 
in ternational affairs. Many from th is tribe had  no t only 
refused  to em brace Islam  b u t had  severely persecu ted  
the  P rophet and  h is followers forcing them  to m igrate to 
M adina.

B ut all Q urayshites, including the  w orst enem ies of 
Islam , em braced  it after the conquest of Mecca. Of course
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am ong them  also there  w ere those who had  m ade great 
sacrifices for the  cause  of Islam  and  had  stood w orst k ind 
of p ersecu tion . On the  d ea th  of the  Holy P rophet the  
Q uraysh  claim ed righ t to succession  and  re jected  the 
claim  of A nsars i.e. helpers of the  P rophet from M adina 
saying th a t nubuw w ah  (prophethood) and  khilafah  (i.e. 
succession) should  reside am ong the Q uraysh.

W hen A nsar who belonged to the tribes of Aws and  
Kahzraj of M adina said th a t we have helped the  P rophet 
an d  should  have share  in power and  let the re  be one 
from you (i.e. from Q uraysh) and  one from u s  (i.e. Ansar) 
th is  w as no t accepted. However, m any A nsar w ere given 
h igh  p o s itio n  in  th e  a d m in is tra tio n  to rem ove th e ir  
d isconten t. In fact the re  was problem  w ithin the  tribe of 
Q u ray sh  too w hich  sp lit M uslim s in to  two sec ts  i.e. 
Shi’ah s  and  Sunnis. The clan of H ashim ites w ithin the 
tribe of Q uraysh  w as also b ru sh ed  aside and  Ali, the  son- 
n-law  of th e  P rophet becam e fourth  Caliph though  the 
S h i’ah s  m ain ta in  he w as the rightful claim ant appointed 
by Holy P rophet himself.

The children of Ansar, the second group who cam e of 
age during  the  period of th ird  caliph U thm an also began 
to n u rse  the  grievance th a t ju s tice  was no t done to them . 
The h is to rians  of early Islam  tell u s  th a t the  U m ayyads, 
one of the clans of tribe of Q uraysh, had  taken  m ajor share 
in the  h igher adm inistrative posts during  the  tim e of the  
th ird  caliph U thm an. T hus A nsars and  H ashim ites felt 
com pletely sidelined by the  tim e of U thm an.

The th ird  group w as of new  en tra n ts  in Islam  from 
the conquered  territo ries who were m ostly non-A rabs in 
origin an d  h ad  clien t s ta tu s  (called m aw la in Arabic). 
They em braced  Islam  hoping for equal trea tm en t as the 
Q ur’an  refers to all believers as ikhw an i.e. b ro thers  of 
equal s ta tu s . Islam  had  laid great s tress  on bro therhood  
of all believers irrespective of the ir tribal, racial, national 
or social origin (30:22). This em phasis on equality  had  
a ttrac ted  large num ber of non-A rabs tow ards Islam .
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B ut soon they discovered th a t in practice A rabs and  
Arabs of Q uraysh tribe were m ore th an  equal. This caused  
lot of d iscon ten t am ong these  new  en tra n ts  to Islam  and  
they rose in revolt, during  the tim e of U thm an, the  th ird  
C a lip h . T he e a r ly  Is la m ic  so c ie ty  w as  ro c k e d  by 
inequalities crea ted  in the  society by new  forces w hich 
cam e in to  e x is te n c e  w ith  q u ic k  c o n q u e s ts  of v a s t 
te rr ito rie s  w ith in  few y ears  of the  d e a th  of th e  Holy 
P rophet. Now no ru ler, how soever ju s t ,  could control 
these  forces of inequalities.

Ali, who w as elected fourth  Caliph, w as very close to 
the P rophet and  had  im bibed values of Islam  and  was 
know n for h is strong com m itm ent to these  values. T hus 
the  in su rrec tion ists , knowing his com m itm ent to Islam ic 
values alm ost forced him  to assum e the  responsibility  of 
governing the  vast Islam ic Em pire w hich w as in a  sta te  
of g rea t tu rm oil. The in su rre c tio n is ts  h ad  m u rd e re d  
U thm an, the  th ird  Caliph, while reciting the  Holy Q ur’an. 
Ali knew  it w ould be very difficult to control th ese  forces 
w h ich  h a d  c a u s e d  th e  in s u r r e c t io n .  H ow ever, he  
u ltim ately  agreed to take charge as th e re  w as no one 
around  who could really deliver im partially.

By the  tim e Ali took over an o th er d iscon ten ted  group 
h ad  com e in to  ex istence know n in Islam ic h isto ry  as 
Khwarij (seceders). S eceders w ere m ostly  of B edouin  
origin for w hom  u rb an  governance m ade no sense  and 
w ere m ore for equality  of all believers and  refused  to 
subm it to any u rb an  governm ent. They deserted  Ali a t a 
critical stage w hen he w as abo u t to reg ister victory over 
M u'awiyah who belonged to Umayyad clan and  refused 
to a c c e p t Ali a s  th e  rig h tfu l ca liph  of M uslim s. He 
estab lished  h is parallel regime in Syria and  ra ised  b an n er 
of revolt aga inst him.

Ali’s strong  com m itm ent to Islam ic values of ju stice  
and  equality  w as not acceptable to those powerful vested 
in te res ts  who cam e to control vast am o u n t of w ealth  and 
power. Now the  Islam ic society w as no m ore a  simple 
society of early period. Now one had  to contend  w ith great
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power, w hich m any M uslims acquired. Umar, the second 
caliph h ad  followed very wise land  policy. He h ad  not 
allowed private ow nership of the  conquered lands and  
forced m any senior com panions of the  P rophet to re tu rn  
to m ad in a  an d  no t to settle  down in conquered  lands 
ex ce p t few. U th m a n , th e  th ird  ca lip h , u n d e r  g re a t 
p re s su re , y ie lded  an d  allow ed rich  fertile lan d  to be 
exchanged  w ith th e  land  in M ecca an d  M adina th u s  
bringing into existence powerful landed  in terests .

Now one h ad  also to contend with th ese  new  landed  
in te res ts  to resto re  peace and  ju stice  in a  society to rn  by 
conflicting in te re s ts . Ali tried  h is b e s t b u t could  n o t 
succeed  as  th e se  pow erful in te res ts  becam e law u n to  
them selves and  the ir in terests  were h u r t  by the policies 
of ju s tic e  an d  equality  followed by Ali. Ali re fu sed  to 
com prom ise on these  Islam ic values and  him self becam e 
victim of violence. These powerful in te rests  conspired  to 
elim inate Ali so th a t they could have free h an d  to govern 
in th e ir  own in te res ts . M aulana M aududi in  h is book 
K hilafat aur M ulukiyya t h a s  th row n  de ta iled  ligh t on 
tran sfo rm a tio n  of Islam ic in s titu tio n  of kh ila fah  in to  
m ulukiyyat i.e. hered itary  kingship.

Ali w as a ssassin a ted  by these  forces while praying in 
the  m osque early in the m orning in Kufah w hereto  he 
had  shifted the  capital from M adinah. His son H asan  took 
over the  reigns of governance b u t had  soon to yield to 
p re ssu re s  from  M u‘awiyah who h ad  revolted from his 
father. Im am  H asan  h ad  agreed to step  down on certain  
conditions one of w hich w as th a t after M u'awiyah the  
question  of khilafat will be left to M uslim s and  th a t he 
will no t nom inate  his successor.

U nfortunately  M u'awiyah violated th is condition and  
nom inated  his son Yazid to succeed him. This w as the 
beginning of transform ation of khilafat to mlukiyyat. It was 
no t only the  violation of condition on w hich Im am  H asan 
had  abd icated  in favour of M u'awiyah b u t violation of the 
very revolutionary value system  of Islam . Yazid had  no 
com m itm ent to Islam  a t all. He w as born of a  C hristian  
m other an d  w as given to ‘good th ings’ of life.
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There w as hard ly  any teaching of Islam  he did not 
violate, or even ridicule.

Im am  H usain , the  younger son of Ali an d  him self an 
exem plary M uslim  b rough t u p  in the  Alid trad ition  of 
ju s tice  and  equality, refused  to accept Yazid as  legitim ate 
caliph of M uslim s and  preferred  to give h is h ead  ra th e r 
th a n  h is h an d  of su p p o rt in the  h an d  of Yazid. T hus he 
laid down h is an d  his n ear and  dear ones lives for the 
sake a t keeping Islam ic evolution alive and  is gratefully 
rem em bered by all M uslims as the greatest m artyr of Islam 
and  is referred  to as Saiyyid a l-S h u h ad a’ i.e. leader of 
m artyrs. The Im am  fought for defending Islam ic values 
while Yazid com m itted aggression against him  to defend 
his illegitim ate power.

We have throw n here  som e light on the  cau ses  of 
violence in early  Islam ic society to show  th a t violence 
w as n o t re s u lt  of teach in g s of Islam  b u t far from  it. 
Violence e ru p ted  in early Islam ic society because  new 
forces w hich  cam e in to  ex isten ce  tr ied  to dera il th e  
Islam ic value system  w hich w ould have proved great boon 
for the  m ankind . Islam  w as the  first system atic  a ttem p t 
to bring a  ju s t  society into existence in the  h istory  of 
m a n k in d .
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Is Islam Compatible With 
Democracy and Modernity ?

17

B ecause  of certa in  happen ings an d  b ecau se  th e re  
h ap p en s to be m onarchy or d ic tato rsh ips in m ost of the 
M uslim  coun tries  it h as  been  concluded th a t Islam  is 
no t com patible w ith dem ocracy and  also w ith m odernity. 
Som e even m a in ta in  th a t  very Islam ic c u ltu re  is an  
stum bling  block and  canno t perm it dem ocratic polity and  
m odernistic  society. To m ain tain  th is  am oun ts  no t only 
to m isu n d e rs tan d in g  religion b u t also society, h isto ry  
and  social forces a t work.

If th is  logic is to be accepted th en  C hristianity  will 
also com e u n d e r  cloud as  th e  C hris tian  C hurch  also 
opposed dem ocracy, secularism  and  m odernity  un til 18th 
century . A great struggle ensued  betw een chu rch  and  
princely ru le rs  on one hand , and  betw een chu rch  and  
secu la r e lem en ts  in th e  society, on th e  o ther. It w as 
finally only d u rin g  19th cen tu ry  th a t  dem ocracy  an d  
m odernity  becam e acceptable to w estern  society.

H ow ever, ev en  so m e w e ll-k n o w n  s c h o la r s  a n d  
orien talists  have often accepted such  superficial view of 
Islam  an d  Islam ic society. The w estern  m edia partly  for 
political reaso n s and  partly  for ignorance of social and  
m ateria l forces a t work, also h as  been a  g reat in s tru m en t 
of p ro p a g a tin g  su c h  views a b o u t Is lam  a n d  Islam ic  
societies. In o rder to u n d e rs tan d  reality one h as  to bring 
to b ea r n o t only religious, b u t also sociological, political
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and  h istorical view of reality. It requires deeper insight 
into social p rocesses and  working of societies.

Recently a  debate  took place on a  web page and  10 
q u e s t io n s  w e re  c i r c u la te d  to  be  r e p l ie d  by  th e  
partic ipan ts. These questions were 1) W hether Islam  and 
dem ocracy are com patible; 2) Can Shari'ah  laws with their 
h a rsh  p u n ish m en ts  and  dem ocracy go together; 3) Is it 
possib le in Islam ic coun tries  to sep a ra te  religion and 
s ta te?  4) Can Islam  support individual rights i.e. hum an 
rights?; 5) Has U nited S ta tes con tribu ted  to ham pering 
dem ocracy in countries like Saudi Arabia, Egypt, etc; 6) 
Is Islam  opposed to m odernity and  refuses to come to 
te rm s  w ith  it; 7) C ould  re lig io u s  te x ts  be u s e d  as 
b luep rin ts  to s tru c tu re  m odern society; 8) Do w om en hold 
in ferio r position  in M uslim  society? C an equality  for 
w om en be en su red  only th rough secu la r laws; 9) Is Islam 
to le ran t and  progressive? Islam ic countries ban  m usic 
and  T.V., cinem a posters etc.

We will try  to answ er these  questions one by one. As 
s ta ted  before to u n d e rs tan d  the problem  it is no t enough 
to see w hat is happen ing  in M uslim countries today and 
ascribe  it to religion and  religious teach ings. Religion 
m ay app ea r to be a  dom inant cause b u t often it is not. 
M uch h ap p en s  behind  the cover of religion and  religious 
teachings. One who h as  penetrating  insight into socio­
political affairs w ould know w hat role religion and  other 
forces play in a  society. There are all so rts of in terests, 
p a r tic u la r ly  p o litica l an d  econom ic w hich  are  m ore 
determ inative th a n  any th ing else and  while exercising 
ones ju d g em en t one should  no t ignore the  role of these 
forces. One also h as  to rem em ber th a t the re  is no single 
in te rp re ta t io n  of re lig ion . It genera lly  h a s  m u ltip le  
in te rp r e ta t io n s .  A nd o n es  in te rp r e ta t io n  is  deep ly  
influenced by ones socio-political inclination and  ones 
b e n t of m ind . The con tem porary  forces also p lay an 
im portan t role in in terp re ta tion  of religion. Contem porary 
Islam  is being in terp re ted  in m ultiple ways.

Also one shou ld  keep in m ind the  role of history,
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historical forces and  cu lture . C ertain cu ltu ra l form ations 
a lso  p lay  im p o r ta n t  ro le . C u ltu re , in  tu r n ,  is n o t 
de term ined  wholly by religion and  religious teach ings 
th o u g h  it does p lay p a r t th e re in . For u n d e rs ta n d in g  
co n te m p o ra ry  soc io -po litica l s e t u p  one can  h a rd ly  
ignore th e  role of cu ltu re  as  well as  th a t of h istorical 
heritage.

With these  prelim inary rem arks I w ould throw  light 
on the  questions detailed  above. The first question  is 
w h e th e r  Islam  is incom patib le  w ith dem ocracy . It is 
certain ly  not. In fact even if one goes by religious text 
th e  Q u r ’a n  lay s  e m p h a s is  on w h a t it c a lls  s h u r a ’ 
(consultation) (3:159, 42:38). Even the m essenger of Allah 
is requ ired  to consu lt his people in worldly m a tte rs  and 
M uslim s a re  req u ire d  o c o n su lt each  o th e r  in  th e ir  
secu la r affairs.

Now it is tru e  su ch  consu lta tion  an d  m odern  day 
rep resen ta tiv e  dem ocracy m ay no t be exactly  sim ilar. 
H ow ever, th e  s p ir i t  of m o d e rn  d em o cracy  a n d  th e  
Q ur’anic in junction  to consu lt people is sam e in spirit. 
New in stitu tio n s  keep on developing and  h u m an  beings, 
d e p e n d in g  on  th e i r  w o rld ly  e x p e r ie n c e s  k e e p  on 
changing and  refining these  in stitu tions. The Q ur’anic 
tex t n o t only gives the  concep t of shura ’ (dem ocratic 
consultation) b u t does no t su p p o rt even rem otely any 
concept of d ic tato rsh ip  or au thoritarian ism .

Some people try  to u se  the  Q ur’anic verse 4:59 to 
ju stify  obedience to any kind of au tho rity  including  a  
m onarch  or a  caliph or a  m ilitary dictator. It is certainly 
no t the  sp irit of the Q ur’anic verse. One h as  to see it in 
h is to r ic a l  b a c k g ro u n d . T he v e rse  is a d d re s s e d  to  
B edouins who w ere nom ads and  were no t h ab itu a ted  to 
subm itting  to any authority . The P rophet u sed  to send  
his rep resen ta tives to these  Bedouin tribes and  they will 
re fu se  to  follow th e ir  in s tru c tio n s .  The v e rse  th u s  
exhorted  them  to obey th ese  au tho rities. One can n o t 
justify  subm ission  to illegitimately constitu ted  authority . 
And, if th is  verse is read  in conjunction with the verses
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3:159 an d  42:38 it w ould m ean one h as  to su b m it to 
p roperly  an d  dem ocratically  co n stitu ted  au tho rity . An 
au tho rity  h a s  to be legitim ate and  properly constitu ted .

