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THE TRANSCENDENCE
OF VALUES AND SHARED
RESPONSIBILITIES
Abdulrahman al-Sālimi

(Establish) Allah’s handwork according to the
fitrah (pattern) on which He has made mankind:
no change (let there be) in the work (wrought)
by Allah: that is the standard religion.
The Holy Qur’an, Al Rum – The Romans: 30.

Tr. Abdullah Yusuf Ali

Surat al Rum (The Romans), which includes the
above ayat (verse) describing fitrah (innate state of
purity, natural pattern established by Allah, or divinely
instilled instinctive belief in the One God) as a clear
and immutable system for demonstrating the reality
of the Divine Being and Oneness, comprises two basic
approaches.
The first of these is internal, inward looking or
‘innate’, while the second is external or world-oriented.
With regard to the first, we find that two ayats in the
surat (chapter) begin ‘fa aqim wajhhaka’ (‘So set thy
face truly’), which is a metaphorical way of describing
5
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right thinking and clarity of purpose, similar to ‘wajjahtu wajhy’ (‘I have set
my face’). On hearing them, the mind and the heart spontaneously open
up to the deepest recesses of the fitrah, the khilqah (natural disposition)
or the ruh (soul) and all that they entail so that they can ascend to the
heights of Divine Existence and Eternal Oneness. This approach demands
internal jihad (striving) or the exertion of effort, as referred to at the end of
Surat al ’Ankabut (The Spider), which precedes Surat al Rum: ‘And those
who strive in Our (Cause) – We will certainly guide them to Our Paths’.
The second basic approach, which I have called external though this
is not strictly the case, begins by calling upon people to travel through
the earth: ‘Say: Travel through the earth and see …’ (Al Rum v42) or ‘Then
contemplate (O man!) the memorials of Allah’s Mercy! – how He gives
life to the earth after its death …’ (Al Rum – The Romans: 50) or ‘Do they not
travel through the earth and see …?’ (Al Rum – The Romans: 9). An ayat in
Surat Fussilat (Expounded) combines the two approaches: ‘Soon will
We show them Our Signs in the (furthest) regions (of the earth), and in
their own souls, until it becomes manifest to them that this is the Truth’.
(Fussilat – Expounded: 53)

The fitrah or nur (light), as it is called in Surat al Nur (The Light),
illuminates the innermost parts of the nafs (soul or psyche) with the Divine
Being. At the same time, intellectual contemplation on the universe and
creation, in addition to belief in the Creator through intellect, is an act that
has both a moral and a practical aspect. Firstly, it produces an awareness
of the system established by the Creator while, secondly, it involves effort
in order to become integrated within it.
So are these two approaches – the innate and the universal or looking
into oneself and looking outwards to the world and one’s surroundings
– mutually complementary? Does the Qur’anic discourse wish mankind
to adopt both of them equally, yet in accordance with circumstances
and what is appropriate for the individual? Or is the former, ie. fitrah
(‘instinct’ or ‘light’) something that is found naturally in all mankind, and
is man called upon to acquire the latter – the intellectually contemplative
approach – through learning in order to comprehend the Divine System
6
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governing the universe through his intelligence, and conduct himself in
accordance with it?
Whatever the case may be, as well as instilling certainty of belief, the
fitrah approach also produces two direct effects: peace of mind and a moral
dimension – or an ethical attitude to judging phenomena and people – while
the world-oriented approach is concerned with practical, or behavioural,
ethics and looks to man’s social and human side. The fitrah view is faithcentred and sees the world of mankind in the context of morality, while
the intellectual/world-oriented view operates within a broad vision of
nature and creation. During the present era the ’ulama al deen (religious
scholars) are agreed that the concept of deen (religion) must include the
following elements: the higher self, or higher thought; an ethical system;
devotional rites; and a religious establishment. The definitions and relative
significance of these elements vary from one religion to another, but they
are present in every religion.
In this issue of Al Tasamoh (Tolerance) magazine, our concern is with
values and their transcendental nature, in the sense that Westerners
understand the term. In this connection we must recognise that over the
past three centuries Europe and the world have undergone massive changes
with regard to ethical values, including the emergence of secular, or nonreligion-based – ethical systems that are neutral or hostile to religion.
Asian religions and traditions, which are alien to the Abrahamic faiths,
have become part of modern ethical thinking, while chauvinist tendencies
appeared in the West and created a blend of religion, nationalism and
racism during the West’s domination of the world; sometimes this took the
form of material power, while at other times it claimed to be carrying out a
civilising mission.
From de Tocqueville’s study on the rise of the state and democracy in
America to Max Weber’s study of the Protestant ethic and world capitalism,
values were always the prime concern of thinkers and philosophers in
Europe, and the debates have continued.
If the Westernisation trend is negative and objectionable, the other
two trends – Asian and secular, which became highly influential during
7
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the twentieth century – deserve consideration by adherents of the religions
that believe in One God. The secular trend has given rise to the concept
of natural human rights and led to the creation of the UN Charter and
the World Declaration of Human Rights and its appendices, while the
Asian religions and ethical systems are seen as having produced massive
economic success in challenging, or competing with, the Western (US,
European and Russian) world.
There is, of course, no connection between the secular and Asian
systems, though the secularists and Protestants have been affected by
Asia’s economic success (ie. the successes of Japan, China and India).
Many of them praise Asia’s discipline and self-confidence, which they see
as having contributed to its tremendous upsurge.
When examining all these issues, we should take into account two
phases that the debate has undergone during the past four decades,
beginning in the 1960s. The 2nd Vatican Council (1962-65) saw a strong
readiness for dialogue with, and recognition of, Islam, and the idea of a
Muslim-Christian dialogue gained considerable traction. Here there were
three trends: one that favoured revising the past and was critical of the
confrontation theory; another towards highlighting the positive aspects of
the Abrahamic faiths and their common elements (the main ones being
belief in the One God and ethical values); and a third in favour of dialogue
with Muslims about present-day problems and on ways of developing the
common faith and ethical elements between Muslims and Christians to
form an effective partnership that would influence the world of today and
the future.
The defeat of the Communist world created a sense of triumphalism in
extremist Protestant and Catholic circles and led to the rise of the theory
of the ‘Clash of Civilisations’, which was targeted at Islam. There was also
a revival of rejectionism, as exemplified in the concept of Judaeo-Christian
civilisation, accompanied by a growing hostility to Muslims in Western
societies, particularly in the Catholic countries of Europe.
All these factors led to a religion-based civilisation clash. Today, however,
it appears that prevailing views in the West have gone beyond triumphalism,
8
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although after the Cold War a new theory, ‘The End of History’, arose, which
intellectuals regarded as significant; this theory saw the whole of mankind
as being in a similar relationship vis-à-vis Western values, a relationship
in which they would find themselves faced with the choice of either
surrendering to those values or continuing along the path of progress and
renaissance in line with democratic, humanitarian and rationalist/materialist
principles. This development helped generate a revival of the Abrahamic view
and a recognition of the need to draw on the greater ethical values of the
established religions when reshaping the world of today.
Even the secularists are now moving towards a recognition of religionbased ethics and the necessity of benefiting from them; at the same time,
views are being exchanged on ideas for dialogue between the followers of
the Abrahamic faiths and there is greater receptiveness to Asian religions.
All these trends help promote a system of global ethical values that is
shared by both religious and non-religious people on the basis of common
interests and shared responsibilities. The greater values today (such as
reason, justice and morality) transcend mere local and individual interests,
as well as the old struggles for supremacy and petty squabbles of the past,
and consensus is at the heart of the modern world.
Religion-based moral values (there can be no doubt about this) provide
guidance for all mankind of every class, creed and colour, while European
secular systems are also fundamentally opposed to discrimination in all its
forms. On the other hand, the focus of the Asian religions is on individual
and spiritual self-improvement and on raising man to a higher plane. If we
look at all the different regions of the earth inhabited by the human race,
we find that vast numbers of them follow either one religion or another and
that they are not prepared to abandon their beliefs. Until recently it was the
non-religious who had the greatest influence on the lives and destinies of
humanity, but, as we have pointed out, with the revival of religion in public
life a global ethical vision has appeared in which the Abrahamic faiths have
played a major part.
Today, we see a return to religion-based morality, which, while not
denying the existence of secular systems, aims to promote a sense of
9
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community participation, mutual aid and justice, and imbue religion-based
ethics with a new spirit for the twenty-first century. The sense of community
sought by the followers of religions is a reflection of their values, and it
means that they are prepared to bear and share responsibility and work
together with other people.
Finally, I should like to comment briefly on the historians’ report that
Ching Zing (1371-1433) succeeded in reaching West Africa via the Cape
of Good Hope before Vasco da Gama’s voyage round the world in 1498.
According to the historians Ching ‘closed the door upon himself’ when he
announced that in the world at that time there was no power capable of
competing with China’s greatness; however, Vasco da Gama carried with
him the message of contemporary European values, marking the start
of Europe’s Renaissance. Imposition of superiority and isolation requires
coercion and force, and that is a situation that is not sustainable. China
was unable to establish itself in the Indian Ocean in the fourteenth century
because of its isolationist attitude, and Portugal was also unable to do so
at a later date; in fact, it was never able to do so in more recent times
either.
The subject of values, which we have chosen to examine in a
new context, has preoccupied us for over a year. It is to be hoped that
the substantial contributions made by academics and colleagues have
succeeded in revealing the importance of this topic in the worlds of today
and tomorrow.
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THE SYSTEM OF VALUES
AND ETHICS IN ISLAM
Ridwan al Sayyid

T

hose with an interest in Islamic studies hailed
the publication of Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah
Draz’s book Dastour al Akhlaaq fi’l Qur’an (Ethical
Code in the Qur’an). Muslim modernisers were not
really interested in ethics but in issues revolving around
modern civilization and progress, although it is true
that they regarded modern civilization as being subject
to certain practices, causal factors and conditions,
including moral discipline and avoidance of the two
Fasaads (corruptions): al Kabir (Major Corruption),
ie. al Fasaad fi’l Ardh (Corruption upon Earth), and
al Shar’iy (Sharia Corruption) involving violations of
some of the provisions of the Sharia.
However, they also maintained that the practices
leading to worldly progress could be followed
successfully by non-Muslims – people whose teachings
were not the teachings of their (ie. the Muslims’) religion
– to the extent that when they (the Muslim modernisers)
Thinker and academic from Lebanon and editorial adviser to Al Tafahom (Understanding)
magazine.

11

THE SYSTEM OF VALUES AND ETHICS IN ISLAM

referred to the West (the French in particular), they quoted the statement
attributed to Mohammed Abduh that in the West he found Muslims without
Islam, while in the Muslim world there was Islam but no Muslims!
A second reason was that after the Second World War moral philosophies
and academic papers appeared and were widely circulated, and became
set texts in Arab universities, particularly in Egypt. Consequently, people
came to feel that Western moral philosophy was an equal counter or
alternative to the deen (Islamic religion) and that ‘we should follow either
the deen or Western ethical principles, or a combination of the two’. This
led to the appearance of a number of books on moral philosophy translated
from the French, including Aristotle’s Ethics. Materialist (Western) and
spiritual (Islamic) concepts were discussed and propagated; Othman Amin
produced his Gawaniya (Internalist) philosophy and Tawfiq al Tawil his
Moderate Internalism.
Daraz’s book marked a new departure, inspired by a new awareness
that endorses the existence of an independent ethical system based on
Divine Revelation, even if, in doing so, it owes some of its inspiration to
Bergson’s book Two Sources of Morality and Religion.
With the appearance of Mohammed Abdullah Daraz’s book, a
concept of vital importance was propounded, ie. that religion (and Islam
in particular) has a comprehensive ethical system of thought, action and
behaviour. And more importantly, that this is the idea there are no such
things as separate intellect-based and religion-based ethical systems, since
all ethical behaviour has to have a religious foundation.
However, should one consider the Qur’an’s treatment of questions of
good and evil – and good and bad behaviour – as ethical values, or are
they all concerned with practical ethics and teachings and rules on what is
halal (permitted), what is haram (forbidden), what is makruh (disliked) and
what is mandub (recommended), ie. not concerned with pure values that
consider questions of good and evil as absolute concepts? Furthermore,
should ‘human action’ have a purpose and an ultimate goal in order to
acquire an ethical dimension, or is it sufficient that it should just stem from
‘individual choice’ in order to be classed as ethical?
12
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These are all obviously modern, or perhaps one should say ‘contemporary’,
questions. However, they can be responded to using the ta’wiliy (interpretative)
methods used in earlier times, in both the West and the East. As we are
‘contemporary’, or should be in order to live or enjoy a better life, we shall
examine all these ethical questions using the prevailing approach of today,
so that we can establish markers that will enable us to proceed with our
discussion and investigate the major value issues and questions concerned
with ethical life in Mediaeval Islam and the modern world.

1. Values and their Rulings in the Holy Qur’an
According to the Qur’anic view the main, and unique, value is the
existence of God and Divine Unity. This is derived from the Oneness of
five basic values, which have numerous ramifications with practical and
behavioural dimensions. They are: the oneness of creation, mercy, justice,
al khair al ‘aamm (general good or general goodness) and human action
insofar as it falls between intentions, consequences and goals.
The oneness of creation is a value stemming from the Oneness of the
Creator, which, in turn has several other connotations: equality between
human beings, both before the Creator and between themselves, and
the oneness of mankind or the oneness of the human world. The Holy
Qur’an says, ‘He created you from a single self and created its mate from
it, and then disseminated many men and women from the two of them.’
(Al Nisa – The Women: 1). It also states, ‘Mankind was a single community.
Then Allah sent out Prophets.’ (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 213).
So there is a ‘single self’ and a ‘single community’. This is the ‘original
state’, which gave rise to the first value under consideration: that is to say,
the oneness of mankind, or the equality that exists in this part of creation,
nature and existence along with the possibilities and potential that can
arise from it. Human differences – ‘but they will not cease to dispute’
(Hud: 118) – occur not because of a change or difference in the original state,
but because of the oneness itself, that is to say, because there is equality;
because differences arise from the different choices, which human beings
are equally qualified to make. Hence, the second consequence of the
13
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oneness of creation after equality is freedom. One can thus consider human
freedom as a ‘subsection’ of a value and an essential reality of equality.
The second value – mercy – is one of the names of Allah the Most
High (al Rahman, al Rahim – the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful)
and an attribute of His actions: ‘He hath inscribed for Himself [the quality
of] Mercy’ (Al An’am – The Cattle: 12). Moreover, mercy, when applied to Allah the
Almighty, Glory be to Him, is a value and an attribute of His act of creating
the universe and its systems and creatures: ‘And My Mercy extendeth to
all things’ (Al A’raf – The Heights: 156), while it applies to Man since he is one of
the subjects of Divine Mercy; indeed, this Divine Gift is one of the values
governing his existence and his, that is to say, governing the relations that
ought to exist between human beings.
We, therefore, have two qualities that cannot be ignored in relations
between human beings; they enjoy equality in value, rights and duties,
while mercy is the second value that governs relations between them within
their ‘small society’ (the family) and their ‘medium and wider societies’
(tribes, peoples and nations).
The third value governing the relationship between Allah, Glory be to
Him, the Most High, and mankind, and between members of the human
race, is justice. Justice is also an attribute of Allah the Almighty and comes
next in order after equality and mercy, not as a consequence of the two
of them but rather as a separate, independent value; it is one of the free
choices derived from equality. That is to say, Man has the freedom to be
merciful and the duty to be just; disinterested justice is an element of
mercy in many cases, but not an alternative to it.
The fourth value, al khair al ‘aamm (general good, or general
goodness), is one of the attributes of Allah, Glory be to Him, as well as
an essential element of the human psyche and human action, and the
prime factor in the teleological aspect of human behaviour. The word khair
(goodness) occurs hundreds of times in the Holy Qur’an and has various
meanings, though they are all related. The Holy Qur’an itself is quite clear
on the different connotations of its meaning and on how it ought to be
the dominant factor between human beings where actions and intentions
14
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are concerned, ‘So strive together (as in a race) towards all that is good’
(Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 148).
The fifth value may be described as ma’yaariyyah or maqiyaasiyyah
(relating to norms or standards). This means that human action is
intention-driven and should be judged on the basis of its origin, that is
to say, faith (because of its relationship to oneness) and its intentions
(the four aforementioned values): equality, mercy, justice and general
goodness. The texts of the Book and the Sunnah tell us that Allah judges
an action on the basis of its intention, but also on the consequences of
that intention or action insofar as they relate to those four values. Hence,
I consider the judgement of a human action to be a value, because it
impacts directly on relations between human beings and reflects a
person’s inner nature.

2. Values and the Islamic Experience
When Aisha, the Mother of the Believers, was asked about the akhlaaq
(manners and morals) of the Messenger (may the Blessings and Peace of Allah
be upon him), she replied, ‘His khuluq (moral constitution) was the Qur’an.’
Linguistically, the word khuluq generally means the natural disposition (or
dispositions) that results in actions. This disposition has two aspects: one
relates to human nature with its values (as referred to above), which Allah
has rendered capable of transformation into behaviour and action, ie. faith,
while the other relates to man’s individual and general environment. Both
these aspects are affected by learning and acclimatisation to the dominant
influences of the family, immediate surroundings and society.
The truth is that this ‘worldview’ has two dimensions. One of them is
related to behaviour in a person’s immediate surroundings, while the other
relates to overall concepts and ideas of good, evil and the dispositions of
the human world. These exist in two spheres – the contemplative and the
behavioural – and are expressed is the Holy Qur’an as ma’ruf (good) and
munkar (reprehensible).
Are ma’ruf and munkar social phenomena that are acquired through
learning and adaptation, or are they inborn, mental and religious, stemming
15
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from man’s ethical disposition, affecting his overall view and priorities and not
acquired by learning? Al Harith bin Asad al Muhasibi (243 AH) called human
intellect an ‘instinct’, or, in modern parlance, a ‘motivation’, and called for
an ‘intellectual knowledge of Allah’ through intensifying the interconnection
between the visible world (man and the cosmos) and the hidden world (the
Qur’an). The amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar (commanding the good
and forbidding the reprehensible) in his view is a command to promote this
interconnection, which is at the same time both advisory and exploratory.
This concept of al Muhasibi’s was not the predominant or sole view of
man’s relationship with the universe and the Holy Qur’an. Many ’Aqadiyeen
of the first and second centuries saw the relationship between faith and
action as purely mechanical. Therefore, they saw sin or wrong action as a
violation of the faith of its perpetrator. This gave rise to a long debate, which
lasted for about a century, about the question of faith and its relationship
to action, alongside another question – the question of qadar (destiny) in
relation to man’s freedom of action. However, this was considered vis-à-vis
Allah, Glory be to Him, and not within the human world.
The mutakallimun (theologians) value and action four issues that are
relevant to us with regard to their discussions and debates, whether among
themselves or with other peoples and nations. The first is the question of
oneness and prophethood and is concerned with correcting the concept
of oneness and, consequently, the relationship between man and Allah.
There has been a debate on this topic with the other two Abrahamic faiths,
the proposition being that man is not a god, nor is he a being devoid of
intellect and freedom. This debate and its impact on scholars or students
of values is best exemplified in modern times by what is known as the
Islamic-Christian Dialogue, but here is neither the time nor the place to
discuss it.
There remain three other important issues that have been discussed
extensively by Muslim theologians. All of them are value-related to some
degree or other. They are the relationship between faith and action; destiny
and determinism; and goodness and badness in human action. On the first
topic – as we have pointed out – there are three positions.
16
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The first maintains that there is an inseparable correlation between
faith and praiseworthy, charitable or pious action (which are three different
things); those who are of this opinion consider ma’siyah (wrongdoing), such
as murder or failing to perform the fara’idh (obligatory actions) such as
salat (prayer), as constituting abandonment of the faith.
The second sees the two matters as more or less separate issues, with
faith being solely belief (including the values and virtues stemming from
belief in the One God) and thus totally unaffected by good or bad actions.
A third position sees the relationship between faith and action as
being one of ‘permanent tension’, if such an expression is permissible.
This would mean that there is no complete and systematic interrelationship
between faith and action, nor can there be a complete separation between
the two. Wrongdoing diminishes faith without eliminating it altogether, just
as acts of ‘obedience’ to Allah increase faith; (there are no details of how
this happens if faith is solely a matter of belief).
This is a topic of critical importance, despite the purely ‘aqadi position
it adopts, because it deals with questions of ‘human awareness’ that
affect behaviour through different forms or awareness. For example, to
what extent does man act in an aware manner? Indeed, what is the actual
meaning of the ‘awareness’ that leads to this or that behaviour? And how
much do religious or conventional values affect it? And what are the limits
of moral responsibility in the different situations?
The strange thing is that it is under this topic that questions of values
and their effects on human behaviour have been studied, and not under
the topic of good and evil. This explains why, in the view of the tamamiyeen
(perfectionists), the perpetration of a sin of injustice or oppression would
justify revolution. However, revolution could mean the shedding or blood and
that is another sin. One can add to that the evil or bad consequences that
occur when the tamamiyeen resort to takfir (accusing someone of unbelief)
or bida’ (heresy) so that they can produce a decisive and unqualified
judgement against a person. Hence, an adherence to values derived from
faith, or the practice of faith, becomes the criterion for understanding values
and their relationship to, and effect upon, human behaviour.
17
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Investigations into qadar (destiny / predestimation) are of similar
importance to investigations into faith. Both issues are related to actions
or behaviour. However, the fact is that an action cannot be human if it is
not free. Yet freedom in what way and towards whom? This is the problem
theological investigations have to deal with. Because freedom here is
towards Allah, Glory be to Him. If the Creator is One, Omniscient and
Omnipotent, then what space is left for human choice? Some people say
that man is the ‘creator’ of his actions, otherwise how can actions be ‘his’
and how can he be held to account for them? Others say that human action
– and man himself – is nothing more than an ‘echo’ and a tool in the process
of creating and organising the universe, and that the difference between
man and other creatures is no more than a difference in the manifestations
of the Divine Will and Divine Action. Finally, there are some who maintain
that the Oneness of the Creator, creation and Divine Will is not incompatible
with human ‘freedom’, since man ‘reaps’ his actions and does not ‘create’
them, since they are based on values, models and conventions and man,
as an individual, has played no part in creating them. Hence, when we say
that he ‘reaps’ this or that deed, this means that he acquires it, or carries it
out, or ‘harvests’ it through a deep internal choice.
There can be no doubt that this is a topic of supreme importance
because it is concerned with the relationship between actions and human
freedom. However, it misses its target when it makes it a matter of tension
between the Creator and the created, who struggles to obtain his ‘freedom’
from his Creator, which is the kind of thing we find in the legends of Ancient
Greece. The issue is actually a lot simpler than that, because the ‘gods’
were not creators, nor were they possessed of Divine Will.
In modern times this subject acquired different dimensions when the
issue of creation became a topic for discussion among scholars of ethics.
And as for the problem of values, Allah, Glory be to Him, the Most High,
is the source of the Greater Values derived from spirituality and faith. In
this sense the ‘freedom’ needed for human action becomes effective in
other ways that are not concerned with origination but, as has already been
mentioned, with the choice between good and better.
It is the choice between good and better, or between good and bad,
18

THE SYSTEM OF VALUES AND ETHICS IN ISLAM

that theologians consider when discussing the question of good and bad
in values and human actions. That is, how are good and bad determined?
Or in the language of the theologians, are good and bad intellectual or
shar’i (legal, according to the Sharia) categories, or are they religious
categories determined by Divine revelation? If the models or values belong
to the present or the past, then this topic is not of great significance unless
we consider the choice as falling within the scope of values or virtues
that are between good and better. However, even those who maintain
that good and bad are shar’iy or religious think that this applies to the
afterlife or to what the Sharia defines as reward or punishment. So it is the
intellectual choice – or the choice influenced by awareness regarding those
things which are permitted, or issues or values leading to judgemental
or behavioural consequences in the purely human sphere (and not in
the spheres of punishment and reward, which are generally theoretical
and evaluative matters) – that is classed as being within the actual value
sphere. However, even if we consider the matter as falling between good
and better, disagreement on these points is not limited to the theologians.
Even so, it is actually a useful disagreement because it is about a vision of
the world encompassed by the five fundamental values we discussed at the
beginning of this paper and which stem from the Holy Qur’an.
Among the theologians there is a view that maintains that the basic
value that exists between Allah and his ‘ibad (worshippers/slaves/servants),
and between the ‘ibad themselves, is the value of justice, while others see
the basic value that exists between Allah and His ibad, and between the ibad
themselves, as being mercy. Those who maintain that it is justice generally
regard good and bad as being mental issues, while those in the ‘mercy’ and
‘caring’ camp consider value issues as being shar’iy or religious matters. In
their view, relations between human beings that are based on freedom, fall
squarely within the context of Divine Care and Divine Mercy. These are issues
that definitely fall within the context of the all-encompassing ‘worldview’ of
Allah’s relationship with His creatures and between His creatures themselves
and the basis upon which such relations are founded.
In my own view this is the most useful and fruitful topic for investigation
in the present day and the most productive subject for discussion between
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those who have a secular, scientific vision and those whose vision is value,
spiritual and religious-based, since it concerns itself with two issues: the
relationship between the Greater Values and religions, and the principles
upon which relationships between human beings ought to be founded. The
Holy Qur’an cites two options: the option of justice, ‘And let not the hatred
of others to you make you swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be just;
that is next to piety’ (Al Ma’idah – The Table Spread: 8); and the option of mutual
knowledge, ‘We created you from a male and a female, and made you into
nations and tribes that ye may know each other. Verily the most honoured
of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you’ (Al Hujurat – The Inner
Apartments: 13). The point to note here, in both cases, is that justice and mutual
knowledge are ramifications of a higher value –if that is the right term for
it – which is the value of righteousness.

The Fuqaha (Legal Scholars) and Value; Motives and Objectives
While the theologians in the Middle Ages saw the topic of good and
bad as being linked to these aspects of the relationship between people on
the basis of ‘preferential values’, or ‘good and better’, then the other main
line of approach in medieval and modern Islam has been the fiqhi (legal)
approach.
The fuqaha, who base their approach on religious texts, are
concerned primarily with the regulation of relations between people
and the topics they focus on that deal with two issues that differ from
each other without being mutually contradictory: the issue of the direct
application of Qur’anic and prophetic rules in human life – thereby
ensuring that it is ethical, orderly and satisfies interests; and the issue of
the general objectives of Divine legislation that are derived as principles
from those rules.
In the first instance they judge the human actions of worship and
conduct, ie. acts of obedience to Allah, on the basis of religious) text and
ijtihad (discretionary judgement) in its interpretation (if it is not clear in
terms of its language and applicability, owing to the emergence of new
realities, which did not originally exist). In their view, actions in this category
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are permissible or allowed, forbidden, disliked or recommended under the
Sharia. In this respect they are somewhat similar to the theologians on
the issues of good and bad; however, they lay greater emphasis on the
direct applicability of the text and the choices it offers or permits where
the satisfying of interests is concerned. Here, established practice plays a
major role in assigning preference to one position over another.
On the other hand, the fuqaha who are concerned with the ‘philosophy
of legislation’, who are known as scholars of usul al fiqh (origins/
fundamentals of the law), identify five basic items, objectives or interests
related to Divine legislation. They are the nafs (soul or psyche), the
intellect, the religion, procreation and property ownership. Of these five,
the fuqaha put deen at the top of the list because it enables these priorities
to be defined through the study of its texts. Thus, according to the Qur’an,
Divine legislation has priorities aimed at maintaining human life. They are
the nafs – that is, the safeguarding of human life, starting from marriage,
pregnancy, childhood and youth up to death and the afterlife. Divine
legislation has rules or directives governing every stage for the sake of
the ultimate objective – the safeguarding of human life. As far as intellect
is concerned, it has several functions and is entrusted with the tasks of
understanding the Sharia and organising human life in respect of man’s
awareness and behaviour. The other two items – procreation and property
ownership – are related to the environment in which human life exists
and thrives, and to ensuring that human life is conducted in the proper
manner; they are subject to Sharia conditions (marriage, family and sexual
reproduction) and social conditions (property ownership, rights and duties
within the community).
Is the approach adopted by the fuqaha regulatory or value-based?
The regulatory approach is concerned with rulings on actions (permitted,
forbidden, recommended and disliked). However, the definition of
‘essential interests’ or ‘rights’ is a value-based issue concerned with the
maintenance of human life, human dignity and human activity. In reality,
the Greater Values referred to in the Qur’an (equality, mercy, justice and
al khair al ‘aamm) are values, symbols and points of reference for giving
human life its meaning within the context of man’s freedom of choice.
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This does not lessen the importance of regulation and organisation,
but these are values and not organisational or regulatory matters. They
may involve subsidiary issues, or ramifications of one value or another;
however, there remains a fundamental difference between value and
regulation and organisation.
❊ ❊ ❊

So the theologians and the fuqaha had two different approaches to the
question of values in the Middle period of Islam, or what we may call the
historical perspective of Islam. However, these were not the only approaches
to the subject. Other approaches include the philosophical approach and
the Sufi approach. According to the philosophers, the greatest value – or
goal – of human life (that is, of an aware life) is happiness, while the Sufis
maintain that the goal is the gnosis within which human life is ordered
under Allah’s protective wing. While the philosophers base their approach
on the Greek and Hellenistic ideas that we have inherited from the past,
and use those sources, among others, in interpreting Qur’anic texts, the
Sufis give more weight to the inner meaning of the text than its apparent
meaning. However, whatever the circumstances, it would be wrong to deny
the direct impact of the Qur’anic value system on Islamic ethical life during
the Middle Ages.
As we have already pointed out, the present era has seen major
changes in the way questions of values and ethics in human life are
considered. In the modern view of the world and human life it is rational
and secular values and attitudes that take precedence. This can be seen
in international agreements and charters, which regard religion-based
morality as a personal and private affair or a cause of controversy between
different religions and nations. Even so, the last four decades have seen,
and continue to see, a powerful trend towards returning to religion-based
ethical values as an integral part of the human condition and, to a large
extent, as common to all humanity to a degree than cannot be ignored.
Muslims have also become aware of this trend and they have begun to
make their own contribution to it, inspired by the Qur’an, their history and
contemporary ijtihad.
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I

t would be no exaggeration to say that religion – any
religion – is essentially and fundamentally a value
system. It is well known that godliness as a value
has a powerful influence on society as a whole because
it helps bring the individual members of an ummah
(nation) together and guides them towards an uplifting
spiritual life, along with all that a spiritual life implies
including high-mindedness, self sacrifice and altruism.
Evidence for that can be seen in the fact that the
belief system (particularly with respect to ‘rewards’,
‘punishment’ and the ‘next world’), which is the
essence of religious experience, may be regarded as
the infrastructure for dealing with human behaviour and
self-justification within a practical framework. At the
same time the mighty Sharia system, which is unique
to the Islamic religion, is essentially a strategy for
implementing the methodology under which that value
system operates.

Scholar and academic from Egypt.
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It is recognised that every religion normally consists of two main
elements: firstly, a system of beliefs that provides it with its foundation and,
secondly, a set of rites or ceremonies, which represent its visible form. In
reality, neither element can be separated from the other; rituals and acts of
worship are no more than outward signs aimed at bringing the worshipper
closer to Allah the Most High, since religion, as the Sheikh and Imam
Mohammed Abduh points out, is nothing more or less than the ‘surrender
and submission of the nafs (soul/psyche) to its God and its obedience to
His Commands in what He requires from it.’1
One can conclude from the above that the idea of religion being a value
that engages the commitment is indisputable. Even those who reject ethical
creeds do not deny the power of religion, despite their views. The same is
true of pragmatism, which has, historically, made a rich contribution to the
debate with those committed to the powerful values of religion and has
recognised that religion plays an undeniable role in real life. Some people
maintain that, looked at from this angle, the function of religion can be
seen as comprising three main elements, all of which are value-derived.
They are:
1. Commitment to a value.
2. Psychological satisfaction and a balanced state of mind.
3. The ability of religion to be an ideologically cohesive force2.
What we mean by ideology here is a system of values, ideas, interests,
goals and criteria representing the community as a whole, that is to say,
it makes people more than a mere collection of individuals. Religion as
a system of intellectual beliefs possesses a force of its own where values
are concerned, and is able to unite society ideologically by satisfying its
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Abduh, Mohammed, Complete Works, ed. and introduction Amarah, Mohammed, Dar al Shurooq
and Maktabat al Iskandariyah, second impression 1427 AH – 2006 CE, Part 5, Fi Tafsiri’l Qur’an,
p.485.

2

Compare Yumna Tarif al Khawli, Al Qiyam wa’l Deen fi’l Qarni’l Qadim (Values and Religion in the
Coming Century) in Al Fikr al Dini wa Mustaqbal al Qiyam ‘ala Masharifi’l Qarni’l Qadim (Religious
Throught and the Future of Values on the Brink of the Coming Century) from the symposium
organised by the Dialogue of Civilizations Forum at the Coptic Gospel Society for Social Services on
19th May 1999, ed. by Rev. Zaki, Andre, Dar al Thaqafah, Cairo, V.1 1999, p.13.
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psychological needs and creating a sense of cohesion and common destiny.
It is on this basis that it is able to mobilise and motivate the community to
adopt its solid guiding values.
Religion may be regarded as the ‘soul’ or ‘heart’ of an individual’s
character. If it, ie. the individual’s religion, is good and pure, his character
will be strong and capable, while if it is rotten or corrupt, his character will
be weak and stray from the right path. In this connection, Allah the Most
High says, ‘By the Soul, and the proportion and order given to it; and its
enlightenment as to its wrong and its right. Truly he succeeds that purifies
it, and he fails that corrupts it!’ (Al Shams – The Sun: 7-10. Tr. A. Yusuf Ali). And the
Noble Messenger says, ‘There is in the body a small piece of flesh; if it
is good, the whole body is good, and if it is corrupted, the whole body is
corrupted, and that is the heart.1’
We can conclude from the above that spiritual and moral values stem
from a number of belief-related sources, the most important of which
is ‘Belief in Allah and the next world’. It is universally recognised that a
commitment to these values requires a person to feel that there is a
spiritual force within himself that drives him to do good and warns him
against committing evil acts – al nafs al lawwamah (the self-reproaching
soul), which people in this day and age know as the conscience. In former
times Muslim Sufis described it in terms such as ‘muraqabat Allah’ (‘Allah’s
surveillance’) and ‘muhasabat al nafs’ (‘holding the soul to account’).
The fact is that the feeling that Allah is watching us, ie. the human
conscience, becomes most apparent when we are performing the sawm
(fasting) act of worship. This is because the experience of fasting reinforces
one’s sense of Allah’s presence while diminishing one’s sense of the
presence of other human beings. However intense his hunger or thirst, the
sa’im (fasting person) refrains from stretching out his hand to take any food
or drink that could allay his hunger or quench his thirst – not out of fear, or
reticence, that he will be observed by, but in submission to surveillance by
the Almighty, who knows ‘(the tricks) that deceive with the eyes and all that
1 Narrated by al Bukhari in Kitab al Iman (The Book of Faith).
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the hearts (of men) conceal’1; ‘for He knoweth what is manifest and what is
hidden’2; ‘for nothing whatever is hidden from Allah, whether on earth or in
heaven’3; ‘There is not a secret consultation between three, but He makes
the fourth among them … for he has knowledge of all things’4.
Religion, in this sense, gives man his dignity when it awakens his
conscience and enables him to judge aright when people’s affairs are put
before him for his consideration. Thus we can understand the Hadith of
the Messenger of Allah (PBUH), ‘Seek the “fatwa” (“legal opinion”) of your
heart, even if they give you a fatwa’, and his statement: ‘Uprightness is
that in which the nafs acquiesces and the heart feels confident, while sin
is that which discomforts the breast and which a man hates that others
should see.’ It is also recorded that the Prophet (PBUH) said, ‘Allah has
given a parable of the straight path. On the two sides of this path there
are two walls containing doorways. On these doorways, there are curtains
that are lowered down. On the gate of this path there is a caller calling, “O
people! Come and enter the straight path all together and do not separate
from each other.” There is also another caller who calls from within the
path, who says when a person wants to remove the curtain on any of these
doors, “Woe to you! Do not open this door, for if you open it, you will enter
it.” Some have interpreted this as meaning that the straight path is Islam,
the two walls are the limits set by Allah, the open doors lead to Allah’s
prohibitions, the caller on the gate of the path is Allah’s Book and the caller
from within the path is Allah’s admonition in the heart of every believer.
Muslim Sufis understand that making spiritual values a reality usually
requires a combination of sound faith and a wide spiritual culture, because
godliness, which is the basis of spiritual values, can only be instilled in a
person through contemplation of Allah’s creation and by meditating on
the words of the Most High: ‘Now let man think from what he is created’
(Al Tariq – The Night-Visitant: 5); and ‘On the earth are signs for those of assured
1 Holy Qur’an, Surat Ghafir (The Forgiver), v.19.
2 Ibid., Surat al A’la (The Most High), v.7.
3 Ibid., Surat Ibrahim (Abraham), v.38.
4 Ibid., Surat al Mujadilah (The Pleading) v.7.
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faith’ (Al Dhariyat – The Winds that Scatter: 20) ; and ‘And also in your own selves.
Will ye not then see?’ (Al Dhariyat – The Winds that Scatter: 20).
It is a historically established fact that people only reach a state in
which religion ceases to have any influence on human ethics or politics –
or vice versa – if their religion detaches itself and withdraws totally from
worldly concerns, that is to say from day-to-day life and human affairs; this
is hard to achieve, if not impossible, because ‘religion is a spiritual, cultural
and social force and the religious authority is a spiritual, cultural and social
authority. Therefore religious faith, even in countries where religion has no
official status, occupies a position similar to that occupied by ideological
belief.1’

The First Issue
Regarding the relationship between Sufism, ethics and values
Firstly, one can say that a value is not something that exists
independently of human behaviour. On the contrary, it is ‘intertwined’ with
behaviour, so that a person’s behaviour is an indication of the value he
believes in. Therefore, man is a ‘value bearer’ and it is possibly this fact
that has led some people to say that ‘a revolution in values is more vital
than any other revolution, because it provides the basis for political, social,
economic and cultural revolution.2’
Spiritual values in this sense inspire the intellect and guide it to the
straight path, particularly since the mind recognises things for what they
are. However, why should the intellect prefer to follow one path rather than
another, and why does the nafs move in one direction and not another? The
answer is that the value system, which illuminates the path, enables the
intellect and the nafs to distinguish truth from falsehood.

1

Nassar, Nasif, Mantaq al Sultah (The Logic of Power), Dar al Amwaj, Beirut, Second Impression,
2001, p.181.

2

Al Ahwani, Ahmed Fuad, Al Qiyam al Ruhiyah fi’l Islam (Spiritual Values in Islam), Studies in Islam
series No. 21, Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs, Egyptian Ministry of Awqaf, Rabi’ al Thani 1382
AH, September 1962 CE, p.8.
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This leads one to the conclusion that, where the nature of human value
is concerned, it is man himself who bestows value on things, so that value is
derived from and emanates from his inner being and not from any external
source. Two main points may be deduced from this: firstly, that a value’s
clarity and strength and the authority of its guidance is determined by
the extent to which a person is aware of his inner self; and, secondly, that
awareness of a value is a fundamental condition for moral advancement
and social refinement. Muslim Sufis were aware of both these points. From
a very early stage they sought to awaken religious faith in the nafs, and
they imbued worship with a spirit of ardour. It is a historically established
fact that the Muslim Sufis gave new life to religious rituals and ceremonies
and made themselves examples for others to follow. They never resorted to
coercion or violence, but chose the path of love and brotherliness, and they
had a deep influence on Arab and Islamic civilisation throughout its long
history.
There are those who recognise ethics as reflecting ‘a way of looking
at man’s efforts to express his innermost self in the world and a desire
for order and harmony, while aiming to gain an intrinsic understanding
of human behaviour.1’ In reality, it seems that values are always present
in human behaviour because they determine its form and nature and the
direction it will take. One can, therefore, define a value in general terms as
‘the form of reality that is inseparable from our actions, or a kind of venture
into the world that is coloured by our permanent or temporary wishes or
needs.2’
Where the connection between Sufism and the value system is
concerned, there can be no doubt that Sufism is essentially a ‘feature of
nurture’ – or an educational trait – designed to produce a high form of
‘the complete human being’, who combines strength, willpower and vitality
while remaining on a higher plane above worldly ambitions, passions and
desires.
1 Al ‘Awa, Adel, Al Qima’l Akhlaqiyah (Ethical Value), Arab Co. for Press, Printing and Publication, 1385
AH, 1965 CE, p.36.
2 Ibid., p.38.

28

SPIRITUAL VALUES IN ISLAM: THE SUFI MODEL

Hence, Islamic Sufism was greatly concerned with the human nafs
and with ways of examining and training it, refining its moral character and
exposing its shortcomings. Sufis asserted that man’s first obligation is to
acquire a ‘knowledge and understanding of the nafs’ shortcomings, train it
and refine its moral character.’ Sufism was thus based on the ethical ideal
– ‘conduct yourself with the morals of Allah’ – and on the Holy Qur’an’s
ethical ideas.
Accordingly, the Sufis’ knowledge was based on kashf (unveiling, or
metaphysical illumination), dhawq (‘tasting’ of spiritual bliss, or mystical
intuition) and ’irfan (gnosis), that is to say, on spiritual, not sensory,
knowledge, or direct perception resulting from direct contact between the
heart and the subject of the perception, ie. Allah. Sufis also stressed that
acts of worship based on fiqh (doctrinal knowledge) alone were likely to
be sterile and ‘straitjacketed’, while Sufi worship involved direct experience
and was free from formalistic restrictions.
Of all the different aspects of Sufism, the most important one as far as
Sufis are concerned is the value aspect, which they sometimes define as
‘purifying the heart from everything apart from Allah’, and at other times
as ‘entering every being that is sublime and exiting from every being that
is vile’ etc.
Sufism, in general, is based on five main principles: holding the nafs to
account, seeking the Face of Allah the Most High, asceticism in this world,
conditioning the heart to mercy and love and, finally, adopting nobility in
manners and morals.

The Second Issue
Regarding spiritual values in Islam
From the first hour of Islam’s birth as a new religion, its teachings
injected new religious, social and ethical values into Arab society and
gave it an understanding of those values through al hikma wa’l maw’idha’l
hasana (wisdom and gentle exhortation) that enabled it to embrace and
spread the message of Islam. Within a short period of time the desert Arabs
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were carrying these new values, igniting a religious and social revolution
not only on the Arabian Peninsula but in every part of the world that had
been reached by the Light of Islam.
It is a historically established fact that Muslim Sufis helped the spread
of the new religion in numerous areas that the Islamic conquests had not
reached, such as the Indian subcontinent and the interior of Africa, where
the honesty, truthfulness and sincerity of their trade dealings – a reflection
of their Islamic values – impressed the inhabitants of those lands. The
spiritual values propagated by Islam took root in people’s hearts and
vanquished the old customs and traditions of the Time of Ignorance. As
soon as these values had taken root in the hearts and minds of Muslims
of all races and nations, Muslims gradually began to open up to the world.
Later, they started to interpret those values in the light of the philosophical
knowledge that they had recently acquired from the Greeks, Persians and
Indians.
By the start of the fifth century of the Hijra, creativity began to give way
to stagnation and imitation, a situation best summed up by Hujjat al Islam
Abu Hamid al Ghazali in his book Al Munqidh min al Dalal (The Deliverer
from Error) in which he laments Muslims’ tendency to follow the path of
taqlid (imitation)1.
So these Islamic spiritual values stagnated, ‘and when they stagnated
they lost their quality of being essential values, because they came to be
defined in terms of stagnation. And when people began to imitate, their
minds became closed and they came to rely on the thinking of others, and
they lost their awareness of themselves.2’
Of course, the most important spiritual value brought by Islam is the
value of tawhid (Divine Unity or Oneness) because it was the greatest factor
in uniting Muslims on common terms. Tawhid was the organic bond that
brought the Believers together through a single link to Allah, and linked
1

See al Ghazali, Abu Hamid, Al Munqidh min al Dalal (The Deliverer from Error), ed. Abdul Halim
Mahmood, Dar al Kitab al Lubnani, Beirut, 1990.

2 Al Ahwani, Ahmed Fuad, op.cit., p.13.
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them to each other through the common spiritual values in which they all
believed. Islam also established the value of equality, declaring, There is
no preference given to an Arab over an a’jami (foreigner) except in their
degree of piety and good deeds.’ In tribal societies this new value had a
great influence on the spread of Islam.
Adherence to spiritual values requires a truly strong jihad li’l nafs
(struggle against the self and against evil ideas, desires and influences).
Muslim Sufis in particular were aware of this and recognised that values
struggle against each other, just as nations and peoples do. It is recognised
that it is not always the best who survive; generally those who survive are
the strongest. Hence, the easiest course for a human being is to follow his
desires and appetites, at the same time giving preference to others over
oneself and withdrawing oneself from worldly values for the sake of higher
and finer spiritual values is a hard road to tread and requires patience,
effort and steadfastness.
So, Muslim Sufis were fully aware of all the dangers that threaten the
murid (committed person, Sufi pupil), at least at the start of his journey
towards Allah. Ruwaym al Baghdadi (d.303AH) pointed this out when he
told a new murid, ‘It is better for you to sit with every class of people rather
than with Sufis. All other people sit in accordance with rusum (customary
forms), while Sufis sit in accordance with haqa’iq (truths). All other people
seek outward appearances for themselves, while Sufis seek true piety for
themselves, and truthfulness at all times. So if a person who sits with them
disagrees with them on a matter which they are sure is right, Allah will
remove the light of faith from his heart.1’
Below, we shall review four immortal Islamic spiritual values: haqq
(truth or right), ’adl (justice), ’ilm (knowledge) and salam (peace). We
cannot, of course, review all Islam’s spiritual values, since they form a
whole world in which man is, first and foremost, the axis.

1

Al Qushayri, Al Risala’l Qushayriyah (The Qushayri Epistle), ed. Mahmood, Abdul Halim and
al Sharif, Mahmood bin, Intisharat Bidar, Tehran, photoprint from the Dar al Sha’ab edition, Cairo
1350 AH, p.77.
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1. The First Value – Haqq (Truth or Right)
It cannot be denied that the effectuation of truth (or right) ‘sits on the
throne’ of the values that man seeks, particularly since there is a clear
link between those values and the trinity of justice, freedom and equality.
Right and wrong (or truth and falsehood) are two sides of the same coin
and every human action is subject to either one or other of them – if, that
is, they are not both present in the same action. Consequently, there is
no human action that does not have a value, since it inclines towards one
or other of the two extremes such as good and evil, beauty and ugliness,
justice and injustice, etc.
Truth (or right), in this sense (ie. the opposite of false or wrong), occurs
in the Holy Qur’an in several places, such as ‘That He might prove truth right
and prove falsehood wrong, distasteful though it be to the guilty’ (Al Anfal –
The Spoils of War: 8); ‘And Allah blots out falsehood and proves the truth by his
words. For He knows well the secrets of all hearts’ (Al Shura – Consultation: 24);
‘And cover not truth with falsehood’ (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 42); ‘O People of the
Book! Why do ye clothe truth with falsehood?’ (Aal ’Imran – The Family of Imran: 71);
‘Thus truth was confirmed and all that they did was made of no effect’ (Al A’raf
– The Heights: 118 [Arabic 18 Tr.]); and ‘Apart from truth, what (remains) but error?’
(Yunus – Jonah: 32).
The word ‘haqq’ appears on its own in 227 places1, sometimes referring
to the witnessing of truth such as ‘Nor conceal the truth when ye know
(what it is)’ (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 42), sometimes referring to injustice such
as ‘And they slay the Prophets without just cause’ (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 61),
and sometimes referring to debt, such as ‘If the party liable is mentally
deficient, or weak (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 282).
The clearest evidence of the status of this noble value can be seen in
the fact that Almighty Allah called Himself by this word. Al Haqq is one of
Allah’s Beautiful Names; ‘They will be brought back to Allah, their Rightful
Lord, and their invented falsehoods will leave them in the lurch’ (Yunus –
Jonah: 30); ‘Then are they returned unto Allah, their Protector, the (only)
1
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Reality; is not His the Command?’ (Al An’am – The Cattle: 62); ‘Such is Allah your
Real Cherisher and Sustainer’ (Yunus – Jonah: 32); ‘There the (only) protection
comes from Allah, the True One. He is the Best to reward, and the Best to
grant success’ (Al Kahf – The Cave: 44); and, finally, ‘High above all is Allah, the
King, the Truth’ (Ta Ha: 114).
Plato, as is well known, classed values as belonging strictly to three
categories. Not surprisingly, in his system the highest degree of truth is
the Creator, Glory be to Him, the Most High. He is the First Truth and the
Last Truth and there is no truth after Him; all other truths derive their
existence from Him and depend upon Him for their continued existence.
On this subject Abu Hamid al Ghazali says in his book, Al Maqsad al Asna
fi Asma’ l’lah’l Husna, (The Ninety-nine Beautiful Names of Allah: ‘Truth
is spoken when confronting falsehood, and things become clear through
their opposites; everything that is spoken of is either absolutely false, or
absolutely true, or partly true and partly false. What is obligatory in essence
is the absolute truth, what is possible in essence and obligatory in other
respects is something that is partly true and partly false1.
Al Ghazali continues: ‘As regards its essential self, it is said to be
existent; as regards its addition to the mind which perceives it for what it
is, it is said to be truth. Hence of all the existing things the One that has
the most right to exist in truth is Allah the Most High; and of all knowledge,
that which has the most rightful claim to truth is the knowledge of Allah the
Most High, for He is Truth in its very essence – that is to say, [He] conforms
to that which is known always, and for all eternity.2’
This means that a knowledge of the truth requires the murid to be an
inseparable companion of the truth. Thus when al Junaid was once asked,
‘Don’t you feel lonely being alone?’ he replied, ‘And how can a person feel
alone when he is with the truth?’ Truth, in the context of research and study,
is not something that is permanent and eternal, as some people imagine,
and Islam does not state that truths are permanent and transcendent, or
1 Al Ghazali, Abu Hamid, Al Maqsad al Asna fi Asma’ il’lah’l Husna (The Ninety-nine Beautiful Names
of Allah), Dar al Kutub al ‘Ilmiyah, Beirut, 2001, p.21.
2 Ibid., p.37.
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separate from behaviour and action; rather, it places man on the scale
of values in which one truth is distinct from another depending on the
situations and circumstances.

2. The Second Value – ‘Adl (Justice)
When one considers the status of justice during the early Islamic era,
we find that ‘adl, as a religious value, comes first in the five principles of
the Mu’tazilites and other theological sects. That is why the Mu’tazilites
were known as Ahl al ‘Adl wa’l Tawhid (The People of Justice and Divine
Uniqueness). For them, the principle of ‘adl came before tawhid until their
debates came to focus on divine qualities and attributes and ‘adl became
merely a theoretical concept until it was finally displaced in favour of
tawhid.
Justice, as a religious value, does not exist as a separate category
from its companion – man, as the value-vehicle – and this is why we
can easily understand the lives of just rulers such as ‘Umar bin Abdul
‘Aziz and others who were just in themselves and in their conduct. The
word ‘adl, together with its derivatives – li’a’dila, ta’dil, ta’dilu, ya’dilun,
a’dilu, ‘adlun, ‘adlan – occurs in the Holy Qur’an in twenty-seven
places, for example: ‘And I am commanded to judge justly between you’
(Al Shura – Consultation: 15) or ‘Allah commands justice, the doing of good,
and liberality to kith and kin’ (Al Nahl – Bees: 90)1.
In Islam ‘adl does not mean absolute equality between all people,
which would mean the loss of distinctions between individuals, and
between the diligence and efforts of some and the laziness of the majority.
The establishment of ‘adl means ‘putting the right man in the right place’,
regardless of such factors as kinship, class etc. ‘Whenever ye speak, speak
justly, even if a near relative is concerned’ (Al An’am – The Cattle: 152).
This means that a Muslim must be free from personal whims and
preferences if he wishes to live according to the rules of justice: ‘And follow
not the lusts (of your hearts) lest ye swerve’ (Al Nisa’ – The Women: 135); ‘Be just;
1 Baqi, op.cit., pp.550–551.
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that is next to piety; and fear Allah’ (Al Ma’idah – The Table Spread: 8). In addition
to this, justice, as a principle and spiritual value, ought to manifest itself
equally in every aspect of life, great and small. Hence the Holy Qur’an
stresses the necessity of following the path of justice towards one’s wives
– ‘If ye fear that ye shall not be able to deal (with them) justly, then only
one, or (a captive) that your right hands possess’ (Al Nisa’ [Women] 3) – since
failure to follow the path of justice between women upsets the stability of
the family; just as injustice in the treatment of one’s sons leads to enmity
and hatred between them. Consequently ‘adl (which is also one of Allah’s
Beautiful Names) is intimately linked to ethics and values; this is what
Sheikh Mohammed Abduh meant when he said, ‘Some people with insight
resorted to ‘adl in various ages. And they thought – as some knowledgeable
people thought and maintained – that ‘adl was the “deputy” of mahabba
(love). Yes. That assertion is not devoid of wisdom. But … who is it who
lays down the rules of justice and obliges everybody to observe them?1’

3. The Third Value – ‘Ilm (Knowledge)
If we look at Islam as a Message to the world as a whole, we should
not be surprised to find that the first ayats (verses) of the Holy Qur’an
command us to read and acquire knowledge: ‘Read (or Recite)! In the name
of thy Lord and Cherisher, Who created – created man out of a (mere) clot
of congealed blood. Read! And they Lord is Most Bountiful; He Who taught
(the use of) the pen; taught man that which he knew not’ (Al ‘Alaq – The Clinging
Clot: 1-5). This means ‘Read (or recite) in the name of Allah, not in the name
of a sultan or king, or for the sake of money and prestige or power.’
Reading (or reciting) is a faculty that can only be acquired through
repetition. Hence the Divine Command to persevere in practicing it is
repeated to the Prophet (PBUH). ‘There could be no illustration more
brilliant, and no more decisive evidence of the virtues of reading, writing
and knowledge in all its forms, than the fact that Allah’s Book began with
these words and that the Revelation started with these wonderful ayats,
even if Muslims had not been not guided by this Guidance, and even if
1 Abduh, op. cit., Part 3, p.435.
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contemplating them had failed to tear away that veil which obscures the
Light of Knowledge from their sight … If they had not been guided by the
first words of this Book that Makes Clear, and if they had not received
illumination from this dazzling light … then Allah would never have guided
them!’1
So man’s value is not defined by outward appearance, nor by his
physical strength, nor by his satisfying his desires and lusts. Rather, it is
defined by the extent of his knowledge and the nobility of his character.
This is what distinguishes man from other creatures, and it is this that
enables man to gain honour and distinction, and develop the earth and
build civilisations; and it is this that entitles him to be Allah’s vicegerent on
earth.
It is no coincidence, therefore, that the Prophet (PBUH) imposed a
form of ransom that required captives from the Battle of Badr to teach ten
Muslim children reading and writing. Nor is it strange that Islam should
enjoin the search for ‘ilm upon both men and women equally; hence the
sayings on everyone’s lips were, ‘The search for knowledge is an obligation
upon every Muslim, male and female’ and ‘Seek knowledge, even in China.’
The type of ‘ilm that is obligatory upon every male and female Muslim
is not limited to religious knowledge or a knowledge of Islamic rites and
practices, as some believe. Here the word ‘ilm has no restrictions on its
meaning, so everything within the category of knowledge – whether
religious or not – falls within the obligatory category. However, it appears
that Islamic theologians, philosophers and Sufis came to adopt the idea of
‘noblest and worthiest’, which was originally a Greek concept, and began
to maintain that knowledge of Wajib al Wujud (Necessary Existence), ie. the
Existence of Allah, Glory be to Him, the Most High, is the noblest of all
forms of knowledge.
While ‘ilm in general was a great and sacred value for Muslims, most
Muslims drew a distinction between two main types of ‘ilm:
The different branches of Sharia and religious sciences and their

1 ibid., Part 5, pp.471-472.
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related disciplines (headed by fiqh – jurisprudence/doctrine, hadith–
sayings of the Prophet, tafsir – exegesis, and their related disciplines such
as the Arabic language, history and literature).
The intellectual and philosophical sciences and their related disciplines
(particularly logic, theology and philosophy, as well as natural sciences,
mathematics, engineering, music and astronomy).
This continued to be the case until the ‘philosophical’ sciences came
to enjoy a status no less important than that of their religious counterparts,
thanks to the translation movement and the support of the Caliphs.
However, it was not long before Abu Hamid al Ghazali launched his major
attack on the preoccupation with the ‘philosophical’ sciences, especially
in his books Tahafut al Falasifah (The Incoherence of Philosophers) and
Al Munqidh min al Dalal (The Deliverer from Error), in which he did not
reject medicine, anatomy and the natural sciences but the consequences
of being excessively preoccupied with them; his particular objection was to
the fact that scientists who studied them in depth became so enamoured of
them that they completely forgot their religion1.

4 – The Fourth Value – Salam (Peace/ Soundness)
Al Salam (Peace) is one of the names of Allah, Glory be to Him, the
Most High: ‘Allah is He, than Whom there is no other god – the Sovereign,
the Holy One, the Source of Peace (and Perfection), the Guardian of Faith,
the Preserver of Safety’ (Al Hashr – The Mustering: 23). In Al Maqsad al Asna fi
Asma’ l’lah’l Husna (The Ninety-nine Beautiful Names of Allah) al Ghazali
says, ‘Al Salam is the One who is free from imperfection, His attributes free
from shortcomings and His actions free from evil, to the extent that if this
should be so, there can be no perfection in existence except it be attributed
to Him and emanate from Him. I have understood that the actions of Allah
the Most High are free from evil – I mean absolute evil in essence which
contains no particle of good within it that is greater than it. And there is
nothing in existence which possesses this quality, as has already been
1

Al Ghazali, Al Munqidh min al Dalal (The Deliverer from Error), ), ed. Abdul Halim Mahmood, Dar
al Kitab al Lubnani, Beirut, 1990. p.18.
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indicated.1’
In addition to the above, Al salam is the Muslims’ motto and the
greeting which they extend to themselves and others, in compliance
with the words of the Most High: ‘When a courteous greeting is offered
you, meet it with a greeting still more courteous, or [at least] of equal
courtesy.2’ The value of salam can be seen most clearly in the goal that
Allah, Glory be to Him, the Most High, set for jihad, which is one of the
instruments of salam in Islam; the Islamic vision of the world is not based
on the dualism of war and peace (salam), as some maintain. Moreover,
the actual and historical practice of jihad bore no relation whatsoever to
this over-simplified view.
It is a historically established fact that Muslims warred ‘with each
other far more than they fought wars with non-Muslims. They also suffered
external aggression far more than they attacked non-Muslims. While
wars were historically fought as a means of acquiring territory and booty,
Muslims did not grant themselves the right to be the first to attack others
unconditionally. Rather the fuqaha (jurists/legal experts) developed a clear
view of the question of war and made it an exception.3’
So Islam, as a religion, has nothing to do with wars and the waves
of violence in which Muslims are involved. This is confirmed by the fact
that in twenty-eight out of the fifty-five civil or international wars in which
Muslims have been engaged since the start of the 1960s, both the warring
parties have been Muslims. In most other conflicts Muslims have been the
weaker side or the victim of aggression. The Arab-Israeli conflict is a classic
example of this truth, even if it is not the only one.
Salam as a spiritual value, then, stems from the very essence of Islam.
Hence ‘Every slave of Allah who is free (salim) from cheating and rancour,
and a desire to do evil in his heart, and whose limbs and organs are free
1

Al Ghazali, Abu Hamid, Al Maqsad al Asna fi Asma’ il’lah’l Husna (The Ninety-nine Beautiful Names
of Allah), Dar al Kutub al ‘Ilmiyah, Beirut, 2001, p.96.

2 Holy Qur’an, Surat al Nisa (The Women) v.86.
3
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from sin and the commission of prohibited acts, and whose character is
free from backsliding and lapses he is the one who comes to Allah with a
heart unscathed (saleem). He is the slave who is near perfection, whose
character is close to the true, absolute perfection which has no secondary
[attribute] among its attributes.1’ This is why Islam has been defined as
salam (peace), which is the opposite of ‘udwan (aggression). Salam, firstly,
between the slave and himself, then salam, secondly, between him and his
Creator, and thirdly – and finally – salam between him and all other people,
regardless of their gender, race, colour or creed.

The Third Issue
The Spiritual Significance of Sufi Acts of Worship
It is well known that acts of worship are ‘syncretic rites that are
determined by their status and forms’2. Accordingly, Believers are not
required to ask about their status and forms, but rather to worship through
them, ie. to perform them. Mere acts of worship are in themselves no more
than rusum (customary forms), while the deen (religion) in its essence is
concerned with the inner aspects of knowledge and actions; ritual in the
form of outward and visible actions, while part of the fabric of the deen,
is of no value without ‘inner actions’. This has been pointed out by the
Islamic Sufis and also by Ibn Taymiyyah3.
This means that the essence of worship in Islam is actually the essence
of the deen itself, in that first and foremost it consists of belief. It also
means that worship in its outward and visible form is valueless unless the
inner, spiritual content is also present. If the outward and visible actions
are required because they are a vital element of the deen, since they are an
expression of obedience to Allah, they are meaningless without ‘the actions
1 Al Ghazali, op. cit.
2 Al ‘Aqqad, Abbas Mahmood, Haqaa’iqu’l Islam wa Abaatil Khusumihi (Truths of Islam and Falsehoods
of its Opponents), Maktabat Nahdhat al Qahirah, Cairo, undated, p.98.
3

See Ibn Taymiyyah, particularly Al ‘Ubudiyah (Slavery), Al Mu’assassah al Sa’udiah, Cairo, 1978
pp.8-9. Also Al Tuhfa’l ‘Iraqiyah fi’l A’maali’l Qalbiyah (The Iraqi Treasure on the Actions of the Heart),
ed. by Qusai Muhibb al Deen bin al Khatib, al Maktabah al Salafiyah, Cairo, second impression,
1399 AH, p.42 onwards.
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of the heart’, which form the foundation and basis of iman (faith)1.
If one of the meanings of Islam is ‘surrender to Allah’, this ‘surrender’
can only be complete if one is sincere and faithful in establishing one’s act
of worship of Allah the Most High. However, Islam alone is insufficient to
achieve this degree of iman; it is not sufficient just to say the two shahadas
(testifying that there are no gods but Allah and that Mohammed is the
Messenger of Allah) with one’s tongue, what is required is true surrender
– both outwardly and inwardly – so that one can rise to the level of iman
referred to in the hadith of Gabriel (peace be upon him) when he spoke
to the Prophet (PBUH), when the latter asked him about the meanings, or
degrees, of Islam, iman and ihsan (perfection/excellence).
At this level of iman the outward actions of one’s limbs and organs
cannot be separated from inner actions in any sense or form. Ibn al Qayyim
defines iman as ‘Outwardly, it is the speech of the tongue and the outward
actions of the limbs and organs, while inwardly it is the faith of the heart,
submission to Allah and the love of Him. So the outward aspect without an
inner aspect is of no use.2’
Accordingly, if the deen and acts of worship are in essence one and the
same thing, this means that the deen and values/ethics are two inseparable
things, since the actions of the heart are a necessary component of any
act of worship. And since iman itself can only be achieved if both outward
and inner actions are present, this means that acts of worship in Islam
cannot be separated from this value aspect, which is the basic element of
the deen. This is why the Sheikh Imam, Mohammed Abduh, says in Risalat
al Tawhid (Message of Oneness), that the deen is the most powerful of all
influences on public and private morality3, and that Allah has only ordained
such actions as produce noble moral behaviour in people 4.

1 Ibn Taymiyyah ibid., p.37.
2 Al Jawzi, Ibn Qayyim, Al Fawaa’id (Benefits), Al Maktabah al Qayyimah, Cairo, first impression, 1450
AH, p.85.
3 Abduh, Mohammed, ‘Risalat al Tawhid’ (‘Epistle of Oneness’), op. cit., p.537.
4 ibid., p.468.
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To sum up, acts of worship should influence a Believer in his daily life
and in his relations with other people. If they do not, then they are no more
than what al Taftazani describes as empty forms 1. The Islamic Sufis were
actually the first people to succeed in comprehending the true nature of
spiritual values in Islam as embodied in acts of worship, and in identifying
their ethical content, as we shall explain below.

1. The Spiritual Significance of Salat (Prayer)
In Islam acts of worship are intended first and foremost to be a means
of spiritual and moral development. For example, we find the Holy Qur’an
referring to the effects of salat (prayer) in purifying and improving the
nafs as follows: ‘Prayer restrains from shameful and unjust deeds.2’ Allah
also says in Hadith Qudsi (Sacred/Divine Hadith), ‘I accept salat from him
who in performing it humbles himself before My Greatness, who does
not seek to dominate My Creation, who does not pass a night persisting
in disobedience of Me, who devotes his day to My Remembrance, who
is merciful to the poor, the wayfarer, the widowed and to all who suffer
misfortune.’
There are numerous excellent and significant spiritual and moral
aspects to salat; moreover, it is one of the most important acts of worship
for enabling the worshipper to come close to his Creator. This is powerfully
reflected in the statement of the Prophet (PBUH) that ‘Salat is the mainstay
of the deen. He who establishes it establishes the deen and he who destroys
it destroys the deen.’ This can also be clearly seen in the fact that after the
shahadatain (testifying that there are no gods but Allah and Mohammed
is the Messenger of Allah) the Islamic faith is built on salat, zakat (regular
charity as required from every Muslim) siyam (fasting Ramadhan) and Hajj
(Pilgrimage) to the Sacred House by those who have the means to perform
it. Salat helps promote remembrance of Allah and submission to Him; in
the view of the fuqaha it is special act of worship, and Allah the Most High
1

Al Taftazani, Abu’l Wafa, Madkhal fi’l Tasawwufi’l Islami (An Introduction to Islamic Sufism), Dar
al Thaqafah li’l Tabaa’ah wa’l Nashr, Cairo, 1976, p15.

2 Holy Qur’an, Surat al ‘Ankabut (The Spider) v.45.
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commands his slaves to perform it1: ‘And be steadfast in prayer; practice
regular charity.2’ If the fundamental basis of all acts of worship is that the
body should humble itself as a result of the humbling of the heart, salat is
the greatest act of worship in which this becomes most clearly manifest, in
fact, it embodies the reality of all acts of worship, whatever form they take3.
For Sufis salat enjoys immensely high status. According to Abdul
Qadir al Jailani (d. 561 AH), ‘Its importance is great and its significance
is immense.4’ Muhiyeddin Ibn ‘Arabi (d.631 AH) states clearly that ‘There
is no act of worship that causes the worshipper to join the ranks of the
muqarrabin (those brought near to Allah) apart from salat.5’
It may have been this that inspired al Suhrawardi al Baghdadi (d.632
AH) to take the same approach when he said that all acts of worship
were nothing more nor less than means of making ‘the secret of salat’ a
reality6. Later, Ibn ‘Ata Allah al Sakandari (d.709 AH) concluded that salat
brought together a number of elements that were not to be found in any
other act of worship, including cleanliness and purity, silence, facing the
qibla with the takbir (saying Allahu Akbar), recitation, standing, bowing,
prostration, glorifying Allah etc. He described it as ‘a collection of many
acts of worship’7.
In his commentary on the words of Allah the Most High: ‘Enjoin
prayer on they people and be constant therein. We ask thee not to provide
1

Al Hujwairi, Kashf al Mahjub (Unveiling the Veiled), ed. Is’aad Qandil, revised by Yahya
al Khashshaab, Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs, Cairo, first impression, 1975, Part 2, p.542.

2 Holy Qur’an, Surat al Baqarah (The Heifer) v.43.
3 Ibn Rajab, Al Khushu’ fi’l Salat (Humble Submission in the Prayer), Al Maktabah al Qayyimah, Cairo,
second impression, 1983, p.20.
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Al Jilani, Al Ghunyah li Talibi Tariq al Haqq (The Rich Resource for the Seeker of the Path of Truth),
Maktabat Mustafa al Babi al Halabi, Cairo, third impression, 1956 (two parts in a single volume)
Part 2, p.110.

5

Ibn ‘Arabi, Al Futuhat al Makkiyah (The Conquests of Mecca), Dar Sader, Beirut, and the Egyptian
Public Book Authority, Cairo, undated, Part 1, p.256.

6

Al Suhrawardi, ‘Awarif al Ma’arif (Knowers of Knowledge), Dar al Kitab al Arabi, Beirut, second
impression, 1983, p.304.

7

al Sakandari, Ibn Ata’ullah, Al Tanwir fi Isqati’l Tadbir (The Book of Illumination), ed. Musa
Mohammed Ali and Abdul ‘Aal al Arabi, Dar al Turath al Arabi, Cairo, 1973, p.214-215.
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sustenance.1’ Ibn ‘Ata Allah al Sakandari says this ayat shows that salat
entails a heavy burden on the nafs, because it occurs – and is obligatory
– at times when people are resting at home or busily engaged in activities,
and it requires them to abandon these things so that they can stand before
their Creator and devote themselves wholeheartedly to Him2. In evidence
of this he quotes the words of the Most High: ‘Nay, seek (Allah’s) help with
patient perseverance and prayer: it is indeed hard, except to those who
bring a lowly spirit,3’ in which Allah relates patience to salat, indicating
that salat needs patience in observing its correct timings and patience in
performing its obligations, as well as the kind of patience and perseverance
that prevents the heart from neglecting it4.
In the view of the Sufis, salat involves a number of aadaab (rules of
decorum). The main one is that, since salat is the mainstay of the deen,
the worshipper must know its rules, conditions, virtues and nawafil
(supererogatory acts), frequently ask the ‘ulama (scholars) about them and
seek to find out what is required of him, leaving no room for ignorance5.
However, where the Sufis are concerned the fiqh of salat is not limited
to knowledge of the conditions for its validity and the factors that make
it invalid; they go beyond this and are also concerned with its ‘inner
minutiae’ and the implications of its outward spiritual values. While the
faqih (doctrinal scholar) is preoccupied with the literal rules of salat, and
judges it valid if it is performed in accordance with the ‘letter of the law’,
even if the worshipper’s mind is elsewhere throughout the prayer – from
beginning to end – thinking about his dealings in the market for example,
except when he says the first ‘Allahu Akbar’, the Sufi regards salat of this
kind as being of ‘no use in the next world’6, in the words of Hujjat al Islam
Abu Hamid al Ghazali (d.505 AH).
1 The Holy Qur’an, Surat Ta Ha v.132.
2 Al Sakandari, op. cit., p.210.
3 The Holy Qur’an, Surat al Baqarah (The Heifer) v.45.
4 Al Sakandari, op. cit., p.212.
5

Al Tusi, Al Lama’ (Radiance), ed. Taha Abdul Baqi Surour and Dr. Abdul Halim Mahmood, Dar
al Kutub al Haditha, Cairo, 1960, p.203.

6

Al Ghazali, Ihya ‘Ulum al Deen (Revival of the Religious Sciences), Matba’ah wa Maktabat Mustafa
al Babi al Halabi, Cairo, 1957, Part 1, p.19.
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One glaring example of the discrepancy between the fuqaha and the
Sufis can be seen in an incident in which Ahmed bin Hanbal spoke to
Shiban al Ra’iy (d.158 AH) one day to show him that his knowledge was
deficient and said (ignoring al Shafi’i’s advice), ‘What do you say of a
person who has forgotten one of the five daily prayers and doesn’t know
which prayer he has forgotten? What would he be required to do?’
Shiban replied, ‘O Ahmed. That is a heart that has been unmindful
of Allah the Most High, so he needs to be chastised until he ceases to be
unmindful of his Protector!’ Then Ahmed went into a swoon, and when
he came to al Shafi’i said to him, ‘Did I not say to you “Do not touch
upon this?”’1 This is a case in which his knowledge of fiqh collided with
the ‘manners’ of an authoritative Sufi over the fara’id (obligatory actions)
that arise in the event of a Muslim forgetting the faridah (obligatory
action) of salat, since in the latter’s view forgetfulness is ‘bad manners’
to Allah.
In the Sufi view, one of salat’s most important spiritual values is the
value of tatahhur (cleansing/purifying oneself). Here, however, what the Sufis
mean by tatahhur is not the same as the conventional meaning understood
by the fuqaha, which regards it as a necessary condition for the validity of
wudu’ (ritual ablution), and, following on from that, salat: in the Sufi view
moral tatahhur is an inseparable condition of salat in all its movements
and must be ever present with the worshipper whether he stands, bows or
prostrates himself. From this one may see a close association between the
meanings of tawbah (turning to Allah in repentance) and tatahhur, as in the
words of the Most High: ‘For Allah loves those who turn to him constantly
[in repentance] and He loves those who keep themselves pure and clean.’2
Hence the Sufis enjoined purity and cleanliness upon themselves at all
times and in all circumstances, because, according to al Tusi, they never
knew when death or the Hour would come upon them3.
1

Al Janabi, Maitham, Hikmat al Ruh al Sufi (The Wisdom of the Sufi Soul), Dar al Mada li’l Thaqafah
wa’l Nashr, Damascus, first impression, 2001, p.103.