In contem porary  world th e  concept of shura’ should  
m ean  d em ocra tic  p ro cess  an d  c o n s titu tio n  of p roper 
d e m o c ra t ic  in s t i tu t i o n s  of w h ic h  e le c t io n s  a re  a 
necessary  requirem ent. In Islam  any au tho rity  forcibly 
co n stitu ted  or acquired  by power of sw ords or a rm s can 
h av e  no  le g itim acy  w h a tso e v e r . T he in s t i tu t io n  of 
m onarchy  or m ilitary d ictatorsh ip  did no t exist during  
th e  p r o p h e t ’s tim e  a t  a ll. T h e se  a re  s u b s e q u e n t  
developm en ts  an d  w ere legitim ised by th e  ‘U lam a in 
o rder to p reven t anarchy. T hus TJlama conferred  some 
leg itim acy  on m o n a rch y , n o t in th e  lig h t of Islam ic  
teach ings b u t only to prevent anarchy. Some of them  also 
b e c a m e  p a r t  of p o w er s t r u c t u r e  a n d  th e i r  
p ro n o u n cem en ts  h ad  no Islam ic legitim acy. O ne sees 
th is  today in m ost of the Islam ic countries. The TJlama 
in Saudi A rabia are  very m uch p a rt of m onarchical power 
s tru c tu re  and  legitim ise everything the  Saudi ru le rs  do.

T hus the  absence of dem ocracy in M uslim  countries 
is  by  m e a n s  on  a c c o u n t  of I s la m ic  te a c h in g s  o r 
incom patibility of dem ocracy with Islam  b u t due to host 
o f f a c to r s  p o l i t ic a l ,  h is to r ic a l  a n d  c u l tu r a l .  T he 
im perialist powers, firstly of Europe and  th en  those of 
U nited S ta tes  also play the ir own role. The early Islam ic 
dem ocracy b rea thed  its last w ithin th irty  years of the  Holy 
P ro p h e t’s dea th . The in stitu tio n  of m onarchy  c rep t in 
u n d e r  Rom an influence. It is im portan t to note th a t the 
capital of Islam  had  shifted from M adina to Kufa in Iraq 
an d  th e n  to D am ascus in Syria w hich w as once u n d e r 
Rom an Em pire. Mu- ‘awiyah who siezed power w ithou t 
consen t of M uslim s w as functioning from D am ascus and  
adopted Rom an m onarchical ways. T hus deeper historical 
a n d  c u l tu ra l  fo rces m u s t  be ta k e n  in to  a c c o u n t to 
u n d e rs ta n d  the  political in s titu tio n s  in m any  M uslim  
coun tries  today. The US and  B ritish in te rests  also play 
the ir role in shaping  th ings in these  countries. In m any
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Islam ic coun tries including the  Saudi Arabia, Egypt and  
o ther M uslim  countries there  is deep urge for dem ocracy 
an d  p o p u la r  governm en t am ong th e  people b u t  it is 
fru s tra ted  by heavy h an d  of au tho rita rian  ru lers. Islam  
in no way com es in the  way of estab lish ing  dem ocracy 
in th ese  countries. It is powerful vested  in te res ts  both  
in te rn a l an d  ex ternal, w hich do no t perm it dem ocracy 
to be estab lished .

The nex t question  is of im plem entation of S h ari’ah  
law in M uslim  coun tries . M any theologians an d  th e ir 
fo llow ers believe s in ce re ly  of c o u rse  th a t  p ro b lem s 
confronting the ir countries and  societies can  be solved 
by  e n fo rc in g  S h a r i ’ah  law s a n d  th e  p u n is h m e n ts  
p rescribed  there in . Also, they believe these  laws m u s t be 
enforced as  they were evolved by the  early ju r is ts  {fuqahd) 
w ithou t any  reth inking.

T h is  is  c e r ta in ly  n o t th e  s p ir i t  of th e  Q u r ’an ic  
in junctions. M any Q u r’anic verses w ere revealed in a  
p articu la r s itua tion  and  while applying th ese  laws th a t 
h a s  to be k ep t in view. The fundam ental principle is to 
preven t crim e and  crim e can be prevented in n u m b e r of 
ways. At tim es h a rsh  p u n ishm en ts  becom e necessary  and  
a t tim es reform ative efforts more relevant. The Q ur’anic 
in ju n c tio n s  ab o u t crim es like m urder, theft, robbery , 
rebellion, rape and  adu ltery  are understood  carefully it 
becom es quite obvious.

For exam ple, the  verse on cu tting  off of h an d s  5:38 is 
im m ediately  followed by verse 5:39 w hich says, “B u t 
w hoever rep en ts  after h is w rongdoing and  reform s, Allah 
will tu rn  to him  (mercifully). Surely Allah is Forgiving, 
M erciful.” T hus em phasis is on reform  and  repen tance, 
no t on h a rsh  pu n ish m en t. It m ay be aw arded  only in 
extrem e case. Also, if it is read  in conjunction w ith the  
verse 5:33 w here p u n ish m en t for “those who wage w ar 
ag a in s t Allah an d  His M essenger and  strive to m ake 
m ischief in th e  land  is th a t they should  be m urdered , or 
crucified, or th e ir h an d s  and  the ir feet should  be c u t off 
on opposite  s ides, or they  shou ld  be im p riso n ed ”, it
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sh o u ld  b ecom e obv ious th a t  one m u s t  d is tin g u is h  
betw een ordinary and  ultim ate crime. W hen for m ischief 
in ea rth  or waging w ar against Allah and  His M essenger 
could be im prisonm ent as well, how can the  p u n ish m en t 
for m ere theft could be cu tting  off hands.

It could be in terp re ted  as m etaphorically  as  well i.e. 
cu tting  off of h an d s  m eans taking m easu res  w hich will 
p revent him  from com m itting theft in fu tu re  as cu tting  
off tongue m eans silencing some one, no t literally cu tting  
off tongue. Also, one m u st keep conditions in A rabia a t 
the tim e. This w as the traditional p u n ish m en t m eted  ou t 
a t th a t tim e and  also some tribes indulge in crim es for 
th e ir survival. The Q ur’an u sed  prevalen t p u n ish m e n t 
and  also added  the concept of reform  and  repen tance  
and  ta lked  of Allah’s Forgiveness and  Mercy. A crim inal, 
if rep en ts  and  reform s should  be forgiven an d  show n 
m e rc y . T h u s  th e  Q u r ’a n  a c c e p ts  th e  p r e v a le n t  
p u n ish m en t b u t also im proves upon it. The real purpose 
of the  Q u r’an  is no t to give h a rsh  p u n ish m en ts  b u t to 
reform  the crim inal b u t no t to spare him  if he pers is ts  
despite b e tte r opportunities in life.

A nother question  rela tes to separation  of s ta te  and  
religion. It is tru e  M uslim s in general believe th a t  in 
Islam  religion canno t be separa ted  from religion. This 
belief h a s  acquired  alm ost a  s ta tu s  of doctrine am ong 
M uslims. However, it h as  no such  doctrinal position in 
the Q ur’an. In fact it h as  been pointed ou t th a t Q u r’an 
does no t even give any concept of sta te , only a  concept 
of a  ju s t  society.

However, in A rabia there  w as no sta te  a t the  tim e of 
appearance of Islam  and  the Prophet laid down a  bare 
fram ew ork of adm in istration  of newly em erging society. 
There w as no paid police, arm y or bu reaucracy  during  
his time. It w as during  the time of 2nd Caliph U m ar th a t a 
reg ister (Diwan) of paid arm y soldiers w as s ta rted . T hus 
it w as m ere h istorical coincidence th a t a  s ta te  s tru c tu re  
cam e into existence along with a  religious m ovem ent. 
The S hari’ah  law h as  such  s ta tu s  in Islam  as in A rabia as
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there  w as total legal vacuum  and  Islam  provided, for the 
first tim e a  cohesive and  logical legal s tru c tu re . This legal 

, s tru c tu re  w as provided in total legal vacuum . It w as g reat 
'developm ent. H ence S h a ri’ah  law acqu ired  very high 
s ta tu s  in Islam.

So in te g ra tio n  of s ta te  an d  relig ion  is h is to ric a l 
coincidence ra th e r  th an  religious doctrine. Over period 
of tim e S hari’ah  law w hich was resu lt of dynam ic process 
becam e stagnan t. Some m odern scholars tried  to infuse 
the  principle of dynam ism  by invoking the  in stitu tion  of 
i j t ih a d  b u t  d id  n o t su c c e e d  m u c h  in  view  of to ta l 
s tagnation  in M uslim countries. The au th o rita rian  ru lers  
in M uslim  countries find legitim isation only by seeking 
su p p o rt of the  'U lam a and  'Ulam a in sis t on reta in ing  the 
S ah ri’ah  law as inherited  from the  past. If S hari’ah  law is 
re th o u g h t or re-in terp re ted  keeping in view the  m odern 
conditions, the  orthodox 'U lam a fear loosing grip over 
pow er s tru c tu re s .  T h u s  su ch  co llab o ra tio n  be tw een  
au th o rita rian  ru lers  and  orthodox 'U lam a h as  resu lted  
in to tal social, political and  legal stagnation  in M uslim 
co u n trie s .

Though in given c ircum stances it m ay not be possible 
to a ttem p t to tal separation  betw een sta te  and  ~eligion in 
M uslim  co u n tries  as th is  h as  becom e in tegral p a r t of 
h is to rica l legacy, one shou ld  begin by tak ing  gradual 
steps in th a t direction. There canno t be any universal 
recipe as m uch  will depend on concrete conditions in 
eac h  M uslim  co u n try . B u t an  overall Islam ic  m oral 
fram ew ork h as  to be re ta ined  as had  happened  in  m any 
w e s te rn  c o u n tr ie s  in c lu d in g  USA w h ere  an  overall 
C hristian  m oral fram e-w ork h as  influenced law m aking. 
T h e re  a re  few  c o u n tr ie s  in  th e  W est, w h ich  h av e  
d is c a rd e d  s u c h  in f lu e n c e  to ta lly . A m ong M u slim  
coun tries Turkey h as  achieved separation  of s ta te  from 
religion. It also h as  to be borne in m ind th a t forcible 
im position of m odernisation and  separation  of s ta te  and  
religion h as  failed in M uslim countries like A fghanistan 
du rin g  th irtie s  and  in Iran during  S h a h ’s tim e. Such
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a ttem p ts  resu lted  in Islam ic revolution ahd  im position 
of S hari’ah  law from above.
INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS

Individual righ ts are very fundam ental to functioning 
of any liberal dem ocracy. In fact the concept of individual 
righ ts or h u m an  rights h a s  evolved along with evolution 
of dem ocratic  pow er s tru c tu re . Since th e re  is no full 
fledged dem ocracy in any M uslim country  there  is no 
re sp e c t for ind iv idual righ ts  an d  m any  a u th o rita r ia n  
ru le rs  in M uslim  coun tries  reject th e  very concep t of 
h u m an  righ ts denouncing  them  as w estern  and  secu lar 
in origin.

T h u s  one h a s  to s tru g g le  for d e m o c ra tic  pow er 
s tru c tu re  in order to u sh e r in the concept of individual 
righ ts in M uslim countries. The H um an rights activists 
in M uslim  coun tries  like Saudi Arabia, Egypt etc. are 
dubbed  as w estern  agents, persecu ted  and  throw n into 
ja ils . As a  re s u lt  of th is  anyone who ho lds d ifferen t 
political opinion faces persecution. Some who advocate 
change in S hari’ah  laws in view of changed conditions 
or a t te m p t to re -co n ce p tu a lise  Islam ic ph ilo soph ica l 
doctrine face severe persecution. T hus there is no respect 
for ind iv idual righ ts  an d  individual dignity. It will be 
possible only w hen dem ocratic cu ltu re  prevails. For th a t 
the re  is basic need  for dem ocratic polity.

Freedom  of conscience and  freedom  of speech  h as  
never been  denied by Q ur’an  or the Prophet. The Prophet 
never su p p re s se d  ind iv idual freedom  or d iscou raged  
differences of opinion. He even said th a t difference of 
opinion in Islam ic um m ah  is m atter of grace and  mercy. 
H ow ever, w ith  evo lu tion  of feu d a l an d  m o n a rc h ica l 
cu ltu re  differences of opinion were no t perm itted  and  
ru th lessly  suppressed . D uring the early A bbasid period 
a  controversy raged w hether the Q ur’an  is created  or co­
e te rn a l  w ith  G od. The A bbasid  w ho su p p o r te d  th e  
M u’ta z ila h  v iew poin t th a t  Q u r’an  is c re a te d  forcibly 
suppressed  the o ther point of view th a t Q ur’a ’ is co-eternal 
w ith God and  flogged person of Imam Abu H anifa’s ’s ta tu re
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for holding views contrary  to those of M u’tazilah. This 
a u th o r i ta r ia n  c u l tu re  h a s  n o t c h a n g e d  in  M uslim  
coun tries  un til today. Many profound scho lars of Islam  
had  to leave for w estern  universities from coun tries  like 
Egypt, P ak istan  and  o ther M uslim countries.

It is for th is  reason  th a t in no M uslim country  today 
h as  good tradition  of social or physical sciences. For these  
sciences to flourish one needs liberal dem ocratic cu ltu re . 
The M uslim  countries would rem ain  far beh ind  in these  
f ie ld s  if a u t h o r i t a r i a n  p o w er s t r u c t u r e s  a re  n o t  
d e m o lis h e d  a n d  r e p la c e d  w ith  d e m o c ra t ic  o n e s . 
U nfortunately  there  is no such  m ovem ent in sight. The 
U n ited  S ta te s  h a s  a lw ays p ro p p e d  u p  c o r ru p t a n d  
au tho rita rian  ru lers  in Middle E ast who supp ress  freedom 
of e x p re s s io n  a n d  th e s e  c o u n t r ie s  re m a in  to ta lly  
d ep en d e n t on th e  w est in every respect. They can n o t 
develop  even  like  In d ia  h a s  developed . No M uslim  
country  can  boast of any m odern scientific discovery.

ISLAM AND MODERNITY
In fact dem ocracy and  m odernity  go h an d  in h an d  

and  one can hard ly  be m odern w ithout being dem ocratic. 
O ne can  say  th a t  th e re  are  a u th o ri ta r ia n  m odels  of 
m odern isation  like C hina and  Singapore b u t on deeper 
reflection it will be seen  th a t dem ocratic m odel is far 
m o re  c o n g e n ia l  to  m o d e rn is a t io n  in  a ll s p h e r e s  
including social sphere. M odern social sciences canno t 
flourish in au th o rita rian  regim es though n a tu ra l sciences 
m ight.

However, lack of m odernity  in M uslim coun tries  is 
no t on accoun t of Islam ic teachings b u t m ore due to its 
m edieval in terpreta tion . Islam  can no t only come to te rm s 
w ith m odernity  b u t its teachings w ere quite m odernistic  
if one goes by th e  Q u r’anic  p ro n o u n cem en ts . Q u r’an  
e n co u ra g es  p lu ra lism  if one goes by th e  v e rse s  like 
5:48,6:109, 60:8 etc. All these  verses are quite supportive 
of p lu ralistic  social s truc tu re . In fact earlier the  Islam ic
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societies w ere m uch  m ore p lu ra lis tic  th a n  any  o the r 
societies th ro u g h o u t medieval ages. The Q ur’an  no t only 
reco g n ises  valid ity  of o th e r fa ith s  b u t a lso  m ak es it 
in c u m b e n t for M uslim s to re s p e c t eq u a lly  all p a s t  
p rophets  and  one who does not, is no t tru e  M uslim. The 
verses 4 :150-152 are clear proof thereof.

In to le ra n c e  in  M uslim  so c ie t ie s  to d a y  is  m o re  
political th a n  religious. Islam  is no t in to le ran t of any 
o ther religion including th a t of kufr (unbelief] if it agrees 
to co-exist peacefully and  harm oniously. T hus Islam  and  
p luralism  always go together. In fact it w as in Europe in 
m edieval ages th a t non-C hristians w ere n o t to lerated . 
Islam  today of course needs to be freed from in to leran t 
th e o lo g ia n s  w ho a re  c lo se  to a u th o r i ta r ia n  pow er 
s tru c tu re s , w hich is a t the root of the ir in to lerance.