2 The Holy Qur’an, Surat al Baqarah (The Heifer) v.222.
3 Al Tusi op. cit., p.197.

44

SPIRITUAL VALUES IN ISLAM: THE SUFI MODEL

Their position is based on the statement that Islam obliges a person
to cleanse himself of all impurities, both external and internal, so that
he can become like the noble angels who, unlike the rest of creation that
worships its Lord are completely and absolutely clean and pure1. It is
possibly because of this that al Sha’rani says in his book Al Bahr al Mawrud
(The Sea Where All Go to Drink) ‘Pledges have been taken from us that we
shall not sleep at any time unless we are pure in our inner beings, because
the inner being is no different from the outward being. Otherwise, it would
be as though – and I seek refuge in Allah – a person sleeps when he is
tainted with malice, envy, duplicity, deceit, fraud or pride, or resentment at
someone’s judgment of him.2’
After tatahhur comes the niyat (intention), which also has an inner
meaning for Sufis, since the Sufi instils it in his heart as a means of
bringing himself closer to God, Glory be to Him, the Most High, by expelling
everything from his heart apart from Allah, so that nothing remains apart
from Him3. According to al Tusi, the combination of the niyat and the
takbirat al ihram (the first utterance of Allahu Akbar in the Prayer) is safwat
al salat (the supreme part of the Prayer), since the Prayer can only be
valid if they are present4. Thus the niyat is a ‘taste-related concept’ (as in
‘tasting’ spiritual bliss) and – as far as the Sufis are concerned – a gentle
intimation of the heart’s intention to devote itself to Allah. This is affirmed
by Abdul Karim al Jili5.
While the spirit of the Prayer is embodied in the awakening of the heart
and the inner being and their entry into the realm of the Divine, this can
only occur when the worshipper’s heart is completely cleansed of everything
connected with the world and its concerns, so that nothing diverts him from
1

Al Sha’rani, Asrār Arkān al Islām (Secrets of the Pillars of Islam), ed.Abdul Qadir Ahmed ‘Ata, Dar
al Turath al Arabi li’l Taba’ah wa’l Nashr, Cairo, first impression, 1980, P 36.

2

Al Sha’rani, Al Bahr al Mawrud (The Sea Where All Go to Drink) Al Matba’ah al Maimaniyah, Cairo,
(undated), p.78.

3 Al Sha’rani, Asrār Arkān al Islām (Secrets of the Pillars of Islam), p.41.
4 Al Tusi op. cit, p.204.
5 Al Jili, Al Insan al Kamil fi Ma’rifat al Awa’il wa’l Awakhir (The Complete Human Being on Knowledge
of the Beginnings and the Endings), Maktabat Sobeih, Cairo, 1963, Part 2, p.87.
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perfection in performing the Prayer, enabling him to enter the Divine Upper
World1. It is this that led al Jilani to shout to one of his murids, ‘Woe to you,
that you should stand in the Prayer and say “Allahu Akbar” yet be mendacious
in your speech, with Allah’s creation being greater in your heart than Allah
Himself, Glory be to Him.2’ Hence the whole of the Prayer, from its beginning
means that the worshipper truly turns to Allah, in sincere commitment to
tatahhur and with his niyat intent on the Prayer, in realisation of the Words
of the Most High: ‘And they have been commanded no more than this: to
worship Allah, offering Him sincere devotion,3’ since sincere devotion to God,
Glory be to Him, is obligatory in all actions4.

2. The Spiritual Significance of Zakat (Regular Alms Giving,
an Obligation upon all Muslims)
With regard to zakat, the Holy Qur’an also points to the effect it has
in purifying the psyche, promoting godliness and cleansing the soul. [The
word zakat is related to zaka – to be pure. Tr.] Addressing the Noble
Messenger, Allah the Most High says, ‘Of their goods, take alms, that so
thou mightest purify and sanctify them5’. Indeed, the Noble Messenger
sees material and non-material alms as being inextricably intertwined – a
combination of physical action and feeling at the moral/spiritual level –
when he (PBUH) says in a hadith, ‘Your smile in the face of your brother
is an act of alms giving. And your enjoining of good and discouragement
of evil is an act of alms giving. And your guiding of a man who has lost
his way is an act of alms giving. And your removal of a noisome object or
substance from the road is an act of alms giving. And your emptying of
your bucket into your brother’s bucket is an act of alms giving.’
1 Al Sha’rani op. cit., pp.41-42.
2

Al Jilani, –Al Fath al Rabbani wa’l Faid al Rahmani (The Divine Conquest and the Merciful’s
Abundance), ed. Ahmed Abdul Rahim al Sayeh and Tawfiq Ali Wahbah, Maktabat al Thaqafah
al Diniyah, Cairo, first impression 2006, pp.127-128. Also see al Harith al Muhasibi, Fihm al Salat
(Understanding Prayer), ed. Mohammed Othman al Khasht, Maktabat al Qur’an, Cairo, 1983, p.52.

3 The Holy Qur’an, Surat al Bayyinah (The Clear Evidence) v.5.
4

Al Muhasibi, Kitab al Qasd wa’l Ruju’ ila’llah (The Book of Intention and Return to Allah), Dar
al Kutub al ‘Ilmiyah, Beirut, first impression, 1986, p.259.

5 The Holy Qur’an, Surat al Tawbah (Repentance) v.103.
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Of all Muslims, the Sufis were the most committed to performing this
obligation, which for them had the same spiritual ‘taste’ as that with which
they performed the other Islamic rites. Zakat is one of the five pillars of
Islam and is as obligatory as the shahadatain, salat, siyam and hajj1. Of
course, Sufis do not limit themselves to the ‘outward and visible’ meaning
of zakat, but combine its outward and inner meanings to ensure that it
is performed to perfection. According to Taj al Arifin, ‘According to the
reckoning of the fuqaha, it is such-and-such a proportion of a person’s
wealth, but according to the reckoning of the Sufis, the whole of one’s
wealth belongs to zakat.2’
In its inner sense zakat means thanks for favours from the recipient of
favours. While in its outward sense this means a limited, specific amount of
wealth, in its inner sense it is without limits, just as the favours of Allah are
without limits: ‘If ye would count up the favours of Allah, never would ye be
able to number them’ (Al Nahl – Bees: 18); ‘And whatever good thing you have is
from Allah’ (Al Nahl – Bees: 53).
In its ‘taste-related’ sense zakat is not restricted to wealth but also
includes zakat on the body and the heart in equal measure. The first thing
a person needs to know about zakat is the basic wisdom behind paying
it, that is that it consists of disbursing a proportion of one’s wealth to the
poor and needy because Allah the Most High has assigned them rights in
the wealth of the rich and it is an obligation upon the rich to discharge
those rights, while those who have wealth enjoy no such rights. This is
because wealth in reality belongs to Allah; if wealth due for payment as
zakat belonged as of right to the person who possessed it, a person who
withholds zakat would not be subjected to Divine threat, as in the words
of Allah the Most High: ‘And those who hoard gold and silver and spend
it not in the Way of Allah, announce unto them a most grievous penalty’
(Al Tawbah – Repentance: 34).
We may conclude from this that a person who fails to pay zakat loves
1 Al Sha’rani, op. cit., p.47, and Al Hujwairi, op. cit., p.557.
2 Al Baghdadi, Al Junaid, Taj al Arifin al Junaid al Baghdadi, Complete Works, study, compilation and
ed. Sa’ar al Hakim, Dar al Shurouq, Cairo, first impression, 2004, p.26.
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his wealth to the extent that it comes to dominate him and he becomes a
slave to it1.
At the same time, a person is required to pay ‘zakat on the body’ in the
manner ordained by Allah. This means that he must safeguard his limbs and
organs to ensure that they are used in the service of Allah, in obedience to
Him and for worshipping Him, so that he does not overindulge in diversions
and play. A person who follows this path will have achieved the goal of
zakat and purified himself 2.
In his book Ihya ‘Ulum al Deen (The Revival of the Religious Sciences),
al Ghazali separates the ‘inner aadaab’ for the faridah of zakat into eight
categories:
1. The person upon whom zakat is due should understand that zakat
is obligatory and why this should be so, while recognising that it is
basically a financial obligation and not a physical act of worship. This
entails recognition of the fact that by pronouncing the shahadatain
a person commits himself totally to belief in the Oneness of Allah
and testifies to the singular and single nature of the One that is
Worshipped so that nothing remains in his heart but the One God. Love,
fundamentally, does not accept that there should be partners to the
one that is loved, just as a mere assertion of the Oneness of God with
the tongue is of little value in itself. At the same time, Oneness, in this
‘taste-related’ sense, is conducive to tatahhur and is also a spiritual
realisation of zakat, in the sense that zakat itself is purity.
Moreover, zakat is tatahhur in that it involves purifying oneself from
niggardliness, confirming the Words of the Most High: ‘And those saved
from the niggardliness of their own souls, they are the ones that achieve
prosperity’ (Al Hashr – The Mustering: 9). Furthermore, zakat is an expression of
thanks for favours received, since Allah has bestowed favours upon his
slave with regard to both his mental wellbeing and his wealth 3.
1 Al Sha’rani op. cit., p.50.
2 Al Hujwairi, op. cit., p.557.
3 Al Ghazali, op. cit., p.216.
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2. It is in accordance with the aadaab of the deen that a person should
aim to pay the zakat before the time that it is due. ‘This shows a desire
to comply with the command of Allah and bring happiness to the hearts
of the poor, as well as an effort to overcome time–related obstacles to
carrying out acts of charity.1’
3. Zakat should be paid discreetly and without ostentation2.
4. At the same time, letting the payment of zakat be seen encourages
others to follow the example of the person paying it.
5. The person paying the zakat should not invalidate his act by reminding
the recipients of his generosity, or by harming them. This is stated in
the Words of the Most High: ‘O ye who believe! Cancel not your charity
by reminders of your generosity or by injury.3’
6. He should make light of his donation, because if he makes ‘a big thing’
of it, he will attract wonder and admiration for it, and wonder and
admiration are traps and pitfalls; moreover, they annul the merits of
one’s actions.
7. The payer should choose those items of his wealth that are the best
and dearest to him, as stated by the Most High: ‘O ye who believe!
Give of the good things which ye have (honourably) earned, and of the
fruits of the earth which We have produced for you, and do not even
aim at getting anything which is bad, in order that ye may give away
something’ (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 267).
8. In seeking recipients of his zakat, he should not merely ensure that they
belong to the eight general categories of eligible recipients, because in
those general categories there are special cases and he should take
those special cases into account4.
Compliance with these criteria will ensure that zakat provides complete
purification of a person’s wealth, soul and body.

1 Al Qushayri, op. cit., p.443.
2 Al Ghazali, op. cit., p. 217.
3 The Holy Qur’an, Surat al Baqarah (The Heifer) v.264.
4 Al Ghazali, op. cit., p.219.
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3. The Spiritual Significance of Siyam (Fasting)
Fasting focuses the mind on moral concepts and spiritual values. Hence
the statement of the Prophet (PBUH): ‘As for him who does not abandon
falsehood in speech and action, Allah does not need him to abandon his
food and drink.’ [Because he has already broken his fast. Tr.] The value
of the fast is made abundantly clear by the Words of Allah, Glory be to
Him, in His Hadith Qudsi: ‘Every action of the son of Adam is for himself,
apart from the fast, which is for Me and I will provide recompense for it.’
Of course, Allah’s concern with the fast rather than other acts of worship is
not a mere matter of chance; rather, there are a number of reasons for this,
particularly:
1. All obligatory actions involving the limbs and organs are visible apart
from the fast, which is an act of worship that involves no movement on
the part of the limbs and organs1. Accordingly, the fast is a secret form
of worship, with an inner as well as an outward dimension. Hence the
Most High said, ‘Apart from the fast, which is for Me.2’
2. The Most High’s Words ‘for Me’ refer to His samadiyah (everlastingness
and dominance of all things), and something that is samad (everlasting
and all-dominant) contains no empty space and has no need of food or
drink3. The Samad is ‘the Eternal Lord to Whom people turn in times
of need … the Final Stopping Place to which all requests and petitions
are submitted directly, without an intercessor or intermediary … and
it is He who sets the final hudud (limits) for actions and lays down the
fundamental principles of the laws.4’
It may be concluded from the above that the fast has a samadiyah
quality about it, since the reality of Al Haqq (the Truth – one of the Names
of Allah) is that He is free from the need for nourishment, contrary to the
reality of His creatures, who require nourishment. This means that the fast,
in view of its nature, contains an element of Allah, since the Most High,
1 Al Tusi, op. cit., p.216.
2 Al Hujwairi, op. cit., p.564.
3 Al Tusi, op. cit., pp.216–217.
4 Abduh, op. cit., pp.558–559.
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unlike His creatures, is free from the need for nourishment1. It also means
that by fasting, man acquires an attribute similar to that of the Creator, Glory
be to Him, the Most High. One may also conclude from the above that the
reward of those who fast, like those who are patient, is unlimited: ‘Those who
patiently persevere will truly receive a reward without measure!’ (Al Zumar – The
Crowds: 10), which means that the fast is not included among the good deeds
for which the rewards are counted within limits, because it requires a person
to abstain from his familiar consumption of food and drink and restrain his
limbs and organs from their normal desires and appetites. That is why those
who fast are, considered from this angle, ‘those who are patient’2.
Therefore, the additional reward for those who fast is due to its special
nature as a Divine attribute. Fasting is one of the hardest things a person
has to undergo, because it is contrary to his nature, because – unlike Allah,
Glory be to Him, Who is free from all wants – man is dependent upon
material sustenance. At the same time, Allah has made fasting attractive to
mankind because it contains elements of samadiyah3. As far as the inner
meaning of the fast is concerned, a fasting person is not required merely to
abstain from food and drink, but also to fast in his inner being; that is, to
satisfy both the outward and inner aspects so that the fast disciplines both
his outward and inner nature. While the former requires him to restrain his
body from material sustenance, the latter requires him to restrain his limbs
and organs from sinful actions4. In this sense, the fast is a spiritual value
through which the body and soul simultaneously develop a sense of need
and deprivation, as well as of contentment and satiety.

4. The Spiritual Significance of the Hajj (Pilgrimage)
The Hajj comprises a number of values that are beneficial to the
individual as well as the community. Hajj is a ‘comprehensive obligation’,
1

Ibn ‘Arabi, Al Futuhat al Makkiyah (The Conquests of Mecca), Dar Sader, Beirut, and the Egyptian
Public Book Authority, Cairo, Part 1, p.258.

2 Al Tusi, op. cit., pp.216–217.
3

Ibn Ajiba, Al Futuhat al Ilahiyah fi Sharh al Mabahith al Asliyah (The Basic Research), ed. Abdul
Rahman Hasan Mahmoud, Alam al Fikr, Cairo, 1983, p.27.

4 Al Suhrawardi, op. cit., p.335.
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because it covers all the pillars of Islam: the shahadah (testifying that
there is no god but Allah), since it is based on the Oneness of Allah and
adherence to the Sunnah of His Prophet in his words and deeds; and salat,
for which the reward and the value of each prayer in the Masjid al Haram
(the Holy Mosque in Mecca) is worth a thousand prayers elsewhere. The
Hajj also entails zakat, in its general sense, as well as fasting as a voluntary
act or act of sacrifice in the case of those who are unable to, or have failed
to, perform some of the Hajj rites or who have committed some acts which
are forbidden during the Hajj.
Another Hajj obligation alongside these four pillars is the faridah of
jihad, since the Hajj is basically a response to Allah’s call for people to strip
themselves of their everyday clothes, personal attributes and commitments
and come together in the Holy Lands.
As a ‘comprehensive obligation’, the Hajj has two basic objectives:
the pilgrim must divest himself of all his mental, intellectual and social
encumbrances and of anything connected with class or national
distinctions that cuts off the human ties between him and his fellow men.
The pilgrim thus comes divested of all adornments and indications of his
individual identity, clad in modest garb, which puts him at an equal level
with everybody else. In joining the millions of his fellow pilgrims, he comes
among them as a man divested of rank, power, class and racial or tribal
partisanship, not as a proud lord and master surrounded by slaves and
followers.
The pilgrim also comes stripped – or rather freed – from the shackles
of slavery and poverty. He does not see the rich man pampered by his
wealth, or the powerful man revelling in the might of his authority, or the
white man arrogant because of his colour; in all these people he sees no
superiority, merely his equality with them.
The second objective, or value, is tawhid (the Oneness of Allah). When
people are stripped of their personal identity and all are equal, it is easy
for them to accept the concept of the Oneness of Allah and they meet in
equality in its shadow1.
1
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Since acts of worship comprise this moral and spiritual dimension, as
well as social benefits in this world and the benefits of the world to come,
the Sufis attach great importance to them, performing them in their zawiyas
and khaniqs (spiritual retreats) and using a range of spiritual/educational
devices to remind murids of their benefits.
In conclusion, we can say that the backbone of spiritual and moral
values in Islam is embodied in establishing a sense of deep wazi’ deeni
(religious restraint/sanction) in the human psyche, thereby enabling
the believer’s character to grow in strength – sensorily, psychologically,
religiously, temporally, materially, morally, etc. It is well known that human
beings are drawn to good works and pious practices: either (1) for the sake
of a short-term benefit, ( 2) for a long-term reward, (3) to repel harm from
himself, or (4) out of love for and belief in noble moral behaviour, without
expecting a short-term reward (people’s thanks, praise) or a long-term
reward (entering Heaven).
True, wazi’ deeni produces all the above for its adherent. It tells him
constantly that the deen is mu’amalah (dealing with others) and that moral
behaviour brings the person who practises it happiness in this world and
the next. The Most High says, ‘In the case of those who say, “Our Lord
is Allah” and, further, stand straight and steadfast, the angels descend
on them (from time to time): “Fear ye not!” (they suggest), “nor grieve!
But receive the Glad Tidings of the Garden (of Bliss), that which ye were
promised! We are your protectors in this life and in the Hereafter; therein
shall ye have all that your souls desire; therein shall ye have all that ye ask
for! A hospitable gift from the One Oft Forgiving, Most Merciful!” Who is
better in speech than one who calls (men) to Allah, works righteousness
and says, “I am one of those who bow in Islam.1”’

1 The Holy Qur’an, Surat Fussilat (Expounded) v.30-32.
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I

do not believe that the differences in the relationship
between religion and the state – such as those which
existed during the Middle Ages in the Christian West,
the Islamic world or Buddhist and Confucian Asia – are
basically attributable to religious beliefs, whether or not
those beliefs made a distinction between what was to
be rendered unto Caesar and what was to be rendered
unto God. In my view the differences were due primarily
to the nature of the relationship that developed in
various historical and geopolitical contexts between the
religious and political elites.
This does not mean that religious faith had no
significant impact on relations between the two elites,
but rather that it was not the crucial factor. Moreover,
its role in the service of the dominant elite only became
apparent later, and in any case no faith exists that
cannot be interpreted to serve the interests of the ruling
authority and endow it with legitimacy.

Professor of Contemporary Arabic Studies at the Sorbonne, Paris.
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Generally speaking, however strong the religious elites might have been
and however much loyalty they commanded among their followers, it was
not easy for them to compete with the political or state authority as long
as that authority was alive, effective and firmly established. This meant that
the religious elite usually deferred to the temporal elite and went along
with its wishes, and sometimes allied itself with it. Some notable examples
of this are the Emperor-Pope, religious nationalist and Islamic models, in
which the two authorities co-existed in a state of undeclared rivalry, while
recognising the dominance of the political power.
In my opinion, Christian Europe during the Middle Ages was a rare
exception in this respect, produced unprecedented consequences with
regard to the development of the concept of the state and its status in the
view of the community. At the same time, the European view of religion was
reshaped so that religion became distinct from politics and temporal life. It
was only on this continent that the religious elite succeeded in imposing its
authority on society and exercising control and spiritual hegemony over the
temporal authority, and this was why for a long period the kings of Europe
felt it necessary to obtain Papal sanction and consent for their actions.
This was due to two significant factors. Firstly, the religious elite was
strong and well organised while the Church itself comprised a range of
highly developed supra-national social structures and institutions that
supported the priesthood and its leadership in their long struggle to retain
their status and legitimacy. Secondly, there was a vacuum caused by the
collapse of the imperial state model in Europe and the disappearance
of its traditions following the barbarian invasions, and the failure of the
attempts by Charles Martel, the founder of the Carolingian Empire, and his
descendants to revive the European dream of the Holy Roman Empire.
Faced with a world of conflict and ideological and political chaos,
the Church found itself forced to play a political role, alongside its main
religious one, in re-establishing social unity and a minimum of order and
ideological and political stability. At the same time, there was considerable
pressure from ordinary members of the community, as well as the kings
and feudal lords, for the Papal Church to intervene in political and social
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affairs, since these groups had failed for several centuries (up to the
thirteenth century, in fact) to establish a state capable of meeting the
people’s needs for a secure life, law and order, and social cohesion and
cooperation. Consequently, the Church ceased to limit its role to that of
a spiritual advisor and promoter of the Faith and began to take over and
organise the life of the community. The clergy thus found themselves drawn
more and more into occupying vacant temporal positions and playing an
active part in all intellectual, political, social and economic affairs. As well
as concerning themselves with the daily life and welfare of the community,
they also attached great importance to education and to setting up and
running universities.
It cannot be denied that in the medieval West Christianity was
transformed into a culture and, as the Church in the West succeeded
in reconciling disparate groups and establishing ideological unity and a
sense of community that transcended the different kingdoms, nationalities
and social groups, it became a state – or quasi-state – in its own right.
Allegiance – and subordination – to the Church became an element of
participation in a wide-ranging social project whose aims went far beyond
the spiritual sphere and encompassed major matters of a purely temporal
nature.
In my view, it was the growing demand for the Church’s services
that explains the large-scale missionary movement, which Europe was
to experience from the ninth century. It also explains the appearance
of a Western style of Christianity that was quite different from Eastern
Christianity and was to dominate it in both numbers and organisation;
subsequently this Eastern religion’s centre of gravity shifted permanently
to the West, so that the Christian of today – in view of the status and
resources his religion enjoys in its new homeland (i.e. Western Europe) –
has almost forgotten that it was originally part of the Eastern, Semitic and
Mediterranean tradition.
In view of the major role the Church played in restoring unity to the
disintegrated social fabric, the religious elite succeeded in making it the
main engine for organising and directing Europe’s societies, while using its
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status to strengthen its position and impose its will on the other social elites
(cultural, political and professional). Later, it went on to have a dominant
influence over the life of communities, so that defending the status quo and
the Church’s permanent control over its affairs came to be regarded as an
element of upholding law and order and maintaining peace and security.
The effects of the Church’s dominant role in society, intellectual life and
politics can still be seen in many ways to this day, despite the efforts of the
modern state to eradicate its privileges and force it to withdraw from the
moral – and material – ground it occupied in earlier times.

2
As is the case with other systems, Church, or priestly, rule bore
within itself the seeds of its own destruction, since a monolithic ideology
and a powerful organised Church under the domination of the priesthood
is bound to lead to unfettered power and a total lack of accountability,
which in turn leads to corruption. It was thus impossible for Church rule
to continue without generating problems, creating tensions and producing
contradictions that would come to a head between the dominant Church
elite and the numerous other social elites and groups. The Crusades, which
aimed to overcome these contradictions and project them onto the outside
world in order to protect the Church’s leading status and prolong its life,
may be seen as an example of the power wielded by the clergy in the Middle
Ages while exposing the predicament in which its system placed Europe’s
societies. The end of the Crusades marked the beginning of a series of
inter-European wars that were not destined to cease until the clergy were
neutralised and removed from positions of state and political authority.
So, instead of strengthening the power of the Church, reducing
tensions and resolving contradictions, the Crusades helped exacerbate all
these problems, and the end of these Crusader wars, which failed at every
level – religious as well as economic – was destined to be accompanied by
a series of ideological, political and social earthquakes, which would only
end with the disintegration of the old regime and all its component parts
– economic, political and ideological. After this occurred the state was
reborn as an effective institution for regulating the life of the community
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and endowing it with intellectual and moral leadership, as well as a new
framework for exercising political power, a framework that was quite
different from the aristocratic/Church rule that had formed the cornerstone
of the earlier Western empires.
From the fourteenth century we see strong reactions from within the
Church itself against the corruption that had began to grow with the decline
in the quality of its administration and as chicanery and bribery became
widespread, Papal infallibility came into question and the Popes ceased
to be venerated. Splits and schisms produced by a succession of disputes
and conflicts began to feed the dynamic of disintegration that was rapidly
destroying the unity of the Church.
As the cracks in Church unity continued to widen, a radical
transformation began to take place. The humanist movement appeared in
the fourteenth century in several Italian cities with the support of their art
and literature-loving princes and merchants and seekers after fame and
glory, and indeed even with the support of some of the Popes themselves.
Florence and Genoa still have many fine examples of the Italian artistic
Renaissance, including the work of several of the artists and humanist
thinkers who lived there. With their interests in Classical Greek and Roman
literature, the humanists helped lead Europe away from hegemony of
the Church and its religion-dominated vision and knowledge of the world
and, as they themselves said, back to the sources of Classical thought
and literature; that is to say, back to a man-centred universe with humancentred thought (philosophy as opposed to theology) and political (state
as opposed to Church) systems. This movement was the first decisive
step towards the development of modern intellect-based ways of thinking
and a re-evaluation of the principles of political and social organisation1.
The invention of the printing press in Europe in 1455 was destined to
play a crucial role in spreading the new ideas and culture throughout the
continent, ie. in giving birth to a culture that was to a greater or lesser
degree independent of the old aristocratic/Church dominated culture.
1

The term ‘Middle Ages’, which we still use, dates from this period. It was coined by the Italian
Flavio Biondo to describe the previous era and distinguish it from the new era, which was called the
Renaissance.

59

RELIGION AND POLITICS IN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

The gradual break with Church hegemony did not stop at literature
and the intellectual movements that were to help shape the modern West’s
entire way of thinking. Indeed, it even went further than the heritage left by
the Islamic civilisation and its impact on the history of the Mediterranean
region and Europe. Before the Renaissance had played itself out, a religious
revolution was to take place that would change Europe’s view of religion
and its place in the life of the individual and society.
This revolution, which was called the Reformation, caused the
Catholic Church to split in the sixteenth century and gave rise to new
Protestant sects in large parts of Christian Europe before the leaders
of the Catholic Church succeeded in putting a stop to their expansion
by launching a Counter-Reformation. This Counter-Reformation adopted
two lines of approach: a return to the Courts of the Inquisition to punish
and deter the secessionists, and a reform of the Papal institutions
themselves.
Historians date the start of the Reformation from 13th October 1517,
when Martin Luther nailed his list of ninety-five theses to the door of the
Castle Church in Wittenberg. However, Jean Popero [? Tr.] believes that
Protestantism was born in 1520 when the Church excommunicated Luther
for supporting the view that the Pope and the Church were not infallible
and that a Believer needed to do no more than be bound by the Holy
Scriptures1.
From this point the Reformation became linked to the name of Martin
Luther, who launched it in Germany and its Scandinavian neighbours
where state churches were set up that were completely independent of
the Pope in Rome. However, Martin Luther was not the only reformer. The
second great secessionist, Calvin, was largely responsible for spreading the
religious Reformation in Switzerland and the Francophone lands, and for
expanding it towards Poland, Hungary and the British Isles, which would
later see the birth of the Anglican Church.

1 ‘Protestantism’ in the Encyclopaedia of Religions (in French), Universalis, Vol. 1, 2005.
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The Reformation reshaped Christianity at three levels:
1. the Church as an institution – in the way it operated, its approach
to religious practice and its role in attesting the validity of faith; the
Church authority’s ideology, dominance and influence, including
religious beliefs and theology
2. the ‘religious conscience’ – that is to say, there was a redefinition of the
meaning of faith, the requirements of faith and the practice of religious
rites
3. the ‘religious experience’, as an individual experience linked to the
Believer’s own awareness, his will and his aspirations, rather than as
an act of collective or ‘tribal’ belonging or allegiance
At the first level, all the Protestant, or non-conformist, movements
– Lutheran, Calvinist and Evangelist, as well as some other relatively
minor groups like the Anabaptists – were united in their rejection of blind
obedience to the Church and unquestioning acceptance of a priesthood
that claimed Divine inspiration (which was the reason why Luther and the
Protestants in general saw the Holy Scriptures, ie. the Gospels, as being
the true authority rather than the Church and its institutions). This meant
that a radical change had taken place in people’s view of the Church, its
status with respect to worship and religious affairs, its role in society and
its relationship with the Believers. The Church lost its central position as
a religious institution, while the clergy lost the special ‘fatherly’ and holy
status that marked them out as being different from ordinary people; from
now on they were just men who happened to be specialists in a particular
field and who only differed from ordinary Believers in the degree of their
knowledge of religious doctrine, a status that any Believer was capable of
acquiring through his own personal efforts.
Another thing that collapsed was the notion that the Church was an
extension of Christ and an embodiment of his word, while the same fate
befell the reputation of the clergy as heirs of the Messiah and torchbearers
of his sanctity. Instead, they were regarded as being just ordinary people
who gained no extra status or value from belonging to the Church and
serving it and were judged by the Believers on their good works (or
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otherwise). Accordingly, the clergy were no longer required to observe the
obligations that marked them out as being different from the rest of the
community. They were no longer required to be celibate, in fact, marriage
became one of the conditions of the Faith, demonstrating that they were
indeed ‘ordinary’ and bringing them closer to the Believers who needed
their help in understanding their religion. With the loss of their ‘sanctity’
the clergy also ceased to be qualified to act as intercessors between the
Believer and his Lord, whether through the Church or outside it.
Moreover, as ‘bona fide faith’ was now linked to the Holy Scripture,
every individual now had direct access to it. The Church no longer enjoyed
the important status of ‘Establisher of the Faith’ and became an institution
for providing social services and charity. The public were no longer under
its control and were free to explore the wide world of civil and political
principles and ethics. Thus, the Church became just one of society’s
numerous institutions after having been the institution that had welded
the public’s individual identities into a single social unit that it controlled
and directed. Accordingly, faith was no longer a matter of collective tribal
loyalty that demanded obedience and compliance with an external will as
expressed by the Church; instead, it was now something that was followed
and practised by the individual. In other words, the religious community
lost its traditional monolithic identity and replaced it with an association of
free, independent Believers who enjoyed equal religious rights and duties
and were subject to no authority other than their own consciences1.
1

See Martin Luther’s many treatises, particularly his vehement treatise entitled ‘The Roman Papacy
Was Founded by Satan’, in which he summarises his criticism of the Papal Church, including his
rejection of the priesthood’s ability to forgive sins, the need to burn Indulgences and stop the
Church exploiting the people, his rejection of priestly celibacy in order to prevent immorality in the
monasteries and churches, his rejection of the sacraments and the priesthood forgiving the sins of
the dead (since only God can forgive sins) and his rejection of transubstantiation as a fraudulent act
of mumbo-jumbo.
The Reformation movement began when Martin Luther (1483-1546) published a declaration
consisting of ninety-five theses condemning Indulgences and nailed it to the door of the church
at Wittenberg on 31st October 1517. This was his reply to the Pope of Rome’s issuing of the famous
Indulgences in 1511. Luther resisted Papal pressure and persisted with his opposition to the Church
and its practices.
In 1520 Luther published his famous appeal to the ‘Christian Nobility of the German Nation’, which
was followed by a treatise entitled ‘On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church’. In both treatises =
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There can be no doubt that stripping the clergy of their ‘sanctity’ and
depriving them of the symbolic significance of belonging to a different
caste than that of other Believers (which meant that their religious duties
were now the same as everybody else’s), was a serious blow to the existing
Church/feudal ideological and political system. The demolition of the
symbolic barrier between the clergy and the ordinary Believer (except as
regards the former’s special function or field) blurred the old separation
between the sacred realm of religion and the profane realm of the temporal
world. The absolute division between the two became meaningless; the
material world became reconciled with the world of the spirit, religion came
to terms with everyday life and a new relationship developed, both within
the context of the Church and outside it. The Protestant Church community,
which elected its leaders, also included representatives from outside the
clergy such as university professors, doctors and businessmen. This is
the explanation for the particular style of secularism that is to be found in
Protestant countries, which does not see religion as being in conflict with
the intellect, but endeavours to establish mutual understanding between
the two in order to show that they complement each other.
Another important consequence of the destruction of the concept of
the Papal Church and the liberation of the Believers from its historical
hegemony and blind obedience to it was the schism that took place in the
Church and the permanent loss of its role as a global power. The Protestant
or Reformist movements, which spread throughout most of Europe,
set up their own national churches, thereby accepting the church as an
institution of the nation state. This led to allegiance to the nation state and
consequently the eradication of all the remnants of the Church’s traditional
sovereignty, which had been designed to limit the freedom of society and
the state.
At the second level, the Church, including the Protestant Church, was
stripped of its right to monitor a Believer’s behaviour, sanction his faith
and intercede with God on his behalf, and it abandoned its role of mental
=

he attacked the doctrines of the Church of Rome and Pope Leo X issued a papal bull against him
condemning forty-one propositions from his teachings. Luther burned the bull in public before a
crowd of citizens, students and scholars in the town of Wittenberg.

63

RELIGION AND POLITICS IN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

or spiritual guardian of the intellect. This freed Christian thought and
reshaped it on foundations that were completely different from the guiding
principles of collective Church/aristocratic thought. This, in turn, released
a new intellectual dynamism, which penetrated the realms of religion and
began to tackle the principle of pluralism, which later manifested itself in
the uncontrolled appearance of a series of new and progressive religious
groups, movements and trends.
One thing is certain – that the Theory of Salvation developed by the
religious reform movement made a major contribution to determining the
course of religious activity and distracting Christians from an obsession
with entering Paradise and striving to ensure that they had a place there
by concentrating on good deeds in this world. In the reformists’ view a
Believer’s deeds provide no such guarantee; the fact that his actions and
behaviour comply with the teachings of the Faith does not grant him any
right to salvation and will not in itself suffice to enable him to attain it.
By ‘salvation’ we mean receiving God’s forgiveness and good pleasure in
this world and the next. Salvation is a favour from God and He grants it to
whomsoever He pleases.
This does not mean that there is no point in a person following the
teachings of the Faith or doing good deeds, but it does mean that salvation
is not dependent upon it. Rather, it is conditional purely and simply on the
Will of God; a Believer can do all these things without attaining Salvation,
which means that he must not expect a reward in exchange for doing good,
or in other words, he must not think that doing good is the fee he needs to
pay for Salvation.
Despair of attaining salvation in the next world, or the fact that people
stopped thinking about it, was the basic reason why earthly salvation
ceased to be a serious preoccupation; the focus was now directed towards
an individual’s actions in this world, because here the results were
determined by his own personal efforts and not by the will of some force
external to him. At the same time, the knowledge that faith was a favour
from God encouraged the Believer to look beyond himself and seek a
deeper knowledge of God.
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It was now understood that a true Believer did not do good so that he
could buy salvation from his Lord, but to discover himself as part of God’s
creation. Good deeds were the means of revealing a deep Divine truth. If a
person did not use them to seek everlasting salvation and to deliver his soul
from evil in the next world, they would nevertheless enable him to achieve
a spiritual rebirth. Hence, whenever a Believer pondered on the word of
God, his trust in his Lord increased along with his faith in himself and in
his ability to regenerate himself, do good and live a good life. His aspiration
would grow in strength towards seeking greater benefit from the word of
God – the source of his rebirth – and the opportunity would open up before
him to help spread the Word of Truth and fulfil the Divine Promise.
One could say that the new Christian thinking replaced blind obedience
to the Church and the clergy with industry and good faith towards others
– to human beings, who are the vessels of the Divine Spirit – whom
one should deal with through good deeds and with a sense of personal
responsibility. At the same time, the authority of the Scriptures and the
teachings of the Faith, to which every Believer now had direct access
without an intermediary, replaced the authority of the Church and those
who served it.
Eric Foch sums up the Protestant ethic as comprising two values:
recognition of God’s Grace as the essence of faith, then responsibility
to others as an expression of belonging to the ‘religious’ or human
community1. The more a Believer frees himself from the preoccupation that
he constantly needs to reaffirm his faith, or fears for his spiritual health as
a result of bad deeds or an insufficient number of good deeds to secure his
salvation, the greater his confidence will grow in Divine Succour. He will
be able to discover the true meaning of morality and put it to the test by
becoming receptive to others and listening to them, since love of God and
love of other people are two sides of the same coin, the essence of which
is love and a sense of obligation. If love of God means living through His
Word, love of one’s neighbour means responsibility to him and with him, so
that one can help build a new world of goodness and love.
1 ‘Protestant Ethics’, op. cit., Vol.3.
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This is also what Jean Calvin says in his definition of responsibility. In
his view the Believer has three attributes: piety, optimism and thrift. Piety
does not mean asceticism, but a rejection of selfishness and a commitment
to cooperation and mutual assistance. Optimism encourages a person to
continue to strive for good and not to despair about the evil he sees in the
world. Thrift means avoidance of extravagance and waste. Extravagance
leads to misery and deprivation from the enjoyment of God’s bounty, while
waste leads to theft and loss of freedom. This means that a Believer’s
salvation is linked to his behaviour and actions, and not to any other factor,
whether it be the church or a human miracle worker. The church’s value is
in promoting solidarity among Believers, not in securing their salvation1.
With regard to the level of individual religious experience, it is clear
that freeing the Believer from the authority of the Church and the clergy
reinforces a person’s own religious experience and lays his actions,
behaviour and choices on his own individual conscience; in other words,
the initiative is left up to him. This is the idea behind the notion of the
Believer being born again as a person with a free, aware identity and a will
of his own2. Instead of spending all his time thinking about the next world,
he sees nearness to God as being achieved through nearness to other
people, ie. through building new relationships of brotherliness, trust and
cooperation, and by engaging in good works as a human-directed activity
based on responsibility and the promotion of justice and brotherhood on
earth and towards the human race. The more the religious reformation
shifted the centre of gravity from the Church (which had formerly attracted
all the community’s emotional and spiritual investment in its capacity as
the sole guardian of the faith and the road to salvation) to the Community
1 See Foundation of the Christian Faith, first printed in Latin in 1536, then in French in 1541.
2 On the Church’s demand to him to recant his statements, Luther replied ‘I shall remain committed
to the Old Testament texts that I have mentioned, unless I am convinced otherwise by the text
or the intellect. I shall remain committed to the Gospel texts. That is because I do not believe
either in the infallibility of the Pope or the infallibility of the Church establishment, since there is
irrefutable evidence that they have been wrong on more than one occasion and have demonstrated
contradictions in their positions and views. As long as I am bound by the Word of God, I cannot
and will not recant. There is no certainty and no salvation in any matter in which a person stands
against what his conscience dictates to him. May God be my Helper. Amen.’ John Paul William, op.
cit., Vol. 2.
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of Believers (in their capacity as the outward manifestations of Divine
Goodness), the more the Believers channelled their efforts into good works,
in the manner that we would describe as al deen mu’amalah (the right
religion is dealing with others). From now on the reformed church and its
clergy saw its pivotal role as being investment in man and the development
of his character, ie. his awareness, conscience and behaviour, and this led
to a new attitude towards social relations.
Although the Reformation weakened the power of the Church and the
clergy, it did not weaken the power and influence of religion in society;
in fact, it strengthened it and expanded its role in society’s institutions
including the economy, in which it adapted its old theocratic ideas to suit
the needs of individual liberty and free enterprise. This was explained by
the famous German sociologist Max Weber in his analysis of the rise of
the capitalist spirit of investment. In the United States today religion plays
a greater role in determining individual behaviour and developing social
relationships than it does in Catholic countries in which only minor reforms
have been carried out on the Church’s institutions, where there is still a
clear and precise distinction between the sacred realm of religion and the
free temporal world.
One could describe the Reformation as having democratised religious
life by breaking the stranglehold of the Church and by freeing the individual
from his subordinate status where his faith was concerned, giving him a
‘direct line’ to the Scriptures and making him alone responsible for his
actions. Although the Catholic Church’s Counter-Reformation occurred to
repel and prevent the spread of the liberationist Protestant movements, it
did not produce the same degree of religious democratisation; at the same
time, however, it too was not immune to the Protestant Reformation – the
‘rebirth’ that occurred in Believers’ values, thinking and psychological
attitudes as well as their faith. In its efforts to fight off the Protestant
challenge, the Papal Church found itself forced to surrender many of its
instruments of control, as well as the clergy’s custodianship and guidance
of their flocks. It accepted a rebalancing of the relationship between the
individual and his faith in which religion became a voluntary act reflecting
the individual’s own feelings, rather than an act of worship designed to
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reaffirm allegiance and subordination to the Church. In their war against
the Protestants, the leaders of the Papal Church also discovered that
the intellectual and moral development of the clergy – and their flocks –
was of supreme importance. This too helped free the Believers from their
preoccupation with salvation in the next world and encouraged them to
think more about life on this earth, including ways of improving man’s
condition within his own community and his relations with members of
other faiths.

3
It was only natural that, in the European countries in which it occurred,
the revolt against the Catholic Church should lead to the emergence of
similar protest movements against the other absolute authorities that
existed at that time. Just as it became obligatory for the church authority
to respect the Believer’s convictions and the dictates of his conscience,
so too did the political authority find itself obliged to respect the
choices and convictions of its citizens. Later, the rebirth of the self with
its new awareness, will and ability to choose, together with all the other
implications of liberation from the paternalistic Church authority, would
itself fuel the movement for liberation from the despotic rule of princes,
feudal lords and kings. It was thus no coincidence that the Protestant
Huguenots were the first to launch stinging verbal attacks on the absolute
rule of the French monarchy. They were followed some decades later by the
English Puritans, then by their American counterparts, who set up the first
democratic system to respect freedom of belief and opinion and guarantee
the basic rights of the individual.
So it would be no exaggeration to say that – with its emphasis on
the idea of individual responsibility, its revival of the moral conscience
and its instructions to the Believer to perform good works with the aim of
strengthening the bonds between people, not for the sake of salvation, which
was strictly the province of God alone – the Reformation was a revolution
in religious thought that sowed the seeds of the political revolution that
was to come later. There can indeed be no doubt that the organisation of
the Protestant churches, in which civil society was represented alongside
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the clergy and which included their local representatives, provided a new
model for the administration of public affairs1.
So despite the appearance of continuity, what happened was not
a simple change of direction in the tenor of religious thought, but a
transformation that amounted to a complete, new and independent
reinterpretation of the Faith, which brought it more into line with human
nature and human values. It would be no exaggeration to describe the
Reformation as a transitional stage towards the birth of a new religion on
the ruins of the religion of the Church; it was, in effect, the Religion of Man,
accompanied by a growing belief that man was the centre of the universe,
that the development of man and his potential and the improvement of
his condition on earth was the goal of the social system and society’s
institutions, including the Church. For its part, the Church was only able to
preserve itself and defend Christianity by taking on board the values of the
new religion and incorporating them into its belief system, ie. by making
them pivotal to its activities and by putting human life and destiny at the
top of its list of priorities. In this way, the Church ceased to be an institution
that stripped people of their characters, that is of their free will and human
awareness (previously a condition of their acceptability in the eyes of
God and hence their salvation), and became an institution that promoted
a religion of respect for man as a creature made in God’s image; it now
helped develop human awareness, conscience and feelings as a condition
for salvation on earth and as a means of coping with a life of pain, evil
and sin, which now ceased to be attributable to Divine Destiny and was
recognised as being the result of human ignorance and failure.
In all probability it was these factors that led historians to link the
religious reformist movement with the development of the modernist, or
materialistic, spirit. This is the paradox of the Reformation; the revival of
religious belief occurred side by side with a re-evaluation of man, or as a
result of the new focus of religion being on man and on a recognition of
man’s worth, moral value and knowledge; this followed an age in which
those attributes had been ‘stolen’ from him, turning him into a passive
1 Eric Foch, ibid..
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sycophant of the Church who had even had to be led to the gates of Heaven
in chains and whose every movement had been fettered to prevent him
from falling into sin.
There is no true resemblance between pre-Reformation and postReformation Christianity. Nor is there any real similarity between the
relationship created by the Reformation between religion and politics
and the relationship that existed in previous centuries under the Papal
Church. The revolution that occurred in the Church in the sixteenth
century restructured this relationship on a completely new basis, just as it
reinvented the concept of religion and the meaning of worship and man’s
relations with God. Subsequently godliness ceased to mean identifying
oneself with a group, ie. an act of tribal loyalty and sectarian identity, and
became an individual act of worship and a source of moral values that
stressed the importance of good works. National churches appeared; the
sovereignty of the state was recognised, as was its central role in running
public affairs, while the Church became an association of Believers with
responsibility for providing its flock with spiritual guidance.
Of course, this revolution was not just a random event, but one of the
manifestations of the European Renaissance, which began in Italy in the
fifteenth century under the influence of the intellectual and literary revival
resulting from the return to the Classical Greek and Roman philosophical
and intellectual heritage; this was accompanied by the spread of humanism
and science, major new geographical discoveries (particularly the discovery
of America) and the emergence of the great trading empires, all against
the background of the collapse of the old feudal, economic and social
system. At the same time, the success of this revolution helped strengthen
the Renaissance and the intellectual, social and political revival, just as it
contributed to the development of a harmonious relationship between the
spiritual and temporal realms, Church and state, and the community and
the individual.
However, the Reformation’s achievement in restoring man’s dignity
was destined to provide the lever for more radical transformations within
the social system and in the political, economic, cultural and scientific
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fields. The movement was part of a process of continuous and fundamental
change during which the religious establishment endeavoured to adapt
itself to the new dynamic within the societies that were emerging from
the feudal age. It was not merely by chance that the Renaissance and the
movement for change began in mercantile Italy, nor was it a coincidence
that the movement for religious reform first occurred in the feudal regions of
Europe under the cloak of a peasants’ revolt that shattered the intellectual
and political isolation that had been a prime factor in giving legitimacy to
the subjugation people had suffered for centuries.
It is certain that the Reformation would not have developed successfully
were it not for the ‘preparatory groundwork’ done by the artists and thinkers
of the Age of the Renaissance. The accumulation of new knowledge and the
spread of humanist values that accompanied it, together with an increasingly
positive attitude to human potential and man’s responsibility for his life
on earth, had a major impact on the development of reformist religious
thought; this was true both with regard to its rejection of the Church’s role
as an intercessor and custodian, and with respect to its emphasis on the
individual’s responsibility in the religious and social fields. Likewise, the
development of new scientific, medical, economic and social institutions,
including universities, hospitals and public utilities, which were destined
to be associated with the industrial revolution, played an important part
in reducing dependence on the Church as a metaphysical instrument for
resolving social problems. Conversely, in this new intellectual, political and
social climate the state would emerge as a pivotal factor in promoting the
religious values of the ‘new human being’ and safeguarding his interests.

4
To sum up, the religious reformist movements against the corruption of
the Church authority cannot be seen as separate from the movements for
social revolt against the feudal authorities as represented by the despotic
princes and kings. The Christian reformist movements would not have been
able to win the battle and achieve their aims without the support of the
peasants and their readiness to fight alongside the proponents of reform
and their leaders. Similarly, the political philosophies that sought to change
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the principles of governance and political practice, and wrest recognition
of the citizen’s rights and individual freedoms from the kings and feudal
princes, were not far removed from the civil disobedience movements.
So, as I pointed out earlier, the political revolution against absolutist
rule was an extension – historically and ideologically – of the religious
revolution against Papal control of a Believer’s conscience. The two worked
together to generate a dynamic transformation of political awareness and
practice. The interaction of their disparate elements, and their success
in forming a broad social base that comprised wide sections of the
peasantry, the rising middle classes and bourgeoisie and other classes of
civil society, was later destined to give birth gradually to the new elements
of a republican, democratic nation state, along with a set of goals and
social values that were almost diametrically opposed to those represented
by the traditional aristocratic systems which ruled under the aegis of the
Church and with its support. This long and continuous historical process
was destined to turn the relationship between the Church and the wider
community on its head. The broad masses of the Believers – those same
masses whom the Church had previously treated with contempt as defective
and errant, and whose existence and salvation (as well as the legitimacy
of their actions) were dependent on the Church and the Divine Blessing,
which the Church (that repository of virtue, morality, military power,
knowledge, economic prosperity and law and order) was alone entitled to
bestow – were now to establish states ruled by values of citizenship, liberty
and equal rights in a world of historic progress, as opposed to a world of
stagnation, corruption, plunder and superstition.
While the old medieval system was centred on religion and its
custodian, the Church, the new system would be centred on politics and
the state, in which the state would find itself in constant conflict with the
Church, the latter being a centre of influence that opposed the program
of human freedom represented by the former. With the emergence of the
modern state, the development of the concept of the nation as a political
association between individuals, regardless of their religious affiliations,
and its transformation as a centralised institution with responsibility for
the community’s affairs, an infrastructure would evolve that would shrink
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the Church’s old power and influence and increasingly replace the goal
of striving for the next life with the notion of keeping up with the times
and striving for the life of this world. The civil institutions – education,
administration, the civil service and health care, as well as charitable
foundations – would play an increasingly central role compared with the
equivalent institutions responsible for education, health care and social
welfare overseen by the Church and religious bodies. New organisations
would appear alongside the Faith institutions, which would reflect and
reinforce these developments. The most notable of these were the political
organisations and new mechanisms for the exercise of political power that
would entail popular participation in which individual citizens would be
able to express their own independent opinions and play their part in taking
on responsibility for public affairs. The legal tomes that were published on
the nature and functions of the modern state were quite different in nature
from the traditional, and familiar, volumes on doctrine and jurisprudence.
It was only natural that the state’s program should impose this new
vision of ‘portioning out’ public responsibilities between the Church
and society’s political and other civil institutions, while redistributing
civil, political and religious prerogatives and powers and redefining their
areas of responsibility and their relations with each other. As events,
first in European societies then beyond Europe, were to show, the only
way a modern world can be created is by giving priority to the criteria
determining life on earth, in preference to those governing the life to come
and the practices, concerns and preoccupations of the Church. This is
what is meant by redirecting society’s attention towards the management
of life on earth on principles that are intelligible, recognisable and
open to discussion, ie. capable of being judged by the intellect; in
previous centuries, under the absolute authority of the Church, society’s
preoccupation had been with ensuring salvation in the hereafter; the
actions and thoughts of traditional societies had been largely directed
towards spiritual salvation and preparation for Eternal Life and the Day of
Reckoning, at the expense of happiness in this world1.
1

This does not mean that, under the Church’s domination, people thought the world was not
important. What it does mean is that they believed the world and its concerns were transitory, or =
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While it was the Church, as the body responsible for salvation and
man’s destiny in the next world that drew up the agenda for the religious
community – an agenda that was designed to protect its hegemony over
the community – the state adopted an agenda that was concerned with
earthly salvation. Rather than directing a Believer’s efforts towards doing
good deeds in the manner and style demanded by the Church, and
transmuting Faith into obedience to the Church, the Spirit of the Modern
Age would focus not on the past nor on a metaphysical future, but on the
need to strive to improve man’s life on earth, regardless of whether or not
this guaranteed salvation in the next world. Indeed, without thinking about
salvation in the afterlife, this would entail investing in society itself and in
action, education and improving the standards of everyday life.
This new worldly agenda that was beginning to emerge would gradually
lead to a change in people’s moral outlook, as well as in their aspirations
and concerns, hopes and dreams. From this point onwards, progress in
improving living conditions on earth, including areas such as prosperity
and poverty, productivity and creativity, and a person’s interaction and
participation with others, provided the foundation for human happiness,
self-esteem and the regard in which a person was held by others. As the
way of life changed, new ideas developed on the regulation of social life
and the development of civil, administrative and political systems. The
state would emerge as the central body responsible for coordinating
society’s other institutions and regulating the relationships between them
in the interests of improving and enriching people’s lives. This would bring
the state into competition with the Church, which itself held most of the
administrative and regulatory posts, and would force the state to assert its
role by reducing the Church to the level of a private institution and taking
=
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rather that one should live one’s earthly life in preparation for the next world and for salvation in
the life to come. Life could only be valid and meaningful if one lived it in accordance with religious
values and recognised that one had a religious duty to do so. People lived on earth, they fought,
squabbled, worked, produced, procreated and committed sins, but their thoughts were only of their
life in the world to come. They hardly felt that life on earth was meaningful, or that it was worth
pondering over it in itself, or that it would be possible – or a duty – to improve it through better
education, administrative organisation and technology. Life was lived as it was; it was the next
world that had meaning and a goal. Hence, life on earth was seen merely as a stage along the road
to eternal life, absolute happiness and eternal bliss.
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over its functions as the body responsible for organising and regulating
the lives of the individual and the community. Eventually, people would
come to regard the emerging modern state as the authority responsible
for regulating life on earth, while the Church would be left with the job
of seeking to ensure that its flock fulfilled the conditions for salvation in
the next world, or of holding christening and funeral services, which are
associated with spiritual salvation.
The new state sought to regulate the life of its citizens, safeguard their
rights and provide them with moral and material benefits that would enable
them to enjoy rich, meaningful and satisfying lives on this earth. It thus bore
no relationship to the aristocratic kind of government that existed to serve
the king, his entourage and his feudal and aristocratic allies, and operate
(to ensure its own legitimacy) as a tool of the Church and as a channel for
spreading the Christian message and crushing Christ’s enemies. It was now
a civil state with a solely temporal goal, in which ‘high moral standards’
meant seeking to create the best possible social system, exercise authority
in the best possible way and encourage new discoveries, judicial processes,
ideas and theories about the principles of law and legitimacy and the nature
of political authority. Clear distinctions would be drawn between absolute
and constitutional rule and between republican and monarchical forms of
government. This would later lead to constitutional revolution, the notion
of citizenship and citizens’ and human rights and other concepts that are
today taught around the world as human academic disciplines.
These radical changes meant that the Church was no longer the main
actor in society, ie. its heart, mind and tongue, as it had been for centuries.
Instead, it found itself faced with a new and growing institutional force that
was edging it out of its position of power and influence. This led it to fight
a long series of battles to defend its ‘property’, which actually consisted of
society, the earth and the sky, ie. everything in the universe, and maintain its
control over people’s hearts, minds, values, tastes and social relations. The
total defeat that resulted from these battles reduced its sphere of influence
to matters of prayer and worship; despite the Catholic Church’s influence
today due to various historical factors and, sometimes, the political role
played by some of its leading figures, it is relatively insignificant as far as
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Western societies are concerned, despite that fact that people still continue
to believe in its teachings and regard themselves as members of its flock. Its
role is diminishing as the idea of salvation in the next world wanes, and as
people become more and more involved in the life of today and embrace the
goal of happiness in this world, which the vast majority of them would never
be prepared to swap for salvation in the next. Today the Church’s religious
activities are limited to looking after the material or spiritual affairs of its
clergy. Those who have the opportunity to visit some of the main religious
centres such as monasteries and abbeys will be astonished by the monotony
of the monks’ lives, and their spiritual poverty and dull, repetitive routines.
These institutions are typical examples of closed worlds that lack any
horizons or hopes – meeting places for anxious, distracted souls completely
dominated by the men who rule them. In fact, one is tempted to think that
the Church has lost its soul and the glitter and splendour of earlier days and
has become a refuge for the spiritually and materially powerless. Today it
arouses pity rather than hope of salvation of any kind.
This historic revolution did not just consist of replacing the power of the
priesthood with state authority and the rule of law in Europe and the West
in general. Similar events were also destined to take place across the entire
world, though at a later date and in the modified form of ‘modernisation’
and ‘modernistic ideologies’. This was because the religious authorities
in other parts of the world never enjoyed the influence that the Catholic
Church enjoyed, with the result that the state in most of Asia and Africa
and the Islamic world always played a significant part in social life. In the
places where a state broke down, this usually occurred because of the
actions of imperialist or neighbouring states or due to a revival of tribal
or sectarian conflict. Hence, the reaction to chaos or weakness – whether
due to religious or non-religious factors – came from the political and
bureaucratic elites.
The modernising elites in the non-European states sought the support
of the enlightened members of the religious elites. Their aim was to
strengthen the state and boost its ability to deal with external threats, while
at the same time safeguarding social unity and protecting society from any
dangers of breakdown and disintegration that might result from joining the
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modernisation process without having the ideological, political and legal
tools to control it.
However, the only effect of strengthening the power of the state
(including the religious reforms it was destined to carry out, which would
deprive the religious authorities of much of their traditional influence and
status that enabled them to exercise a quasi-aristocratic governing role)
was to reinforce the imbalance between society and the central state
authority, ie. between a state that was becoming increasingly modernised
and powerful with each passing day and a society that was becoming
increasingly marginalised due to its inability to adapt ideologically and
politically to the demands of the state. This growing chasm between a
rapidly modernising state and a society that was increasingly lagging
behind was destined to produce a parallel chasm between a politically
conformist religion that was able to adapt to the new system, and a religion
of social protest that sought to be a centre of solidarity and cohesion, while
the modern state apparatus endeavoured to dismember it and break its ties
with the community.
We can say, with some reservations, that in their relations with religion
and the relationship between religion, politics and the state, modern Islamic
societies have been following an almost diametrically opposite path from
the one followed by Western Christian societies since the sixteenth century.
The era of Islamic religious domination in the Middle Ages was an age of
empire building and reinforcing the independence of the state and the ruler,
which stressed the civil and non-sacred status of the religious community.
It was also an era in which there was a clear distinction between the
prerogatives of the state and those of the religious establishment, in the
same way that the intellectual sciences were completely independent of the
religious sciences. Hence, the Islamic era in the Middle Ages is recognised
as having been a time of prosperity and enlightenment, while medieval
Europe was an era of darkness and politico-religious despotism due to the
weakness of the monarchical states, the constant conflicts between the
kings and princes and the fragility of their authority; it was also a time of
economic and social tyranny due to ignorance, an absence of creativity and
discovery and a lack of civil and moral education.
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There can be no doubt that the flourishing scientific, political and
economic scene in the classical Islamic era was mainly due to the state’s
victory (even in its style of government) over the religious authority and
the steps it took to prevent the emergence of an ‘Islamic Church’ with all
its connotations of a central religious authority and a legal system that
would have monopoly control in word and deed over every aspect of the
individual’s life. In other words, the battle that occurred within the early
religious community (the Caliphate and the Caliphate state) was won by
a temporal monarchical system, and the Sahabah (Companions of the
Prophet, PBUH), or a large number of them, who had hoped to be the
custodians and interpreters of the religious heritage, were forced to accept
the authority of the temporal state and operate under its aegis.
So, from the earliest days in the history of Islam a kind of relationship
developed between the religious and temporal authorities that was very
similar to that which exists today in countries with Protestant majorities,
even though there are differences. Perhaps the best example of this model
is the Ottoman Sultanate, which was the biggest and longest-lived state in
Islam’s history. In this model the political authority, or the Sultan, stood at
the top of the pyramid of power and was the sole authority in every sphere,
however, he did not prevent the religious authority from operating freely in
its own field of activity or impose an agenda upon it.
In the Islamic world the powers and prerogatives of the ‘ulama
(religious scholars) and those involved in government affairs were clearly
defined. The former were responsible for questions of religion, particularly
fiqh (doctrine and jurisprudence), while the latter – the kings, sultans
and state officials – were in sole charge of government and legal affairs
and related procedures, as well as matters such as war and peace, fiscal
and economic policies and anything related to state sovereignty. The
administration of justice was a political responsibility and the domain of
government officials, even though the judges might be chosen from the
ranks of the fuqaha (Islamic jurists) and ‘ulama.
This mode of coexistence between the religious and temporal
authorities led religion to be seen and interpreted in a completely
different way than was the case with Papal Christianity. It was based on
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the principles of tolerance and a plurality of different religious schools in
which no side condemned the other or accused it of unbelief. Differences
in interpretation of the Scriptures, including the Holy Qur’an itself, were
accepted; hence the concept of ijtihad (interpretative judgement), which
enlists the intellect as a partner – indeed, a condition – for understanding
and interpreting the sacred texts, thereby delegitimising any claims by a
religious authority to have a divinely inspired instinct entitling it to provide
the only ‘true’ interpretation of the Scripture (as claimed by the principle of
Papal infallibility, which could only admit of one opinion).
The liberal climate in the classical Islamic era enabled freedoms to
flourish in a way that was unknown in Christian societies in the Middle
Ages, and it strengthened the Believer’s sense that he could explore
new and unfamiliar fields without fear. Instead of inspiring despair,
doubt and anxiety, a love of asceticism and withdrawal from the world
into monasteries and houses of worship, or resignation to one’s fate, for
Muslims belief in God inspired confidence that one had not been cast into
the world alone and unprotected, but rather, that one was blessed with the
benefits of Divine care and support. This interpretation of man’s condition
released people’s latent energies and endowed existence and life on earth
with a significant value and status. Hence, concern for the affairs of both
this world and the next became one of the guiding principles of Islam,
while attending to the physical and intellectual aspects of life on this earth,
as well as the search for happiness and worldly delights, became moral
values or a part of Islamic discipline, in accordance with the Saying of the
Prophet: ‘So give to each its due’.
To sum up, spiritual or religious aspirations, despite their importance
(in fact, in the view of many they may have been priorities, or at least that
is what we understand from what remains of the legacy of that historical
and literary period), did not rule out or ignore the demands, pleasures
and delights of this earthly life. Consequently, those aspirations did not
curb people’s desire to work and produce so that they could accumulate
and enjoy wealth; the result was the increased productivity, enterprise,
discovery and creativity that was required in order to achieve this
ambition.
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That is the ideological, political, religious and intellectual context that
allowed trades, crafts, science and technology to flourish in the Islamic
region alongside intellectual, artistic and religious life; evidence of this
can also be seen in the development of the different religious sciences
during the Middle Ages. Religious and intellectual freedoms are essential
if people are to be able to feel at peace with the world around them and
travel through it, engaging in trade, propagating their religion and enriching
the scientific (eg. the Arab explorers) and spiritual (eg. the wandering Sufis)
fields. The fact that those freedoms were lacking in medieval Europe is
the main reason why that continent went through a dark period in which
its societies suffered from chaos, instability and ignorance, and lacked
the basic elements of a civil and moral life. It was also the cause of their
internal strife and wars of expansion and plunder, of which the Crusades
are the most obvious example1.
It is clear, then, that the historical experience of Arab societies, which
have Sunni majorities, represents a completely different model of the
relationship between state and religion from that known to the Western
Catholic communities during the medieval period, which provided the
basis for the present-day interpretation of the problem of modernisation
and secularism in our contemporary societies. Some two decades ago
this led me to write in Naqd al Siyasah: al Deen wa’l Dawlah (Critique of
Politics: Religion and State) that the problem of the Arab Islamic model
with regard to the relationship between the state and religion does not
1 The flourishing scientific and intellectual scene in the mediaeval Islamic era has led many scholars
to maintain that Arab Islamic thought bore the seeds of secularism within it. However, one cannot
regard a view that affirms the superiority of independent opinion over imitation as being the same
as secularism in the precise meaning of the term. That issue was never raised in Islamic thought,
nor did it exist in Classical Greek thought, because there was no challenge by a dominant church
or a church seeking to impose its supreme authority over the temporal and intellectual power
centres. However, there can be no doubt that there were several ways of drawing a distinction
between the religious and political authorities, as I myself have noted in more than one instance in
Islamic history, though these were informal and spontaneous as long as supreme power lay in the
hands of a temporal ruler rather than a religious cleric. See my book Naqd al Siyasah: al Deen wa’l
Dawlah (Critique of Politics: Religion and State), Arab Cultural Centre, 4th impression, Beirut, 2007,
and Jabra al Shomali’s Al ‘Ilmaniyah fi’l Fikr al ‘Arabi’l Mu’asir; Dirasat Halat Falastin (Secularism
in Contemporary Arab Thought; a Study of the Case of Palestine), Centre for Arab Unity Studies,
Beirut, 2008.
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lie with the ‘domination of the theocratic model or the hegemony of the
Church authority over the political authority, and its control of it, to assert
its presence as a sovereign authority – as the final authority’. Rather, the
problem lies with the ‘autocratic model, that is, the domination of the
political authority embodied in the absolute power of the individual ruler
over the religious authority, and his control of it, including its interests and
needs such as a legal system, social mobilisation and the creation of a
collective identity linked to the emergence of religious sectarianism.’
If we look at it from this angle, we can see that the religious authority
in classical Islamic history was only one of a number of social institutions,
while the ruler, as the supreme authority, was the embodiment of the
bureaucratic or imperial state and distinct from all the other centres of
power.
This difference in the relationship between religion and state in
the history of the Arab and Islamic world had a major impact on the
development of religious and political practice. Since the state had been
the centre of sovereign power and the ultimate authority in running
the affairs of the community from the very start of the politico-Islamic
genesis, ie. after the collapse of the Rightly-Guided Caliphate, the religious
establishment was prevented from establishing an independent sovereign
religious authority to rival the power of the kings. Accordingly it was forced
to adapt itself to the political authority and follow a completely different
path from the one adopted by the Christian religious elite. That is why
there was no central religious power centre. Since this was the case, and
since it had no option other than to accept the agendas of political and
non-political forces outside its control, the Islamic religious establishment
found itself, unwittingly, in an environment where pluralism and acceptance
of differences reigned supreme and in which there was a wide variety of
sects and schools of law. For this reason, it became impossible to envisage
any serious Islamic trend towards setting up an infallible religious authority
on a Papal model of the kind that would impose its control over all nonreligious activities and practices including politics, claim monopoly rights
in sanctioning individuals’ faith and their roads to salvation, and condemn
acceptable intellectual endeavour as heresy and blasphemy.
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So the powerful new imperial state (the heir of the Sassanian and
Byzantine empires, which like them depended upon unending conquest and
the power of its armies) prevented the religious establishment from setting
up anything resembling a church or a religious authority with powers. At
the same time, it helped limit the scope of the religious establishment
and reinforced the independence of the political authority, giving it greater
powers than those enjoyed by any religious authority that might dream of
imposing its control over the ruler. This sowed discord among the ranks
of the religious establishment – between the ‘state fuqaha’, who benefited
from their close relations with the government, and the majority of the
religious establishment – who lived among the mass of the people and
led protest and resistance movements from time to time. While the ‘progovernment clique’ was essential in order to bestow legitimacy upon the
ruling authority, anyone seeking to usurp power was aware that the way to
achieve it was either through exploiting tribal factionalism or by military
force, or by using the two together.
This type of unequal relationship between the temporal and religious
establishments continued until the modern age. That is why tribal
factionalism became the principle that determined changes of government
(or otherwise) in Arab societies in the Middle Ages. No religious party ever
succeeded in coming to power without tribal support; this is accurately
described by Ibn Khaldun in his famous Muqaddimah. One result of this
was the notion of absolute, unlimited, one-man rule that was not subject
to any civil or public scrutiny and which, depending on the will and
temperament of the individual ruler, could either be religious or profane
in the extreme. Hence, in the hereditary model, the role of the ‘ulama was
limited to offering advice and support or prayers for the ruler’s success.
That was the ‘ulama’s main contribution to the political system.
At the same time, a church-like, quasi-Papal tendency emerged, though
in a weaker form than the Catholic version, through the religiously oriented
political opposition movements. All the groups that broke away from the
main body, particularly the Ithna’asheri (Twelver) Shias, re-created a
stronger link between religion and the ‘state’ and added the connotation of
an ‘Imamate’ to the political and civil authority, whose function they saw as
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being an extended version of a religious one. They aimed to set up a central
religious authority with a clear status within the state, which would itself
seek to set up states or new kingdoms on the fringes of the original state, all
of which would have a distinct creedal character. This was also apparent in
the distinction between what were termed the Batini (Esoteric) schools with
their philosophical, ideological and syncretistic tendencies, and the Dhahiri
(Non-esoteric) schools, which interpreted the sacred text according to its
literal meaning in a way that would enable any Believer with an average
knowledge of the language to understand it. Today, the Islamic Republic of
Iran is an example of the issues raised by the Shia vision of the relationship
between religion and state, including the problems connected with freeing
the state from the control of the church or the religious establishment. It is
vital that one should keep a close watch on this unique experiment, which
demonstrates powerful practical and theoretical elements designed to reestablish a theocratic state, though in a cultural, geopolitical and social
environment that is far removed from the spirit of the Middle Ages and
deeply hostile to its intellectual, spiritual and other-worldly climate.