RELIGIOUS TEXT AND MODERN SOCIETIES
It is tru e  religious texts pose some serious problem s 

for m odern society. B ut it need not be so w ith all religious 
tex ts if they are appropriately in terpreted , a t least not 
w ith Q u r’anic tex t if it is understood  in its real spirit. 
B u t a t the  sam e tim e one should no t o b stru c t dem ocratic 
social and  political s tru c tu re  if some text is problem atic. 
The re lig io u s  te x t w ere rev ea led  or evolved in  very 
different social background and  one m u s t take today’s 
relevance into accoun t. One need  no t re jec t religious 
tex t per se b u t exam ine its suitability  or otherw ise for 
m odern  societies.

STATUS OF WOMEN
It is tru e  th a t M uslim countries are trea ted  women 

as inferior to m en and  try to justify  th is  trea tm en t by 
quoting from the  religious tex ts including from Q ur’an. 
B ut they  quote very selectively from  Q u r’an  to prove 
w om en’s subord ination  to m en. Q ur’an, if approached  
holistically prom oted equal s ta tu s  for wom en. The verse 
often quo ted  by theologians to show inferior s ta tu s  of
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w om en is 4:34 and  ignore verses like 2:228, 33:35 and  
several o th e rs  or try  to explain away them  as  m erely 
p rom oting  sp ir itu a l equality . It is far from  tru e . The 
Q ur’an  taken  as a  whole is far more supportive of equality  
of sexes. The m odern Islamic scholars are totally rejecting 
orthodox in terp re ta tion  of the  verse 4:34 w hich w as done 
in  a n  a tm o s p h e r e  w h e re in  m a le  s u p e r io r i ty  w as  
considered  as quite n a tu ra l, social and  biological. I have 
d iscussed  th is  in details in my book Rights o f Women in 
Islam. It need  no t detain  u s  here.

B u t one h a s  to wage se rio u s  s trugg le to prom ote 
s e x u a l e q u a lity  in  c o n te m p o ra ry  M uslim  s o c ie t ie s  
w herein  M uslim w om en suffer several disabilities. Again, 
it should  be a  p a rt of dem ocratic struggle. One can b reak  
strongho ld  of conservative ‘U lam a only in a  to le ran t, 
p luralistic  m odern  dem ocracy. It is no t Islam ic teachings 
w hich com e in the way, it is orthodox ‘U lam a on one 
hand , and  au tho rita rian  power s tru c tu re , on th e  other, 
w hich com e in the  way. Q ur’an, in fact, can becom e a  
g reat a s se t for prom oting sexual equality.

For th a t we need no t only m odern in terp re ta tion  of 
th e  Q u r’an ic  te x t b u t  a lso  fem ale th e o lo g ia n s  fully  
conscious of th e ir rights.
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Shari’ah Law, Civil Society 
and Human Rights

18

Recently there  was a  conference in Abuja, N orthern 
N igeria on Islam ic penal and  family laws an d  h u m a n  
righ ts to w hich I w as invited as a  resource person. The 
conference w as convened after a  w om an A m ina Laval 
w as sen tenced  to dea th  by stoning in N orthern Nigeria 
for the  offence of adultery. This sen tence had  a ttrac ted  
wo rid-wide p ro tes t from h um an  rights groups.

In th is  conference convened  by th e  In te rn a tio n a l 
H u m an  R ights Law G roup, Nigeria, no t only m odern  
scho lars b u t also a  large num ber of trad itional ‘U lam a 
also partic ipated . It w as a  usefu l dialogue. W hat w as a  
p le a sa n t su rp rise  to me w as th a t the  Nigerian ‘U lam a 
could speak  English fluently and  some of them  were also 
fully conversan t w ith the  m odern academ ic jargon.

N um ber of papers were p resen ted  from both  sides and  
w ere followed by hea ted  b u t no t acrim onious d ebates  
w hich genera ted  as m uch light th an  as heat. The issue  
a t stake w as w hether there was need for change in Islamic 
pen a l an d  fam ily laws. M ost of th e  ‘U lam a, of Maliki 
persuasion  (Maliki m adhhab) resisted  change (with few 
exceptions, of course) while m odern  scho lars of Islam  
pleaded  for it. I w as also invited for a  live T.V. d iscussion  
on Islam ic penal laws with an  ‘Alim from Abuja.

The m odern  society h a s  throw n u p  new  problem s 
w hich need  to be tackled w ithin the fram ew ork of Q ur’an



a n d  h a d i th .  T he g re a t  j u r i s t s  of e a r ly  Is la m  a lso  
experienced various problem s and  they tried  to tackle 
them  in the  light of the ir own experiences an d  social 
background. The early ju r is ts  were as m uch  a  p roduct of 
the ir own society as we are of our own. The early ju r is ts  
tr ie d  to  ta ck le  p ro b lem s th ey  w ere co n fro n ted  w ith  
refe ren ce  to th e  Q u r’an  an d  S u n n a h  of th e  P ro p h e t 
(PBUH). T hus an  elem ent of h u m an  in terp re ta tion  of the 
d iv ine  w ord  a n d  S u n n a h  of th e  Holy P ro p h e t w as 
defin itely  involved.

T he ‘U lam a h e s ita n tly  a c c e p te d  th is  fa c t in  all 
d iscussions. T hus it w as estab lished  th a t the  S h ari‘ah  
w as based  on h u m an  u nderstand ing  of the divine sources 
in the  light of the ir socio-cultural experiences. It is tru e  
th a t the  society rem ained  s tag n an t for long th ro u g h o u t 
m edieval ages an d  no need  w as felt for change u n til 
n in e teen th  cen tu ry  w hen colonial ru le  in m ost of the  
M uslim countries created  conditions for social change. 
M ost of th e  m o d e rn  m ovem ent th u s  s ta r te d  in  th is  
c e n tu r y .  T he  g r e a t  th in k e r s  a n d  r e fo rm e rs  lik e  
J a m a lu d d in  A fghani, M uham m ad  A bduh a n d  o th e rs  
began to s tre ss  need  for change.

In the  post colonial period the nation s ta tes  cam e into 
existence and  these  nation sta tes  undertook  program m e 
for m odern isa tion  and  nation  building w hich included  
program m es for sp read  of m odern education. The sp read  
of m o d e rn  e d u c a tio n  b o th  am ong  m en  a n d  w om en 
b ro u g h t m u c h  g rea te r  aw aren ess  of social, po litical, 
cu ltu ra l and  religious rights. The w om en also acquired  
h ig h e r  e d u c a tio n  a n d  m o d e rn  sk ills  a n d  b e g a n  to 
d em and  th e ir  righ ts. All th is  c rea ted  need  an d  social 
p ressu re  for change.

However, the  ‘U lam a in general, with few exceptions, 
refuse to take  notice of any change and  m ain ta in  th a t 
no change is needed. They w ant to follow the Shari'ah  
law s a s  evolved by the  g rea t Im am s, th e  fo unders  of 
various m adhahib  (schools). It is said th a t in the  early 
period of Islam  there were more th an  100 schools of which
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on ly  fo u r in  S u n n i Is lam  su rv iv ed . All th e  im a m s 
m ain ta in ed  th a t  it is the ir opinion and  the ir disciples 
differed from th em  on m any issues. T hus th e re  always 
w as space for in terp re ta tion  and  re-in terpreta tion .

The principle of ijtihad is of course accepted  by all 
w ithou t exception b u t the conservative ‘u la m a  do no t 
perm it anyone to do ijtihad saying no one is qualified to 
do ijtihad. Of course every one cannot be perm itted  to do 
it u n le ss  one h as  profound knowledge of Q ur’an, su n n ah , 
flqh (Islamic ju risp rudence), and  h istory  of evolution of 
S h a ri’ah. No one w ithou t su ch  know ledge w ould ever 
claim  righ t to do ijtihad. The Nigerian ‘u lam a too raised  
s u c h  o b je c tio n s  a n d  m a in ta in e d  no one in c lu d in g  
them selves are qualified to a ttem p t ijtihad.

In fact the  question  is no t so m uch  of qualification as 
of w illingness. U nless one is ready to open ones m ind to 
m odern conditions and  u se  divine sources to re in te rp re t 
issu es  in penal and  family laws, it will no t be possible to 
exp lore th e  r ic h n e ss  an d  co m p re h en s iv en ess  of th e  
Q u r’an ic  teach ings.

T h e  ‘U la m a  in  N ig e ria  a lso  e x p r e s s e d  th e i r  
apprehension  th a t th is  re-in terpreta tion  m ay lead to w hat 
is called tafsir hi’ al-ra’i (i.e. basing the Q ur’anic m eaning  
on ones own opinion) and  they quoted a  had ith  thac one 
who a ttem p ts  tafsir bi’ al-ra’i h is place is in hell. This 
had ith  is undoub ted ly  tru e  b u t th is  w as m ean t for those 
w ho tried  to u se  th e  divine in ju n c tio n s  to su it th e ir  
selfish desires and  were swayed by the ir own in terests . 
No one can  be perm itted  to u se  the  Q ur’anic in junctions 
to su it ones personal in terests .

B ut an  honest and  sincere a ttem p t to in terp re t a  divine 
source to m eet the  given conditions canno t be equated  
w ith tafsir bi’ al-ra’i. If it is so equated  th en  everyone, 
in c lu d in g  th e  fo u n d e r s  of v a r io u s  s c h o o ls  of 
ju risp ru d en ce , will also be exposed to th a t charge i.e. 
doing tafsir bi’ al-ra’i. One m u s t d istinguish  betw een an  
h o n es t sincere a ttem p t and  being swayed by personal 
desires  (what th e  Q ur’an  calls haw a’).

Shari’ah Law, Civil Society and Human Rights 225



The Holy P rophet perm itted  ijtihad even if th e re  is 
likelihood of com m itting erro r unconsciously . He said  
th a t for those who do ijtihad and  com m it erro r w ould be 
singly rew arded and  those who do so correctly will be 
doubly rew arded  by Allah. The P rophet w as well aw are 
th a t h is um m ah  will continue to face new  situa tions  and  
ijtihad (u tm ost in tellectual exertions to unders tan d ) will 
be very m uch  needed. B ut with the  decline of M uslim 
power with sack  of Baghdad in 13th C entury  the  "ulama 
becam e extrem ely apprehensive and  closed the door of 
ijtihad ever since.

Now the  political situation  h as  radically changed and  
nation  s ta te s  generally tend  to be dem ocratic and  a  large 
n u m b e r  of M uslim s live in  D ia sp o ra  in  m an y  n o n - 
M uslim  c o u n tr ie s .  E ac h  n a t io n - s ta te  h a s  i ts  ow n 
p ro b le m s  d e p e n d in g  on level of i ts  d e v e lo p m e n t, 
c o m p o s itio n  of p o p u la tio n , s p re a d  of li te ra c y  a n d  
aw areness of people. W hat is to be borne in m ind th a t 
though  the  Q ur’anic principles and  values are  universal, 
b u t the ir application is situation  specific. The early ju r is ts  
tried  th e ir  b e s t to apply  th e se  values an d  p rinc ip les  
according to th e ir s itua tion  and  we have to apply them  
according to ours.

O ne c la r if ic a tio n  is h igh ly  n e c e s s a ry  h e re . The 
S hari£ah  h a s  two d istinct aspects: ‘ibadat and  m u ‘amalat 
i.e. one aspect pertain ing to m atters of w orship and  beliefs 
ab o u t taw hid  (unity of God), risalah  (M ohamm ad being 
m essenger of Allah and  other previous prophets), qiyam ah  
(Day of R esu rrec tio n ). T hese  are  m o s t fu n d a m e n ta l 
beliefs {‘aqa’id) and  cannot be sub ject to any debating  
m uch less any change. There is natu ra lly  no question  of 
any ijtihad as far as these  beliefs are concerned. This also 
includes prayers, fasting, haj and  so on.

However, it is the  o ther aspect i.e. m u 'am ala t w hich 
is u n d e r  d iscussion  for likelihood of change. This w as 
m ade a b u n d an tly  clear to th e  Tilam a in  N igeria also. 
M u'amalat p erta in  to in terpersonal relations, family laws 
ahw al al-shakhsiyyah ), crime and  pun ishm en ts , etc. Here
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too the  Q u r’an  h a s  laid down certa in  basic  princip les 
and  values w hich are no t sub ject to any change.

It w as poin ted  o u t by me th a t m ost s tressed  values of 
Q ur'an  are  ju s tic e  [‘adl\, ihsan  (benevolence), rahm ah  
(compassion), hikm ah  (wisdom) and  hum an  dignity. These 
values can n o t be com prom ised in any law and  if any  law 
violates th ese  values w ould be Islamically unaccep tab le . 
All the  TJlama accepted  th is unan im ously  and  here w as 
a  m eeting point. This w as s tressed  in final declaration  
also.

It is also im portan t to note th a t these  values could 
no t find th e ir fu llest expression during  m edieval ages. 
The Q ur’anic values were far ahead  of the ir tim e and  the  
concept of ju s tice  in dem ocratic society is qualitatively 
d iffe ren t from  th a t  in a  m edieval society . W hat w as 
considered  ju s t  th en  cannot be considered ju s t  now  in a  
dem ocratic society. This will have to be kep t in m ind by 
the  law -m akers today. This becom es the  m ain  po in t of 
con ten tion  betw een those  who re s is t any change and  
those who advocate change.

The m odern  concept of ju stice  is righ ts-orien ted  and  
no t m erely duty-orien ted . This is g reat difference. Also, 
m odern d iscourse gives centrality  to freedom  and  liberty 
w hereas m edieval society and  trad itional ‘u lam a s tress  
‘aqa’id, constancy  of epistemology. Mr. S anusi Lamido 
S anusi, a  m odern Nigerian Islam ic scholar po in ted  out, 
“One po in t needs to be m ade before we proceed with a  
d is c u s s io n  of m o d e rn is t ep istem o lo g ies . T rad itio n a l 
M uslim  th o u g h t re je c ts  com plete ly  th e  p rin c ip les  of 
m odern ism  inc lud ing  “w este rn ” concep tions of liberty  
were alien to Islam . In m ost in stances th e  rejection is 
based  on the source of these  theories and  the ir root in 
Ju d eo -C h ris tian  a n d /o r  secu lar parad igm s.”

The dem ocratic d iscourse considers liberty as quite 
c e n tra l  a n d  no  d em o cracy  can  su rv iv e  w ith o u t its  
cen tra lity . However, no one can  seriously  a rgue  th a t  
liberty  or lib e r ta r ia n  critique  can  ever ignore v a lu es
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m entioned  above. Freedom  can never tran scen d  lim its 
se t by th ese  fundam ental values. M odern h u m an  rights 
d iscourse is entirely  based  on certain  values. Freedom  
should  be con traposed  to au tho rita rian ism  an d  no t to 
v a lu e s .  W h a t it  m e a n s  is  t h a t  th e re  is  no  s in g le  
au th o rita rian  in terp re ta tion  of divine source b u t there  
can be m ultiple in terpreta tions.

It is in teresting  to note th a t right from the early period 
of Islam  m ultiple in terp re ta tions of the  Q ur’an  have been 
in vogue. It is no t la ter day developm ent. Many em inen t 
com m entato rs wrote com m entaries on the Q ur’an  having 
sign ifican t d ifferences. Also, in  S h ari'ah  fo rm ulations 
im am s no t only relied on different ah ad ith  b u t also on 
different in terp re ta tions. A lot h as  been  w ritten  on this. 
In n in e teen th  cen tu ry  too w hen colonial ru le  began in 
the  M uslim  countries, reform ists, insp ired  by new  vision, 
began to re in te rp re t earlier sources.

In  th e  e a r ly  Is la m ic  p e r io d  d if f e re n c e s  of 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  w e re  m a in ly  a  r e s u l t  o f p e r s o n a l  
inclinations. Now the differences betw een the  orthodox 
an d  conservatives  a rise  m ore on a c c o u n t of m o d ern  
situa tion  an d  new  developm ents. The reform ists today 
see m uch  b e tte r chances of unfolding of the  Q u r’anic 
values and  seeing various issues in the  light of unfolding 
of th ese  values.

Today in a  dem ocratic social s tru c tu re  civil society 
plays an  im portan t role due to its enhanced  aw areness 
a n d  g re a te r  em pow erm en t. The ‘ex p e rt view ’ is also  
sub jec t to m uch  greater scru tiny  today. The doctrine of 
ijma‘ (consensus) w as limited to only ‘u lam a in those days. 
Today th e  doctrine could be ex tended  to u m m ah  as  a  
whole, w hich w as the real in tention behind  ijm a‘. In those 
days civil society did no t exist nor even a  section of it 
could in tervene in such  m atters . T hus ijm a‘ rem ained  
confined to the  experts (i.e. ‘ulama) only.

T o d ay  th e  c o n c e p t of h u m a n  r ig h ts  h a s  q u ite  
significant role to play. One canno t d ism iss h u m a n  rights
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m erely  a s  ‘w e s te rn  co n c e p t’. They have com e to be 
accepted  universally  and  m ost of the  M uslim  countries 
are  also signatories to the declaration issued  by the  UNO 
in 1948. The universality  of h u m an  rights is su ch  th a t 
m any M uslim  countries and  the ir o rganisations are no t 
only accepting them  b u t also exam ining them  in th e  light 
of teach ings of Islam . Today we have Islam ic declaration 
of h u m an  rights.

T hus we see th a t O rganisation of Islam ic Conference 
adopted  a  declaration  of h u m an  rights in Islam  in Cairo 
on 5th A ugust 1990. There are twenty-five articles in all 
in th is  d e c la ra tio n . In fac t n u m e ro u s  Q u r’an ic  an d  
S hari‘ah  p ronouncem ents are quite com patible to h u m an  
r ig h ts  co n ce p t today . In fact th e se  p ro n o u n c e m e n ts  
p re c e d e d  h u m a n  r ig h ts  d e c la ra t io n  by  c e n tu r ie s .  
U nfortunate ly  the  au th o rita rian  M uslim  regim es righ t 
from  m edieval ages u n til today  n ever allow ed th e se  
p ronouncem ents  the centrality  they ought to have been  
accorded .

Many of the  S hari‘ah  form ulations based  as they were 
on h u m an  endeavour to apply divine in junctions in the ir 
own tim es w ere also affected by m edieval e thos and  th u s  
w ould certain ly  serve divine purpose b e tte r if they  are 
re though t and  reform ulated afresh, especially those abou t 
w hich th e re  are is no unan im ity  in um m ah . We w ould 
also like to deal w ith issu es  of crim e and  pu n ish m en ts .

T ake p u n is h m e n t for ad u lte ry , for exam ple . The 
S hari'ah  p u n ish m en t for adultery  in sh a ri‘ah  is stoning 
to death . This p u n ish m en t h as  no t been m entioned  in 
the  Q ur’an. In Q ur’an  the pu n ish m en t for z ina is h u n d red  
flogs. The Q ur’an  says, “The adu lte ress  and  adu lterer, 
flog each  of them  (with) a  hu n d red  stripes, and  le t no t 
pity; for them  detain  you from obedience to Allah, if you 
believe in  Allah an d  the  Last Day, an d  le t a  p a rty  of 
believers w itness the ir chastisem en t.” (24:2)

It is to be noted here th a t in Arabic the  word zina  is 
u sed  for fornication, rape  an d  adultery . T here are  no
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separa te  w ords for these  acts in Arabic. T hus the  word 
zinai in th is  verse includes adultery  as well as  fornication 
an d  rape. The p u n ish m en t for both fornication as well as 
adu ltery  th u s  will be flogging and  no t stoning to death . 
The shari- ‘ah  does prescribe stoning to death  for adultery. 
B u t there  is no basis for th is  in Q ur’an. Even its basis  in 
su n n a h  is su b jec t to controversy.

Stoning to d ea th  was, in fact, a  Jew ish  p u n ish m en t 
a n d  we fin d  re fe re n c e  to  th is  in  B u k h a r i  (23 :61). 
According to B ukhari the Prophet (PBUH) had  given th is 
p u n ish m e n t to a  Jew  and  a  Jew ess according to the ir 
re lig ious trad itio n . And to th e  M uslim s it w as given 
before revelation of th is  verse. T hat th e  Q u r’an  never 
in tended  to accord stoning to death  for adu ltery  becom es 
c le a r  from  th e  v erse  4 :25  w h ere in  it is spec ifica lly  
m entioned  th a t the  pu n ish m en t for m arried  slave-girls 
is half th a t of free women. How the death  p u n ish m en t 
can  be halved? Since it is specifically m entioned  m arried  
slave-girl w hat is in tended  is a  p u n ish m en t for adu ltery  
and  no t for fornication.

Also the  following verse i.e. 4:3 also m ake it quite 
clear th a t p u n ish m e n t for adultery  could no t be stoning 
to death . According to th is verse an  adu lte re r can m arry  
only an  ad u lte ress  or an unbeliever and  vice versa. To 
m arry  an  unbeliever h as  been m entioned  as  h e /s h e  did 
no t really strongly disapprove of such  re la tionsh ip  in the  
Arab society of th a t time. T hus a  M uslim  ad u lte re r or 
ad u lte ress  w as considered closer to an  unbeliever th an  
to M uslim s. W here is then  the  question  of ston ing  to 
d ea th ?

The S eceders (Khawarij) never accep ted  stoning  to 
d ea th  as  p u n ish m en t for adu ltery  arguing on the  basis 
of the  verse 4:25. T hus one h as  to seriously  re -th in k  the 
p u n ish m e n t for adu ltery  in Islam . A m ina Laval’s case 
h as  m ade it all the  m ore urgent. A m ina is a  divorcee and  
was in fact deceived by a  m an who prom ised h e r to m arry. 
S he  c o n fe s se d  to  ille g itim a te  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith o u t 
know ing th e  im plications. No one inform ed h e r of the
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im plications of h e r confession. She is an  illiterate w om an 
from ru ra l background.

It should  also be borne in m ind th a t a  large nu m b er 
of M uslim s live in non-M uslim  countries and  hence are 
no t su b jec t to S h a ri‘ah  p u n ish m e n ts . In Ind ia  w here 
second largest nu m b er of M uslim s in the world live, there  
is  c o m m o n  s e c u la r  c r im in a l co d e . S h a r i 'a h  law s 
regarding crim e and  pu n ish m en t do no t apply to them . 
The B ritish ru le rs  enforced secu lar crim inal code in early 
tw en tie th  cen tu ry  an d  th e  Ind ian  ‘U lam a accep ted  it 
unan im ously . In fact Maulavi Nazir Ahmed, an  em inen t 
‘alim  of the  tim e tran s la ted  th is  secu la r crim inal code 
into U rdu and  w as aw arded the  coveted title of S ham su l 
TJlama (Sun of Islam ic theologians) by the British.

It w ould be in keeping w ith the  Q u r’an ic  sp irit to 
abolish ston ing  to death  as a  p u n ish m en t for adultery . It 
is also im portan t to note th a t the Q ur’anic outlook for 
crim e and  p u n ish m e n t is reform atory  and  no t m erely 
p u n is h m e n t- o r ie n te d .  P u n is h m e n t  is  a n  u l t im a te  
m easu re  failing all o ther efforts to reform  an  offender or 
a  crim inal. Tauba  (sincere repen tan ce) is a  m e a su re  
recom m ended by the  Q ur’an  repeatedly  and  m any verses 
on p u n ish m en t like the one on theft are followed by the 
ones on rep en tan ce  and  reform . T hus th e  verse 5:38 
p rescrib ing  p u n ish m e n t for th e ft is followed by 5:39, 
w hich says, “B ut w hosoever repen ts  after h is wrongdoing 
and  reform s, Allah will tu rn  to him  (mercifully). Surely 
Allah is Forgiving, M erciful.”

T hus it is quite clear th a t em phasis is as  m uch  on 
rep en tance  and  reform  as on pun ishm en t. One canno t 
inflict u ltim a te  p u n ish m e n t w ith o u t giving chance  to 
reform . In connection w ith these  p u n ish m en ts  it also h as  
to be borne in m ind th a t before appearance of Islam  on 
the scene the  m oral conditions of the Arab society during  
the  period of Jahiliyyah  (ignorance) was far from healthy. 
V arious crim es som etim es no t considered crim es a t all) 
like zina  and  in ter-tribal raids etc. w ere w idespread  and  
h a d  to be b ro u g h t u n d e r  ch eck . A nd th u s  c e r ta in
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p u n ish m en ts  had  to be prescribed w hich app ea r h a rsh  to 
check those crim es.

T hese  p u n ish m e n ts  have to be seen  in th e  th e n  
prevailing  social conditions in Arabia. Only h a rd en e d  
crim inals refusing to repen t and  reform  could be aw arded 
these  p un ishm en ts . In general em phasis is on repen tance 
an d  reform . P u n ish m e n ts  a re  m e a n s  a n d  n o t en d s . 
U nfortunately  those no t aw are of social conditions, social 
ch an g es  tak in g  place an d  ph ilosophical en d s , rigidly 
in sis t on p u n ish m en ts  and  m iss the baby for b a th  w ater.

Even the  p u n ish m en t for flogging for zina  (fornication 
or adultery) appear quite h a rsh  to u s  as we do no t keep 
social conditions th e n  prevailing into m ind. Also, th e  
way todav th is p u n ish m en t is inflicted is no t the  way it 
w as in flic ted  in  th e  P ro p h e t’s p e rio d  or th e  p e rio d  
im m ediately following his period. The provision for a  party  
of believers w itnessing the act of flogging (24:2) suggests 
th a t it w as no t so m uch  bodily p u n ish m en t as disgracing 
th a t w as in tended .

In early period whip w as no t u sed  for flogging b u t 
e ither stick  or h an d  or even shoes. The in ten tion  w as 
disgracing ra th e r  th a n  injuring. The offender w as no t 
even asked  to remove all clothes u n le ss  he wore very 
th ick  clothes. However, la ter on rigorous ru les  w ere laid 
d o w n  a n d  in te n t io n  c h a n g e d  fro m  d is g ra c in g  to  
physically  to rtu ring .

Today w hen, un like  m edieval society, em p h asis  is 
on h u m an  dignity and  right to life as sacred  right (the 
Q ur’an  also em phasises right to life) one h as  to re th in k  
the  concept of p u n ish m en t as less corporeal and  m ore 
as reform atory u n le ss  all efforts to reform  an  offender fail. 
Also, one m u s t exercise ones w isdom  in assessing  the 
c ircum stances, w hich compel one to com m it a  particu la r 
offence. Ju s tic e  otherw ise canno t be done.
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Religion, Pluralism and 
Modern Society

19

i

M odern society, one w ishes or not, is essentially  a  
p luralistic  society. The great religions of the  world, on 
the  o ther hand , have originated, m ore often th a n  not, in 
m o n o lith ic  so c ie tie s . T h u s  th e  th e o lo g ie s  of th e s e  
religions w ere tailored to su it such  societies. Even if a  
relig ion  o rig in a ted  in a  society  w ith  m ore th a n  one 
religion and  subsequen tly  becam e a  dom inan t religion 
in th a t society, its theology evolved as if it w as the  only 
valid religion.

In o rder to u n d e rs tan d  it in proper perspective one 
could divide religion into th ree  related  categories: 1) the 
revelatory aspect of religion w hich is con ta ined  in the  
com pilation of revelations received by th e  p ro p h e t or 
in tu itional sayings of its founder; 2) theology developed 
on the  basis  of th ese  revelations, sayings of the  prophet, 
a n d  th e  im m e d ia te  c irc u m s ta n c e s  in  w h ich  th o se  
o b se rv a tio n s  w ere  m ade a n d  3) p o p u la r  p ra c tic e s , 
c u s to m s  an d  tra d itio n s  am ong th e  follow ers of th a t  
re lig ion .

T hus m ost fundam ental to a  religion should  be its 
revelatory  a sp ec t w hich lays down the  p rincip les and  
guide lines for its followers. However, often th is p a rt of 
re lig io n  is  s id e l in e d  a n d  th e o lo g ie s  d e v e lo p e d  by 
e m in e n t th eo lo g ian s  of th e  fa ith  an d  tra d itio n s  a n d
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popu lar practices becom e m ore widely accepted. The real 
problem  in accepting  validity of o the r religions is no t 
revelatory  or in tu itional asp ec t b u t the  la tte r  two i.e. 
theological and  popu lar traditions. Som etim es popu lar 
practices and  trad itions are m uch m ore accom m odative 
th a n  the  theological aspect.

The real problem  in accepting the  validity of o ther 
re lig ions is m ain ly  p osed  by theological r a th e r  th a n  
rev e la tio n a l a sp e c ts . Theology is m ore  of a  h u m a n  
co n stru c t th a n  divine in junction though  it is based  on 
re v e la tio n . H ow ever, th e o lo g ic a l fo rm u la tio n s  a re  
p r im a r ily  b a s e d  on  h u m a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  of th e  
revelatory tex t and  th is unders tan d in g  is influenced by 
h u m a n  c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  If th e  re lig io n  c o n c e rn e d  
becom es dom inan t one or is em braced by the  ru le rs  its 
th eo logy  o ften  re fle c ts  th is  d o m in a n t, m a jo r ita r ia n  
a ttitu d e .

C hristian ity  as  long as it w as religion m ainly followed 
by the  oppressed  people of Palestine its dom inan t values 
w ere very different. The Bible is full of sym pathy  for the 
oppressed , exploited and  rejected of the society. There 
w as m uch  m ore em phasis on the Serm on on the  M ount 
th a n  on conversion  an d  d am nation  of non -C h ris tian . 
However, after few cen tu ries  w hen it w as em braced  by 
th e  R o m an  ru le r s ,  th e  a t t i tu d e  of i ts  th e o lo g ia n s  
u n d erw en t change and  it acquired  the  ch arac te ris tics  
of a  religion of th e  dom in an t ru ling  com m unity . Now 
th e re  w as g re a te r  e m p h a s is  on d a m n a tio n  of n on - 
C hristians.

Islam  too h as  sim ilar history. Its M eccan p h ase  is 
m u c h  m o re  h u m a n e  a n d  fu ll of sy m p a th y  for th e  
o p p ressed  an d  exploited. In fact M oham m ad T ah a  of 
Sudan , em phasises th is in his Second Coming o f  Islam. 
He feels em phasis  should  be on the M eccan practices to 
m ake m odern Islam  m ore hum ane and  pro-oppressed. 
T hough th e  Q u r’an ic  revelations rem ain ed  co n s is te n t 
w ith  th e  M ecca n  r e v e la t io n s  ( th e re  c a n n o t  be 
c o n tra d ic t io n s  in d iv ine rev e la tio n s), th e  M ed inese  
practice of Islam  is m ore problem atic.
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In M adina Islam  soon becam e religion of m ajority and  
desp ite  its ideals of recognising C hristianity  and  Ju d a ism  
as  religions b rough t by the  p rophets of Allah Moses and  
J e su s , it cam e into clash with Jew s who began to re sen t 
d o m in a n t p o s itio n  a cq u ired  by Is lam  a n d  th u s  th e  
M edinese Jew s began to secretly conspire w ith M eccan 
unbelievers to defeat Islam  and  M uslims.

The P rophet (PBUH), as long as he w as alive, rem ained 
a  role m odel for h is  follow ers an d  he  p ra c tis e d  th e  
Q u r’an ic  v a lu es  like ‘adl (justice), kara m a h  (h u m an  
d ig n ity )  a n d  ra h m a h  (c o m p a ss io n ) . He t r i e d  to  
accom m odate  Jew s as b e s t as he could in th e  given 
c ircum stances and  even en tered  into a  pac t w ith them  
giving them  full freedom  to follow th e ir  religion. They 
w ere m ade p a rt of the  city com m unity of M adina. B ut 
conflic t of h u m a n  in te re s ts  d id  b ring  a b o u t c la sh e s  
betw een them  and  M uslims. And th a t the  M uslim s w ere 
em erging as a  dom inan t com m unity m ade th ings m ore 
difficult.

S ubsequen tly  Islam  em erged as a  religion of the m ost 
pow erfu l em p ires  of th e  w orld an d  th is  becam e th e  
c lassica l period  of Islam . M ost of th e  theologies an d  
ju ris tic  theo ries  and  form ulations cam e into existence 
d u r in g  th is  perio d . T hese  th eo lo g ies  do re fle c t th e  
dom in an t position  of M uslim s du ring  the  period. The 
Q ur’an  h ad  show n great respect for all the  p rophets  and  
m entioned  by nam e several of them , though  no t all of 
them . The Q ur’an  also m ade it obligatory for M uslim s to 
show equal respect to all these  p rophets and  those who 
do no t are  real unbelievers.