5
Just as the relationship between religion and the political authority in
the Christian world in the Middle Ages was the reverse of that relationship
in the Muslim world, there are also indications that it is diametrically
opposite during the modern era with regard to the relationship between
religion and state and the distribution of powers and prerogatives between
the different elites. In fact, the contrast between the two worlds in this
respect may be seen as total and absolute, more than at any time in the
past. This is because despite its importance, the different ‘distribution of
the public space’ between religion and politics in the Middle Ages did not
prevent the two groups from sharing a common vision of the world and the
universe, or their respective members from sharing similar value systems
(if they were not completely identical); nor did it mean that their subjects’
minds could not be dominated by the same mythical narrative.
In the present day, however, we are confronted by two models, which
are not related to each other in any way. One of them is attached to a
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religion that largely represents humanistic values, or at least (except
among a limited section of the population) has abandoned the theocratic
values that cast doubt on the validity of – or are in conflict with – man’s
intellect and judgement, while the other is attached to a religion that,
under strong external and internal influences, is moving increasingly
towards abandoning the Islamic and non-Islamic humanistic traditions
and adopting an extremist interpretation that makes Islam and those who
speak in its name a religion that hastens to accuse people of unbelief,
doubts man’s intellectual capacity and asserts that the ‘ulama and fuqaha
have the right to control all human activity, whether individual or collective,
including politics.
Here the cause is no different from the one that led European
Christianity in the Middle Ages to put the Church at the top of the political
pyramid and assign it functions that went far beyond spiritual salvation, so
that it focused more on controlling the life of civil society and monitoring
the intellect and the conscience; the cause in this case was the material
and moral bankruptcy of the state and the way it operated. From the
moment it came into existence the state in most countries of the modern
Islamic world (and the Arab countries in particular) has been associated
with a foreign colonialist system and to this day it has been the prisoner of
their imperialist geo strategies. Hardly had it started to take shape, in the
early decades of the twentieth century, than it began to be subjected to an
unprecedented barrage of external and internal cultural, social, economic
and political challenges, as a result of which it became demonstrably
unable to live up to its commitments. It failed to create the conditions for
social cohesion between its people, develop relations with other countries,
or become a centre for productivity, creativity, science and technology, or
enable its people to enjoy freedoms and respect for their basic rights.
Accordingly, the state has increasingly come to be seen as an
instrument for spiritual, political and economic oppression, which leaves
a growing intellectual and social vacuum and an absence of organisation
and values that the religious tendencies (in their various forms guises)
are endeavouring to fill. However, this time it will be in vain. The modern
era does not allow for preoccupation with faith and religious concepts
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and motives; nor is Islam – in the form it has come down to us – capable
of overcoming the effects of fourteen and a half long centuries and the
experiences of its history to establish a unified religious elite, or a church
and priesthood with a pyramid-shaped structure.
On the one hand, the Christian West is moving more and more towards
the secularisation of intellectual, religious and political life, clannish
factionalism is in retreat as the individual (in his capacity as the basic
building block of society as a whole) plays an increasingly central role
and there is ever-greater scope for independent intellectual and political
thought. At the same time, the decline and failure of the state in the
Muslim world, as it responds to the growing challenges of modernisation,
is pushing Islamic societies towards reinventing the concept of the religious
state – the Caliphate state which disappeared fourteen centuries ago – in
which the roles of religious and political leader are combined and the chief,
or ruler, is an imam and spiritual guide, while the state is identified with
the religious establishment and becomes a part of it.
The concept of an Islamic state born out of the struggle for freedom
from Western oppression and plunder, with the goal of restoring original
values and gaining intellectual and cultural independence, was destined to
be quickly transformed into a theory of identity that would seek to safeguard
communal unity and unite peoples, nations and tribal factions, fortify them
against the perils of division, conflict and civil war and mobilise them for
the battle for justice and development. ‘Al Islam huwa’l hall’ (‘Islam is the
solution’), the slogan of the post-Cold War period, is an assertion of the
failure of all the earlier solutions, which had been drawn since the Ottoman
organisations of 1853 from modern/Western ideas, theories and beliefs.
The failures suffered by politics and the state (and this is still the
case) were destined to bring religion to the fore. Society would increasingly
demand a return to the True Faith as the only hope for rebuilding social
relationships at every level, from moral, intellectual, political, social
and economic revival to the establishment of a proper foundation for
knowledge, such as the Islamisation of Knowledge school hopes to achieve.
Religiosity, or a return to religion in which all human activity is subjected
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to its norms and rulings, would not be the sole means of escaping from the
chaos, collapse, backwardness and corruption suffered by the individual
and the community, but it would help provide a means of reconciliation
between the state and the religious community and between modernity and
tradition, the Arabs and the world, and the past and the present. However,
the growing demand, at every level, for a return to the True Faith would lead
to the emergence of religious elites of varying trends, hues and parties,
who would fight among themselves to fill the vacuum left by the bankruptcy
of the modern state and the ideas, ethical values and schools of thought
associated with it1.
One clear result of this religious revival was the replacement of
the idea of society consisting of a group of independent, interacting
individuals with the notion of a resurrection of the ‘collective concept’
with its connotations of giving priority to allegiance over free choice, and
to obedience over free interaction and exchange between free individuals.
Underlying this was the goal of propagating a totalitarian Islam (in the
sense of all-embracing), which the Islamist movements sought to use to
their own advantage; however, it managed to overcome them and forge
a strong public opinion capable of putting pressure on the politicians,
intellectuals and economists.
The paradox is that this extensive religious revival should occur
during a time when the trend towards modernism had eradicated nearly
all traces of religious authority, ideological as well as material. Islam,
both the faith and the religious elite (this is truer today than at any time in
the past), lost its independence from the state after the latter deprived the
‘ulama and religious establishment of their awqaf (religious endowments),
imposed conditions on their administration and forced them to follow the
state’s political and ideological agenda, even in the field of religion. It
1
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may well be difficult to separate the present-day Muslim’s feeling that he
needs a state that he can be identified with (ie. an Islamic state) from his
view of the present-day situation in which religion is dependent on the
state, the state being responsible for looking after the mosques, schools,
universities and almshouses, employing the ‘ulama, overseeing religious
charitable and humanitarian institutions, implementing religious rulings
and defending Islam against attacks at home and abroad. This situation
intensifies the problem and increases the tension felt by the religious
elite who suffer from a constant sense of frustration at the contradiction
between the extensive scope of the Islamic da’wa (mission/preaching)
and the limited opportunities for channelling it into achieving the goals
assigned to it. Consequently, many are beginning to lose patience and
perhaps even their faith.
Another result of this religious revival is the conceptual association
of the state with religion and the concomitant linkage of political thought
with the development of religious ideas and values. This leads to the
‘trivialisation’ of the idea of the state and its transformation – in the public’s
view – into a mere tool in the hands of whoever controls it; this in turn leads
to a less independent view of the state, which comes to be regarded as a
broad institution with a fixed, stable set of rules, values, systems and legal
principles that operates in the context of the notion of the public good, but
not to defend values or ideological or philosophical creeds.
When the idea of the community as a monolithic entity with a single
identity replaces the idea of the nation as a political association, people’s
minds cease to envisage the notion of a multi-faceted, independent society
that forms the foundation of the state and is capable of improving it,
and instead opt for the concept ‘the monolithic entity equals the state’.
So instead of Muslims today being encouraged to think, as the logic of
modernisation would assume, about regulating society, reinforcing its
independence from the state and confronting abuses by the state through
procedural, constitutional and legal means, we find that they dream
of regaining their ideological and symbolic domination over it, so that
the ‘collective state’ can become an Islamic state free from any outside
influences.
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In contemporary Islamic literature, criticism of the state hardly ever
goes beyond accusations that it is the servant of a foreign power or a traitor
to historic values. Modern Islamic thought expends most of its efforts on
rebutting attacks against the Faith from outside, ie. from non-Muslims.
It also attacks unbelievers, perverters and corrupters. Its program is one
of constant war, usually defensive though it is frequently on the attack. It
supports the principle of expanding the area of Islamic rule and protecting
it from the dangers of apostasy and external aggression. Rarely does it seek
to explain how precisely the state will function, promote awareness of how it
will operate or develop a civil discipline that will help control its machinery
and behaviour. Similarly, regardless of the list of priorities in current
Islamic thinking, it has usually seen its main task as being to defend the
Sharia and stress its suitability for dealing with the challenges of the age,
rather than developing the mind and focusing it on social conditions and
practical political ideas for changing and improving them. This is because,
whatever course it takes, Islamic thought today is still the prisoner of ‘fiqh
logic’, which looks for its solutions in the sacred texts and denies itself the
privilege of empirical and intellectual investigation. If it were to follow the
latter course, it would no longer need to resort to scriptural authority and
would become a ‘temporal mental exercise’, just as it used to be in the Age
of Islamic Enlightenment in the Middle Ages.
This probably explains the poverty of our political life today – or rather,
the absence of politics from our public life. The Muslim public finds itself in
a quandary. Should it rebel against authority in the hope of taking control
from the state, or should it submit to it and to its unjust laws? The first
position is represented by the Islam of the new Islamist movements, which
believe that regaining control of the state and returning it to its original,
natural, Islamic identity can only be achieved through regime change, even
if this should require the use of force, while the second position is the view
of ‘official Islam’, which is accustomed to submitting to whatever situation
it is placed in.
Another result of this religious revival is the congruence between the
religious and political communities. When they speak of the ummah (Islamic
or Arab Nation) Islamic theoreticians hardly make a distinction between
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the ummah of the Muslims and the political ummah, which is made up
of individuals united by their allegiance to a state and a law, regardless
of their religious beliefs and loyalties. This means that the spread of the
modern notion of an Islamic theocracy has been accompanied by a rise
in sectarianism, whether the view is of the ummah as a basically Muslim
nation (which is the majority view) or in the reaction of the non-Muslim
groups who oppose the state being ‘usurped’ by the majority. Under the
influence of the new interpretation, most Muslims today believe that it is
their natural right, since they are the majority, to impose their beliefs upon
the state, to use the state and its apparatus to defend their beliefs and not
to go easy on other sects and religions. Thus, giving their beliefs pride of
place in the state and the central authority is pivotal to their ideology-driven
attempts to reinforce the state and its independence. Any sign of slackness
in imposing the Sunni, Shi’a or Ibadhi doctrine upon the community will,
in their view, threaten its stability and undermine its status in relation to
the other sects, whether at home or abroad. Religious mobilisation is an
integral part of the state’s functions, which manifests itself in building
mosques, almshouses and other religious symbols, and organising Sufi
mawasim (Sufi gatherings – literally ‘seasons’) and festivals.
This does not necessarily imply non-recognition of other sects. The ahl
al dhimmah (the free non-Muslim community) system in earlier times proves
that such a recognition existed, but also demonstrates that it was creedally
based. This recognition did not go so far as to accept the principle of pluralism,
ie. equality between members of different sects and religions in the eyes of
the state though, even so, it did indicate tolerance of minorities, which could
continue to exist as long as they expressed their difference from the majority
in the privacy of their own communities and accepted their marginal status,
and as long as they did nothing to undermine the superior status of Islam.
In this context it was possible, indeed, a duty, for a Muslim to propagate his
religion, since the state was his state. However, any attempt by members of a
minority sect to imitate him in this respect would produce a harsh response,
which could even threaten the future of the minority sect itself.
This means that religious minorities have the right to live in peace
and take part in the economic, and sometimes-political life of the
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country, though they have no right to compete with the Islamic sects at
the creedal level.
So the slogan ‘Islamic state’ is an assertion that in the state the Islamic
creed is supreme, as well as an affirmation of the state’s role in upholding
the True Faith and its commitment to fulfilling its religious responsibilities.
It is therefore natural that there should be a revival of the pre-modernist
traditions from before the days of Islam’s decline, though in a completely
new form. By this I do not mean the ‘Islamic state’ as represented in
the slogan; slogans of this kind are meaningless and have no place in
the history of the traditional Islamic states, which just happened to be
Islamic by their nature and nobody would ever think of them as a concept;
for example, no historian has described the Umayyad and Abbasid state
as an ‘Islamic state’. However, the idea of a modern nation state that
makes no distinction between its citizens – and does not give some of
them preferential treatment in law or in government departments and
jobs because of the sect they happen to belong to – has demolished the
guiding principles of traditional political practice in Islamic societies, to the
extent that the idea of Islamic supremacy in countries with Muslim majority
populations no longer applies. The ‘Islamic state’ that contemporary
Islamist movements dream of in their writings does not just mean a state
that remains committed to protecting the religion and taking care of its
affairs, it also means affirming the Muslim majority’s right to religious or
sectarian superiority and rejecting equality between Muslims and nonMuslims in religious rights. This in fact means rejecting any thought of
moving from the tolerance of the ahl al dhimma principle to the principle of
universal citizenship for members of all faiths in which no special privileges
are given to one religion in preference to another.
Today Islam is a communal and collective religion. In fact, it could
almost be described as a national religion, not a personal religion. In this
sense it is a state religion, in fact, it is both state and religion in the sense
that it is not defended by the individual (in his conscience and his soul) but
by society as a whole and public institutions. Islam today shows signs of
turning into a sort of tribalism – an expression of belonging or allegiance
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to a group – while defending Islam is becoming a device for defending the
group and its interests and an assertion of that sense of belonging, rather
than a reflection of intellectual conviction, self-discipline and an expression
of an individual’s awareness and piety. If a sense of tribalism begins to
decline, the group feels undermined and its identity feels threatened (and
the Muslim’s faith in his religion is weakened). Tribalism without a state
feels itself to be danger of disintegration and demise, because it is founded
on force and image, not on conviction and faith.
It is quite difficult for a Muslim today to accept the substance of the
following ayat (verse from the Holy Qur’an): ‘O ye who believe! Guard your
own souls; if ye follow (right) guidance, no hurt can come to you from those
who stray. The goal of you all is to Allah; it is He that will show you the truth
of all that ye do.’ With the decline of the Sufi tariqas (orders), the ‘reduced’
version of Islam has come to rely more and more on fiqh and laws; that is
to say, it looks for succour to the state, which is the only body capable of
implementing the laws. The self-discipline of Islam as practised by the original
Sufis has almost ceased to exist; a Muslim who looks only to the Sharia for
guidance has no interest in why or how he should think and deal with his own
conscience; instead, he is concerned with what others say about him and
what they think of him, or what benefits he will reap from the community (and
also from God) for adhering to the rules laid down in Islamic fiqh.
When Muslims are afraid that Islam as a religion will lose its supremacy
in a country with a Muslim majority population, it is as though they have no
confidence in themselves and believe that if the state stops supporting their
faith the people will abandon it or that their hearts will be less ready to
embrace it. It is as if their commitment to Islamic supremacy in their state
is all that remains to them. ‘Islam must be the governing authority’, they
claim; that is to say, preference must be given to Muslims over members
of other faiths in countries with Muslim majorities and the Muslim identity
must dominate Western or non-Muslim identities in the ‘public space’.
This common Muslim attitude is not completely mistaken. The
supremacy of a particular religion in a state no doubt guarantees that
its followers will be given preference in government employment and
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that others will be prevented from gaining ground at their expense. Islam
would not occupy the position it enjoys in the Arab countries, particularly
in those that used to be predominantly Christian, were it not for the fact
that it was able to impose its spiritual superiority. This, as I have pointed
out, is not incompatible with the ahl al dhimmah view, thanks to which the
Muslims are now a majority of the population in countries where they were
previously in a minority. Perhaps memories of this have inspired Muslims
to seek superior status as Muslims, following the decline of nationalism
and the concept of the modern nation state. This tendency has been
exacerbated by the marginalisation of Islam and its followers in their own
countries, and their sense of alienation, after members of the regimes, who
were or are allies of world imperialism, appropriated agricultural land and
financial resources on which they had no legitimate claim.
However, while it could be true, and political leaders are aware of this,
that faith is not the only incentive that encourages people to embrace a
religion, and that the spread of a religion may be attributed at least partly
to power, influence and/or force of arms (this is the meaning of the saying,
‘People follow the religion of their kings’), it is not true that what was the
case in the past is necessarily the case in the present. The rules governing
how society operates have changed, as have people’s values and spiritual
and political demands. Today it is no longer possible for any group to
impose its creedal supremacy on a country, whatever kind of country it may
be and whatever its origins, or whatever the percentage that group forms of
the country’s population – even in a country where there is only one faith –
without risking the collapse of the state and society1.
Society today cannot live without freedom of thought, expression and
the individual liberty of its members. It is no longer possible to count
on using intimidation in order to impose collective obligations on the
individual. This can only be achieved through intellectual processes and
the conscience or not at all. Today the individual is free in every sense of
1

92

For the first time in many decades, at the beginning of this year the Syrian press discussed what
it referred to as ‘the draft new Personal Status Law’, which included several references to Ahl
al Dhimmah. This project aroused strong reactions among many sections of the public, so that
consequently the authorities withdrew it and denied that it had ever existed.

RELIGION AND POLITICS IN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

the word; that is to say, in modern societies he has enormous opportunities
for overcoming and getting round society’s controls. If he does not agree
with something out of personal conviction, then nothing will deter him
from being ready to commit immoral or criminal acts. Moreover, a moral
conscience cannot be created through sycophancy, social pressures,
intimidation or blandishments. The development of a moral conscience
requires an awareness of one’s own personal freedom, which provides the
basis and motive for a sense of responsibility. A man who is a slave has no
moral standards because he has basically been brought up (and this is the
essential meaning of slavery) to have no self-respect and to operate as a
tool or instrument for carrying out the wishes and desires of someone else.
The quasi-enslaved Islamic society produced by centuries of decline will be
incapable of holding its own or of defending Islam and its heritage, culture
and good name in the open-minded world of today unless it transforms
itself into a society of free people in which all its members are Muslims by
choice, conviction and faith, not through a sense of tribal loyalty or fear of
punishment, or a feeling that they need to comply with social norms.
Is Islam a matter of faith and concerned with the individual’s
relationship with his Lord, regardless of his gender, nationality and
country? Can it survive without the support of the state and the political
authority, or is it a collective belief system, culture and identity that can
only exist through political power and domination? In the form it developed
historically, and as it has come down to us, Islam is both faith and system
comprising a relationship with God, as well as being a culture, fiqh and
social science. It was, of course, natural that this should be so in states
where Islam was dominant and the dominant group identified itself with
the state. However, it is not possible today in modern democratic states in
which the governments are elected by choice and all citizens enjoy equal
status.
In my opinion Islam can continue to survive through faith alone and
does not need a state or government to be affiliated with it or subject
to it. If this is not the case, and it is unable to do so, then this means it
no longer exists as a creed or faith, because this would be an admission
that its present existence is due to government or social coercion and
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not conviction or belief. What exists through coercion is not religion but
politics; it is unable to change anything in a person’s nurture or develop
his genuine awareness; it has in effect been instilled to encourage him to
be dishonest and to corrupt his conscience. However, if Islam can exist
without state or government support, then Muslims have no reason to fear
the prospect of freedom for all religions, ie. all religions being represented
in a civil state on terms of equality and competing freely with each other
to attract followers. Is Islam possible without coercion? Or is coercion an
integral part of it? This is the question I would like to put to Muslims.
Some people will undoubtedly say that Mohammed used force, as
did the Companions during their conquests, and that he would not have
been successful without it. However, the force used by the Messenger in
his numerous ghazawat (military expeditions) was not aimed at spreading
the Faith, nor defending it, but in response to wars unleashed by the
polytheists who resisted the Messenger’s Mission by force and even tried
to assassinate him. Others will quote Othman’s statement: ‘God disposes
through force what He does not dispose through the Qur’an’. This is true,
but it has nothing to do with religion; it refers to setting up a state and
political system, pointing out that religion in itself is not enough if one
seeks to establish a firm, stable public authority, but that one needs to
use politics supported by the sword. The Islamic Faith itself appears to say
the opposite, ie. that God disposes through the Holy Qur’an what He does
not dispose by force, or this is what those who champion Faith should say
if their aim is to justify the Message of Islam and strengthen its standing.
If God disposes by force more than He disposes by the Holy Qur’an, then
there is no need for the Faith, and politics – as distinct from religion – is the
preferred tool for building societies.
However, politics is clearly not enough, either as legitimate force, or as
chicanery. In order to create societies – and here I am not saying states – it
is essential to have religion; that is to say, a strong, effective value system
with a high degree of ‘faith acceptance’, that is to say, a recognition of
virtue and goodness, which is what is needed for building a society that
forms the foundation of a state. A society that lacks strong, universal and
authentic values cannot build communities, states or civilisations.
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NAHḌA (RENAISSANCE),
TAJDID (RENEWAL) AND
ISLAH (REFORM)
Muhammad al Haddad

1. The Modern Origins of the Concepts of
Renewal

T

he question of renewal has long been an element
in Arab/Islamic culture and in former times there
were numerous different words used to express it.
Of these, ijtihad (interpretative judgement) was found
in connection with fiqh (jurisprudence) and usul al fiqh
(roots of jurisprudence), 1 while tawlid (bringing into
being) was used in literature and literary criticism2 and
istihdath (innovation) was commonly found in the field
of social ideas3. Another widely used term was ihyaa’
1

See studies on istinbat (deductive reasoning) in books of usul al fiqh.
Note: the term has acquired a broader meaning in the modern era.

2

The term ‘al adab al muwallad’ (literally ‘literature brought into being’)
was applied to the tajdid movement in poetry and prose that appeared
during the Abbasid period. Its main figures included Bashar bin Burd, Abu
Nuwas, Ibn al Muqffa’, al Jahidh etc.

3

For example, Ibn Khaldun wrote in his Muqaddima (Prolegomena):
‘It should be known that discussion of this topic is something new,
extraordinary and highly useful … and fits the purpose.‘Book One on the
Nature of Human Civilisation.

Scholar and academic from Tunisia.
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(revival), which owed its popularity to the book Ihyaa’ ‘ulum al din (Revival
of Religious Sciences) by the Islamic religious thinker Abu Hamid al Ghazali.
Another word, tajdid (renewal), occurs in the Hadith (Saying of the Prophet),
which states that at the beginning of every hundred-year period Allah sends
someone to renew (yijaddid) the ummah’s (nation’s) deen (religion). In
earlier times people produced lists of these ‘renewers’ (mujaddidun) and
recited them, sometimes in verse form.
All these terms, that were used in the past, have now been revived in
various new contexts since the old divisions and differences within Arab/
Islamic culture have come to be replaced by the relationship between
that culture and another culture; some people regard this other culture as
‘modern civilisation‘and believe that Arabs and Muslims ought to adopt
some aspects of it, while others see it as a competing civilisation that
ought to be confronted.
This novel situation has given rise to the expression ‘nahdha’
(‘renaissance’), a term that has connotations to common expressions
ijtihad, tajdid, islah (reform), ihyaa’ etc. and combines them to form a
concept covering every aspect of knowledge, science and scholarship, as
well as all the new and different facets of present-day social life.
The very word nahdha– and the fact that it has become accepted
across the whole spectrum of Arab discourse, from the secular extreme
left to the fundamentalist hard right – indicates that something completely
new and different has occurred in the style and form in which modern
debates and discussions take place. As we have pointed out, the main
element is the transformation of the divisions within Arab/Islamic culture
into that culture’s relationship with another culture. It is on this basis that
we have consistently championed the position that a clear distinction exists
between the modern and classical Islamic erasand, accordingly, we have
stressed that it is vital to refine and clarify the concepts and methodologies
that are adopted when speaking of Islam in the modern age1. One tool we
1
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recommend for this purpose is ‘paradigm’ (or ‘model situation’), a term we
have borrowed from Kuhn’s book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
The term ‘paradigm’ became widespread after the publication of
that important book. The writer used it in a scientific context, specifically
to describe the shift from a particular situation of accepted scientific
propositions to another situation in which all accepted scientific elements
and data are not necessarily discarded, but rather reconstituted within a
new systemic framework.
We also see the old concepts of the past, such as ijtihad, tajdid
and ihyaa’, as continuing to exist in modern Islamic discourse, but they
have taken on new semantic functions in view of the new contexts within
which they are presented. This does not only mean that there is a new
context, it also demonstrates that pioneering individuals have established
a new general framework that will transform the old functions and provide
additional intellectual tools for interpreting the present. This, in our view,
is what ‘paradigm’ represents in relation to nahdha, islah or tajdidin the
senses that they were coined in the nineteenth century. We have tried to
define its main characteristics in numerous studies aimed at replacing the
narrative approach in favour of a more up-to-date interpretative system.
The new basis of renewal-related concepts has been derived by
establishing a set of elements that produce a vision of the ‘modern/”other”’
relationship today as distinct from the past and future. These elements
are few in number, but they are deeply ingrained in the thinking of the socalled ‘nahdhawiy’ (‘renaissanceist’). We shall rely on Khayr al Din’s book
AqwamalMasalik fi Ma’rifat Ahwal alMamalik (The Surest Path to Knowledge
Concerning the Condition of Countries) as our main source of evidence
and examples. However, the evidence to support the analysis we shall
put forward may be found in all the nahdhawiy writings of the ‘pioneering
generation’.

2. The ‘Other’ – Dazzling, Threatening and Different
From the beginning of the modern era, questions relating to nahdha,
islah and tajdid have been propounded in relation to – and in reaction to
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–another powerful and forceful civilisation. This situation is completely
unprecedented because battles between conservatism and tajdid in earlier
times were fought within the context of political domination. During the
modern era, however, they have taken place in a situation of ‘civilisational
fragility‘, and in which the discovery of a ‘superior other‘has been
accompanied by the revelation of this ‘fragility‘, which has had a deep and
traumatic impact on the ego.
In the nineteenth century this ‘other‘was identified as Europe; the word
‘West‘did not appear until laterbecause America did not become a clear
imperialist competitor in the Mediterranean and the Middle East until after
the First World War, while Japan was classed in the nineteenth century as
an Oriental nation. Communism did not become an international political
force dividing Europe into east and west until the twentieth century. To the
‘nahdhawi pioneers‘Europe appeared in three personifications: ‘Europe the
dazzling‘, ‘Europe the threatening‘and ‘Europe the “other”‘and in response
to this multi-faceted entity there was a range of different and disparate
elements.
Why was Europe ‘dazzling‘? Khayr al Din answers this question
with several examples. The most obvious was the dazzling nature of its
inventions, and in one chapter of his book Summary of Discoveries and
Inventions he mentions several inventions that turned human life on its
head –from the printing press to the mirror to the steam engine, and from
ships and trains to the balloon and electricity. He also cites a number of
discoveries that turned man’s view of the world upside-down – from the
discovery of the Cape of Good Hope to the discovery of America, as well as
the discovery of ways of fighting off plagues and epidemics1.
Seen from this angle, Europe does indeed look dazzling, and adopting
and benefiting from its inventions and discoveries is necessary and
1

Kuhn, Thomas,‘The Structure of Scientific Revolutions‘, tr. Shawqi Jalal, ’Aalam al Ma’rifah (World of
Knowledge), Series No. 168 –12/1992.
Shawqi Jalal translates the world ‘paradigm’ as ‘al namudhaj al irshadi’ (‘didactic model’). In our
view this translation provides only a partial meaning of the word. We have, therefore, preferred the
transliteration ‘baradighm’ or ‘al wadh’ al anmudhaji’ (‘model situation’).
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imperative. However, to adopt the result one must also adopt the cause,
and the cause is the spread of education, the promotion of knowledge and
the status of knowledge. This requires the adoption of the educational,
scientific and research systems followed by Europe.
Another dazzling thing about Europe is the tremendous level of
economic prosperity it attained. After reviewing the figures on human,
economic and military development in France, Khayr al Din finds himself
obliged to address the following piece of advice to his reader:
The above numbers showing the wealth of the French nation and
its state revenue, as well as similar details on the other European
states which will appear below, may appear excessive to the
observer … Our reply to a person who rejects them is in essence
what Ibn Khaldun replied when he detailed the revenues of
the Islamic states and was afraid people might regard them as
excessive: “Do not reject something just because it is unfamiliar
to you or because there is nothing else like it in the age in which
you live, because if you do your craw will become too restricted
to accommodate those things that are possible.1”
Here too, the rule on adopting the cause in order to reap the result also
applies; this means an economic system must be adopted based on a free
market and individual enterprise, because that is the system that enabled
Europe to amass huge wealth and assume the form of a paradise on earth.
Another dazzling thing about Europe is the power of its states and their
ability to defend the rights of their citizens and impose their interests and
views. They owe this power to their political systems, which are based on
freedom, constitutions and elected assemblies, so it is also essential to
adopt elements of those systems in order to reap the benefits they bring.
Europe’s military power, which is also dazzling, is the product of
all these factors because it is the result of technological development
– something that can only be achieved through the massive spending
1

Aqwam al Masalik fi Ma’rifat Ahwal al Mamalik (The Surest Path to Knowledge Concerning the
Condition of Countries), ed. Moncef al Chennoufi, Tunis, 2000, Part 1, pp.353, 354.
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made possible by a thriving economy. Moreover, it can only be effectively
managed under democratic systems in which the popular will is united in
the interests of the Public Goodas opposed to power being used to crush
revolutions and impose despotic rule on peoples.
This is the ‘dazzling face‘of Europe. However, it also has a ‘threatening
face’, though in the view of the ‘renewers‘this threat is a motive for adopting
things from Europe rather than for introversion or isolation. Thus we find
Khayr al Din paraphrasing from ‘some leading Europeans’ as follows:
European civilisation pours across the ground like a torrent and
anything that resists it is uprooted by the force of its current.
One fears for the future of those countries neighbouring Europe
unless they follow its example and flow in the same direction
by adopting its secular systems; if they do so they can be saved
from drowning.
He then comments that this statement is depressing for someone who
loves his country, but it is shown to be true by observation and experience1.
This means that in his view the only way to protect oneself against the
damage Europe can cause is by adopting some of its systems, and that
the threat it poses is another good reason being receptive to modern
civilisation.
The European threat can either be military, economic or political.
The first of these can only be challenged with the same weapons as those
used by the European armies, while the second can only be countered by
adopting modern means of developing markets and promoting trade. The
only way the third threat can be confronted is by ensuring that a stable,
strong and mutually supportive relationship exists between the ruler and
the people, otherwise the ‘home front‘will be split by dissension and
disturbances.
Europe’s third face is its mubaayinah (‘otherness’). Mubaayinah is not
the same as ikhtilaaf (‘difference’). There are two kinds of ‘differences’,
1
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those thatconstitute variety, such as different languages and skin colours;
and these do not amount to ‘otherness’ between human beings. Equally,
with regard to the second type of difference– differences relating to levels
of civilisation– these should not lead to ‘otherness’ between different
human beings either, since the people on a lower level will strive to catch
up with people who are ahead of them. ‘Otherness’ is a difference that
cannot be changed or reconciled, and the only form in which it genuinely
exists is the form of ‘otherness‘in religion, since a people en masse
cannot abandon their religion. And since modern/European civilisation
is based on secular principles, there is no cause to fear ‘otherness’
herebecause the Christian religion is not a part of European civilisation
and whatever Muslims adopt from European civilisationit will not include
a religious aspect.
‘Otherness’ is not one of those elements that constitute a threat; at
the same time, the existence of a threat does preclude the possibility
of benefiting from the side that poses that threat. In this case the three
personifications referred to above blend into one to form an ‘other‘that is
compatible with the desire to adopt elements from it without surrendering
to it and accepting its hegemony. Viewed from this angle, European /
modern civilisation is seen to be compatible with a desire for nahdha, islah
and tajdid and, instead of making the ‘other‘the desired goal, it opens up
the possibility of achieving one’s own ‘home-produced‘objective.

3. The ‘Other’ and the ‘Home-produced’ Objective
One’s own ‘home-produced‘objective is nahdha. This does not just
mean treating the European Renaissance as the inspiration for an Arab/
Islamic nahdha. Rather, Arab pioneers saw aspects ofthe European
Renaissance as representing what they themselves hoped to achieve for
the Arab/Islamic nahdha. If their travels in Europe led them to see that
continent as comprising the three personifications indicated above, they
also looked at Europe through its historical perspective as a result of what
they had learnt from their readings of European history. We have already
discussed the main features of the first of these from the nahdhawi angle,
so let us now take a look at the second image – the historical perspective.
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The nahdhawi model saw European history as consisting of three
phases: backward Europe, Renaissance Europeand powerful, prosperous
Europe.
Backward Europe, according to Khayr al Din, covered a period of six
hundred years and was known by European historians as the Middle Ages.
European history in the nineteenth century – and French history in particular
– saw this period as a time of darkness. However, the picture changed in
the twentieth century with the emergence of revisionist historical schools,
which regarded this view as exaggerated 1. In the nineteenth century
European historians aimed to show that there was a complete break
between the feudal, religious Middle Ages and the modern era based on
capitalism, nationalism and secularism. Arab and Muslim writers adopted
this view from them and adapted it so that it could be applied to their own
nahdhawi concerns. In particular, they used it to make two points:
First, a new renaissance can take place after a long period of
backwardness. That was the case in Europe in the past and the same could
happen in the Islamic world in the future.
Second, between Europe in the Middle Ages and Europe in the
modern era a complete break occurred with regard to its relationship with
Christianity. Previously, its political identity had been Christianity, but in
the modern era Christianity ceased to be a part of its civilisation. Thus,
there was no objection to adopting things from that civilisation, which had
abandoned Christianity, and there was no relationship between Crusader
Europe, which had been at war with Islam, and modern Europe, which did
not concern itself with matters of religion.
Renaissance Europe was an ideal model for the kind of nahdha that was
sought for the Arab/Islamic world. The main feature of Renaissance Europe
was that it had adopted Arab science and scholarship, both during the
Crusades and through the geographical proximity between the Arabs and
Europe after the recovery of Andalusia and Southern Italy. Some European
historians highlighted this debt to Arab/Islamic civilisation and counted it
1 Eg. see Le Moyen Age, une Impostureby the historian Jacques Heers. 1999.
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as a secondary factor of the European Renaissance. Few attached as much
importance to this factor as the historian Sedillot (1808-1887) in his book
Histoire des Arabes1. The Arab nahdhapioneers accepted this and other
books as authoritative sources and used the thesis of Europe’s debt to the
Arabs to assert two points:
First, taking from other sources is a fundamental element of every
renaissance. The Arab Renaissance during the reign of al Ma’moun adopted
the philosophy and sciences of the Greeks, while the European Renaissance
during the modern era adopted Arab knowledge and science. Thus, no
renaissance can take place in the Arab/Islamic world unless it adopts the
knowledge and science of the modern age, particularly from Europe.
Second, if the Europeans adopted the knowledge and science of the
Arabs and developed it, there could be no harm in the Arabs and Muslims
borrowing from them in the modern era. They would merely be reclaiming
what had been taken from them, while recognising the Europeans’
contribution in developing it. This view undoubtedly helps alleviate the
psychological impact that one would anticipate as a result of adopting from
other sources, which implies recognition of the ‘other’s’ superiority and the
necessity of taking on a pupil role in a master-pupil relationship.
As regards powerful, prosperous Europe, that is the Europe that one
can see with one’s own eyes when travelling through it, this has become
familiar, and close, to the Arabs in that they have imported many of
Europe’s tools, machines and practices. Here the pioneers focused on
the positive aspects: economic prosperity, political freedom, science and
scholarship, military power, discoveries, inventions etc. At the same time
(apart from some references made by Faris Shidyaq and Francis Marash),
they more or less ignored other aspects, such as the conditions of the
working classes, exposed and condemned by the socialists, or the massive
financial scandals such as those that came to light during the building of
the Panama and Suez canals, or the violence in the American colonies.
This may be interpreted as being due to two factors:

1 Histoire des Arabes, Paris, 1854.
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First, the pioneers generally acquired their experience of Europe
from official, organised trips, so they only saw those aspects of European
civilisation that Europe wanted them to see. The only exceptions were
people like Faris Shidyaq1, who lived in poverty among the poor of Europe
and saw its other face.
Second, in their descriptions of Europe the pioneers had a reformist,
nahdhawi agenda and mention of its bad aspects would have run counter
to it. Hence, they found it essential to ignore them, particularly since issues
such as class, pollution or the destruction of the countryside were hard for
citizens of pre-modern-capitalist societies to grasp.

4. Confusion of Terms
A degree of doubletalk was applied in writings about the image of
Europe and the goal of nahdha. New terms were adopted and Arabised
and then placed in juxtaposition to become recognised Arabic terms.
For example, Khayr al Din frequently uses the word ‘constitution‘in a
transliterated form (al kanstsitusiyoon), then makes it more intelligible to his
fellow countrymen with the explanation, ‘Al kanstsitusiyoon, synonymous
with tandhimat siyasiyah (political organisations)’2. It should be noted that
he – Khayr al Din – does not use the word ‘dastoor’, apparently because
he wished to avoid using terms current among critics of the Ottoman
authorities; rather, he endeavoured to make the European systems appear
similar to those that were familiar to Ottoman government employees and
functionaries. Al Tahtawi, who was earlier than him, does not use the word
‘tandhimat’ (‘organisations’) because Egypt was in conflict with Sultan
Mahmoud II. Instead, he preferred to Arabise the French word ‘charte’
(charter) –‘sharta’, when describing the French constitution in his book
Takhlis al ibriz fi talkhis Bariz (Delivering Pure Gold in summarising Paris).
The same approach was applied to the parliamentary system, which
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Khayr al Din calls ‘majalis’ (‘councils’) and portrays as being synonymous
with ‘hay’at ahl al hall wa’l ’aqd’ (‘authority of the people who choose
and bind’) and the principle of ‘al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahiy ’an il munkar’
(‘commanding the good and forbidding the evil’) as laid down in the
Qur’an and the Sunnah. This deliberate confusion of old and new terms
was designed to render the modern systems more conceptually accessible
to readers, make them readier to accept them and avoid any sense of
‘otherness‘between the model of the nahdha they sought to achieve and
the situation that readers were familiar with. At the same time, they aimed
to apply religious connotations to some of the terms in order to suggest
that islah and tajdid were required by the Sharia. Hence if al amr bi’l ma’ruf
wa’l nahiy ’an il munkar belonged to the fardh kifaya (collective obligation)
category, then the majalis were also in the fardh kifaya category. [Tr. note:
Fardh kifaya is a religious obligation on the community as a whole,
but not on every single individual member of that community.]
We can see that, while generating an image of a Europe that is
simultaneously a source of benefits and a source of fear, the nahdha
paradigm also produces an image of it as an inspiration for a future Arab
renaissance, complete with reasonable and achievable guarantees and
safeguards. On this basis, in order to produce a clear picture of what one
wishes the Arab renaissance to be, it does not consider it enough merely to
switch its focus from the past to the future, and from what has already been
achieved to what is at present an aspiration. It also places less emphasis
on the debate between taqlid (imitation) and tajdid, because – in its view –
Europe, in former times, ‘imitated‘the Arab/Islamic world of the past, while
tajdid was a necessary response to that situation and a driving force behind
Europe’s prosperity.
This can be clearly seen in the paradigm’s practical application,
where it provides a powerful impetus for nahdha and islah and unites all
those who are striving to contribute to this great enterprise. However, from
a theoretical point of view it also has its negative side; it does not make a
serious attempt to understand the nature of capitalism and imperialism.
For example, it is content merely to point out that Khayr al Din’s Aqwam
al Mamalikwas published in the same year as the first volume of Karl
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Marx’s Das Kapital, the book that exposed the other face of European/
modern civilisation as being based on exploitation, expansionism and
the destruction of lifestyles that differed from its own. It also presents
an excessively optimistic picture whereas, in fact, there was an immense
chasm between the civilisations of the east and the west. Nor is the fact
that a few enlightened people recognise the importance of science and
inventions sufficiently to enable the Islamic world to join the modern
scientific revolution that developed over a number of centuries, during
which it played no part. Nor is it sufficient for a few rulers to recognise
the virtues of non-absolute rulebecause the nature of a tribal system of
government entails political practices that will not evolve into a Westernstyle democracy. Nor can the fact that there are people who understand
the principles of modern economics suffice to open up traditional markets
to a globalised capitalist economy that will destroy them and bankrupt
them.
Despite all this, the nahdha pioneers were right when they
pointed out that there was no alternative to becoming part of modern
civilisationbecause a hesitancy to adopt reforms would widen the chasm
between the civilisations and increase the weakness and fragility of the
weaker party. The more the desire for tajdid is delayed, and the longer
conservative tendencies continue to dominate, the more difficult the
nahdha enterprise will become.

5. From Reformism to Fundamentalism
One must accept that it was not theoretical shortcomings that led the
modern basis of tajdid concepts to fail, because that basis is itself practical,
not theoretical. What upset it was the fact that it came up against a series
of unexpected events, or events that it did not wish to give priority to in its
interpretational approach. The main ones were:
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–

The expansion of European imperialism into Islamic space.

–

European national divisions, the transformation of science into an
ideology, and the deaths of millions of people because of the new
weapons produced by technological advances.
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–

The growth of socialist intellectual and political movements that
drew a distinction between modernity and capitalism and exposed
the latter’s expansionist, exploitative nature.

–

The revelation that only limited benefits resulted from some
nahdhawi measures introduced by reformist governments in the
Arab/Islamic world.

Hence, the reformist paradigm began to retreat and to be replaced by
its opposite, which we can call the ‘fundamentalist paradigm‘; this emerged
during periods of national liberation and the creation of post-imperial
states. During these periods Europe ceased to ‘dazzle‘, because by now
its geographical proximity and the fact that everybody was familiar with its
imperialist nature meant that it had lost its novelty and attraction.It was
now ‘old hat‘and people no longer bothered to record their journeys there.
Its inventions were available for anybody who wanted them and people
generally had a negative view of it following two bloody world wars. This
view was strongly endorsed by critical European thinkers.
We have described the fundamentalist paradigm as an ‘opposite‘,
because it uses the same elements and data to paint a diametrically
opposing picture. The best example of this can be seen in al Nadwi’s
Madha khasira ‘l ’alam binhitati’l Muslimin? (translated as Islam and the
World), which had a powerful influence on Sayyid Qutb and helped shape
his writings and theories1. The new paradigm turned the old one on its
head and changed the question from, ‘What should the Muslims adopt
from the Europeans?‘to ‘What have the Europeans lost by not adopting
from the Muslims?‘The reformist paradigm saw Europe’s ‘dazzling’ faceas
driving the Arab/Muslim worldto adopt from Europe and benefit from it,
while the fundamentalist paradigm regarded the ‘dazzling‘quality as being
due not so much to the magnitude of Europe’s achievements as to a sense
of weakness before it. It was, therefore, necessary to free oneself from
the sense of being dazzled in order for the European model to collapse,
‘dazzlement‘being a quality that existed in the mind of the person being
1

Abu’l Hasan al Nadwi, Madha Khasira ‘l ’Alam Binhitati’l Muslimin (Islam and the World), First
impression 1950. Seventeenth impression published by Dar al Qalam, Cairo, 2007.