Yet, M uslim s and  Jew s on one hand , and  M uslim s 
and  C hristians on the other, cam e into serious conflict. 
The c ru sades, though apparen tly  religious w ars w ere in 
fact, s tru g g le  for pow er be tw een  th e  two d o m in a n t 
com m unities. Both com m unities w an ted  to occupy as 
m uch  political space as possible and  fought to ex tend  
th e ir sphere  of influence. It is in teresting  to note th a t 
d u rin g  th e  M ed inese  period  th e re  is c la sh  b e tw een

Religion, Pluralism and Modem Society 23 5



M uslim s an d  Jew s and  m ore am iable rela tions betw een 
M uslim s a n d  C h ris tia n s . B u t la te r  on m a in  conflic t 
developed betw een C hristians and  M uslims.

The re a so n  is obvious. In M adina th e re  w ere no 
C hristians and  the Jew s enjoyed dom inant position before 
advent of Islam . However, th is position of the  Jew s w as 
th re a te n e d  a fte r  M uslim s o ccup ied  b o th  soc ia l a n d  
p o l i t ic a l  s p a c e  a n d  J e w s  fe lt  th e y  w e re  b e in g  
m arginalised. T hus conflict developed betw een them  and  
it resu lted  in bloody battles.

However, w hen Islam  spread  to areas  u n d e r Rom an 
Em pire, it c lashed  with C hristians and  th is conflict w ith 
C hristians con tinued  as Islam spread  to E urope w here 
C h r is tia n ity  w as a  d o m in a n t re lig ion . T h is  co n flic t 
acquired  the  form of theological w ar as reflected into the 
M uslim and  C hristian  theologies of the period. And since 
there  w as no Jew ish  em pire anyw here a t th a t tim e, there  
is no fu rth er h istory of conflict betw een two com m unities 
un til th e  s ta te  of Israel cam e into existence in 1948.

T hus it will be seen  th a t the re  is no real religious 
conflict betw een th e se  religions. Yet, if one exam ines 
the  p ronouncem en ts  of theologians of th a t period one 
will find serious conflict and  even dam nation  of each  
other. It w as no t really conflict of religions and  question  
of sp iritu a l salvation  b u t of political dom ination  an d  
socio -cu ltu ra l space.

In India too, the re  w as in fact no conflict betw een 
Islam  an d  H induism  in religious an d  sp iritu a l sense . 
Those M uslim  theo log ians, who w ere p a r t of M uslim  
ru ling  es tab lish m en ts , tended  to adop t condem natory  
a ttitu d e  tow ards H indu religion. T heir co ndem nation  
w as no t based  on close study  of H indu scrip tu res b u t on 
p o p u la r  p rac tice s  p rev a len t. Also, th o se  th eo lo g ian s  
trying to go closer co the ru lers or ru ling es tab lishm en ts , 
tended  to show greater degree of hostility tow ards the 
re lig ion  of rival co m m u n ity  a n d  th e ir  a t t i tu d e  a lso  
reflected arrogance of ruling theologians.
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II
It is also im portan t to note th a t there is as  m uch  inner 

p lu ra lity  w ith in  a  re lig io u s  c o m m u n ity  a s  b e tw ee n  
e x te rn a l re lig ious co m m u n ities . O ne finds a s  m u c h  
degree of h ostility  betw een in n e r p lu ra lity  as  am ong 
ex ternal plurality. The C hristians developed several sects 
in its early period and  leaders of one sect persecu ted  the 
people belonging to o the r sect, especially  w hen  th e se  
leaders  h ap p en ed  to be in dom inan t position  or w ith 
dom inan t power s truc tu re .

T h u s  th e re  w as se rio u s  conflic t be tw een  R om an 
C atholics, th e  O rthodox C hristian s an d  M onophysites 
w hen Islam  appeared  on the scene. The M onophysites 
on the  border of Rom an em pire who also h ap pened  to be 
A rabs w ere severely persecu ted  by the  Rom an C hristians 
a s  th e y  h a p p e n e d  to  be  in  d o m in a n t  p o s i t io n .  
Persecution w as so severe th a t m any of these M onophysite 
A rab C h ris tian s  p referred  to adop t Islam  ra th e r  th a n  
rem ain  C h ris tia n s  and  face p ersecu tio n . The R om an 
Catholics also severely persecu ted  the P ro testan ts  la ter 
in E urope w hen M artin L uther rejected th e  sole papal 
au thority .

Islam  also developed several sects in its early period. 
The first sch ism  appeared  on the question of succession  
to th e  P rophet (PBUH) i.e. betw een S unn is  and  Shi'ahs. 
W hen the  Um ayyads constitu ted  the ru ling dynasty  the 
S h i'ahs w ere seriously persecuted . The persecu tion  w as 
so severe th a t the  S hi'ahs had  to adopt the  doctrine of 
taq iyya  i.e. d iss im u la tio n . To avoid p e rsecu tio n  they  
p ractised  the  Sunni faith publicly b u t followed the  S h i‘ah  
faith in private.

The Ism a'ilis faced sim ilar persecu tion  a t the  h an d s  
of th e  A b b asid s  for close to two c e n tu r ie s  a n d  th e  
A bbasids h u n te d  down for the Isma'ili Im am s who w ent 
in to  se c lu s io n  an d  lived life h id d e n  from  th e ir  own 
followers. There w as d issension  w ithin the S unn is  and  
one Sunn i sect persecu ted  o ther Sunni sects. There w as
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great conflict betw een those who believed the  Q ur’an  w as 
co -e te rn a l w ith  Allah and  tho se  who believed it w as 
crea ted  by Allah. Im am  Abu Hanifa, an  em inen t Sunni 
ju r is t  w as severely persecu ted  and  lashed  publicly for 
holding the  opinion th a t the Q ur’an  w as co-eternal with 
Allah.

T h is  in t e r n a l  p lu r a l i ty  w ith in  e v e ry  re l ig io u s  
com m unity  also becam e cau se  of severe conflict an d  
d am nation  of dom inated  com m unity  by the  d om inan t 
com m unity .

T h u s  it will be seen  th a t  in te rn a l p lu ra lism  h a s  
cau sed  as  m uch  prob lem s as th e  ex terna l p lu ra lism . 
Tensions and  conflicts, as shown above, have no t so m uch 
on accoun t of religious teachings per se as on accoun t 
of e ither pow er struggle or sim ilar o ther m ateria l causes. 
The Q u r’an  do es  n o t te a c h  d is re sp e c t to  an y  o th e r  
religion. C hristians and  Jew s were trea ted  as people of 
the  book (ahl al-kitab) and  th is category w as ex tended  to 
o ther faiths such  as Z oroastrians (by the P rophet himself) 
and  H indus by the  ‘ulam a.

It is  t ru e  th a t  o ften  som e 'u la m a  w ou ld  d ec la re  
C hristians or H indus as kafirs b u t it w as again for reasons 
o th e r  th a n  relig ious. Im am  Taym iyyah, for exam ple, 
declares C hristians as kafirs in th irteen th  cen tu ry  w hen 
C h ris tia n s  a n d  M uslim s w ere engaged  in  c ru sa d e s . 
Similarly, m any ‘u lam a in India often p ronounced  the 
fatw a of ku fr  ag a in s t H indus in th e  co u rse  of pow er 
struggle. Similarly some ‘u lam a belonging to one school 
of th o u g h t is su ed  fatw a of ku fr  ag a in st the  ‘u la m a  of 
an o th e r school of thought.

Also, the re  have been different tren d s both  orthodox 
as well as liberal in the sam e religious com m unity. Sufis, 
for exam ple, ad op ted  very liberal a ttitu d e  an d  never 
condem ned  people of o the r religions. M uhiyuddin  ibn 
Arabi who w as founder of sufi school of W ahdat al-Wujud 
(Unity of Being) w as quite open to all o ther faiths. In fact 
the  doctrine of W ahdat al-Wujud itself, as propounded  by
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him , is quite liberal one and  im plies th a t real being is 
one and  all of u s  are His m anifestations. T hus all being 
His m anifestation , the re  should  be no wall of separation  
betw een them .

The sufis p ractised  ano ther im portan t doctrine called 
sulh-I-kul m eaning  to tal peace and  by im plication peace 
w ith all. Such  doctrines are  very helpful for a  p lu ra lis t 
society. In India, w hich h as  been a  p lu ra lis t society for 
c e n tu r ie s  su fi d o c tr in e s  w ere  e x tre m e ly  h e lp fu l in 
m ain ta in ing  inter-religious peace. It is im portan t to note 
th a t  th e  su fis  m a in ta in ed  th e ir  d is ta n ce  from  pow er 
s tru c tu re s  an d  w ere no t involved w ith pow er seeking 
ru le rs  and  hence could be m ore effective in m ain tain ing  
religious harm ony. They believed in dialogue and  were 
no t averse to cu ltu ra l adaptation .

It w as th is  su fis tic  a tt i tu d e  coup led  w ith  B hak ti 
m ovem ent in India th a t religious synthesis, ra th e r  th a n  
re lig io u s  c o n fro n ta tio n  re s u lte d . M any s y n c re tis t ic  
relig ions like K abir P an th , S ikkhism , P ran am  P an th , 
Im am  Shahi sect etc. cam e into existence. Also, com m on 
people in India developed respect for all religions. The 
Ind ian  trad itio n  encouraged  sarva  dharm a sam bhava  
(equal resp ec t for all religions) and  the  Islam ic trad ition  
em phasised  al-khalq-u-‘ayalullah  (entire creation is Allah’s 
family). T hus both  these  trad itions prom oted ad ju stm en t 
w ith plurality. T hus in medieval India p luralism  becam e 
way of life for the  people.

However, Europe was not so fortunate. W hen India 
w as enjoying com parative religious harm ony and  peace 
E urope w as involved in inter-religious conflict of severe 
kind. On one hand , there  were an ti-Jew ish  pogrom s, and  
on the  o ther, in tense  struggle betw een P ro testan ts  and  
C atholics. B u t renaissan ce  u sh e red  in an  en ligh tened  
e ra  la te r  on. It w as th is  re n a is s a n c e  perio d , w h ich  
en co u ra g ed  grow th of sc ience an d  E u ro p e  began  to 
change  radically .
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III
B ut m odernity  and  scientific progress in E urope w as 

no t w ithou t problem s for the  Asian and  African countries. 
T hese co u n trie s  experienced  colonialism  an d  colonial 
policies w ere based  on divide and  rule. India, w hich had  
enjoyed relative relig ious peace th ro u g h o u t m edieval 
ages , b eg an  to ex p erien ce  re lig io u s con flic t d u rin g  
m odern colonial period. T hus m odernity  cam e to India 
a t  th e  co st of relig ious strife. The relig ious p lu ra lity  
becam e a  severe problem  during  m odern period in India.

T h u s  a s  fa r  a s  In d ia  w as c o n c e rn e d  m o d e rn ity  
daw ned w ith religious conflict partly  because  of divide 
an d  ru le  policy of th e  B ritish  co lon ia lists  an d  p artly  
b eca u se  of ind igenous factors. M odernity en cou rages 
com petitiveness an d  in a  religiously p lu ra lis t society  
com m unal differences becom e the m ain fau lt lines. T hus 
the  H indu elite and  the  M uslim elite began to com pete 
for scarce jo b s  and  took the  form of com m unal strife. This 
w as fu rth e r exacerbated  by the B ritish policies both  of 
divide and  ru le and  th a t of stifled econom ic growth.

Now the process w as reversed. While E uropean  society 
began to experience greater degree of secu larisation  both 
d u e  to re n a issa n c e  an d  fa s te r econom ic grow th, the  
In d ian  soc ie ty  b eg an  to  ex p erien ce  m ore a n d  m ore 
com m unalised  and  the strife continues un til today. T hus 
m odern dem ocracy, w hich w as thou g h t to be a  g reat boon 
for its em phasis  on secu lar governance, often becam e a  
n ig h tm a rish  experience due to cas te  an d  com m unal 
d ifferences getting  exacerbated . C aste an d  com m unal 
id e n t i t i e s  b e c a m e  th e  m a in  s o u rc e  of p o li t ic a l  
m obilisa tion  for th e  political elite of th e se  cas te  and  
com m unity  elites.

In all com m unal and  religious strifes today, religious 
leaders are  no t as m uch  involved as the political leaders. 
More in to lerance is shown tow ards o ther com m unities 
by com m unally  charged political leaders th a n  religious 
leaders. However, it does no t m ean th a t religious leaders



do n o t p lay  an y  negative role; th ey  do. E ith e r  th ey  
collaborate w ith com m unal leadersh ip  or rem ain  silen t 
spec ta to rs  of ha te  cam paign by com m unal leaders. In the 
G u jara t carnage la st year the religious leaders in G u jara t 
chose to rem ain  silen t and  th u s  streng thened  the  h an d s  
of com m unal fanatics in m assacre  of innocen t people.

A m odern  p lu ra lis t society canno t function sm oothly 
u n le s s  p o l i t ic ia n s  c o n t in u e  to  e x p lo it  r e l ig io u s  
differences for political m obilisation. U nless politics is 
issu e-b ased  and  value-based  the p lu ra lis t societies will 
co n tin u e  to experience in te n se  strife. Also, re lig ious 
lead ers  sh o u ld  sh u n  pow er am bitions. U nfo rtunate ly  
so m e re lig io u s  le a d e rs  c h o o se  to  c o lla b o ra te  w ith  
com m unal politicians in o rder to fulfil the ir am bitions 
for power.

Religion h as  staged come back for n um ero u s reasons. 
F irs tly , in  m o d e rn  s e c u la r  so c ie tie s  eco n o m ic  a n d  
political com petition creates u n certa in ties  and  religion 
becom es an  an ch o r for com m on people. The m odern  
societies u p roo t people from the ir place of b irth  an d  force 
them  to m igrate from less developed to m ore developed 
a re a s  in s e a rc h  of livelihood. T his c re a te s  s e n se  of 
a lienation  an d  roo tlessness. Religious iden tities  alone 
can provide sense  of belonging and  rootedness.

A m o d e rn  u r b a n  s o c ie ty  c r e a te s  s e n s e  of 
d ire c tio n le ssn e ss  an d  m ean in g le ssn ess . It is religion 
w hich can  rem ove th is  sense  of d irec tion lessness and  
m e a n in g le s sn e s s  an d  th u s  relig ion  b eco m es a  very 
im portan t source of in tellectual certainty. All th is  leads 
to g reater urge to belong to a  religious trad ition  and  a  
s tro n g  s e n se  of re lig io u s  id e n tity . And in  a  m u l t i ­
religious society th is becom es a  source of conflict.

It is therefore highly necessary  to m ain tain  harm ony 
in m odern  m ulti-relig ious societies. This can  be done 
only if m e m b ers  of all re lig ious c o m m u n itie s  s trive  
toge ther to u s h e r  in a  ju s t  and  equ itab le  society. No 
religious com m unity should  be unfairly trea ted . M odem
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societies consist of m ore educated  and  aw are people and  
hence they are  quite sensitive to in justice of any kind. 
This sense  of in justice will always be politically exploited 
and  w ould becom e su re  recipe for strife.

Second im portan t th ing for m odem  p lu ra lis t societies 
is to tre a t religion only as w hat it is m ean t to be i.e. a  
source of sp iritual and  m oral growth, and  no t as  a  m eans 
for fulfilling political am bitions. It is only th e  m odern  
com m itted intelligentsia, w hich can evolve checks and  
balances to m ain ta in  inter-religious harm ony. For th is 
it is no t only necessary  to develop equal resp ec t for all 
re lig ions b u t also to sh u n  re lig ion -based  politics. In 
m odern  com petitive societies it is very d an g e ro u s  to 
indulge in religion-based politics. It will surely  lead to 
religious extrem ism , as we have been  experiencing in 
India an d  Pakistan .

Religious extrem ism  causes great deal of violence in 
the  society an d  innocen t people are repeated ly  bu tch ered  
as we have seen  in the  case of Algeria also. No religion 
perm its violence against defenceless people b u t religious 
ex trem ists are  blinded by the ir rage against th e  enem y. 
They leg itim ise  th e ir  feeling of revenge by invoking  
religion ag a in st th e  innocen t people of o th e r religion. 
The m odern  society h as  developed highly destru c tiv e  
w eaponry, w hich can  kill h u n d red s a t a  time.

T hus those who are com m itted to true  spirit of religion 
sh o u ld  c u ltiv a te  to le ran ce  an d  re sp e c t for d iffe ren t 
religions and  should  see to it th a t religious differences 
a re  so lv ed  th ro u g h  d ia lo g u e  r a th e r  th a n  th ro u g h  
con fron ta tion . M odern u rb a n  life is far m ore ten sio n  
ridden  for ordinary  people and  any em otional issue  can 
lead to religious extrem ism  and  militancy.

T h u s tru ly  com m itted  people w ould alw ays try  to 
prom ote b e tte r  u n d ers tan d in g  am ong people of diverse 
religions. Peace, in such  p lu ra lis t societies, shou ld  be 
th e  f ir s t  p r io r i ty  for th o s e  c o m m itte d  to re lig io u s  
teachings. P luralism , as a  doctrine can  greatly help as it
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m eans accepting  equal validity for all religions an d  to 
live in peace w ith people of o ther religious trad itions. 
This is tru e  sp irit of p luralism  as a  religious doctrine.
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Muslim World and 

Role of Intelligentsia

The M uslim  world is u ndoub ted ly  u n d e r  th ro es  of 
c r is is  a n d  M uslim  m a ss e s  in  g e n e ra l a n d  M uslim  
in te llec tua ls  in  particu la r are  deeply concerned  ab o u t 
it. W hat is the  n a tu re  of th a t crisis and  w hat are cau ses  
of th e  c r is is  n e e d s  to be a n a ly se d  an d  u n d e rs to o d  
properly before any rem edial m easu res  can be suggested. 
And after th e  a ttack  on 9 /1 1  the sense of, if no t the  actual 
n a tu re  of, the  crisis h as  deepened.

The n a tu re  of crisis has to be traced  to the  pace of 
m odern changes, w hich are taking place rapidly in the 
M uslim  world today. Most of the M uslim coun tries have 
still n o t left th e ir  feudal p a s t behind. The m in d se t of 
M uslim  peoples in th e se  co u n tries  is still a ttu n e d  to 
feudal era. The feudal value-system  requ ires people to 
subm it to, ra th e r  th an  be critical of, ru ling and  religious 
au thorities. The M uslim world is in a  s ta te  of transition  
an d  the  transito ry  s ta te  is bound  to create  crisis and  
confusion .

All coun tries and  peoples go th rough  such  crisis and  
in te lle c tu a l confusion . The E u ro p ean  c o u n trie s  w en t 
th rough  it du ring  17-18 cen tu ries lingering over to 19th 
century . It w as during  th is period th a t the au tho rity  of 
th e  c h u rc h  w as  w eak en ed , d e m o c ra tic  g o v ern an c e  
em erged and  critical m indset developed. It is also to be 
no ted  th a t the E uropean  countries, especially E ngland



an d  F rance, could ease  the  n a tu re  of th e ir  tran sitio n  
th rough  colonialism. This luxury is no t available to any 
country  of the  th ird  world. On the  o ther hand , the  n a tu re  
of crisis in M uslim countries is getting w orse because  of 
fu rth er crisis being created  on account of globalisation.

O ne can n b t u n d e rs ta te  the  n a tu re  of crisis  in the  
M uslim world today. These countries for various reasons 
have even no t been fully dem ocratised. E ither they are 
ru led  by kings, sheikhs and  m ilitary d ic tato rs or a t b est 
have strictly  controlled dem ocracy. While Gulf countries 
fall in th e  first category, coun tries  like Algeria, Syria, 
P a k is ta n  a n d  M alaysia, fall u n d e r  seco n d  category . 
However, the  w estern  world is particularly  m ore worried 
ab o u t the  n a tu re  of crisis in the Gulf countries as these  
are oil rich coun tries and  the  W est, especially the  USA 
w an ts  to m ain ta in  its sole hegem ony here.

M uch of th e  crisis h a s  to do w ith  th e  hegem onic 
control Am erica w an ts to exercise over th is region. The 
W estern, and  particu larly  the A merican in te rests  in th is 
region h as  no t only aggravated the  n a tu re  of the crisis in 
th e  M u slim  w o rld , i t  h a s  s ta l le d  th e  p ro c e s s  of 
dem ocratisa tion  also. It is the irony of the  situa tion  th a t 
th ese  very pow ers then  blam e Islam  for lack of dem ocracy 
in the  M uslim  countries.

It w ould be in teresting  to throw  som e light on th is 
question , as  it is also p a rt of the contem porary  crisis in 
th e  M uslim  world. Some of the M uslim  coun tries  like 
Algeria, Libya, Syria, Iraq, Malaysia, Indonesia  (and of 
course P ak istan  and  Bangla Desh) were colonised b u t 
coun tries like Saudi Arabia, Iran etc. w ere no t directly 
co lo n ise d . T he freed o m  s tru g g le  in  som e of th e s e  
coun tries w as arm ed  struggles and  th a t played a  p a rt in 
em ergence of m ilitarily controlled regim es or controlled 
dem ocracy. In Egypt the  struggle w as dem ocratic b u t the 
pow er w as tran sfe rred  to King Farouq ra th e r  th a n  an  
elected regim e and  then  Jam al Abdul N asir staged a  coup 
an d  c a p tu re d  pow er. He p u t dow n Islam ic ex trem is t 
opposition to h is regim e with heavy han d  and  before he
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could accom plished m uch died a  p re-m atu re  d ea th  and  
power w as cap tu red  by lesser people like Anwar S adat 
and  controlled dem ocracy w as p u t in place.

In Iran again struggle against im perialist dom ination 
w as no t violent and  M osaddiq tried  to u sh e r  in dem ocracy 
a n d  n a t io n a l i s e d  oil. H ow ever, th i s  w a s  to ta l ly  
unaccep tab le  to W estern pow ers and  Am erica u sed  CIA 
to stage a  coup against M osaddiq and  brough t the  Shah  
b a c k  to  p o w er w ho ru le d  over I ra n  u n t i l  h e  w as  
overthrow n by Islam ic revolution in 1979.

In A lgeria th e  n a tu re  of s trugg le  a g a in s t F ren ch  
im perialism  w as in the n a tu re  of arm ed insu rrec tion  and  
power p assed  over to those who controlled arm s and  th u s  
arm y estab lished  its control over power and  is re lu c tan t 
to give u p  pow er even though it w as voted ou t in early 
n ineties. In the  Gulf coun tries  the  kings and  sh e ik h s 
who wielded power were not allowed to be d istu rbed  by 
th e  W estern  pow ers, as  th e re  w as high s tak e  d u e  to 
p resence of rich  oil resources.

In In d o n e s ia  S u k arn o  cam e to pow er d u e  to h is  
p restig e  acq u ired  d u rin g  strugg le  ag a in s t th e  D u tch  
im perialists b u t w as overthrow n in a  coup by S uharto , a  
m ilitary general w ith the help of CIA due to S u k arn o ’s 
‘d an g ero u s’ inclination tow ards China. T hus Indonesia  
also con tinued  for close to four decades u n d e r m ilitary 
d ic ta to r s h ip  u n t i l  th e  p e o p le  of I n d o n e s ia  w on  
dem ocracy th rough  the ir hard  struggle.

T h u s th is  b rief survey  show s clearly  th a t  lack  of 
dem ocracy in the  M uslim world today is m ore because  
of im perialists m achinations th an  because of Islam . Since 
the  USA supp o rts  the  dictatorial regim es in the M uslim 
world, particu larly  in the Gulf countries, the  peoples of 
th ese  coun tries are unab le  to express the ir grievances 
d e m o c ra tic a lly  a n d  th e y  r e s o r t  to v io lence  to find  
ventilation to the ir su p p ressed  anger. The a ttack s  on 9 /  
11 on trade  tow ers on New York w ere partly  due to these  
reasons though  there  is m ore to it th a n  only th is.
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The events of 9 /1 1  are going to have far reach ing  
co n seq u en ces  for th e  M uslim  w orld as  m u ch  deep er 
p rocesses are  involved th an  m ere a ttack  on the  trade  
tow ers. Not only th a t the  M uslim world will have to come 
to grips w ith new  realities the  W estern pow ers also have 
to deal w ith an  entirely  new  situation. This new  situa tion  
is p artly  th e ir  own crea tion  though  they  could  never 
foresee it. For the  peoples of the M uslim world too, th is 
w ould prove to be a  blessing in disguise. It h a s  given a  
new  im petus to the  th inking process am ong the  M uslim 
in te lle c tu a ls .

A part from all th is  there is yet ano ther factor w hich is 
deeply im pacting on the M uslim world, particu larly  on 
the  coun tries of the Gulf region i.e. m odernisation. It also 
h as  lot to do w ith oil resources in the region. This region 
un til recently  w as quite poor in resources and  it w as in 
early seventies after the w ar of Yom K ippur th a t oil prices 
sho t u p  and  the region w as suddenly  flooded with w hat 
cam e to be know n as ‘petro-dollars’ or ‘black gold’. This 
trem en d o u sly  inc reased  the  pace of m odern isa tion  in 
the  region causing  great deal of turm oil.

Social change, if it is b ro u g h t su d d en ly  an d  w ith 
g re a te r  pace  th a n  people can  d igest, le ad s  to g rea t 
tu rm o il an d  in te lle c tu a l con fusion . The G ulf reg ion  
including Saudi A rabia was s tag n an t for cen tu ries  and  
people w ere c o n te n t w ith  th e ir  religion an d  c u ltu ra l 
tra d itio n s  a n d  a t  p eace  w ith  th e m se lv es . B u t it all 
changed  sudden ly  as  if they w ere caugh t in a  vortex. 
The ruling c lasses in the region could hardly  be expected 
to m anage the  whole situation  wisely. They w ere worried 
m ore ab o u t th e ir own stability  and  con tinuation  th an  
m anaging the  change with wisdom and  insight. Moreover 
the  Islam ic revolution fu rther frightened them  and  added 
to  th e ir  w oes. Som e of th e m  fea red  th e y  m ig h t be 
overthrow n any time.

Also, Ayatollah Khomeini and  Saddam  h ad  the ir own 
irreconcilab le  hostility  tow ards each  o th e r. S addam , 
u n d e r  p re s s u re  from  th e  S h ah  of Iran , h ad  th ro w n
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Khomeini o u t of Iraq and  he had  to take refuge in France. 
W hen the  Ayatollah m ade Islam ic revolution succeed  in 
Iran, called for overthrow  of Saddam  and  m ade repeated  
appeal to th e  S h i’ahs  of Iraq. These rep ea ted  appea ls  
provoked S addam  and  goaded by USA he invaded Iran 
and  the  10 year long w ar betw een these  two countries 
crea ted  a  new  crisis in the region. Later Saddam  a ttacked  
K uw ait too (p e rh ap s  again  u n d e r  d ire c t or in d ire c t 
m otivation from the  CIA) pluging the  region yet in ano ther 
crisis.

All th ese  developm ents m ade the Gulf regim es m ore 
panicky and  hence m ore repressive. A part from political 
re p re s s io n  th e se  ru le rs  saw  g rea te r  ch an c e  of th e ir  
political survival in using  religion for political ends. The 
concept of Islam ic s ta te  and  enforcing orthodox S h ari’ah  
law s s tr ic tly  cam e in h an d y . T hese  m e a su re s  w ere 
publicised with all fanfares to create a  repressive orthodox 
religious atm osphere. Due to fear of Islam ic revolution 
of Iran greatly hostile to America, the USA also adopted  
policies to undo  Islam ic revolution in Iran, on one hand, 
and  to project Islam  in bad  light, on the other. It was 
A m e ric a n  m e d ia , w h ich  c o in e d  th e  te rm  ‘Is la m ic  
fu n dam en ta lism ’ and  gave it a  pejorative sense.

It w as  s tr a n g e  iro n y  th a t  th e  A m eric an  r u le r s  
s treng then  the  au thoritative ru lers  in the  Gulf region on 
one h a n d  w ho d ep en d e d  m ain ly  on en fo rc in g  w h a t 
A m erican m ed ia  called ‘fu n d am en ta lis t Is lam ’ and  on 
the  o ther, condem ned it outright. The A m ericans had  to 
play th ese  gam es to serve the ir in te rests  in the  region. 
T his c re a te d  lo t of co n fu sio n  in  th e  m in d s  of n on - 
M uslim s dep en d en t on the  m edia for the ir inform ation 
and  anger am ong th e  M uslim youth  from these  countries.

The Gulf region h as  rem ained in g reat turm oil ever 
since oil p rices have gone u p  in early  seven ties  an d  
su b se q u en t Islam ic revolution in Iran. The region h as  
no t know n peace ever since. Again America a ttacked  Iraq 
u n d e r  th e  p re te x t of it p o sse ss in g  w eapons of m ass  
destruc tion  and  plunged the region in fu rth er crisis. Now
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a  section of the  Iraqi people, particu larly  the  suppo rters  
of S a d d a m  H u s s a in ,  h a s  u n le a s h e d  u n s to p p a b le  
violence. America, now fearing w orst scenario, w an ts  to 
qu it Iraq as early as possible. Thus it is America, w hich 
is creating  conditions for political violence in the  region, 
it is Islam  w hich is portrayed as violent by the  m edia.

Instead  of analysing the situation  people blam e the 
violence on Islam . This is fu rther reinforced by acts  of 
few M uslim  groups who com m it violence invoking the  
concept of jihad . The people th en  begin to th in k  th a t 
M uslim s reso rt to violence as a  religious obligation and  
th a t  Islam  te a c h e s  violence. This im p ressio n  is very 
w idespread  and  it is for M uslim in tellectuals to remove 
it. Many of u s  un fo rtunate ly  defend u se  of violence ou t 
of an g er an d  revenge and  th is  fu rth e r  re in fo rces the  
im pression  th a t Islam  requires its followers to reso rt to 
jihad .

The M uslim  in tellectuals, who u n d e rs tan d  the  goings 
on in the m odern world, have great responsibility to study  
Islam ic teachings in the  light of m odern day challenges 
and  project p roper image of Islam. This ta sk  canno t be 
left to orthodox ‘u lam a m ost of whom often view th ings 
w ith a  m edieval m ind-set. On accoun t of th e ir tra in ing  
in conventional m adrasas, they are  u n ab le  to develop 
critical thinking. They are tra ined  only to subm it to given 
dogm as. O ften they  issu e  fatw as in the> light of th e ir  
conventional learning w ithout proper u n d ers tan d in g  of 
m odern day developm ents.

The conventional cen tres of h igher Islam ic learning 
do no t im part teachings in m odern social sciences, m uch 
less in n a tu ra l and  physical sciences. W hen the  Soviet 
Union sen t a  satellite to moon in late fifties, a  learned  
‘alim  (a friend of my father who w as also a  conventional 
‘alim) denounced  it and  called it a  'deplorable ac t of m an 
to in te rv en e  in  th e  divine function ing ’. W hen h u m a n  
cloning w as being d iscussed  a  Saudi ‘alim  issued  a  fatw a 
th a t  th e  s c ie n tis t who w orked  on h u m a n  c loning  is 
severely pun ish ed .
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Such  fatw as th en  are head lined  in the  m ed ia  and  
ignorance of m odern world by the conventional ‘alim s 
brings bad  nam e to Islam. It is u n fo rtu n a te  th a t still in 
the  cen tres  of h igher learning of Islam  the  theories and  
dogm as developed during  medieval ages an d  w hich have 
no th ing  to do w ith the Q ur’an  and  au th en tic  su n n a  are 
being taugh t. Even those concepts borrow ed from G reek 
sciences an d  philosophies rem ain integral p a rt of Islam ic 
lea rn in g .

D uring  second  an d  th ird  cen tu rie s  of Islam  th ese  
G reek sciences and  philosophies were m ost progressive 
an d  ou r "ulama and  philosophers readily accep ted  them  
an d  th u s  becam e p re c u rso rs  in th e  w orld  of h ig h e r 
know ledge. It w as th ro u g h  th em  th a t  th e  E u ro p ea n  
s c h o la r s  c a m e  to  k n o w  a b o u t  G re e k  t r e a s u r e  of 
know ledge an d  h ence  H.G. Wells, a  n o ted  h is to rian , 
describes the  Arabs as ‘foster-fathers’ of G reek knowledge 
and  wisdom. However, the G reek sciences are m a tte r of 
h istory  now and  m odern science has taken  g reat strides.