107

NAHḌA (RENAISSANCE), TAJDID (RENEWAL) AND ISLAH (REFORM)

dazzled, not the model itself. Hence, the idea of adopting from Europe
became something negative, because it reflected a desire on the part of
the conquered to imitate the conqueror, thereby strengthening the latter’s
hegemony rather than enabling the former to achieve his own ‘homeproduced‘goal.
Thus, because of Europe’s prosperity and progress in the fields
of science, invention, discovery, governance and administration, this
‘dazzlement‘ceased to an objective factor and became a psychological
phenomenon produced by the Muslims’ sense of subjection. At the same
time, although the psychological dimension was indeed extant and valid,
it was not the only dimension and focusing solely upon it would conceal
the objective reality of Muslimdecadence, ignore the deepening chasm
between European civilisation and the civilisations of the rest of the world
and create a view of modern civilisation as a Western phenomenon that
the Muslims did not need. At the same time, it would also fail to consider
the Muslim world’s need for modern civilisation’s scientific, technical and
philosophical achievements, or limit them to materialist/consumer aspects
such as technically advanced gadgets.
The fundamentalist paradigm also pointed out that this failing could
easily be rectified if the Muslim world recovered its self-confidence and
freed itself from ‘alien pollution‘.
The reformist paradigm sees the ‘other‘as a threatbut regards the fact
that it is a threat as a motive for adopting or borrowing from it in order to
‘protect oneself from its evil‘. The fundamentalist paradigm, on the other
hand, takes a diametrically opposite view and believes that the way to
get rid of the threat is by deepening one’s difference from the ‘other‘and
immunising oneself against imitating it. Here too we can observe that
the centre of gravity is also psychologicalrather than objective; the
fundamentalist paradigm appears to regard defending oneself against the
threat as being impossible, so the priority should be to concentrate on
one’s own affairs rather that concerning oneself with adopting from others,
since the latter course leads to further decadence or backwardness and
does not strengthen one’s ability to counter the threat.
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The reformist paradigm sees the problem of ‘otherness‘as being
resolvable by drawing a distinction between civilisation and religion.
According to this view, adopting from civilisation is permissible, while
adopting from religion is not. However, the fundamentalist paradigm
refuses to make a distinction between religion and civilisation and
considers civilisation to be an extension of religion. While religion is an
‘otherness‘factorin itself, it believesevery religion establishes its own
civilisation that caters for its values. And since Muslims believe that
their religion is the best, they must also regard their civilisation as being
superior to all other civilisations, so there is no need to adopt anything
from elsewhere. The superior civilisation is the civilisation of the superior
religion and there is nothing worth adopting from a civilisation founded
upon anything other than the religion of Islam.
This is a brief explanation of the different (and tangled) views and
concepts of taqlid and tajdid in Islamic discourse. The focus of reformism
was on adoption – or borrowing – from any source provided that it was
not religious, while fundamentalism focused on the ‘otherness‘of the other
party’s religion and civilisationwithout distinguishing between the two. In
the reformist view, tajdid is an imitation (taqlid) of the past, since it is
the past that provided it with its inspiration to endorse the principle of
adoption, even from outside sources. In its view, taqlid is actually tajdid
if it aims to imitate something that has shown itself to be superior and
has proved its usefulness for mankind as a whole. Examples of this are
the Muslim adoption of the sciences of the Greeks in the Middle Ages and
their adoption of European knowledge and science during the modern era.
However, the fundamentalist view regards adoption as an objectionable
imitation of the ‘other‘and understands tajdid to mean getting rid of the
residue of that adoption and reverting to one’s own original, unsullied
identity.
Both reformists and fundamentalists use the same terms taken from
their common religion and heritage. However, this should not conceal the
fact that they espouse different paradigms and use the terms in different
ways. If we understand these differences we shall have no difficulty
in avoiding confusion over the concepts and we will recognise that it
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is essential to differentiate between the reformist and fundamentalist
discourses.
The current trend towards globalisation has rendered them both
obsolete, because globalisation makes no distinction between the ‘I‘and
the ‘other‘in that it breaks down the barriers between human beings.
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Reformist
paradigm

The ‘other’
– ‘Dazzling’ = I adopt from it to
benefit from it
– ‘Threatening’ = I adopt to ‘protect
myself from its evil’
– ‘Otherness= I make religion the
dividing line between me and it

Adoption and
interaction

Fundamentalist
paradigm

The ‘other’
– ‘Dazzling’ = I prevent myself from
being dazzled by it
– ‘Threatening’ = I deepen the
distinction between me and it
– ‘Otherness’ = I assert my
superiority to it

Differentiation
and confrontation

FREEDOM IN THEORY AND
PRACTICE IN MEDIAEVAL
ISLAMIC THOUGHT
Muna Abu Zaid

T

he question of freedom is one of taklif (religious
o b l i g a t i o n ) , re s p o n s i b i l i t y, re wa rd s a n d
punishments. Mankind recognised this in ancient
times and it still preoccupies them today.
If ‘freedom’ today is a philosophical, political,
economic and legal concept, then a look at its origins
will reveal the significance of its metaphysical aspect in
Islamic thought. Initially a metaphysical concept, it had
an important role that gave it new dimensions, while its
empirical and practical angles were also not overlooked
and their effects could be clearly seen in several areas
of life.
Here we shall consider freedom as a philosophical
issue; by this we mean the many-sided debate that
took place between Islamic thinkers – between those
who maintained that freedom existed and those who
denied it. We shall also examine freedom as a state or
condition, which is something that arises when a person
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recognises his own true nature through his public and private behaviour
and the way in which he lives his daily life. Freedom can only win through
when a person attaches importance to every historical event; when this
occurs, it will prove its own existence.
We have chosen three models of Islamic thought – theological,
philosophical and Sufi – to enable us to understand their ideas on the
concept of freedom and how it is exercised in daily life.

1. The Concept of Freedom
Semantically, the concept of freedom has many meanings, most of
which come from the idea of being released from restrictions or liberated
from captivity. Al Raghib al Isfahani says, ‘I freed the people when I released
them and I liberated them from the captivity of prison. Liberty makes a
person free, and a free person is the opposite of a slave.1’ Among Arabs the
main meaning of freedom is the converse of servitude and slavery, so that a
free person (male or female) is the opposite of a slave.
The meaning of freedom as a philosophical term varies depending on
the different philosophical schools. It can be ‘Will preceded by vision with
discrimination. It can mean the ability to perform or desist from performing
an action without submitting to any external pressure, which is the converse
of the concept of jabriyah (determinism). Freedom of choice, or qadriyah
(free will), is the ability of a person to choose his actions.2’ It is also ‘the
characteristic of existence of a person unencumbered by restrictions who
acts according to his will or his disposition.3’
So freedom is when a person is able to do or not do something
according to his will and his choice. There are two types – internal and
external. Internal freedom means the power to choose between two opposite
1

Al Isfahani, Al Raghib, Al Mufradat fi Gharib al Qur’an (ObscureVocabulary in the Qur’an), ed.
Mohammed al Sayyid al Kailani, al Halabi, Cairo, 1324 AH, p.11.

2 Karam, Yousuf, and others, Al Mu’jam al Falsafi (Philosophical Lexicon), Cairo, 1966, pp.64 and 65.
3 Saliba, Jamil, Al Mu’jam al Falsafi (Philosophical Lexicon), Dar al Kitab al Lubnani, Beirut, 1982, Part
1, p.462.
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or different things and is expressed though freedom of the will or freedom of
the conscience. It is the converse of coercion. There are several categories
of external freedom – natural, civil, political, physical, intellectual and
religious, which includes the sub-category of freedom of worship1.
Freedom assumes an independent will. That is the key element, while
capability assumes power or capacity.

2. The Source of Freedom in Islam
The source of freedom may be first and foremost natural and innate;
however, the propositions put forward in Islamic thought indicate that it has
basic sources in the deen (religion) itself. There are textual sources in the
Book (the Holy Qur’an) and the Sunnah, as well as ijtihad (interpretative
judgement) sources in the form of the opinions of leading Islamic thinkers.
The Holy Qur’an includes several major principles and ethical values
governing the individual’s behaviour towards other people, whether as
individuals or collectively. Mohammed (PBUH) was a Messenger who
called upon all people to embrace the Faith, and his mission was ‘with
wisdom and beautiful preaching’ (Al Nahl – The Bees: 125) [The Arabic text says
‘Al Ra’ad v. 125’. Tr.], not with compulsion or coercion. If a person chooses his
beliefs this cannot mean he has been deprived of his freedom: ‘Let there
be no compulsion in religion’ (Al Baqarah – The Heifer: 256) is one of the sublime
principles sanctioned in the Holy Qur’an.
The conduct of the Prophet (PBUH) in his words, deeds and decisions
is the best example and strongest assertion of the concept of freedom
in Islam. His life was a practical demonstration of it; an ‘ideal life’ that
embodied the principles and values of Islam.
The Holy Qur’an examines the question of freedom from several
angles 2, including religious freedom, intellectual freedom, personal
1

Al Bustani, Boutrus, Kitab Da’irat al Ma’aref (Encyclopaedia), Dar Al Ma’rifah, Beirut, 1882, Part 7,
pp.2 and 3.

2

Abdul Jabbar, Salimah, Al Din wa’l Hurriyah (Religion and Freedom) Arab Unity Press, Libya, 2nd
impression, 1991, p.148.
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freedom and political freedom, which were put into practice in everyday life
by the Muslim community – both rulers and subjects – since in Islam faith
is not authentic unless it fulfils the conditions of freedom in every sphere.
However, the political situation quickly changed, the concepts of
religion and politics became intertwined and political groups resorted to
defending their positions by inventing creeds that were alien to Islam. One
of these was jabr (doctrine of predestination).

3. The Arrival of Jabr (Predestination) Doctrine in the Muslim
Community
After Islam had become well established, the notion of jabr first
emerged as a doctrine in the form of a politically motivated concept that
sought to give itself an Islamic flavour so that it could justify the political
changes that had transformed the consultative style of Caliphate (as set
up by the Muslim community after the death of the Messenger, PBUH)
into a semi-monarchical system under Muawiyah and his progeny who
succeeded him.
In Arabic the concept of jabr, even before Islam, has been associated
with connotations of slavery and subjection. Arabs would describe
tyrannical, despotic rule as jabriyah and a tyrannical ruler as jabbar. Imam
Ali bin Abi Talib gives an example of this when he urges his followers to
fight Muawiyah bin Abi Sufyan and his companions, with the words,
‘Advance [against] a people who fight you. Let them not be jabbarin whom
people take as masters, while they take Allah’s servants as chattels and
their wealth to circulate it among themselves.’ This was a description of the
regime of Muawiyah, which Ali bin Abi Talib saw as despotic and a rebellion
against the Imam (leader).
Al Shahristani defines the jabr belief as ‘a denial of the slave’s [i.e.
man’s] true power of action, and ascribing his [action] to the Most High
Lord.1’
1
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There are several different groups within the jabr tendency, which may
be put into two basic categories:
–

Pure jabriyah, which does not recognise a person’s freedom of
action in any shape or form

–

Middle-of-the-road jabriyah, which recognises that a person is free
to act, but in a completely ineffective way

In the jabr view, a person is powerless and cannot be described as
having capability. His actions are the result of coercion. He has no power,
will or choice; instead, Allah the Most High creates actions in him just
as He creates all other inanimate things. Actions are attributed to him
‘metaphorically’, just as they are attributed to inanimate objects – as
one might say ‘The tree bore fruit, the water flowed, the stone moved,
the sun rose etc.1’ This view maintains that every action that occurs is
predetermined and predestined by Allah.
Muawiyah exploited the idea of jabr for political purposes when
he declared it lawful to revolt against the Imam and change the regime,
claiming that anything that happened was decreed by Allah. In doing so he
wanted to convince people that his accession to power and the emirship
of the Muslims was an act of fate. Hence, he spread the idea of jabr.
His successors also promoted the idea and used religious language and
explanations to justify their policies.
This had a serious impact on Islamic thought, which used belief in qadr
(destiny) to justify current situations, whether in the realm of politics (to
justify the power and authority of the rulers) or in cases in which members
of the Muslim community created chaos and committed wrongful acts,
claiming that it was not they who had committed their actions and that
the only force that performed actions was Allah. This posed a threat to the
principle of rewards and punishments, and was tantamount to an attempt
to undermine the Sharia and the recognition of a person’s individual
responsibility for his actions.

1 Ibid. Part 1, p.87.
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4. Freedom in Islamic Thought
The promotion of the idea of jabr gave rise to attempts to resist it and
a number of anti-jabr tendencies emerged within Islamic thought. As the
Muslim community grew and expanded into new areas, it came under
the influence of non-Arab civilisations, which infused it with their ideas
and culture, and an intellectual model called ‘ilm al kalam (theology)
arose based on analysis and exegesis. Muslims also came in contact with
Greek philosophy and this produced what came to be known as falasifat
al Islam (philosophers of Islam), as well as a number of ascetic spiritual
movements.
These movements sought to promote the concept of freedom in theory
and practice. However, the question that poses itself here is, Why did these
movements try to lay so much emphasis on freedom when Islam and the
practices of the early Muslims already demonstrated a commitment to it?
The answer is, it was a reaction against the spread of jabr at that time. Jabr
is alien to Islam and appeared in certain specific political circumstances
that helped it to establish itself.
The question of freedom in Islam came to the fore during the course
of discussions about qadr. Qadr is an ancient Arab concept that existed in
pre-Islamic times, when the Arabs of the Jahiliyyah (Time of Ignorance) had
a god of qadr called Al-lat. However, qadr as a concept did not crystallise
clearly until the arrival of Islam, which made it one of the six creedal
elements of the Faith and gave it a theoretical and practical dimension1.
The issue of freedom has been examined under a number of headings
including ‘destiny’, ‘jabr’, ‘choice’, ‘earning rewards or punishments for
one’s deeds’, ‘the creation of actions’ and ‘capability’. All these elements
are integral to the concept of freedom from the theoretical point of view.
However, from the point of view of practice, as condition and experience,
freedom has been considered under the headings of ‘responsibility’, ‘Sharia
hudud (limits)’, ‘shura (Islamic style consultation)’, ‘justice’, and ‘al amr
1
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bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar (commanding the good and forbidding
the evil)’, to name but a few.
a) Freedom in ‘Ilm al Kalam
‘Ilm al kalam was the first intellectual activity to study the ideational
dimensions of Islam. Leading exponents of it, ie. theologians, sought to
interpret Qur’anic ayats (verses) that touched on the issue of freedom and
show the relationship between the human will and the Divine will, as well
as the extent to which man is capable of performing actions.
The leading theological groups who defended the idea of freedom
were the Mu’tazilites, who sought to free the human mind and will from
external control. Their position was that freedom was linked to the question
of justice.
There was consensus among the Mu’tazilites that Allah was not the
Creator of man’s actions, nor did He play a part in creating or predestining
the actions men earned in terms of rewards and punishments. Instead,
it was ‘Man who originates this thing which he is capable of doing in
actuality, and not predestination – and in reality, not metaphorically’, while
in their view voluntary acts occur through the ability of man to originate
them, either directly or by causing them to happen.
In the Mu’tazilite view man is free and able to choose his actions. He
acts with the capability granted to him by Divine Grace. He directs this
capability as he wishes and his actions come about ‘in accordance with
his intentions and motives’. Their evidence for this is the fact of imposed
by Allah, promise given by Allah, threat made by Allah, the sending of
Messengers and the existence of censure and praise, in that we differentiate
between the ‘doer of good and the evil-doer and the aesthetically beautiful
and the aesthetically ugly; we praise the doer of good for his good deeds
and we censure the doer of evil for his evil deeds; however, these would
not be not acceptable reactions to an aesthetically beautiful person or an
aesthetically ugly person.1’

1 Al Qadi, ibid. p.332.
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In addition, Allah’s justice requires that a person should not be
rewarded or punished for deeds that he has not done. Moreover, man does
ugly deeds that it would not be correct to ascribe to Allah. ‘Hence, if it is
said that He, the Most High, is Justice, then this means that all His actions
are good and that he does not do ugly deeds or act in violation of what He
has made incumbent upon Himself.1’
The Mu’tazilites based the principle of justice on the concept of Tawhid
(Divine Unity). The justice of Allah excludes injustice on His part, and it is
unjust to require a person to do something that is beyond his capacity and
hold him accountable for something that he has been coerced into doing.
Hence, in their view, man is a free being with the freedom to choose, and
responsible for his actual deeds, which originate from him alone.
The justice of Allah assumes that man is free. Without freedom,
prophethood or a Divine Message would have no meaning and there would
be no basis for Sharia or for holding a person responsible. What would be
the point of sending Messengers to someone who is not free to follow them
and comply with what they call upon him to do?
The Mu’tazilites were not content merely to establish the principle of
human freedom at the theoretical level, but exercised that freedom in their
actions too. Many of the positions they adopted demonstrated that their
view of freedom was not limited merely to theoretical investigation; they
went beyond it to prove its reality in practical life.
Their vision of freedom was not limited to the specific field of man
as an individual, nor was it just an exercise in abstract contemplation.
Their actual aim was to ensure the freedom to protect the deen, raise its
standing, help it achieve victory by distinguishing the Divine will from the
human will, and uphold the Absolute Unity of Allah by purifying the Divine
Essence from everything that tainted it. First and foremost, they liberated
the mind from all traces of imitation or subservience and rejected anything
that was in conflict with this position.

1 Al Qadi, ibid. p.532.
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For them, freedom extended into the political field when they opposed
the concept of jabr, which the Umayyad state was trying to promote. When
the Mu’tazilites discovered that these religious ideas about jabr had a
political dimension they joined the battle against a wide range of trends
and creeds, which interpreted certain Qur’anic ayats to serve political
ends, and they fought hard against the leaders of the political wing of the
jabriyah tendency1.
The Mu’tazilites exercised freedom through al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l
nahiy ‘ani’l munkar, which was one of their five basic principles. Although
most Islamic thinkers and theologians were agreed on this principle, the
Mu’tazilites practiced it more than any other groups, giving it a particular
priority and adopting it as an effective tool for confronting the Umayyad
state.
The Mu’tazilites considered the Umayyad rulers and their walis, with
a few exceptions, as usurpers who had deviated from the Sharia. They
described them as misguided and immoral and their state as founded
on abomination through having transformed the consultative style of
Caliphate into a hereditary kingdom. Because that state was guilty of
countless injustices and major sins, they saw its kings, walis and princes
as illegitimate, claiming that they failed to fulfil the conditions of justice;
accordingly, it was the duty of Muslims to fight them and rebel against
them whenever possible2.
Al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahy ‘an’l munkar means that ma’ruf (good)
must not be lost and munkar (evil) must not be allowed to occur. If the
number of people charged with the task of ensuring it should increase, the
duty to enforce it is no longer incumbent on the rest of the community.
There are two kinds: one is concerned with what some people do, while the
other is concerned with what all people do. The job of the imams includes
1

Al Qadi, Abdul Jabbar, Al Mughni (The One that Enriches), Part 8, (Al Makhluq), ed. Tawfiq al Tawil
and Prof. Said Zayed, Egyptian Public Establishment for Authorship, Translation, Printing and
Publication, 1963, p.4.

2

Amarah, Mohammed, Al Mu’tazilah wa’l Thawrah (The Mu’tazilites and the Revolution),
Al Mu’assasah al ‘Arabiyah li’l Dirasat wa’l Nashr, Beirut, first impression, 1977, p.47.
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laying down the hudud (limits of acceptable behaviour) and safeguarding
Islam, while defending the borders and organising armies is the job of
the judiciary, princes and other similar categories. What other individuals
should do is resist evil such as drinking alcohol, theft, fornication, adultery
and similar acts. However, ‘if there is an Imam, he is the most proper
person to obey and turn to for advice and consultation.1’ However, since
the imams at that time had not acceded to power with the consent of the
Muslims, it was a duty to fight them, and that is what the Mu’tazilites tried
to do during the Umayyad era.
The Mu’tazilites called for the imposition of al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l
nahiy ‘ani’l munkar by two means – the word and the sword2. Their call for
people to go out and bear arms against the unjust ruling authority was a
revolutionary act in support of freedom, in contrast to the jabriyah position,
which called for a deferral of judgement, a judicial ruling on the question of
criticising the ruling authority and the appointment of arbiters, thus denying
people the freedom to criticise the government and the ruler, because in
their view, ie. the jabriyah view, the ruler’s actions were predestined, thereby
relieving him of responsibility for injustice and corruption and removing the
insurgents’ justification for revolution and rebellion. It was this that led the
Mu’tazilites to oppose that position.
The Mu’tazilites also defended the principle of social justice as being
a fundamental factor in ensuring freedom in general, and they resisted the
monopolisation of wealth and the abandonment of the Islamic approach
towards social justice; this was particularly the case at the beginning of
the third decade of the second century AH, or in 122 AH to be precise.
The general mass of the people took part in the Mu’tazilite revolution,
which broke out at that time, because they were not afraid of the economic
sanctions the Umayyad Caliph Hisham bin Abdul Malik threatened to
impose on the rebels.
Al Qadi Abdul Jabbar observes that the freedom enjoyed by an
1 Al Qadi, op. cit., p.48.
2 Ibn al Murtada, Kitab al Qala’id fi Tas-hih al ‘Aqa’id (Anthology on the Correction of Beliefs), ed. and
introduction Albert Nasri Nader, Dar al Mashriq, Beirut, 1985, p.149.
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individual does not entitle him to monopolise wealth for himself – an
assertion that reminds us of the Islamic precept that says, Individual
freedom exists as long as it does not harm the common interest. This limit
on individual freedom is an extension of the freedom of society to take its
just entitlements from that wealth. The Mu’tazilites rejected the unrestricted
freedom of the individual to do whatever he liked with his property; what
defines the domain of the owner here is not the fact that he is the owner,
but whether his actions with regard to his property are useful or harmful1.
So economic freedom in the Mu’tazilite view is based on respect for
the rights of the individual and the rights of the community. Mu’tazilites
linked individual freedom to collective freedom and pointed out that the
Imam had a right to involve himself in people’s wealth – either by giving
or taking2 – in exchange for protecting the rights of society with respect to
individual freedom, which may be abused.
b) Freedom in the View of the Islamic Philosophers
The Islamic philosophers attached great importance to studying the
question of freedom and defining its concepts. Their interest was at two
levels – Divine and human – and they related it to the issues of moral
philosophy and political philosophy, as well as other philosophical fields.
We have chosen al Farabi (d.339 AH) as an example of the Islamic
philosophers who studied freedom and its practical applications.
As a philosopher, al Farabi was particularly interested in politics and
ethics. Writing about al Madinah al Fadilah (The Virtuous City, or Utopia),
he found himself faced with the problem of the will and destiny, so naturally
he defined his position on freedom and the extent of man’s effectiveness
and ability to act, so that his responsibility for his actions could be
determined. He also commented on people’s roles in the Virtuous City.
Al Farabi also stood out from the other Islamic philosophers in that he
attached the greatest importance to politics; this is something we do not
1 Al Qadi, op. cit., pp.478-479.
2 Al Qadi, Abdul Jabbar, Al Mughni (The One that Enriches), Part 20, Section 2, p.28.
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find with the philosophers who came after him. His broad philosophical
vision of political issues covered such areas as the state, the leadership of
the state and the individual as citizen or active civil and political being. He
also touched on the concept of justice and the state system as he believed
it ought to be. His attitude and approach owed much to the situation of the
Abbasid state at that time, when various different forces were challenging
the Caliphate’s authority with the aim of seceding from the central
Caliphate.
Aware of this unhappy situation, al Farabi saw that where reform was
concerned everything depended upon the leadership. His general aim
was the reform of the state, the rescue of Islamic society from the plight
it was in, the realisation of the Islamic goal of a government based on the
principles of justice and equality, and the creation of a community of moral,
virtuous individuals in which virtue would spread from the individual to the
city as a whole, ie. it would be transformed from morality to politics within
a framework of freedom tempered by responsibility.
Al Farabi emphasised the role of the intellect in acquiring knowledge
and stated that it is able to judge an action as being good or bad; the
intellect, he said, is the yardstick for judging good and evil. A person
cannot totally overcome his appetites and desires because they are ruled
by the physical world; the nafs (lower soul/psyche) can therefore only be
freed through being liberated from its physical bonds, after which it, ie. the
nafs, becomes the intellect1.
Every human being is endowed with two forces – one rational, the other
animal – each of which has a will and the power to choose, resembling a
person standing between them. Each of these forces also has a dominant
tendency: the animal force tends towards urgent physical pleasures, while
the rational force tends towards things with ‘laudable outcomes’, such
as the different branches of science and knowledge and actions with
praiseworthy consequences. Man is free to choose between them.
Man has a will and has control over his actions if they are the result
1 Al Farabi, Kitab al Millah (Book of the Religious Community) and other texts, ed. Muhsin Mahdi, Dar
al Mashriq, Beirut, 2nd impression, 1991, p.69.

122

FREEDOM IN THEORY AND PRACTICE IN MEDIAEVAL ISLAMIC THOUGHT

of knowledge and reason, and provided that they do not clash with the will
and choice of others or with certain characteristics that are found in other
natural objects or beings; man does what he does within the limits of the
possibilities available to him. Within those limits he enjoys complete and
genuine freedom.
The limits of man’s freedom are beyond his control. The freedom
he enjoys is not absolute to the point of chaos and disorder, but can be
described as ‘rationed and authentic’, in that it is compatible with the
intellect, the will and the ability to choose between good or evil. Al Farabi
expresses this as follows: ‘The nature of goodness is that it is achieved
through choice and the will. Likewise, evil is committed through the will
and choice.’1 ‘So anyone who aims to do good must not fail to keep his
psyche awake at all times and urge it to do what is best for it, and not
neglect it even for an hour.2’
Man, in al Farabi’s view, is by nature a moral being. He lives his civil
life within a framework of responsible freedom, just as he lives his moral
life within a framework of responsible rational choice. He is not a creature
that lives in isolation; rather, he is in contact with others; he serves them
and they serve him, he teaches them and they teach him, he rules them
and they judge him. It is this that transfers his concept of freedom from the
individual sphere to the collective sphere.
Al Farabi’s attitude to freedom can be clearly grasped if we understand
the meaning of politics in its broadest sense, in the sense that includes
ethics and society within the context of what he called ‘civil science’,
the science that ‘examines the different categories of actions and the
path followed by the will, as well as the aptitudes, ethics, dispositions
and characteristics which determine those actions and the path taken,
including the goals those actions aim to serve, and how they should be
present in man.3’
1 Al Farabi, Ara Ahli’l Madinah’l Fadilah (Opinions of the People of the Virtuous City), introduction and
commentary Dr. Albert Nasri Nader, Dar al Mashriq, Beirut, 4th impression, 1986, p.118.
2 Al Farabi Risalat al Siyasah (Treatise on Politics), part of a collection of writings on politics, ed. Fuad
Abdul Munim Ahmed, Mu’assasat Shabab al Jami’ah, Alexandria, 1402 AH, pp.8 and 9.
3 Al Farabi, Kitab al Millah (Book of the Religious Community), p.69.
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Al Farabi is not content merely to define the nature of freedom in theory.
For him, knowledge of it must be translated into action – action that can
be clearly seen in the moral and political sciences, which recognise that
ethics are determined by the will. In Al Madinah al Fadilah he establishes
the principle of human freedom, in that the will is the cornerstone of
politics. As for those in the Virtuous City who are forced and coerced into
committing ‘acts of ignorance’, he notes that if a person is coerced into
doing something, the fact that he persists in doing the thing that he has
been coerced into doing does not mean that he acquires a ‘psychological
nature that is opposed to the virtuous natures’1, since in order to acquire a
moral nature (whether a virtue or a vice) a man must choose and perform
an action of his own free will, without being compelled or coerced into
doing it.
As regards human behaviour, theory is valueless unless it is coupled
with action, because ‘the completion of knowledge is action’ and a true
and just human being is one who knows what is good and does it, while
a complete philosopher is one who grasps the theoretical issues and
translates them into a practical philosophy so that he can change his city
for the better. ‘The people of the Virtuous City have things in common which
they know and do, as well as other things pertaining to knowledge and
action.2’ The opinions found in the Virtuous State include ‘opinions about
theoretical matters and opinions about matters pertaining to the will.3’
Al Farabi’s statements about freedom cannot be confined to just its
theoretical aspects. They also deal with the practical, applied sphere as
well. This general approach is reflected in his other philosophical works
and we will not find a single book among them that is purely theoretical
or purely practical; all of them link theory closely with practice. This
is a highly positive approach in that it encourages people to play an
active part in life and cooperate with others, rather than being passive
bystanders. Al Farabi likens the ‘Virtuous City to a complete, healthy
1 Al Farabi Ara Ahli’l Madinah’l Fadilah (Opinions of the People of the Virtuous City), pp.144-145.
2 Al Farabi, ibid. p.134.
3 Al Farabi, Kitab al Millah (Book of the Religious Community), p.44.
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body in which all the organs work together to safeguard life and ensure
it is lived to the full.1’
Al Farabi’s most important book on politics – Ara Ahli’l Madinah’l
Fadilah (Opinions of the People of the Virtuous City) – took him years to
write. He began writing it in Baghdad and finished it in Damascus. Then he
revised it and added some chapters in Egypt. The book is the result of his
having experienced life in the three societies of Iraq, Syria and Egypt, a fact
which he himself recognises when he says, ‘The most useful thing a person
can do when studying politics and other sciences is to ponder over people’s
conditions, activities and behaviour.2’
So his vision of freedom was not limited to theory; he also observed it
in reality in people’s daily lives.
In this book, and in his other writings, al Farabi sees man as a social
being who can only attain virtue or become a complete human being
through society. Man’s aim is happiness; that is the goal of every human,
who sees happiness as being the epitome of goodness and completeness.
True happiness is what humans strive towards through society or, as
al Farabi says, ‘The greatest good and the ultimate completeness is
acquired firstly in the City rather than in a community which is less than
it. A city – in the sense of the community – where there is cooperation over
those things that are conducive to true happiness is a Virtuous City, and a
nation in which all the cities cooperate over what is conducive to happiness
is a Virtuous Nation, and the same is true of a Virtuous World.3’ It is as if
by so doing it fulfils the Message of Islam in that its Mission is a worldwide
mission to all creatures.
Al Farabi always aimed to promote political reform, which he saw
as the way to social and moral reform. He believed that a virtuous, just
government could achieve the desired change and reform in people’s
morals and conditions. Hence, his focus was on the Virtuous Leader and
1 Al Farabi, Ara Ahli’l Madinah’l Fadilah (Opinions of the People of the Virtuous City), p.118.
2 Al Farabi, Risalat al Siyasah (Treatise on Politics), p. [sic].
3 Al Farabi, Ara Ahli’l Madinah’l Fadilah (Opinions of the People of the Virtuous City), p.118.
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his role in leading the community. This leader should pursue every action
capable of achieving happiness and his attributes should include, ‘that he
should be strong-willed with regard to the thing which he believes ought to
be done and act as a “bridge” leading to it; he should be bold and unafraid,
and not weak-minded.1’
If there should be a free, virtuous person in a non-virtuous city,
al Farabi calls upon him to leave that city and seek a Virtuous City where
he can live with his companions and associates. However, he believes there
is ‘nothing to prevent him from being part of the Virtuous City while living –
willingly or unwillingly – in an ignorant city, [though] such a person would
be a "foreign body” in such a city … Therefore the virtuous who are driven
to live in ignorant cities because there is no Virtuous City should emigrate
to the Virtuous City if it should happen to exist at some time at present
or in the future.2’ In other words, he should not surrender to his current
bad situation; al Farabi tells him he should exercise his freedom by leaving
the city that does not conform to his predilections and tastes; he should
emigrate in search of the Virtuous City, particularly if he fails to convert the
society in which he lives into a Virtuous Society.
So, for al Farabi freedom was not just a product of the imagination or
a theoretical study. Instead, he formulated the concept as a realistic vision
inspired by his day-to-day life among the societies he visited. His many
journeys among various communities in their differing economic circumstances
enabled him to acquire an authentic and realistic vision of freedom.
c) Freedom from the Sufi Perspective
Sufism is part of Islamic thought in its broad sense. It is hard to
imagine that the Sufis had an unrealistic view of the issues and concepts
of freedom, including its relationship to responsibility and the human will,
whether from the point of view of the philosophers or the theologians,
particularly since their ranks included distinguished philosophers,
theologians and fuqaha (scholars of doctrine and jurisprudence).
1 Al Farabi, ibid. p.129.
2 Al Farabi Kitab al Millah (Book of the Religious Community), p.56.

126

FREEDOM IN THEORY AND PRACTICE IN MEDIAEVAL ISLAMIC THOUGHT

However, for them freedom had a special meaning, which is different
from the meanings we have come across among other trends in Islamic
thought. There is nothing odd about this because they used their own
independent terminology and expressions and it is not possible to
understand their ideas properly unless we can correctly interpret the words
in which they expressed them. This was noted by al Qushairi (d.465 AH)
when he said, ‘This sect have expressions that they use among themselves
so that their meanings can be obscure to those who are not of them.1’
Some people, who regard belief in jabr as the most crucial element
in Islam’s spiritual life, claim all Sufis, whatever order they belong to, are
followers of jabr 2.
This is completely untrue; there are some who believe in jabr and
others who believe in free will. Most of those who champion jabr claim,
falsely, to be Sufis and try to use Sufism as an excuse for abandoning
religious obligations and responsibilities. Such people maintain that they
do not attach importance to the outward aspects of the deen but look
to its inner aspects, and that the rules extrapolated by the fuqaha are
nothing more than external elements of the Sharia; the inner dimension,
on the other hand, reveals the meaning of the Unseen. They thus make a
distinction between the Sharia and the Truth and claim that they are the
ones who follow the Truth.
The Sufi tendency to give priority to the ‘inner’ over the ‘outer’ has
its risks, because ‘it leads to the abrogation of one’s religious duties
and the denial of the principle of responsibility. Some people who claim
to be Sufis have fallen into this trap and have allowed themselves to be
seduced into vice and other evil deeds, using the cover of drunkenness and
unconsciousness to commit acts that Allah has forbidden.3’
These people claim that ‘special freedom’ has been granted to the elite
1 Al Qushairi, Al Risalah (The Treatise), Matba’at al Halabi, first impression, 1940, p.33.
2 al Nashshar, Ali Sami, Nash’at al Fikr al Falsafi fi’l Islam (The Development of Philosophical Thought
in Islam), Dar al Ma’aref, Cairo, 8th impression, 1980, Part 3, p.286.
3

Madkur, Ibrahim Bayumi, Fi’l Falsafah ‘l Islamiyah, Manhaj wa Tatbiq (On Islamic Philosophy,
Methodology and Application), Dar al Ma’aref, 1968, p.138.

127

FREEDOM IN THEORY AND PRACTICE IN MEDIAEVAL ISLAMIC THOUGHT

which permits them to reject the outer aspects of the deen and allows the
drinking of ‘free intoxicants’, not just for this minority but in general, on
the grounds that moderation means control, that ‘talk of absolute freedom
leads to disaster, madness, unbelief and hellfire.1’
The position that rejects free will – like the extreme free will position –
does not represent the majority view. Most Sufis agree with the Sunni view
on freedom and affirm that people are responsible for their actions and
have religious obligations. Many of them wrote about freedom, particularly
al Qushairi, who included a whole chapter dedicated to the subject in his
Risalah (Treatise), which had a huge impact on those who came after him.
Al Muhasibi (d.243 AH) wrote about freedom in his book Al Ri’ayah
(Guarding Allah’s Rights). In Al Ihyaa’ (Revival of the Religious Sciences),
Imam al Ghazali (d.505 AH) deals with the term ‘freedom’ and its ethical
and political dimensions and regards freedom as being a major value
only in those two spheres. Ibn Arabi (d.638 AH) devotes some chapters
of his book Al Futuhat al Makkiyah (The Mecca Conquests) to the status of
freedom.
The Sufi approach to freedom is different from other approaches to
the study of human actions. In their view, freedom does not merely involve
a free choice between two actions; it also has the special meaning of
liberating the nafs (lower soul/psyche) from its attachment to the world and
its pleasures. In this sense it cannot be separated from the meaning of
thraldom to Allah.
Sufis define freedom as a liberation from everything except Allah. It is
a liberation from thraldom to the world, thraldom to the nafs and thraldom
to Satan. It is a ‘departure from slavery to created beings and a cutting off
of relations and ties with others.2’ There are different classes of freedom:
1 Rosenthal, Franz, Mafhum al Hurriyah fi’l Islam (The Concept of Freedom in Islam), tr. Ma’an Ziyadeh
and Radwan al Sayyid, Arab Development Institute, Beirut, first impression, 1978, p.98.
2
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Al Jurjani, Al Sharif, Al Ta’rifat (Definitions), Dar al Kitab al Misri, Cairo, Dar al Kitab al Lubnani,
Beirut, first impression, 1411AH/1991 CE, p.100. Also, al Khalidi, Ahmed al Naqshabandi, Mu’jam
al Kalimat al Sufiyah (Lexicon of Sufi Terms), ed. Adib Nasruddin, Maktabat al Intishar al Arabi, first
impression, 1987, p.28.
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general, from being enslaved to desires and lusts; specific, that is to say,
freedom from wants through eradicating the desire for them from the desire
for the Truth; and ‘special specific’, freedom from slavery to the traces and
vestiges of things so that they can be obliterated to reveal the Light of Truth.
This meaning is expressed in the words of the poet:
‘The slave is a free man as long as he is content
And the free man is a slave as long as he desires.’
This view of freedom illustrates the intimate link between the concept
of freedom and the concept of thraldom to Allah. Its proponents always use
the term ‘abd (slave) with reference to a person who is committed to the
Truth and ‘ubudiyah (thraldom) with reference to Allah.
Much has been said by the Sufi sheikhs to explain this link. According
to Ahmed bin Khusrowayh (d.240 AH), ‘freedom is in total thraldom, while
to reach a state of thraldom there is total freedom.’ Bishr al Hafi (d.277 AH)
says that a person who ‘wishes to savour the taste of freedom and enjoy
relief from thraldom, let him purify the innermost thoughts between himself
and Allah the Most High.1’
When al Junaid (d.297 AH) was asked about freedom, he replied, ‘You
will not attain true freedom while you still have a trace of the reality of
being in thrall to it. If you are a slave of Him Alone, you will be free in that
which is other than Him.2’
Freedom, in their view, means that a person should not desire anything
of this world or of the nafs. If he is compelled to do so, his capability and
choice will be lost. Freedom is an assertion of the Tawhid (Oneness) of
worship and a call to surrender to none but Allah.
Tawhid is defined by Ibn al Qayyim al Jawziyyah (d.751 AH) as ‘testifying
to the Singularity of the Lord, Blessed be He, the Most High, in creation
and dominion, and to the fact that what He wishes, is, and what He does
1

Al Salmi, Abu Abdul Rahman, Tabaqat al Sufiyah (Sufi Ranks), ed. Nuruddin Sharibah, Maktabat
al Khanji, Cairo, 2nd impression, 1389 AH/1969 CE, p.104.