B u t the  Islam ic in stitu te s  of h igher learning have still 
no t im bibed th ese  scientific developm ents. O ur ‘u lam a 
rem ain  hooked  to m edieval sciences an d  vehem en tly  
re jec t m odern  scientific theo ries  an d  discoveries an d  
even dub  them  as sheer blasphem y. It is to be noted  th a t 
th is  is doing g reat harm  to the M uslim com m unity as  a  
whole as  com m on M uslim s are often influenced by the 
opinion expressed  by them . T hus there is g reat need  for 
re fo rm s  in  m a d ra s a  e d u c a tio n  (also  d e s c r ib e d  a s  
m odernisation) no initiative is being taken  by au thorities  
in the  M uslim  world. .

It is m a tte r of g reat concern th a t despite g reat deal of 
oil m oney the Gulf countries have no t taken  w orthw hile 
s teps  to d issem inate  m odern scientific education. There 
are  no in s titu tio n s  of h igher learning and  resea rch  in 
m odern  sciences. More and  m ore Islam ic un iversities  
are being opened to tra in  theologians and  Islam ic ju ris ts . 
N eed le ss  to say  th e se  th e o lo g ian s  a n d  ju r i s t s  la ck  
know ledge  of m o d e rn  soc ia l sc ie n c e s  a n d  ju r id ic a l
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theories. In these  in stitu tions there  is no developm ent 
of knowledge b u t only encouragem ent acknowledge, no 
process of cognition b u t only em phasis on recognition.

These M uslim  nations will rem ain totally subserv ien t 
to th e  w es te rn  c o u n trie s  in th e  field of sc ience  an d  
technologies. Mere possession  of n a tu ra l resou rces does 
n o t m ak e  a  n a tio n  pow erfu l. W hat m a k es  a  n a tio n  
powerful is developm ent of science and  technology. The 
Arab coun tries like Kuwait and  D ubai have becom e m ere 
m odern m arke ts  and  cen tres of d istribu tion , b u t no t of 
p roduction .

The oil w ealth  acquired by the Arab ruling c lasses is 
e ither transferred  to w estern  b anks for safe custody  or 
squandered  only on consum ption. This easily got m oney 
is being sp en t only on consp icuous consum ption  and  
osten tation . W hat is needed for technological progress 
of th ese  coun tries  is to save these  precious resou rces 
a n d  c o n v e r t  th e m  in to  in v e s t ib le  c a p i ta l .  F o r 
in d u s tr ia lisa tio n  one n eed s  cap ita l fo rm ation . T hese 
Gulf countries, however, h a s  no will for industria lisa tion . 
They are con ten t to becom e m ere m arke t p laces w here 
goods p ro d u ced  in J a p a n , C h ina  an d  o th e r  w es te rn  
coun tries can be exchanged and  sold b u t no t produced.

Even for th e ir  defence th e se  co u n tries  a re  to tally  
d e p en d e n t on A m erica and  hence th e  G ulf co u n tries  
have becom e its arm y bases. Neither they have w eapons 
nor properly tra ined  arm y personnel. They do no t have 
even tra ined  personnel for various o ther technical jobs 
be they  techn ica l or m anagerial. They have to im port 
hum an-pow er from other countries. There is no t a  single 
M uslim  country, w hich can be considered in scientific 
an d  in d u s tr ia l developm ents even close to India, le t 
alone any  w este rn  country . T hese co u n trie s  have no 
tra ined  sc ien tists , particu larly  theoretical scien tists.

The Q ur’an, lays so m uch em phasis on studying  the 
universe crea ted  by Allah. The tru e  w orship of Allah does 
n o t im ply only pray ing  to Him b u t also s tudy ing  His
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creation. A tru e  believer is one who m eticulously stud ies 
th e  e n t i r e  c r e a t io n  of A llah  w h ic h  in c lu d e  th e  
d ev e lo p m en t of th e o re tic a l an d  app lied  sc ien ces . In 
M odern tim es the M uslim world h as  no t even produced  
any astro n o m er or physicist of g reat repu te . S tudy  of 
astronom y and  cosmic physics is so essen tia l for proper 
u n d ers tan d in g  of ou r universe. Dr. A bdus Salam , a  noble 
laureate  in theoretical physics was also product of w estern 
u n iv e r s i t ie s .  H is s e rv ic e s  w ere  n o t ev en  p ro p e r ly  
recognised by ay M uslim country. W hen he proposed  to 
the  Saud is to finance him  for estab lish ing  a  laboratory  
for theoretical physics to study  strong and  w eak forces. 
The S audis tu rn ed  down the proposal and  A bdus Salam  
estab lished  th e  lab in Italy w ith the help of funds from 
UNESCO.

If th e  M uslim  n a tio n s  have to becom e se lf-re lian t 
pow ers u n to  th e m se lv es  th e  f irs t re q u ire m e n t is to 
e s tab lish  in s titu tio n s  of h igher scientific learn ing  and  
go for theoretical research  in m odern sciences. This of 
course requ ires  tra in ing  m odern sc ien tis t w ith critical 
m indset. A bsence of dem ocratic cu ltu re  p roduces only 
su b m is s iv e  m in d s  a n d  th o se  w ho p o s s e s s  c r it ic a l 
faculties ru n  away to o ther safer countries. The absence 
of op en  d em o c ra tic  c u ltu re  in  M uslim  c o u n tr ie s  is 
a n o th e r  o b s ta c le  in  th e  p ro g re s s  of s c ie n c e  a n d  
technology.

Though it is no t desirable to go for n u clear w eaponry, 
th e  M uslim  coun tries  (with the  exception of Pakistan) 
a re  n o t even capab le  of developing n u c le a r  sc ience. 
A m erica  will n ev e r allow  th e m  to do so for fea r  of 
developing nuclear weaponry. T hus some of them  try  to 
obtain  enriched  u ran ium , heavy w ater etc. stealth ily  from 
Pakistan . Dr. A.Q.Khan is reported  to have allegedly sold 
th e m  te c h n ic a l  k n o w -h o w . P a k is ta n ,  th o u g h  
e c o n o m ic a lly  b a c k w a rd  c o m p a re d  to  oil r ic h  g u lf  
countries, is scientifically m ore advanced in the M uslim 
w orld, th a n k s  to S o u th  A sian trad itio n s  of scien tific  
le a rn in g .
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In th ese  M uslim  countries one does no t find great 
scho lars of social sciences, m uch less n a tu ra l sciences 
due m ainly to lack of in tellectual freedom . Any scholar 
who show s any sign of independen t th ink ing  faces severe 
persecu tion . This lack of cu ltu re  of in tellectual freedom  
is m a tte r of g reat concern who w ant to see Islam ic world 
p rogress and  achieve great heights of knowledge in all 
fields of life. A m erica will be m ore th a n  h appy  if the  
Islam ic world co n cen tra te s  only on relig ious sciences 
as of now and  neglects n a tu ra l sciences. This will en su re  
the ir dependence on America and  o ther w estern  nations 
and  they  will continue to exploit the  rich oil resou rces 
of th ese  coun tries  unchallenged.

It w ou ld  th e re fo re  be a lm o s t su ic id a l for th e se  
coun tries  to rem ain  s tag n an t and  adopt only outw ard  
s ig n s  of m o d e rn is a tio n  (i.e. m o d e rn  b u ild in g s  a n d  
in fras tru c tu re  m ainly built by w estern  experts w hat is 
called  h a rd  m odern ism ). And to su p p re s s  or neg lect 
progress in theoretical n a tu ra l and  physical sciences w ith 
re su lta n t im plication of in tellectual freedom  and  critical 
thinking, dem ocracy and  respect for h u m an  righ ts (what 
can  be called soft and  inner m odernisation).

It is therefore du ty  of m odern M uslim  in tellectuals 
to com e forward, a t tim es even a t the  risk  of persecu tion  
from authorities, and  a ttem pt a  healthy critique of m odem  
M uslim  regim es an d  work tow ards flowering of m odern 
sciences in th e  M uslim  world. It w ould be n o t in the  
in te re s t  of p eop les of th e se  c o u n trie s  to d ep en d  on 
conventional ‘u lam a for the in tellectual resources. They 
will en su re  backw ardness of M uslim countries, if they 
becom e the  sole intellectual resource for the people.

Ideally a  syn thesis of Islam ic and  m odem  sciences 
can work m iracles for backw ard M uslim societies as the 
m odern tra in ed  ‘u lam a can be a  bridge betw een religious 
an d  n a tu ra l sciences and  th is  can have g reat im pact on 
M uslim  m asses. It w ould require fu tu ristic  vision on the 
p a r ts  of a u th o ritie s  to e s tab lish  su ch  in s ti tu tio n s  of 
learning. No one seem s to be in sight righ t now. B u t one
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can certain ly  visualise it so th a t it becom es a  reality  a t 
som e fu tu re  date.

The M uslim  world had  w itnessed  su ch  flowering of 
in tellectual cu ltu re  during  th ird  and  fourth  cen tu ry  of 
Islam  w hen g reat philosophers and  sc ien tists  w ere also 
g reat scho lars of Islam ic sciences. We need  it today even 
w ith g reater in tensity  and  spread.
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21
Concept of Justice in 

Qur’an and 
The Islamic World

The Concept of ju stice  is quite cen tral to the Q ur’an. 
The p re -Q u r’an ic  A rab society  w as governed  by oral 
custom s and  traditions. The tribal society had  its own 
w ays of dealing  w ith s itu a tio n s  requ iring  ju s tic e  an d  
norm ally no problem s arose. In M eccan society too tribal 
norm s w ere sufficient as long as no institu tion  of private 
p ro p erty  h ad  developed. B u t in p re-Islam ic  days th e  
M eccan tribal society was far from being static. It was 
undergoing  fast changes and  hence tribal norm s or oral 
custom s an d  trad itions were no t sufficient to deal w ith 
em erging com plex situation .

Mecca, as I have d iscussed  in details in my book The 
origin and  Development o f Islam  (Orient Longman, 1998) 
h a d  developed  in to  an  in te rn a tio n a l c e n tre  of h igh  
finance and  in ter-triba l corporations w ere com ing into 
being, w eakening tribal bonds on one hand , and, tribal 
norm s, custom s and  traditions, on the other. Along with 
finance and  com m erce, institu tion  of private property  had  
developed and  new  problem s, often severe in n a tu re , of 
in justices, began to em erge in the society.

A ccum ulation of w ealth and  aggravation of poverty 
and  m isery, as in m odern society, w ent h an d  in hand . 
In stances of starvation  and  hunger were spreading. All



tribal no rm s and  practices had  broken down. There w as 
no way for the  w eaker sections of society to get justice . 
There w as no governm ent or ru ler to appeal to. No courts 
to approach and  no tribal institu tions for redressal of their 
g rievances.

W hen  in s ta n c e s  of in ju s t ic e s ,  o p p re s s io n  a n d  
e x p lo ita tio n  in c re a s e d  a n d  v io lence  a n d  in ju s t ic e s  
multiplied., d escendan ts  of H ashim , Z uhrah  and  Taim in 
M ecca form ed an  alliance of v irtuous Hilf a l-F udul for 
r e d re s s a l  of g riev a n ces  of v io lence  a n d  in ju s t ic e s .  
M uham m ad w as th en  young and  la ter w hen he becam e 
P ro p h e t u s e d  to rem em b er th is  a lliance  w ith  p ride . 
According to Sir William Muir, th is  confederacy “aroused  
a n  e n th u s ia s m  in th e  m ind  of M ahom et, w hich  th e  
exploits of the  sacrilegious w ar failed to k indle.”

T hus the  P rophet (PBUH) w as deeply concerned  with 
ju stice  from his very young age. He w as observing the  
social a n d  econom ic scene of M ecca an d  w as deeply  
d istu rbed . He also w as d istu rbed  deeply by the  religious 
s c e n a rio  of M eccan  socie ty . He fo u n d  n o th in g  b u t 
su p e rs titio u s  p rac tices  and  no real sp iritu a l con ten t. 
Also, tribal chiefs and  the powerful in the  society w ent 
unchallenged . He in tensely  felt abou t them  and  it b u rs t 
fo rth  in  M eccan s u ra h s  like 104 an d  107. B oth are  
strongly denuncia to ry  of accum ulation  of w ealth  and  of 
neglecting the poor and  needy.

T hus ‘adl (justice) becam e a  key word in the  Q ur'an  
and  also one of the nam es of Allah i.e. ‘Adil. Also, one 
w ho is m u ttaq i i.e. p ious m u s t be ‘adil (5:8). A tru e  
w orsh ipper of Allah h as  to be ju s t  as Allah is J u s t  Himself. 
Ju stice , as  we w ould see shortly, is an  all com prehensive 
concep t in th e  Q u r’an ic  eth ic. ‘Adl, in A rabic ca rries  
sense  of balance and  absence of excess. T hus a  balance 
h as  to be m ain tained  in life as a  whole, w hether it is social, 
econom ic, con jugal or sp ir itu a l life. The co n ce p t of 
ju s tice  requ ires th a t there should  not be excesses even 
in sp iritual life as far as an  average person  is concerned. 
It is for th is  re a so n  th a t  Islam  does n o t en co u ra g e
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ru h b a n iy y a h  (ren u n c ia tio n  of th e  world) as  it w ould  
d is tu rb  balance betw een secu lar and  sp iritual life. The 
P rophet, though  a  sp iritual person  in o rien ta tion  and  
d eep ly  re v e re d  by th e  su fis  for th is  re a s o n , n ev e r 
renounced  the  world. He lived in the world and  changed  
it. He successfully  u sh e red  in a  great revolution based  
on th e  concept of ju stice  in all fields of life. According to 
W. C. Sm ith, it w as the g rea test and  m ost system atic 
revolution before the com m unist revolution in the world.

The concep t of ju s tice  is so com prehensive in the  
Q u r’an  th a t no field h as  been left ou t w here it is no t 
app lied  inc lud ing , as  po in ted  o u t above, th e  filed of 
conjugal relations. The perm ission for polygamy w as no t 
g ran ted  unconditionally  and  m ost im portan t and  m ost 
em phatic  condition laid down was ju stice  for all wives. 
There are two verses on polygamy in the  Q ur’an  4:3 and  
4:129 an d  both  verses em phatically m ention ju stice  to 
the wives. While the 4:3 says if you fear you canno t do 
ju stice  th en  m arry  only one and  the o ther verse 4:129 
says th a t you canno t do ju stice  betw een wives even if 
you w ish  b u t be no t d isinclined (from one) w ith to tal 
disinclination, so th a t you leave her in su spense .

T hus it w ould be seen th a t ju s tice  is an  im portan t 
a n d  b a s ic  re q u ire m e n t even  in  c o n ju g a l re la tio n s .  
Defining th e  concept of ju stice  for m ore th a n  one wife 
the  Islam ic ju r is ts  m ain tain  th a t the h u sb an d  should  no t 
only pay equal m ain tenance for ju s tice  to be done b u t 
also  sp en d  equal tim e w ith  each  of them . B u t som e 
M u'tazilite  ju r is ts ,  referring  to the  verse 4 :129  even 
m ain ta ined  th a t equal m ain tenance and  equal tim e are 
n o t en o u g h , eq u a l love for all w ives w ould  also  be 
necessary  in o rder for ju stice  to be done. O therw ise ends 
of ju s tice  will no t be met.

The Q ur’anic concept of ju stice  is also very critical of 
o sten ta tious  u se  of w ealth and  accum ulation  of riches. 
The ‘afw (what is m ore th an  basic need) should  be given 
away for the needy in the society (see 2:219). To check 
o sten ta tion  Islam  even forbade w earing of gold o rn am en t
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and  silk clothes for m en and  u se  of silver w ares. Such 
o s te n ta tio n  th row s econom ic b a lan ce  o verboard  an d  
c a u s e s  g rav e  eco n o m ic  in ju s t ic e s  to  th e  d e p riv e d  
sections of society.

However, in h is to ry  of h u m an ity  inc lud ing  in th e  
h is to ry  of Islam  su ch  econom ic ba lance  or econom ic 
ju stice  could no t be done except for a  brief period of tim e. 
U nfortunately, as we would see Islam ic h istory  is also 
full of econom ic in ju stices and  hence its  h is to ry  also 
rem ained  full of violence and turm oil.

T he  Q u r ’a n  h a d  r e p e a te d ly  w a rn e d  a g a in s t  
accum ula tion  of w ealth  (9:34 etc.) and  Q ur’an  strongly 
expressed  its sym pathy for the w eak (m ustad'ifin) in 28:5 
and  yet h istory  of Islam , like h istory of o ther religions, 
w as dom inated  by the  powerful (m ustakbirin). It w as, 
therefore, full of oppression and  exploitation though  of 
course there  were sho rt spells of ju s tice  and  peace.

As pointed ou t above, pre-Islam ic society of Mecca 
a n d  M a d in a  w as  fu ll o f v io le n c e , in ju s t ic e s  a n d  
exploitation. Powerful vested  in te re s ts  h ad  com e into 
existence and  it w as no t easy to estab lish  ju stice  in th a t 
society. W hatever violence and  bloodshed we see during  
the  life tim e of the  Prophet was due to his un tiring  efforts 
to e s ta b lish  a  ju s t  society  w here th e re  w ould  be no 
exploitation and  oppression.

The Q u r’an  also denounced  econom ic exploitation 
an d  d ish o n e s t trad e  p ractices. It greatfy em p h asised  
h o n e s ty  in  w e ig h ts  a n d  m e a s u re s  a n d  d e n o u n c e d  
w eighing  le ss . T h u s th e  Q u r’an  says, “A nd give full 
m easu re  w hen you m easure  out, and  weigh w ith a  true  
balance. This is fair and  be tte r in the  end .” (17:35) This 
shou ld  no t be understood  m echanically b u t symbolically.

The word u sed  in th is verse q istas is quite m eaningful 
a s  it m ean s ju stice . T hus the  whole econom ic system  
should  be based  on ju stice  w hether it is trad e  system  or 
system  of econom ic production. W hat the  Q ur’an  im plies 
is exchange of com m odities should  be ju s t  and  iriba’ any
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excess in exchange giving less and  dem anding  m ore of 
the  sam e com m odity is a  grave injustice. In fact r ib a ’ is 
excess in h an d  to han d  exchange of com m odities. Q ur’an  
strongly denounces the  practice of r ib a’. R iba’ literally 
m eans u n ju s t growth and  any u n ju s t growth is strongly 
d e n o u n c e d . T h u s  all u n fa ir  p ra c tic e s  w hich  lead  to 
en richm en t of few a t the cost of toil of o thers  are u n ju s t 
and  condem ned by the Q ur’an.

The Q ur’an  w anted  to estab lish  a  society free of all 
form s of exploitation, a  society based  on equality  and  
h u m a n  dignity and  h u m an  dignity included  dignity of 
both  the  genders. Ju stice  is of course difficult to define 
and  hence, as  we would see later, there  were debates on 
th e  co n ce p t of ju s tic e  in early  Islam ic  society . It is 
im p o rtan t to note th a t the Q ur’an  w as being revealed 
there  w as no production b u t exchange of com m odities 
and  th a t too except in Mecca the whole econom y w as 
based  on prim itive exchange.

Y et, th e  Q u r’an  gives u s  h ig h e s t form  of m o ra l 
c o n sc io u sn e ss  an d  a  very com prehensive  co n cep t of 
ju stice . For com prehensive ju stice  one needs fulfilm ent 
of several o ther conditions -  like freedom of conscience 
an d  freedom  of conscience is possib le only w hen one 
accep ts  h u m a n  dignity and  h u m an  dignity is possible 
only w hen racial, tribal and  national d iscrim inations are 
re jec ted . T h u s we see th e re  are  so m any  d e p e n d e n t 
c o n d i t io n s  to  be  e s ta b l is h e d  b e fo re  we c a n  h av e  
com prehensive concept of justice .

It is am azing th a t in a  primitive society like the one 
w hich prevailed in Arabia before Islam  we have su ch  a  
refined  system  of m orality th rough  th e  Q u r’an  w hich 
e m p h a s is e s  all th e s e  p re - re q u is i te s  of freed o m  of 
c o n s c ie n c e  (2 :2 5 1 ) , h u m a n  d ig n i ty  (1 7 :7 0 ) a n d  
e x h o r ta tio n  n o t to d isc r im in a te  b e tw ee n  p eo p le  of 
d ifferen t races, n a tio n s  and  tr ib es  (49:13). T hus th e  
Q u r’an  does no t confine itself to the u se  of w ord ‘adl 
(justice) b u t also ta lks abou t all associa ted  a ttr ib u te s  
r e q u ir e d  to  e s ta b l is h  so c ia l ju s t ic e .  T he P ro p h e t
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rep ea ted ly  em p h asised  th a t an  Arab is in no way is 
superio r to a  non-Arab. The Arabs w ere of course very 
p roud  of th e ir a rab n ess  b u t the  P rophet never hesita ted  
for a  m om ent to a ttack  th is false Arab pride. There w ere 
m any people of non-A rab origins; in th e  th en  M eccan 
and  M adinese societies who were m ostly of lowly origin 
like slaves and  to accord them  equal dignity w as to deeply 
h u r t  the Arab pride. B ut the Q ur’anic teachings and  the 
P rophet w ere quite em phatic abou t h u m an  dignity, h u r t 
or no h u r t  to Arab pride. Ju stice  canno t be estab lished  
w ithou t rigorously following universal norm s.

B u t the  Arabs who em braced Islam  did no t p u t these  
no rm s into practice. The first four caliphs them selves 
found  th e  s itu a tio n  so difficult an d  com plex. Always 
people em brace any religion for different reasons. Some 
em brace 't because  it appeals to the ir h ea rts  and  m inds 
and  they m ake all possible sacrifices for the  purpose. It 
is the ir inne r conviction w hich m otivate them . Several 
M eccans initially em braced Islam  with the ir h e a rt and  
soul and  w ith deep conviction and  m ade great sacrifices 
to uphold  th e ir convictions.

After Islam  becam e a  force, all so rts of people as u su a l 
s ta rted  em bracing it. After conquest of Mecca its w orst 
enem ies em braced  it as there w as no o ther way left and  
they could gain a  lot by em bracing it. W hat they could 
no t gain by opposing it, now they  desired  to gain by 
adopting it, especially the Umayyads. Also, there  were 
m a n y  B e d o u in  tr ib e s  w ho h a d  r e s is te d  a n d  m ad e  
com m on cau se  w ith those Q uraysh ites  of M ecca who 
fought again st the Prophet of Islam. They also h ad  no 
o ther way b u t to accept Islam.

B ut th ese  B edouins were no t com fortable w ith any 
form of governm ent. After the  d ea th  of the  P rophet a  
system atic  governm ent w as sought to be estab lished  in 
M adina and  the  B edouins who had  always lived in d esert 
a n d  loved freedom  w ould  n o t like to su b m it to any  
au thority  based  in u rb an  areas. They felt no need  for it. 
T hus though  they  em braced Islam  b u t refused  to sub jn it
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to any au thority  and  pay zakat. And w hen the first Caliph 
d em an d ed  z a k a t they  ren o u n ce d  Islam  an d  rebelled  
against the central authority . It is know n as w ar of riddah  
in h istory  of Islam.

This w as first m ajor challenge to an  a ttem p t to se t up  
a  ju s t  society in the A rabian Peninsula. To adm in ister 
ju s t ic e  one n e e d s  a  c e n tra l a u th o rity , a t  le a s t  in a  
society, w hich is no t an  advanced dem ocratic society. 
Also, th e re  w as need  to check concen tration  of power 
and  w ealth  as both  m ake it extrem ely difficult to m ake 
ju s tic e  availab le to each  an d  every ind iv idual in th e  
society. D uring  th e  P ro p h e t’s tim e th e re  w as n e ith e r  
concen tration  of power no t of w ealth  and  p rophet could 
be reached  easily by any m em ber of the  society and  hence 
it w as easier to d ispense d irect justice .

A fter h is  d e a th , Is lam  b eg an  to e x p a n d  d u e  to 
conquests and  ap art from Bedouins, large num ber of non- 
Arabs, especially Persians and  others, en tered  into the 
fold of Islam  with the ir own old value system s. The Arab, 
non-A rab conflict e rup ted  on one hand , and  the  m awali 
(pi. of m aw la client) of Arab tribes, of inferior social and  
eco n o m ic  s ta tu s  b eg an  to d e m a n d  e q u a lity  a s  th e  
Q ur’anic teachings. This led to a  very com plex situa tion  
a n d  a d m in is tra t io n  of ju s t ic e  b ecam e  in c re a s in g ly  
difficult.

W ithin th irty  years the first Islam ic S tate in h istory 
h a d  g ro w n  u n b e l ie v a b ly  la rg e  a n d  u n w ie ld y  a n d  
com prising bewilderingly large n um ber of e thn ic  groups. 
This s ta te  h ad  already incorporated into it p a rts  of Roman 
and  S assan id  em pires. Apart from bringing large n u m b er 
of e thn ic  groups and  nationalities with the ir own cu ltu res  
and  value system s, it also led to concentration  of power 
an d  w ealth  in few h an d s . T hus th e  th ird  an d  fo u rth  
Caliphs h ad  to face very com plex situation . There w as 
turm oil all a round , non-A rab M uslim s c lam ouring  for 
ju s tice  and  equal partn e rsh ip  in governance. And w hen 
pow er w ent into the h an d s  of Umayyads, they threw  all 
Islam ic norm s to the  wind and  denied  p a rtn e rsh ip  in
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g o vernance  n o t only to non -A rabs b u t  a lso  to non- 
U m ayyad Arabs. N aturally the cause  of ju s tice  suffered 
greatly. They h ad  to su p p ress  o thers ru th lessly . T hus 
U m ayyads reso rted  to tyranny and  the first victim was 
grandson  of the  Holy Prophet Im am  H usain  h im self who 
w as killed in K arbala along with 72 m em bers of h is family 
and  friends. This is one of the  g reatest tragedies of early 
Islam . And one of the  governors of the  Umayyad ru lers  
Hajjaj bin Y usuf becam e notorious for h is tyranny.

U nfortunately  the  Q ur’anic ideal of ju s tice  and  ju s t  
ru le w as no t p ractised  by M uslim ru lers  w hose lu s t for 
pow er knew  no bounds. Islam ic ru le becam e dynastic 
and  h ierarch ical and  Islamic Em pire huge and  unwieldy. 
It w as no t possible to stick to Islam ic norm s w hen you 
are  governing such  a  huge em pire w ith a  mix of such  
d ifferen t e th n ic  groups and  nationalities. T hus pow er 
becam e p rim aiy  and  ju stice  incidental.
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Contemporary World

The e n tire  po litical scen ario  h a s  ch an g ed  in  th e  
con tem porary  world. Now there  are nation  s ta tes , no t 
em pires and hum an  rights and  dem ocracy have becom e 
cen tra l for ju s t  governance. The M uslim coun tries  are 
divided into nation  s ta tes  b u t m any conditions for ju s t  
governance are m issing. Firstly, there  is no dem ocracy 
in m o st of th e  M uslim  co u n trie s  an d  no re sp e c t for 
h u m an  rights. H um an rights are very cen tral to Islam  
too. The concept of hum an  dignity (17:70) is cen tral to 
Q ur’an  and  concept of hu m an  dignity central to h u m an  
rights. B u t in non-dem ocratic or au th o rita rian  regim es 
one canno t expect hum an  rights to be respected.

Also, the re  is serious problem  with rights of wom en 
in Islam ic world today. Most of the  M uslim societies have 
yet to em erge from feudal or sem i-feudal age a t least as 
far as social values and  ethos are concerned. E xternal 
m o d e rn is a t io n  in  th e  M u slim  w o rld  (m o d e rn  
c o m m u n ic a t io n  te c h n o lo g y , ro a d s ,  b u i ld in g s ,  
au tom ation , com puters and  so on) h a s  still no t im pacted 
deep ly  on in n e r  a t t i tu d e s , social e th o s  a n d  v a lu es. 
Democracy, h u m an  rights, w om en’s righ ts etc. are p a rt 
of w h at can be called inne r m odern isation  as  against 
ap p aren t or ex ternal m odernisation.

As we have pointed out above, the Q ur’anic concept 
of ju s tice  is very com prehensive em bracing aspects  like 
econom ic, social, political an d  g en d er-re la ted . T here 
should  have been great appreciation of Q u r’anic concept
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of ju s tice  a t least in the  m odern age b u t the  course of 
266governance is extrem ely convoluted in the  M uslim  
world and  even w om en are no t getting desired  justice .

T he S h a r i ’a h  law s a s  fo rm u la te d  d u r in g  e a r ly  
cen tu ries  of Islam  relating to w om en’s rights are static  
and  TJlama res is t any change. Ju stice , as pointed ou t 
above, h as  to reflect the changing asp irations of people 
a n d  h e n c e  w h a t w as th o u g h t to be ju s t ic e  d u r in g  
m e d ie v a l a g es  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  be u n ju s t  to d a y , 
particu larly  so in case of women. The concept of ju s tice  
should  no t rem ain  static  b u t should  reflect asp ira tions 
of w om en today. Today they can n o t be satisfied  with 
secondary s ta tu s , m uch  less as m ere obedien t wives and  
d a u g h te rs . The Q u r’an  does n o t p ro jec t w ives to be 
obedien t and  secondary to the ir h u sb an d s . They have 
personality  and  dignity of the ir own.

Today we need  new  theology of ju s tice  w hether it is 
gender ju s tice , political ju s tice  or econom ic ju stice . The 
in stitu tion  of zaka t h a s  to be recast. It shou ld  no t be 
trea ted  m erely as charity  to be d ispensed  to the  poor. 
Z akat w as very im portan t ingredient of bait al-m al and  
greatly con tribu ted  to econom ic ju s tice  in the  society. 
Today zaka t is also a  static, if not a  dead institu tion. Zakat 
can play very dynam ic role in M uslim societies, a t least 
those w hich are poorer countries.

Firstly, zaka t should  be taken  ou t honestly  by the rich 
or those who are u n d e r th a t category (nisab). It should  
not be directly given to the poor which, is quite co u n te r­
p ro d u c tiv e . T he P a k is ta n i  e x p e r im e n t  of d ire c tly  
deducting  zaka t am oun t from bank  accoun t led to great 
com plication an d  co rrup tion  as th e  em pirical s tu d ie s  
have shown. The zakat should  be given to a  voluntary 
board  constitu ted  by local residen ts  of unquestionab le  
integrity and  th is  board should u se  zakat fund for in terest 
free loans to sm all traders, vendors, sm all p easan ts  and  
o thers so th a t they  can s tand  on the ir own feet. It should  
also be u sed  for scholarsh ip-cum -loans for able s tu d en ts  
to p u rsu e  h igher education.
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Also, as  p roposed  by m any th in k e rs  an d  scho lars  
Islam ic ju risp ru d en ce  should  no longer be the monopoly 
of co n v en tio n a l Islam ic ju r is ts .  M odern ju r i s t s  fully 
equipped with knowledge of Islamic ju risp ru d en ce  should  
a ss is t parliam en t to bring abou t changes in S hari’ah  laws 
w ithin the  fram e-w ork of the  Q ur’an. There should  be no 
m onopoly of trad itional ju ris ts  on fram ing Islam ic laws. 
Due to the ir tra in ing  the ir m inds are rigidly conditioned 
an d  for th em  ju s tic e  is secondary  an d  trad itio n s  are  
prim ary. This tren d  has  to be reversed.

Also, the re  is great need  for opening new  cen tres  of 
Islam ic learning w hich would com bine m odern  learn ing  
w ith trad itional learning and  would help create m odern 
m indset. Also, s tu d en ts  of such  universities or Islam ic 
sem inaries shou ld  be required  to do Ph.D. in m odern  
social or n a tu ra l sciences, w hich w ould greatly enhance 
th e i r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  of m o d e rn  o r c o n te m p o ra ry  
p ro b lem s. U n fo rtu n a te ly  th e re  are  no su c h  Is lam ic  
s e m in a r ie s  in M uslim  c o u n tr ie s  c o m b in in g  h ig h e r  
learning in Islam  with higher learning in m odern social 
and  n a tu ra l sciences. This com bination h as  becom e very 
essen tia l to m ake them  appreciate  m odern  asp ec ts  of 
social, econom ic, legal and  gender ju stice . To begin with 
a t le ast one such  in ternational university  be se t up  in 
one Islam ic country  on experim ental basis. This will help 
create  new  breed  of m odern TJlama.

The M uslim s should  u n d e rs tan d  th a t Islam ’s centre 
concern  is ju s tice  and  th is concern should  be resto red . 
This concern  should  be reflected in ail fields particu larly  
in socio-econom ic and  legal field as well as in gender 
re la tions.
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