2 Al Salmi, ibid. p.158.
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not wish, is not, and that not an atom moves except with His permission,
and that creation is subjugated beneath His authority.1’
Total thraldom entails the ‘end of planning the course of one’s own
daily life’ and divesting oneself of everything apart from Allah. Freedom is
the abandonment of thraldom to other created beings, and indeed to the
whole world or, as Ibrahim bin Adham (d.161 AH) says, ‘A free man is one
who leaves the world before he leaves it, ie. abandons worldly things before
departing this life. And the sign of freedom is when his heart ceases to
distinguish between the affairs of this world and the next, so that he is not
enslaved by the immediacy of his present world, nor by the future of his
world to come.2’
A person who is truly committed to Tawhid is one who does not
associate anyone with Allah in His planning, dominion and knowledge,
since Tawhid is belief in the Singularity of Allah, and not solely belief in the
Divine origin of actions and His creation of people’s disobedient acts.
However, this interpretation of Tawhid raises a fundamental question
about the concept of freedom. That is, what is the origin of people’s sins
and how are people held to account for them if they are not specifically the
activating force that perpetrates them and do not have a real, independent
capability of their own? If everything in existence is the result of a release
of Divine activity, how do the Sufis explain their practical approach to
behaviour and spiritual progress, through ahwal (ecstatic states), maqamat
(stations along the spiritual path) and mujahadat (struggles with the carnal
self), leading to Allah the Most High? And are they followers of jabriyah or
qadriyah?
There appears to be a contradiction in the Sufi position, since they
criticise both trends. Ibn al Qayyim criticises the qadriyah trend on the
grounds that it is extremist in its support of the concept of freedom. He
also criticises the jabriyah position, which he regards as being worse than
1

Al Jawziyyah, Ibn Al Qayyim, Madarij al Salikin (Paths of the Spiritual Travellers), ed. Abdul Hamid
Madkur, revised by Hasan al Shafi’i, Matba’at Dar al Kutub al Misriyah, Cairo, 1995, Part 2, p.118.

2 Al Razi, Shamsuddin, (d.660 AH), Hada’iq al Haqa’iq (Gardens of Truths), ed. and introduction Said
Abdul Fattah, Maktabat al Thaqafah al Diniyah, Cairo, 2002, p.143 and 144.
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the qadriyah one and more hostile to Allah, His Books, His Messengers and
His deen1.
Meanwhile, al Kalabadhi (d.358 AH) says they, ie. the Sufis, agree
that Allah the Most High is the Creator of all men’s actions, that He is the
Creator of their individual essences and that everything they do, whether
good or bad, is decreed by Allah, His will and His wishes2. However, to
avoid adopting the position of pure jabr and asserting that rewards and
punishments are also subject to jabr, the Sufis say that man has capability,
which Allah creates for them along with their actions, and they agree that
they ‘have actions and earn the consequences of them in reality; being
rewarded for them and punished for them.3’
Those who say that the Sufis fail to perform their acts of worship and
avoid all the outer aspects of the deen entirely are wrong. This is not the
behaviour of all Sufis, but only of those who, as we pointed out earlier,
falsely claim to be Sufis. There are Sufis who say that the Sharia is both the
beginning and the end of the road.
Al Junaid criticises a man who made the following comment on ma’rifah
(mysticism): ‘The People of Ma’rifah go as far as to abandon movements,
ie. acts of worship, through reverence and piety to Allah.’ Al Junaid’s reply
was: ‘These are the words of the people who speak in favour of abandoning
acts, ie. religious obligations, and that in my view is a grave matter.4’
Al Muhasibi rejects the notion that a Sufi is acting in a god-fearing
manner if he fails to perform something that is obligatory. A pious man
should not be asked to waste what Allah has given him. So Sufis do not
abandon their Sharia obligations or responsibility, but for them freedom has
a special meaning that differs from the way it is understood by philosophers
or theologians. One can sum it up by saying that it is first and foremost
1 Al Jawziyyah, op. cit., p.108.
2

Al Kalabadhi, Al Ta’arruf li Madhahib Ahl al Tasawwuf (Introduction to the Sufi Sects), ed. Abdul
Halim Mahmoud and Taha Abdul Baqi Suroor, Matba’at Isa al Babi al Halabi, Cairo, 1380 AH/1960
CE, p.44.

3 Al Kalabadhi, ibid. pp.46 and 47.
4 Al Salmi, op. cit., p.159.
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freedom of the nafs from social and economic pressures; this is achieved
when the human nafs strives towards its mabda’ (starting point/principle/
foundation) through virtue of all kinds, both in theory and in practice.
Sufis do not just see freedom as a purely theoretical concept, but
translate it into actual behaviour and a set of moral principles. They believe
in the existence of free will and that man enjoys freedom of choice, since
if he was subject to coercion he would cease to have a meaning and his
reality as an entity would cease to exist. They believe in freedom and in
man’s ability to strive and act, since if he did not have this ability his entire
conduct would be no more than an idea suspended in a brain.
Sufis were the first people to coin the term ‘freedom’, out of a desire
to establish worship on a firm footing, demonstrate tawhid in all its aspects
and warn people against polytheism in all its forms, as well as the hidden
aspects of hypocrisy, and the duty to free oneself from the demands of the
nafs and natural needs that hold man in thrall.
Sufis see the demands of the nafs that Allah has placed in them as
a gateway to munazalah (condescendence) and mujahadah (struggle with
the carnal self) and the purification of the nafs. This kind of jihad, and
their striving in it, is the Greater Jihad – the jihad of the nafs. This puts the
Sufi in the position of a person with an ‘appetite for rejection’; he tries to
overcome the demands of the nafs and bodily needs; he knows that Allah is
testing him with these evils and that through his freedom he can overcome
them.
The Sufis achieved freedom by resisting and killing the lusts, desires
and instincts of the body and thereby cleansing the nafs so that they could
exercise their freedom in striving, earning rewards for good deeds and
raising their conduct to a spiritually higher level.
This way, which includes passing through maqamat and ahwal, is the
Way of Mujahadah. Its distinctive feature is taraqqi, that is, rising above
the sensory to the abstract and from the reality of the senses to a spiritual
level beyond the senses. For the Sufi all this is achieved through the will,
because ‘the will is the beginning of the road for those who make their
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spiritual journey along it … and the will is the start of every matter, since
as long as a person does not will something, he will not do it.1’
If the goal of Sufis is to reach Allah, they draw a distinction between
reaching Him through ijtihad (effort) and reaching Him through giving
generously, and they class ijtihad as being higher than giving generously.
This was affirmed by al Junaid when he said, ‘The gateway to every precious
and sublime field of knowledge is the expenditure of effort, and the person
who seeks Allah through the expenditure of effort is not like the one who
seeks Him through generosity.2’
The Sufis’ mujahadah of the nafs is designed to treat all inclinations,
dispositions and tendencies. In this they are ‘doctors of the nafs’; they
diagnose the ailment and identify the cure. A Sufi sees his task as being to
eradicate the numerous conflicts in his nafs and establish moral harmony;
when this occurs, evil will be expunged from his nafs and his nafs will be
transformed from al nafs al ammarah bi’l su (the nafs that is prone to evil)
to a nafs lawwamah (self-reproaching nafs) and then a nafs mutma’innah
(nafs that reposes in complete satisfaction).
So a Sufi seeks to use his freedom to rise to a higher level so that he
can realise himself as a complete human being with an upright character.
For him, freedom is not a description of the human will, but a maqam
(station) that he endeavours to reach through effort and exertion. It is not
something that is assumed to exist so that morals can be founded upon
it, but a goal he seeks to achieve and a value that defines man’s position
and attitude towards Allah, the world and the nafs. This is a different view
of freedom, which is derived from his dhawq-inspired approach. (‘Dhawq’
– ‘taste’ – in the Sufi sense is the ‘tasting’ of spiritual bliss.) He has
abandoned the sterile, unending debate about Destiny and replaced it
with a creative freedom that drives man on to strive and live a life that is
simultaneously spiritual and moral.
1 Al Kalabadhi, op. cit., p.166.
2

Mahmoud, Abdul Qader, Al Falsafah al Sufiyah fi’l Islam, Masadiruha, wa Nadhariyatuha wa
Makanuha min al Din wa’l Hayat (Sufi Philosophy in Islam; Sources, Theories and Its Approach to
Religion and Life), Dar al Fikr al Arabi, Cairo, 1966, p.190.
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In brief, Sufis have taken freedom as a path for spiritual travellers to
follow that will take them from the fresh open air to the Light of Truth. On
their way they do not seek freedom; their desire is to attain the pinnacle of
thraldom.
Finally, it appears that Islamic thought either accepts freedom
absolutely or rejects it absolutely. Studies of it in all the philosophical
and theological schools have aroused controversy, while in practice it has
enriched real life and endowed it with fecundity.
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W

e know that the Islamic philosophers have not
left us any books specifically devoted to ethics,
although all of them have included their views
on the subject in their writings, as well as theories on
a wide range of other topics such as the natural and
metaphysical sciences. The only exception is Miskawaih,
whose Tahdhib al Akhlaq wa Tathir al A’raq (The Book on
Refinement of Conduct) is the most comprehensive study
available on the subject of ethics.
This has led some people to claim that Islamic
thought is devoid of ethical schools. We reject this
because it completely ignores the fact that times
change along with the demands of daily life in an
environment, which, in those days, had to cope with
numerous political and social problems that required an
ethical approach. Moreover, what distinguished Islamic
civilisation from other civilisations was the fact that its
central feature was ethics. Of all the disciplines, ethics
by their very nature, are the closest to religion; in the
Scholar and academic from Egypt.
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Book and the Sunnah faith is intimately associated with good deeds, which
demonstrates the close link between them and proves the inseparable
relationship between faith and ethics.
What I should like to point out here is that studies on ethics are a
vital element in Islamic philosophy, even though the early philosophers
were influenced by Ancient Greece or combined their ideas with theories
on nature and metaphysics from other sources. These influences do not
invalidate them or lessen their importance. Quite the opposite. They endow
them with greater force and depth.
Khuluq (moral constitution), in the sense of nature, disposition,
magnanimity and religion, is a term that specifically describes a person’s
inner character, which is his nafs (lower soul/psyche). First and foremost,
the moral constitution indicates the natural characteristics a person is born
with. Secondly, it demonstrates the qualities he has acquired that have
become habitual features of his conduct, such as acts of piety, to the extent
that they have become quasi-natural characteristics or ‘second nature’ to
him. Thirdly, ethics have two dimensions – internal and psychological, and
external and behavioural.
Behaviour only becomes a component of a person’s moral constitution if
it becomes part of his nature, that is to say, if it becomes so deeply engrained
in his psyche that it causes him to act in a particular way without any difficulty
or mental discomfort. If it is not deeply engrained in the psyche it cannot be
classed as an element of the moral constitution; examples of this could be
an occasional outburst of anger from a person who is normally forbearing,
or a sin committed by someone who is pious and god-fearing. Equally, a trait
or an act committed by a person who feels uncomfortable with it would not
be classed as an element of his moral constitution, but rather as something
which does not come naturally to him, for example, when a coward shows
courage or a miser acts generously in certain situations, because such acts
are difficult for the coward and the miser to perform and have been forced
upon them by certain specific circumstances.
This means that behaviour or actions are only elements of the moral
constitution if they are habitual to the person who engages in them and
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are part of his nature. Some people have understood ‘moral constitution’
to mean ‘a habit of the will’, ie. if the will becomes used to something, that
something becomes a habit and the habit is called moral constitution. If
the will has acquired the habit of giving, that habit is called a ‘generous
constitution’. Others define it as ‘the constant domination of a tendency
over a person, so that a generous man is someone whose dominant
tendency is to give; this tendency arises whenever the circumstances
conducive to it arise, except in rare cases.’
Islamic philosophers defined ethics in numerous different ways.
Miskawaih says they are ‘a state of mind which is conducive to actions
performed unthinkingly and without premeditation; this condition may
be divided into two classes: what is natural and an inbuilt part of the
disposition, and what is acquired through habit and training.’ Imam
al Ghazali says, ‘Moral constitution is a condition ingrained in the mind
which enables actions to be performed with ease and without the need for
thought and deliberation. If it is a condition which leads to good actions that
are intellectually and legally laudable, it is called a good moral disposition,
and if it leads to disagreeable actions it is called a bad moral disposition.’
We may understand from al Ghazali’s definition that the word ‘khuluq’
covers both a good moral constitution and a bad moral constitution.
Therefore, if we wish to distinguish between the two, we need to define
them as such. Good khuluq produces a clean, pure heart; if the heart
is cleansed and purified, it will cause the light within it to glow brighter
and the breast to expand; this is the greatest reward and will enable it to
understand the secrets of the deen (religion), while opening the road to
salvation, harmony and mutual goodwill and regulating a person’s life in a
proper manner. Allah, Glory be to Him, the Most High, praised His Prophet
(PBUH) for possessing this quality, when He said, ‘And thou (standest) on
an exalted standard of character.’ The Prophet (PBUH) himself said, ‘The
heaviest thing placed on the scales is good khuluq.’ Good morals are the
open gates from the heart to the bounties of Paradise and nearness to
Allah the Most Merciful. A person who is so described may be compared to
the angels and said to be close to them; the angels are close to Allah and
one who is ‘close to the close is close’.
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Bad morals are manifested in evil deeds produced by a condition that
is rejected as intellectually and legally repugnant; such deeds are poisons
that kill the person who perpetrates them and it is impossible for him to
live a proper life while they are present in him. ‘Bad morals are a disease of
the heart and ailments of the nafs, because they are in the same category
as poisons.’
Here we should make it clear that behaviour is not exactly khuluq,
because khuluq is a quality that exists in a person’s inner psyche, while
behaviour is an outward and visible phenomenon. Behaviour is an indicator
of the khuluq and its visible manifestation. If we see a person who is
constantly giving in circumstances that are similar to each other, this is
evidence and a visible expression of the existence of a generous khuluq.
Al Farabi, as a philosopher who loved and promoted the quality of
virtue and hated evil, believes that man is naturally disposed for the force
of his nafs to find it easier to move in the direction of doing a good deed
than to move towards doing a deed that is contrary to that. Man has a
natural inclination to doing good or evil deeds, but he finds it easier to
do good than to do what is contrary to it. Man has an innate tendency
and willingness to do good or evil deeds; despite this, however, he is
capable of acting contrary to his natural inclinations, because his nature or
willingness, whether towards good or evil, may in some cases be capable of
changing or disappearing altogether, with the result that the nafs is able to
replace it with dispositions that are contrary to it. In other cases it may be
damaged, weakened or diminished without disappearing altogether, while
in yet other cases it may decline and change without diminishing its force.
The same applies to moral dispositions. They may also be divided into
these categories; in such cases change is a result of habit. Habit is the only
way a person can bring about this change, ie. by performing a single act
repeatedly and frequently over a long period so that it cannot fade from his
mind. Moral dispositions are not immutable or impossible to eliminate; it
is true that it is hard to eliminate a character trait, but it is not out of the
question. Every moral disposition, if considered in categorical terms, will
be seen to be changeable, even if this should be difficult to achieve; there
is no disposition that cannot be changed.
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Of all creatures man is the only one who seeks to acquire a praiseworthy
moral character and to do good deeds. He alone acts with deliberation,
and the better his powers of discrimination, reflection and choice, the more
complete he is as a human being.
However, if his actions fall short of what he was endowed by nature
to perform – I mean, if his actions and the premeditation that led to them
are ‘incomplete’ – then he should be demoted from his status as a human
being and assigned the status of an animal.
Yet if his actions are as they were framed when he premeditated them
– by this I mean evil actions resulting from defective deliberation and a
failure to carry them out because of bestial lusts and desires or a strong
inclination towards sensual things that distract him from purifying his nafs
(and from achieving that higher spiritual state and true happiness referred
to by Allah the Most High when He said, ‘Now no person knows what
delights of the eye are kept hidden for them’, and bringing him close to the
Lord of the Worlds in everlasting delights that endure, which the eye has
not seen and the ear has not heard, and which has not entered the human
heart) – then in such a case he will earn the odium of his Creator, Glory be
to Him. Punishment is likely to be hastened upon him and he will be exiled
from his fellow men and his homeland.
Man, of all creatures, is not able to live a full life without the help of
others. Man by nature is a social being and for his happiness as a human
being to be complete he needs to live in a community where there are
numerous other people around him. Every person, by nature and through
necessity, needs others, so he is compelled to live with them in amity and
feel genuine affection for them because it is they who make him a complete
person and a complete human being. He, too, contributes to making them
complete human beings.
Miskawaih rejects the position of those who see virtue in asceticism
and isolating oneself from other people by living in mountain caves,
building hermits’ grottos or wandering from place to place. In his view
such people earn none of the benefits of human virtues, because a
person who does not mix with others and live with them in a community
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displays nothing in the way of abstinence, providing succour for others,
or generosity or justice. Instead, the powers and faculties with which
he has been endowed are invalid because they do not have to deal with
psychological forces and desires.
Whenever a person has a taste for an undesirable sensual pleasure
and overindulges in it to the point of falling strongly under its influence,
he grows to like everything that is reprehensible. He makes light of things
that to others would be grave and serious matters and fails to sense that
there is anything wrong in them until wisdom makes him recognise them
for what they are.
Moral virtues exist so that members of the human race can interact
and live with each other, and mankind is unable to exist without them.
Justice is necessary to ensure that people deal with each other in a proper
manner and to prevent injustice, which vitiates interaction between them.
Abstinence exists to control the baser physical pleasures and protect the
nafs and the body from major sins. Courage is a virtue because a person is
required to embark upon certain highly dangerous undertakings from time
to time and he must not allow himself to run away from them.
If a person isolates himself from his fellow men and lives as a hermit in
mountains or caves, this means he has abdicated all the moral virtues and
chosen solitude rather than life in a community. He can thus be described
as either dead or a lump of inorganic matter.
So virtues only appear within the context of society and cannot be
found in the secluded life of a solitary monk. It is true that a monk may be
ascetic and religious, but his actions cannot be described as ethical when
he is on his own, since it is a condition that ethics can only exist when there
is interaction between people. A proper understanding of the Sharia shows
that love for one human being by another is the basis of an ethical system.
It is not possible to imagine a society without love between its members, a
society in which there is satisfaction that that its resources are divided up
equally between the people who comprise it. Indeed, an equal distribution
of resources is a major factor in maintaining the virtue of love between all
individuals.
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So the prime condition for the existence of virtue is that there should
be a community, because man is a social animal and cannot be a complete
person and exercise his various functions and virtues unless he is part of
a community. Virtues are not virtues in themselves; they only exist if the
person endowed with them is in contact with his fellow man, ie. after their
effects have reached those around him or society as a whole. Generosity,
courage and abstinence, for example, can only become apparent through
interaction between the different members of the community; it is this
interaction that brings out people’s true characters and virtues or vices. A
social context is a basic condition for the existence of virtue or vice.
Al Farabi seeks to harmonise the interests of the individual and the
interests of society as a whole by linking individual happiness to collective
happiness, to an extent, thereby making it clear that there is no conflict
between self interest and behaviour conducive to the public good, but
rather that the individual feels personally motivated towards improving the
welfare of society.
It is possible to find happiness in every community. A city in which the
community aims to promote cooperation in working for those things, which
are conducive to genuine happiness, is a Virtuous City, while a community
whose members cooperate to promote happiness is a Virtuous Community,
and a nation whose cities all cooperate in the interests of happiness is a
Virtuous Nation. The same rule applies in the case of a Virtuous World, in
which the different nations work together to promote happiness.
Religion is an exercise in training the nafs to serve itself for the sake of
others. Miskawaih says, ‘To this end, it is necessary for people to love each
other, because everyone sees his own perfection in others. If this were not
the case, it would not lead to happiness. So everyone is like an organ of the
body, and a person enjoys well-being when his bodily organs are complete.’
This illustrates one of the most distinctive features of Islam,
characterised by mutual affection and a sense of brotherhood between
Believers. People by nature lack certain qualities in themselves, so they
are compelled to make up for them. No individual can make up for his
deficiency on his own, so the only option is for people to behave benignly
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towards each other, since every person sees others – or another person
– as possessing those qualities that he needs in order to make himself a
complete human being, and without which he would not be able to attain
happiness. Thus, the individual is like an organ of the body, and a person
enjoys wellbeing when his bodily organs are complete. Individuals therefore
need to come together and ‘coalesce’ so that they become like a single
person whose organs are all working in concert and benefiting him.
Resources are plentiful and the nafs has many faculties, though
they are not all available for a single person alone to make use of them;
this means that they can only be operated and exploited properly by a
large group of individuals working together simultaneously to attain that
communal happiness which makes every single one of them a complete
human being.
A person cannot possess a natural disposition to virtue or vice from
the very beginning of his being endowed with instincts, just as he cannot
possess a natural disposition to be a weaver or a writer. However, he can
possess a natural disposition that is conducive to virtuous or base acts, in
the sense that such acts are easier for him to do than others. Hence, from
the very beginning he will be inclined to do what is naturally easier for
him if he does not receive an external stimulus motivating him to do the
opposite. At the same time, that natural inclination cannot be described
as virtue, just as a natural inclination for industry cannot be described
as industry. However, when there is a natural inclination to perform
virtuous acts and those acts are repeated and become a habit until the
nafs acquires a faculty that is conducive to the performance of those acts,
then the faculty that enables those acts to be performed is called virtue. An
innate condition alone is not called a virtue or a defect, even if a particular
kind of action happens to be performed in connection with it. The innate
condition is not describable in any such terms; it is the habitual practice
that causes a person to be praised or censured; in the other situation a
person is neither praised nor blamed.
Everyone who grows up with a particular character trait and strengthens
it so that it becomes dominant in his nafs will find it difficult to eradicate
142

ETHICS AND VALUES IN CLASSICAL ISLAMIC THOUGHT

that trait, though not impossible. When the nafs acquires new character
traits by ‘artificial’ means, if those new traits become habitual they also
become second nature. Moral characteristics can thus be displaced or
altered, while new ones become ‘natural’ through habit and repetition.
Moral virtues and vices occur and become established in the nafs
through repetition and habit, while the faculty that enables that habit to
take root is described as virtue.
If ethical behaviour is not susceptible to change, as some people
maintain, this would mean that advice and disciplinary measures are
useless. However, the Prophet (PBUH) tells us ‘improve your ethics’, a
statement that means a person’s behavioural traits can be changed, the
truth of which is also clearly apparent if we observe how a recalcitrant wild
beast can be tamed. We may, therefore, justly conclude that if animals
can change their behaviour despite not having freedom of choice over
their actions, then man, who has been endowed with intelligence, is more
capable of doing so. Hence the Noble Hadith: ‘I have been sent to perfect
nobility of moral character.’
Moral character is subject to change, though people vary in the
readiness with which they accept that change. Some are quick to do so,
while others are slow. The difference may be attributed to two causes.
Firstly, the ‘older’ the instinct, the more difficult it is to change it; for
example, anger and pride are qualities that exist in man, but appetites and
desires are harder to change because they are ‘older’. Al Ghazali believes
that appetites and desires are formed in a young boy from the moment he
is first endowed with instincts. Then from the age of seven he acquires the
trait of anger, then after that the ability to discriminate.
Secondly, moral character can be easily changed through repetition,
and provided that we are determined to change it and believe that such
a change would be good and desirable. This means that if we accustom
ourselves to doing a particular thing, habituation and repetition of it will
cause us to change from one condition to another. The process will be
further helped along if we believe that the required change is desirable,
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because if a person believes that something is important in his life and
dedicates himself to achieving it, he will succeed in doing so.
Al Ghazali divides people on the wrong path into four classes, each one
of which is harder to change than the one before it. For example, Class One
is easier to treat than Class Two, Class Two is easier than Class Three, etc.
–

Class One: A person who is heedless and negligent and makes
no distinction between right and wrong or beautiful and ugly, but
remains by nature devoid of all beliefs. This is the easiest class
to treat. Such a person only needs a teacher or a guide or selfmotivation; these will induce him to work on improving his moral
character in the shortest possible time.

–

Class Two: A person who knows that ugliness is ugly but is not
accustomed to doing good. His bad deeds appear alluring in his
eyes and he is a willing prey to his appetites and desires. A person
in this class is harder to treat than somebody in Class One, but he
is treatable. He knows that he is remiss in what he does and that
he needs to eradicate the turpitude he has become accustomed
to, and that after he has done so he must accustom himself to
good and worthy things. Such a person is susceptible to spiritual
exercise if he really sets his mind to it and is the recipient of Divine
assistance.

– Class Three: A person who believes that the ugly is morally
desirable, and that it is right and beautiful, and has been brought up
to regard it as such. It is almost impossible to treat such a person
and there is no hope of reforming him except in rare cases because
the factors that have led him astray are so many and so great.
–

Class Four: A person who believes that there is virtue in extreme
wrongdoing and corrupting people’s minds and souls, and in
striving to that end. In doing so he believes he is improving his own
worth and standing. This is the most difficult class to treat.

Al Ghazali gives a name to each of these four classes. The first class
he calls Ignorant, the second Ignorant and Astray, the third Ignorant, Astray
and Wanton and the fourth Ignorant, Astray, Wanton and Evil. The first and
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second classes can be guided, either by a sheikh or through self-motivation,
however, the third and fourth are not susceptible to guidance.
So the issue of changing the moral character is an important element
of moral philosophy and without it an appeal to ethical values will be
meaningless to the point that any possibility of reform will be out of the
question. It is hard to believe that morals cannot be changed; moreover,
such an assertion would lead to a collapse of values to the extent that it
would be meaningless to maintain that there are such things as ethical
principles, reformers and moralists.
People need to be familiar with virtues in practice so that they
themselves can become accustomed to practising them. There are two
ways to achieve this:
1. Verbally, by using persuasive, emotive and other language that
establishes virtuous deeds and faculties in the nafs so that its resolve
can be awakened to perform such actions voluntarily.
2. By coercion. This approach should be used with recalcitrant members
of cities and nations who cannot be induced to follow the straight path
voluntarily or through verbal persuasion.
If we are asked what deeds should be instilled in the nafs and which
deeds we should be trained to do through habit, our reply will be ‘moderate,
middle-of-the-road deeds’, since all extremes are evil. ‘Moderate actions’
are conducive to good moral character.
The virtue of a good moral character, then, is based on moderation,
ie. the path between excess and deficiency, both of which are vices. For
example, moderate abstinence is the middle course between excessive
appetite, or gluttony, and insensitivity to pleasure. Generosity is the middle
course between niggardliness and prodigality. Courage is the middle course
between recklessness and cowardice. Forbearance is the middle course
between excessive anger and never becoming angry at all, while diffidence
is the middle course between brazenness and timidity. A display of affection
is the middle course between overt dislike and flattery. The same is true of
all the other virtues.
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There are two categories of middle courses. One is ‘average in itself’,
while the other is ‘average in relation to other factors’. ‘Average in itself’
includes, for example, number six falling in the middle between two and
ten – numbers that are invariable. This is called the arithmetical average.
However, ‘average in relation to other factors’ is the ‘moral average’ or
‘moral middle course’, which is variable in that it is ‘more’ or ‘less’ at various
times and in various situations; for example, there is a difference between
the moderate nutritional intake of a small boy and the moderate intake of
an adult, the variation depending on the respective sizes of their bodies.
Similarly, actions where ethics are concerned should be ‘quantified’ with
respect to their volume, number and manner (‘strong’ or ‘weak’) in relation
to the person performing them, the people by whom and towards whom
the action is being carried out, and the time and place concerned. Take
anger, for example. The yardstick for a moderate degree of anger would be
determined by the state of the person towards whom the anger is directed,
the cause of the anger and the time and place in which it occurs. The same
would apply to beatings and punishments. The number of strokes and the
manner in which they are administered would depend on the person doing
the beating and the person receiving it, as well as the offence for which the
punishment is being meted out and the implement used to administer the
beating. The same rule should apply to all other actions.
Miskawaih says, ‘Let it be known that every virtue has two extremes
which can be specified, while the middle courses between them are so
numerous as to be unlimited and impossible to specify. However, there is
only one true middle course and that we have called virtue.’
The counterpart of every nafs force is a virtue. By this I mean that every
force of the nafs is counterbalanced by one of the virtues. The sensual
force has the virtuous counterpart of abstinence, the anger force has the
virtuous counterpart of courage, while the rational force has the virtuous
counterpart of wisdom. Through moderating those virtues and ensuring
that they are properly balanced in relation to each other, a fourth virtue
emerges – the virtue of equity.
The virtues represent the middle course between extremes, while the
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extremes are vices. There are eight types of vices, since they are double
in number to the number of virtues. They are recklessness and cowardice
(the two extremes of the middle course, which is courage), gluttony and
indifference to sensual pleasure (the two extremes of the middle course,
which is moderate abstinence), ignorance and craftiness (the two extremes
of the middle course, which is wisdom), and oppression and slackness,
ie. tyranny and allowing oneself to be tyrannised (the two extremes of the
middle course, which is equity). These are the types of moral ailments that
are the counterparts of virtues, which are the elements that make for a
healthy nafs. At a lower level than these categories there are others too
numerous to mention, and that is why it is very difficult to find the true
middle course, and why it is even harder to stick to it once you have found
it. The extremes, which are called vices, are very numerous, so there are
more motives for evil than there are motives for good. A chaste or abstinent
person is not called chaste or abstinent unless he observes abstinence for
himself and for its own sake and chooses to do so because it is a virtue;
he can then satisfy each of his appetites as and when necessary and in the
appropriate manner.
Similarly, a just person is not called equitable, nor a courageous
person courageous unless they adopt those virtues for themselves and
for their own sakes and act upon them as and when necessary and in the
appropriate manner.
A truly equitable person moderates his forces, actions and conditions
and maintains a balance between them. In doing so he seeks to practice
the virtue of justice and equity for its own sake and no other.
Since equity is the middle course between extremes and is a faculty
that enables a person to reject both excess and deficiency, this makes it
the most ‘complete’ of all the virtues and the closest in nature to integrity.
It is excess and deficiency, proliferation and dearth that impair and corrupt
things if there is no balance of moderation to maintain their equilibrium. It
is moderation that safeguards integrity and harmony and prevents the vices
of proliferation, discrepancy and disorder from prevailing.
’Adl (equity) is derived from the concept of musawat (equality) and
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represents the ‘noble mean’ referred to in musical composition and other
arts. It is something that is indivisible and does not exist in plural form, ie.
there is only one type of equity.
I’tidal (moderation), which is linguistically related to ‘adl, is defined by
the Sharia; indeed the Sharia defines the middle, or moderate, course in
all those matters referred to above. Compliance with the Sharia is in line
with the nature of equality and leads to wellbeing and happiness in the
sense that they are the product of justice, because the Sharia commands
mankind to do laudable things (since they are from Allah, Glory be to Him)
and avoid the temptations of the flesh. It also enjoins courage, orderliness
and ‘discipline in the ranks of jihad’, as well as abstinence, while instructing
mankind to eschew depravity, lying, verbal abuse and desertion. In brief, it
enjoins all the virtues and forbids all the vices.
All the virtues are manifestations of ‘adalah (justice), and ‘’adl’ is a
term that encompasses them all. The word ‘‘adalah’ is applied to a person
who complies with the Sharia and an ‘adel (just) person acts with ‘adalah
towards himself and other members of his community. Justice is not a part
of virtue, it is virtue, and its counterpart – injustice – describes the manner
in which an unjust person acts towards himself, his associates and the
wider community. Like justice, injustice is not a part of vice; it is vice.
However, does a rational man intentionally harm and wrong himself
by acting unjustly and reaping the wages of vice? Miskawaih’s reply to
this question is that man is endowed with numerous forces that combine
together to make him a single, whole human being; one cannot, therefore,
deny that he performs a range of different actions in accordance with those
forces. If a person prone to anger loses his temper, he chooses to do things
that he would not do if he were calm and composed. The same would apply
to an excitable person or someone whose lusts are easily aroused, because
the force that arouses him induces him to do things that at a particular
moment appear good and desirable. However, after he has calmed down
and become rational again, he sees that what he has actually done is bad
and ugly. At that point he is surprised at himself and says, ‘How could I
have chosen to commit such ugly acts?’ and he feels remorse.
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Miskawaih believes that man must train himself to live a virtuous life
and not embark on any course of action until he has considered it carefully
and ensured that it complies with the Sharia.
In appealing to people to follow a middle course, the philosophers
may have been influenced by Aristotle, but the influence of Islamic sources
(specifically Qur’anic verses and the Hadiths) was stronger.
Allah the Most High says, ‘In order that ye may not transgress the
balance. So establish weight with justice and fall not short in the balance.’
A person who castrates himself to get rid of his sexual urges, or
abstains from sexual intercourse despite being capable of it and in good
health, or stops eating, so that he can devote himself more wholeheartedly
to worship, remembrance of Allah and contemplation, has fallen short in
the balance, just as a person who devotes himself wholeheartedly to his
bodily and sexual appetites has transgressed the balance. ‘Adl is when his
weight neither exceeds nor falls short, so that the two scales are equal.
Proper ethical conduct demands following the middle course and
avoiding extremes. As Allah the Most High says, ‘Those who, when they
spend, are not extravagant and not niggardly, but hold a just (balance)
between those two (extremes).’
Generosity is laudable and falls between the two extremes of
extravagance and niggardliness. The same is true of an appetite for food
– ‘eat and drink, but waste not by excess; for Allah loveth not the wasters.’
The Messenger (PBUH) says, ‘The best of things is their middle.’ The
way to reach the ‘middle’ and overcome vice is to cultivate the opposite
of one’s excessive tendency until it becomes a habit, which will cause a
shift towards the centre ground. Al Farabi says, ‘When we find ourselves
in a position of moral excess or deficiency we restore it to the centre by
looking at our ethical constitution. If it errs towards excess we should train
ourselves to actions that are its opposite – that is to say, towards deficiency.
If we find it inclined towards deficiency, we should train ourselves to
actions that are its opposite – that is to say, towards excess – and continue
to do so for a certain length of time. Then we should take stock and see
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what ethical constitution has resulted; and we should continue to do this
until we reach the middle, or near to it.’
This means that if one extreme becomes dominant, it should be
countered with the other extreme until it returns to the middle and settles
there. Allah the Most High says, ‘Therefore remain firm in the straight path
as thou art commanded.’ Staying in the middle of the straight path is hard;
it is finer than a hair’s breadth and sharper than a sword, as the Path has
been described in the next world.
A person who remains firm on the straight path in this life remains
on it in the next, since he dies in the state in which he has lived and the
state in which he has died is the state in which he is resurrected. Hence,
in every rak’ah (cycle) of the Prayer he has to recite Surat al Fatihah (the
opening Surah of the Holy Qur’an), which includes Allah the Most High’s
words: ‘Show us the straight path’. Staying on the straight path is the
weightiest of duties and the most difficult for the seeker to achieve. Even
if it applied to a single moral characteristic it would need much time and
effort to attain, so think how hard it is when it applies to every element of
one’s moral make-up.
No one has achieved ‘perfect moderation’ in this respect apart from
the Messenger of Allah (PBUH). Those who came after him have been
either relatively nearer to it or further from it. The nearer a person is to
it, from a moral point of view, the closer he is to Allah the Most High
and to the point of proximity achieved by the Messenger of Allah (PBUH).
Anyone who combines the perfection of these different ethical qualities
within himself deserves to be a king among creatures and obeyed by
all Allah’s creatures, who should follow his example in his every action.
Similarly, anyone who departs from all these moral standards and may be
described as embodying their opposites deserves to be expelled from the
world of men, because he has become close to Satan, the accursed, the
banished one.
An ‘average’ or ‘middle-of-the-road’ action could be one that is
average for everybody, or most people, either most of the time or always.
Or it could be one that is average at some time for one group of people
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but not another. Or it could be one that is average for a person from his
own perspective at one particular time but not another. An average action
is constantly changing and never the same from one moment to another,
even as far as a single individual is concerned. It might be average at one
time and extreme (either on the plus or minus side) at another. Al Farabi
believes that not every individual is able to determine or deduce what that
average is. The person who should determine it is the man who is in charge
of running his city, or the king, while the process – that is, the actual job of
working out what it is – should be an element of running the affairs of the
community or exercising kingly rule.
Al Farabi does not deny or reject man’s ability to determine what
an ‘average’ action is, but he does not leave it within everybody’s power,
because if everyone was free to determine it, this would not make it an
acceptable general yardstick. It would mean that the ‘average’ varied from
one person to another and, if every individual were left to determine it,
would lead to imbalance and disorder.
In determining what an average action is, so that he can govern his
community properly, the king’s objective is to endow himself and the rest of
the population of his city with true happiness, which is the goal of kingship.
The king of the Virtuous City must of necessity be the happiest person in
the community because he is the reason behind the citizens’ happiness.
The person who governs the city is the person who sets this norm for
the ‘ethical average;’ it is as if the city’s pyramidal structure acquires its
foundations from its chief, who is the supreme model for all its citizens.
Al Farabi puts his ‘middle-of-the-road’ theory in a political and ethical
context, in which he has made the king the person who determines what
the average is. He thus opposes the forces of disorder and relativism,
which make it difficult for people to agree on a single average. The ‘happy
medium’ is not within the power of every individual to determine it, even if
he has the ability. The person who decides what it is must be the king or
the person who governs the city. Al Farabi does not wish to see mankind as
a whole deciding on the yardstick for the average, ie. setting the average for
virtues and the standard for good and evil deeds – like the Sophists, who
used people in general as their criteria for everything, good and bad, right
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and wrong, and claimed that the idea of absolutes existing in the fields of
knowledge or ethics was an illusion; in their view, everything was variable
and differed from one person to another depending on circumstances and
each person’s individual viewpoint; hence, there were no fixed values and it
was hard – nay impossible – to find agreement on any single issue.
It was this that led al Farabi to place the criterion for ‘middle-of-theroadness’ in the hands of the ruler or king, so that it would not lead to
the ‘chaos hiding behind the Sophist principle’ that Socrates, Plato and
Aristotle warned us about, in other words, the relativist ethical yardstick
which must inevitably lead to disorder. Accordingly, al Farabi believed that
there must be a single general yardstick for everybody.
Al Farabi also pointed out that the king’s own interest and welfare
was not something separate from the interests and welfare of the people.
The two were intimately connected, because what served the interests of
the people was also in the interests of the king. Through doing his job of
running the city, the king’s aim was to benefit himself and the rest of the
people, as opposed to looking after his own interests to the detriment of his
people’s. That is the purpose of a king’s job.
We can see echoes of al Farabi’s views in the writings of the English
philosopher Thomas Hobbes, whose philosophy and ideas helped form the
basis of English ethical thinking. He linked the welfare of the ruler to the
welfare of his people, maintaining that the ruler was bound by the laws
of nature in his endeavours to serve the interests of his people, interests
that were inseparable from his own. He was answerable to God alone for
the way in which he carried out this duty and his commands provided the
yardstick for distinguishing between right and wrong in the way in which
his subjects conducted themselves. It was the duty of every individual
to obey him, protect him and desist from harming his person, because
disputing his commands was the first step on the road to chaos. Chaos was
the one supreme peril that was graver than any lesser infringements of the
law. Listening to one’s own personal conscience, rather than obeying the
ruler without question would lead to chaos and was the greatest danger
threatening the wellbeing of the community. For that reason questions of
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good and evil should be referred to the state, in the person of its absolute
ruler, who held absolute power in his hands.
In al Farabi’s view moral virtue is a concept that only applies to
voluntary acts and values that are freely embraced and undertaken. Man
has free will and freedom of action, that is to say he is able to do good
whenever he wishes, but that freedom is not absolute; it is bound by the
laws of the universe. Every being is subject to the fate that awaits him, and
every being – good or bad – is dependent upon the causes emanating from
the Divine Will.
Man’s choice is determined by what his intellect sees. When a person
lives in accordance with his intellect, he is in harmony not only with
himself, but also with everything else, ie. the whole of existence, because
the intellect is not a specific property of man alone, but a characteristic of
the cosmos as a whole. The human intellect is but a part of the Great, Allembracing Mind. With our intellects we live in harmony with ourselves, just
as we live in harmony with the world around us.
Al Farabi classes pleasures as (a) bodily pleasures and (b) psychological
pleasures. They are all either internal or external. An internal pleasure is ‘a
sense of something agreeable’, while an external pleasure is ‘an absence
of what is unpleasant and disagreeable’. Something that is ‘internally
irksome’ is ‘a sense of something disagreeable’, while externally it is ‘an
absence of agreeable pleasure’.
Pleasure is an awareness of the agreeable, while irksomeness is an
awareness of the disagreeable. At the same time, every awareness is a
component element of completeness and the acquisition of completeness
is pleasure. Hence, an awareness of the agreeable is pleasure; pleasure is
thus a sense of agreeableness or compatibility. Every sense comes from the
sensory force and is activated when that force is stimulated; if it is agreeable
or disagreeable it is, respectively, pleasure or pain. Just as a feeling of
pleasure or pain is an accompanying element of the ‘external’ ie. physical
sense, so too is it also an element of the ‘internal’ ie. psychological sense.
‘Internal’ pleasure is stronger than ‘external’ pleasure and intellectual
pleasure is stronger than sensory pleasure. In our dull material world the
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barrier of the senses and physical lusts and appetites, and of our bodies’
indulgence in vices, prevents us from attaining the ideal higher state that
we should be aiming for. If we are able to remove the noose of lust, desire
and anger form around our necks and aspire towards some of that Sublime
Pleasure, we shall be able to conjure up a picture of it in our minds, though
only very faintly. For the nafs al mutma’innah (the satisfied, confident
nafs), completeness and ultimate pleasure is to be found in knowledge and
awareness of Allah, the Truth, because everyone who is truly aware and
accepts what he is aware of becomes to some degree assimilated into it.
When the outer covering of the body and the barrier are removed, you will
not be asked about your actions. So if you suffer pain, then woe upon you!
And if you are unscathed, then may you be blessed! Even while you are
in your body, it will be as though you are not in your body, and as if you
are exposed to the cold air of Allah’s Kingdom; you will then see what no
eye has seen and hear what no ear has heard and experience what has
never entered into the hearts of mankind. So make a covenant with Allah
the Truth until you come before Him alone. And when the veil is removed,
‘sharp is thy sight this Day’.
Mankind often prefers pain to pleasure. If he knows that pleasure will
lead him to notoriety, shame or unsatisfied craving, he turns away from
it. A virtuous man does not indulge all his lusts, appetites and pleasures,
but chooses those of them that are compatible with what his intellect tells
him. That is why high-minded intellectual goals do more honour to the nafs
than those base desires that a wise man despises and disdains. Godly men
endowed with wisdom aspire to attain this former kind of kind of happiness
rather than physical happiness. They hardly notice the latter, even if it is
handed to them on a plate, and they regard it as being of no concern when
compared with the happiness of being near to Allah. The baser nafs is
only aware of those things that are close at hand; its only joy is in sensory
pleasure and it never aspires to higher things and the pleasures that never
fade. A person with this kind of nafs is without doubt the unhappiest and
most wretched of creatures. He is, to quote Ibn Sina, ‘a person whose nafs
is absorbed in the physical world – ill-fated, whose back-to-front neck has
no vertebrae.’
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Most philosophers agree that there is a link between nafs-related
virtues and happiness, regardless of the ‘bodily virtues’. Happiness is not
to be found in sensory pleasures or worldly success, because none of those
things are free from defects; and it is a well-known fact that something with
defects is not what a person wishes for himself, and what a person does
not wish for himself is not true happiness.
True happiness, then, is not to be found in the world of the senses and
the nafs cannot reach its ideal state in this world. That means that it must
be sought in another world, not this one. The nafs finds its happiness and
true pleasure in the Realm of the Divine – the Realm of eternal, supreme
pleasure, that is, the spiritual pleasure that the nafs enjoys when it is near
to the Light and Mercy of its Creator. The sensual pleasures it knows in
the sensory world are profane and impure with damaging consequences.
However, it is able to come to terms with them through contemplation and
meditation on spiritual matters and by seeking to attain immortality, and
by turning away from the things of this world and not thinking about its
illusory joys.
As long as man remains human, he will only attain happiness by
satisfying his needs at both levels. A happy person will fall into one of two
classes: either he will be happy in his enjoyment of the things of the body,
while at the same time striving joyfully towards higher things, or happy in
the higher things of the spirit, while also concerning himself with worldly
matters, which he will regard as signs of Allah’s power and wisdom and will
seek to do the best he can with them. Such people, Imam al Ghazali says,
do not embrace the world for the sake of the world, but for the deen. They
do not abandon the world entirely, nor do they embrace it wholeheartedly;
instead, they follow a middle path between the two, which is the course
Allah the Most High likes best. Allah says, ‘No person knows what delights
of the eye are kept hidden in reserve for them,’ which is echoed by the
Prophet (PBUH), when he says, ‘There is that which no eye has seen, no
ear has heard and which has entered into no human heart.’
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I

n 1970, some four decades ago, the French scientist
and thinker Jacques Monod (Nobel Prize winner for
Biology) wrote, ‘No society can survive unless it is
guided by an ethical system based on values that are
intelligible to most of its members and accepted and
respected by them. However, we have no such thing.
Can modern societies maintain unlimited control over
the amazing forces granted to them by science which
direct a humanity steeped in optimism about its future
and material pleasures? Can it, on this basis, resolve
its unbearable tensions? Or is it destined to collapse?’1
This observation sums up the moral and value-related
problems facing modern societies and reflects the
disquiet felt by intellectuals in those societies about
questions of ethics and values. At one time Western
thinkers shunned any mention of ethics and values

1

Monod, Jacques, ‘La Science et Ses Valeurs’ (‘Science and its Values’) in
Pour une éthique de la connaissance (Knowledge Ethics), p146, quoted by
Jacqueline Russ, La Pensée Ethique contemporaine (Contemporary Ethical
Thought) coll: Que sais-je? 1994.
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because triumphalist modernism dismissed such concepts as oldfashioned. They continued to think this way until the German philosopher
Jürgen Habermas referred to ‘the prolonged suppression of ethical
questions in Western thought.’1
Recently, however, we have seen an unprecedented upsurge of interest
in ethics and values, to the extent that the market for books on ethics and
morality has really taken off. This demand has been fed from a number
of sources including an uncomfortable awareness that the concept had
declined (at least, since the German sociologist Max Weber propounded
his theories), an accompanying absence of major ideological beliefs,
the dominance of individualism in Western life, and the development of
modern technology leading to the emergence of new moral questions and
the adoption of new values. The demand for serious thinking on values and
ethics has continued to grow, to a point where some people have begun
to speak about a new ‘renaissance of values’ and a ‘return’ to the issue of
morality.2 The ‘Introduction’ to the book Ethics Today refers to ‘an insatiable
appetite for ethics’3, with particular reference to the rules, principles,
conditions and consequences of human actions. Although these questions
have been debated since ancient times, the renewal of that debate today
has a novel approach all of its own.
Today’s thinkers, those with a particular interest in ethics and values,
find themselves having to reconcile a desire to establish a ‘universal
ethical system’ (in response to what is known as ‘global civilisation’) with
‘multiple values’ and their implications, including the principles of ‘respect
for differences’, ‘the protection of individual rights’ and ‘maintaining one’s
original identity’, that is to say, the paradox of a single uniform system of
‘ethics’ and a plurality of ‘values’.
How can something that is plural become singular? A study on
Ethics and Value Dimension by four leading Western thinkers focuses on
1

Habermas, Jürgen and Rawls, John, Débat sur la Justice Politique (Debate on Political Justice),
traduction de Rainer Rochlitz, Coll: Humanités, Cerf, 1997, p9.

2 Russ, Jacqueline, La pensée Ethique Contemporaine (Contemporary Ethical Thought), op. cit., p122.
3 Canto-Sperber, Monique, in Ethiques D›aujourd›hui (Ethics Today), seminar 1, Puf, 2004, p10.
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the following topics: The Ethics of Care (Martin Heidegger, 1889-1976),
Discourse Ethic (Jürgen Habermas, 1929- ), The Ethics of Justice (John
Rawls, 1921-2002) and Ethics and the Self (Paul Ricoeur, 1913-2005).

Martin Heidegger: The Ethics of Care
Several significant observations have been made about Heidegger’s
position on ethics. The main body of the Historical Dictionary of the
Philosophy of Heidegger, which is devoted to an analysis of the main
concepts of Heidegger’s thought, does not contain either the word ‘ethics’
or the word ‘morality’1. Joanna Hodge begins her book Heidegger and
Ethics with the following sentence: ‘Heidegger himself wrote only very little
about ethics, and the sole purpose of what he did write was to point out
that ethical questions were of no concern to him.’2 Many people asked
about Heidegger’s position on ethics said much the same as Joanna
Hodge, and it was commonly held that, in view of Heidegger’s dislike of
the concept of ethics as a philosophical topic, his thought was devoid of
anything resembling an ‘ethical philosophy’.
In contrast to this widespread view, the French philosopher Jean-Luc
Nancy believed that ‘only by a blind reading, or no reading at all, could
she have thought that Heidegger cared nothing for ethical matters.’3 What
he meant was that if by ethics we mean a set of principles and goals for
governing behaviour, whether imposed or voluntary, individual or collective,
Heidegger had no philosophy in that sense. However, no true philosophy
evaluates ethics in this way. It is not the job of philosophy to set standards
of behaviour or codify values. What it is required is to examine human
‘actions’ as they are, that is to see what it is that puts them in a position to
choose criteria or values.
If it is fair to claim that ethics does not make an overt appearance in
1
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2 Hodge, Joanna, Heidegger and Ethics, Routledge, London and New York, 1995, p1.
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Heidegger’s work, it would also – paradoxically – be true to say that it was
always of major importance and a driving force in his thought; one must,
therefore, look for it within the context of Heidegger’s philosophy as a
whole. His entire thought was ethics-oriented, rather than any specific part
of it. The notion of ‘Being’ – Heidegger’s favourite term for his ideational
construct – is permeated with the ethical ethos to a point where he referred
to it as the ‘fundamental ethic’, thus equating his thought with ethics.
It would be true to say that if we look at any philosophy we will find
that it runs counter to the anthropological approach (that is, to a view
of man, either positive or negative), and this is also true of a philosophy
such as Heidegger’s, which claims to be in opposition to the humanistic or
humanitarian position. Even so, it is also the case that any study of Man
must, in fact, be a study of human behaviour, and this is essentially what
ethics is.
As Heidegger had a contrary view of Man that inclined towards
negation, he looked at man from the point of view of his actions, that is
to say, his ethics. In Heidegger’s view, human action is related to Being,
whether this means suppressing or revealing it. Action alone is the
means through which man fulfils his mission of revealing the existence of
creation, rather than suppressing it – which is more generally the case –
thus ‘liberating man’ to fulfil his ‘humanness’. Unlike the rest of creation,
Man is endowed with an ethical sense, in that he is the only creature that
is ‘opened up to’ his own Being, the ontological Being and Being in its
widest sense, which is usually called Man, and which Heidegger prefers
to call ‘Dasein’. This ‘being opened up’, which reveals the meaning of his
existence, is not the product of a high ‘ideal’ or ‘value’, as, for example,
would be the view of Ibn Arabi, who had a unique understanding of those
concepts, but of ‘Man’ and ‘mankind’, as expressed by the notion of a ‘key’.
In Heidegger’s view, ontological existence is the ‘gate’ and Man is its key.
Man is the key to the cosmos and it is Man who reveals the reality of Being.
The man [Heidegger? Tr.] said, ‘Man is the key to the existence of
existence’, while Heidegger sees this key not as a Divine gift from Heaven
but as emanating from Man, since Man is the ‘ultimate in openness’ and
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its original source. He has not received his values and criteria from any
other prior source.
This distinctive feature of Mankind is just a human trait, no more and
no less. It is not an honour that has been imposed upon him by any source.
He is obliged to assume ‘responsibility’ (this is a clear moral concept) for
Being since he alone is the one who reveals Being and its meaning. In this
sense, he alone is a ‘moral being’. His responsibility is threefold: towards
Being, which represents his own existence, towards the Being of ontological
existence and towards Being in general.
He has no ‘honourable status’ (also a moral concept), unless this
responsibility can be described as such. The equivalent of an ‘honourable
status’ of a human being is an implied part of his commitment (also a
moral concept) to reveal the meaning of Being. According to this meaning,
‘the fundamental ethic’ is nothing more or less than an ‘anthology of the
celebration of meaning’1. And also according to it, ethics – in Heidegger’s
view – is devoid of any metaphysical or Divine foundation.
The difference between Man and other creatures is that he is the only
one who holds the key to Being.
This monopoly is not a ‘privilege’ or even a mark of distinction, it is an
obligation, not a badge of honour. Man’s ‘monopolisation’ of the concept
of Being implies that he is ‘open’ to the rest of existence in that he is the
only creature that is ‘open’ and not ‘closed in’ upon himself (as inanimate
creation is) or concerned with his immediate environment and consumption
needs (as animals are).
Moreover, he is the only creature that is ‘open’ to those things that
are ‘closed in’ upon themselves such as inanimate objects, plants and
animals. He is the ‘open creature’ that holds within himself a thorough
understanding of the secrets of Being.
Furthermore, Man is not merely the only ‘open creature’ in existence.
He is also the ‘host’, ‘protector’ and ‘guardian’ of Being, who is required to
fulfil two functions: to ‘keep the pledge’ and to ‘be a good guardian’.
1 Ibid, p648.
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This is because Man is essentially the agent in which, and through
which, ontological existence is made manifest. He is also the creature
that provides the tongue through which creation as a whole speaks and
declares its essential existence. He is the Voice of Being and the agent
who makes it manifest. And if he alone has been granted a tongue, he has
not been granted it so that he can use it exclusively to express his own
essential existence but, rather, to lend it to others. The tongue is the agent
for entrusting Man to fulfil his obligation towards Being; it is not Man’s
function to become totally absorbed in himself. His true basic function is to
be attached – or subjoined – to ontological existence and to be the tongue
that speaks in its name. Man’s existential role is to ‘reveal existence’, to
‘reveal on its behalf’ and to make it manifest, not in the sense of ‘producing’,
‘creating’ or ‘fabricating’ it but in the sense of ‘reciting’ it as it actually is,
safeguarding it as it actually is and preserving it and coexisting happily
with it. Heidegger describes this function with his famous sentence, ‘Leave
Being in the state that it is in its essence. Do not subject it to coercion;
do not replace it with anything else and do not seek to create it,’ that is,
leave Being to ‘reveal its own reality’ by itself; do not seek to force it into
a mould, but ‘listen’ to it. Do not try to ‘tame it’ or ‘manage’ it, but ‘pay
heed’ to it and ‘support’ it. Do not ‘prepare tools’ to ‘compel’ it to do things
but ‘prepare a tongue’, which will make it manifest. This, in Heidegger’s
view, is the ethical approach to dealing with Being.
‘Leave’, in Heidegger’s parlance, usually has the meaning of
‘liberation’, so ‘leave Being’ means ‘liberate it’. Here ‘liberate it’ means
‘help it to be open-handed with what it has’, that is to reveal and declare its
reality. While the German philosopher (and Heidegger’s teacher) Edmund
Husserl adopted the slogan, ‘Let us take account of things’, his pupil took
the opposite position with the slogan, ‘Let us liberate things’. ‘We should
liberate Being’ means we should ‘leave it to be the Being that it is’, that
is we should ‘let it be’. ‘Leave’ in this sense does not mean ‘abandon’,
‘forsake’, ‘don’t care about’ or ‘ignore’ … nor does it indicate any romantic
contemplation of Being, nor its opposite. If ‘making use of Being’ is an
acceptable – or required – concept here, then ‘making use of the truth,
or reality’ is vital, that is making use of what will safeguard and preserve
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the ‘Beingness of Being’. This means making use of ‘Beingness’ and
‘perpetuity’, not ‘evanescence’ and ‘ephemerality’.
To sum up, ‘leave’ here means ‘devote yourself to Being with all your
mind and awareness’. ‘Devote’ here does not merely mean making use of
Being, safeguarding it, giving one’s attention to it and regulating it, but
rather, being open to its efflorescence. ‘Leave’ in this context does not
mean being consumed with and absorbed in Being, but the opposite; it
means not suppressing Being, so that it manifests itself as it actually is,
that is so that it allows what is in our minds to coincide with what our
eyes see; this means ‘revealing’ and not ‘concealing’, ‘manifesting’ and not
‘hiding’.
In essence, we should submit ourselves to Being as Manifest Being and
leave ourselves to the revelation of Being as it is. We shall then understand
the meaning of ‘being free’ and comprehend that ‘freedom’ consists of
letting the Beingness of Being become manifest, while ‘truth’ or ‘reality’
means being aware of the revelation of Being, through which openness is
achieved.
Heidegger links the ethics of dealing with Being with the concept of
values that played such a dominant role in the history of Western thought.
In a letter to Henry Mongis, author of the book Heidegger and Critique of
the Notion of Value, he acknowledges the need for a ‘critical clarification of
the concept of value through a comprehensive examination of the history of
Western philosophy’, the vital importance of ‘a critique of that concept’ and
the necessity of ‘linking it with the question of existence’1. It was Plato who
first embarked on a debate about Being in the context of this value logic,
while Nietzsche developed the debate to its logical conclusion. In fact, by
basing his philosophy on the concept of values, Nietzsche was actually a
Platonist without realising it; indeed, his Platonism was without bounds, in
that Plato was the pioneer par excellence of the philosophy of values2.
1

Heidegger, Martin, ‘Lettre à Henri Mongis’ (‘Letter to Henri Mongis’) in Henri Mongis, Heidegger
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While Nietzsche pondered over the logic of ‘values’, he saw classical
metaphysics as leading to things being endowed with false values and
announced the death of the source of values – the Christian moral God.
Hence his nihilistic premise that everything is valueless and futile and that
the ‘Christian God’ has lost His power over Existence and human destiny.
This meant that there were no moral controls or metaphysical commands
and prohibitions to dominate Existence1.
However, Nietzsche did not have a valid view or understanding of
nihilism. Indeed, if he did not have this nihilistic tendency that was critical
of metaphysics, he would have taken a contrary position and encouraged
it as a factor for freeing Existence from its burdens and establishing
new values derived from the Will to Power2. In considering nihilism and
the notion of Existence as having no meaning, he failed to see the true
substance of Being. If he had posed the question, ‘Why has Being no
meaning?’ and replied, ‘Because the false nature of the old values has
become clear, so they have collapsed,’ his position would have been
far removed from true nihilism and closer to quasi-nihilism. That is
why Heidegger says, ‘Nietzsche never thought about the true nature of
metaphysics’3, ie. Nietzsche never entertained any doubts that the cause
of nihilism was the meaninglessness of Existence and that he should
ponder on the destiny of Beingness and understand its abandonment of
Existence and the absence of Existence. This is the true nihilist position,
rather than the so-called quasi-nihilist one4.
So Nietzsche did not think of nihilism in isolation. He was a nihilist who
thought about nihilism and did not see. He was blinded by the concept of
‘value’; he could only think of Beingness if value was his starting point and
he had no perception of the nihilism of being5. What Nietzsche sought to use
1
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as a means of transcending nihilism, ie. values, was actually the very source
of nihilism; by this we mean Beingness becoming a ‘value’ and then fading
away. This is aptly expressed by the statement, ‘It was he who perfected
nihilism.’1 This means that if Nietzsche knew how to diagnose, intensify
and propagate nihilism in the modern age, he had no idea of its origins or
principles, nor had he any remedy for it. The reason for nihilism was not,
as he maintained, Being losing its meaning, rather it was Beingness that
was absent. One could say that Beingness abandoned Being just as Being
abandoned Beingness2. That was something that Nietzsche never thought
about. Hence debate with Nietzsche was like ‘a debate with nihilism’3.
Nietzsche was the ‘Final Thinker’. By this we mean that he put the
seal on metaphysics and marked the end of its history. Heidegger would
not have looked at him the way he did were it not for two factors. Firstly,
he found his thought combined all the reasons why the concept of
metaphysics was eternally recurring, including the notions of the ‘self’, the
‘will’, ‘humanness’ and ‘values’. Nietzsche’s philosophy was thus the last
truth to reveal itself to a thinker about Being; by this we mean the reality
of Being being a Will to Power and a combination of all earlier truths4.
Secondly, Nietzsche’s ideas were not the arbitrary products of a dreaming
and marginalised mind, but were of serious historical significance. This
was because of what Nietzsche had to say about the triumph of the Will
to Power and the emergence of the Superman and his empowerment on
earth during our time. The Superman is living among us at present. More
than that, he is us. Beingness prevails among us in the form of a growing,
dominant and unconditional Will to Power5. That was Nietzsche’s true
vision, which has become reality in the Age of Technology6.
1 Ibid, p273-285.
2 Greish, Jean, ‘Etudes Heideggériennes: Les ‘Contributions à la Philosophie: (a partir de l’ EREIGNIS »
de Martin Heidegger) (‘Heideggerian Studies : Contributions to Philosophy (from Martin Heidegger’s
EREIGNIS ’), Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques (Review of Philosophical and
Theological Sciences), 73, 1989, p613.
3 Heidegger, Martin, Ecrits politiques (Political Writings), Millau: Gallimard, 1995, p200.
4 Heidegger, Nietzsche 2, op. cit., p243.
5 Heidegger, Chemins … (Roads …) op. cit., p350.
6 Heidegger, Martin, Concepts Fondamentaux (Fundamental Concepts), Millau: Gallimard, 1998, p32.
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Jürgen Habermas: the Ethics of Discourse
Over the past quarter century, the German philosopher Jürgen
Habermas has made a lively contribution to a series of deep philosophical
debates involving a new look at various moral and political issues caused
by the changes that have taken place in Western societies. Which of these
should one consider first? ‘Welfare’ (the value of ‘goodness’) or ‘justice’
(the value of ‘justice’)? The ‘collectivists’ were inclined to put the value
of ‘goodness’ or ‘welfare’ before the value of ‘justice’, their motive being
that they wished to see the ‘community’ (or ‘group’) giving preference to
‘goodness’ (the central tenet of their thought) rather than the principle
of ‘justice’, which produces disputes between groups and results in
settlements that tend to result in the ‘welfare’ of the ‘community’ falling by
the wayside. On the other hand, the ‘liberals’ were inclined to give priority
to ‘justice’ over ‘welfare’. In Habermas’ view the ‘goodness’ (or welfare) of
an individual in the community and communal ‘justice’ should not be seen
as mutually incompatible or in competition with each other.
In fact, ethics is sometimes clear and sometimes obscure. In
Habermas’ numerous books it takes a form sometimes described as ‘the
ethics of discourse’ or ‘the morality of intercommunication’. Two books in
particular deal directly with the issues of morality and values in his thought
– they are Morality and Intercommunication (1986) and On the Ethics of
Discourse (1991); there are also several other books dealing with questions
that are covered in his political writings (1990).
The Habermas version of ethics combines elements that are capable
of being ‘blended’ as well as a choice of options. Where the ethics of
discourse is concerned, Habermas endeavours to produce a unique and
creative blend of two mutually contradictory ethical systems: he tries to
combine the universal and pure absolute (as in Kant’s ascetic morality)
with modern moral relativism. He also defends the rational, aware ethical
tendency against the impulsive moral tendency, and is inclined to give
preference to ‘manners’, in the language of the ancients, and ‘ethics’, in
modern parlance, over ‘fundamentalist morality’ shorn of its contexts,
which take no account of the circumstances in which those ethics are
applied. However, despite his inclination to take context into account, he is
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not prepared to abandon his universalist view of moral action in favour of
relativism under any conditions1.
Like Kant, Habermas saw the goal of every ethical theory as being to
establish the basic principle for moral interaction so that appropriate moral
criteria could be set up. Here we can see a divergence between Habermas’
moral view and Kant’s. ‘Instead of my imposing upon everybody else a moral
code that I want to be universal (as Kant did), I need to submit my code
to everybody else so that we can examine it together through discussion.
The question of claiming it is universal (as the ethics of discourse sought
by Habermas claims to be) is the point where the problem arises; this
is because there would be differences of opinion over where the centre
of gravity lay and it would be impossible to reach a consensus (as Kant
pointed out) on what constituted a universal law, though in Habermas’ view
it was possible to reach a consensus on a universal standard rule.2’ On this
basis, the essential difference between Kant’s ethics and Habermas’ ethics
is that the former sets out criteria for moral action in a way that leaves no
room for doubt, while the later bases them on the principle of ‘rules open
to discussion’, which may either succeed or fail.
This takes us on from Kant’s proposition about ‘rational beings’ to
Habermas’ ‘contextualisation’ of those beings within their contexts, that is
to say, seeing them as ‘social beings’3.
This is what he describes as the ‘universal principle’, which has been
abbreviated in the Latin script by the first letter of the word ‘universal’,
ie. U. By this he means the principle that allows the rules of debate
between members of a group to be transformed from principles governing
private discussion (or internal dialogue between an individual and himself,
following which he imposes those rules upon others after he has approved

1

Fortin-Melkevik, Anne, entry: Habermas, in Dictionnaire d›Ethique et de Philosophie Morale
(Dictionary of Ethics and Moral Philosophy), op., cit.

2

Habermas, Jürgen, Morale et Communication, Conscience Morale et Activite Communicationnelle
(Ethics and Communication : Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action), Cerf, 1986, p88.

3

Habermas, Jürgen, Idealisations et Communication, Agir Communicationnel et Usage de la Raison
(Idealisation and Communication : Communicative Activity and the Use of Reason), p39.
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them all by himself without consulting anyone else) to rules setting out the
procedures for debate between individual members of the group, which will
lead to consensus after a period of discussion1.
This is how agreement is reached. It stipulates that there should be no
standard rules, since they would constitute ‘power’ or ‘jurisdiction’, that is,
unless they expressed the ‘public will’, thereby becoming the equivalent of
a ‘universal law’.
[I have omitted four lines here that refer to Karl Otto Apel,
because I can’t even make a guess at what they mean. Tr.]
These amendments by Habermas to Kant’s moral philosophy had a
practical effect on his ethical outlook. For example, according to him, the
subject ‘What is the situation regarding a morally just person?’ could be
a subject for rational discussion within the context of practical discourse.
According to this approach, questions such as ‘What is a good life?’ or
‘What is happiness?’ are not ‘existential issues’ but ‘propriety’ ones and
are concerned with demonstrating the validity of any normative precept
that may be devised in this connection. Here Habermas makes a distinction
between ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ on the basis that ‘ethics’ is related to
individuals from the point of view of their value choices (ie. their choices
of the values they believe in), while ‘morality’ refers to the experimental
choice of actions driven by practical discussions aimed at establishing the
‘validity’, or otherwise, of the rules and standards produced by the world in
which we live.
More than that, the question does not merely concern ‘collective
ethics’ but also the relationship of those ethics to (a) politics and (b)
their nature with respect to ‘international ethics’. Great importance is
attached to their political aspect and even more importance is attached
to their international aspect, since it is the business of ‘the ethics of
discourse’ not to exclude anyone from the discussions and to avoid any
ethnic conflict.

1 Habermas, Jürgen, Morale et Communication (Ethics and Communication), p78.
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John Rawls: the Ethics of Justice
Both Habermas and Rawls are prepared to resort to ‘hypothetical
situations’. We have already seen how Habermas postulates ‘the ideal
dialogue’ and now we come across Rawls postulating the ‘original
position’ in order to extrapolate his principles with regard to justice. Both
of them saw the dialogue that took place between them, in the manner
usually described by Heidegger as ‘dialogue between philosophers’, as an
amicable, brotherly dialogue.
Habermas acknowledged that Rawls had shaken off the dust that
covered the major moral questions in contemporary Western thought, and
that he had restored the status of moral studies as a serious academic
discipline (beginning with his famous work The Theory of Justice.1) In his
view Kant was the first person to formulate the basic moral issue in a way
that could be replied to rationally. That issue happened to be: If a dispute
should break out between members of the community, we shall be required
to act in a way that is ‘good’ for everybody. In doing so it should be borne in
mind that the question ‘What is good?’ is a moral question par excellence.
That was the question that inspired Rawls in his theory of justice, and which
he rephrased by asking, ‘How can the citizens of a political community
live together according to the requirements of justice?’ Rawls objected to
it on two grounds – expediency and value grievance – and proposed an
interactive reading between the two essential components of the concept
that ruled Kant’s moral thinking: the notion of ‘volitional independence.’
If, in ‘The Ethics of Discourse’, Habermas made ‘discourse’ a means
of establishing criteria for the rules of conduct, Rawls made ‘negotiation’
a basis for establishing the principles of interaction between people in
defending their interests. This negotiation has nothing to do with setting up
an institutional authority, in the case of the ‘original position’, as maintained
by doctrinalists of the social contract, but involves the establishment of the
principles of social justice. The conclusion was: If certain people look at
things in an unbiased way, and are hidden behind a screen so that they
1

Habermas, Jürgen, and Rawls, John, Debat sur la Justice Politique (Debate on Political Justice), op.,
cit. p9.
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do not know each other’s identity, talents, social status, tastes or aims in
life (apart from possibly some ‘primary options’, such as freedom, income
and ‘basics of self-respect’, which are essential requisites for a decent life),
they will choose to rule, or be ruled, by two principles of justice: the first is
a liberal principle that guarantees basic freedoms (freedom of expression,
freedom to take part in political activity, freedom of worship etc.) and the
second is the principle of minimising economic and social disparities as
much as possible for the benefit of the weakest and most disadvantaged
members of the community. The former principle seeks to safeguard
freedom (which should not in any way be infringed, except possibly in the
interests of freedom itself), while the latter aims to be based on the former
and not override it in any circumstances. Rawls gives ‘justice’ priority over
‘welfare’ or goodness, though they are both principles of justice in that they
represent fairness.
However, there is a ‘Theory of Justice Rawls’ and a ‘Post-Theory of
Justice Rawls’. His later position, as compared with his earlier one, may
be summarised as an abandonment of the construct of a comprehensive
rational ethical theory – in contrast to his aim when setting out the theory
of justice– in favour of a more modest vision that separated ethical theory
from political theory and endeavoured to distinguish the ethical view of
justice (that he had begun to abandon) from the political view (that he had
begun to embrace). Initially, he began to revise some of his universalist
ethical ideas and focused increasingly on the rationalism of modern Western
societies, to the point where he came to interpret rational choice of the
principles of justice in the ‘original position’ not as a ‘simple’ choice, but as
a choice in which the normative precepts of the community determine what
is regarded as ‘rational’. Furthermore, he began to gradually move away
from Kant’s absolutist universalism and the notion of the social contract,
and instead, to see his theory as if it were an attempt to resolve the problem
of ethical and religious pluralism in society; consequently he came to focus
on politics alone and not on universal principles, choices and philosophical
values. In the Introduction to his book Justice and Democracy he propounds
the questions as follows: ‘The basic issue is knowing if one should
understand the theory of justice as part of the universalist school, religious,
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philosophical or moral –which may be called the question of justice as
fairness – or whether we should see it as a political vision of justice that
shapes a democratic system.’1 The universalist view is precisely the one
he attributed to Habermas in his famous contest with him. However, his
new position was based on the idea that one ought not to defend the two
principles of justice – as fairness – on the grounds that they are compatible
with some moral situations that could be presumed to be universal, but
because they represent a broad political position. His ultimate goal was
to formulate a liberal political theory in which the focal point would be a
theory of justice that supports political institutions, which allow for ethical
and religious pluralism in a stable society2, the reason being that modern
democratic societies are pluralist societies in which there are universalist
ethical, religious and philosophical schools and sects. No single one of
these is embraced by the entire population, nor are they expected to do
so in the foreseeable future. Therefore the universal system for all this
pluralism is a liberal political system which assumes, for political reasons,
a plurality of universalist schools of thought that are not compatible
with each other, but are generally accepted as being a normal result of
people becoming actively engaged in free institutions under a democratic,
constitutional set-up3. A further assumption is that there should be at least
one rational universalist school that does not reject the basic elements of a
democratic system.
Of course, it is not always assumed that a democratic society
should only comprise rational schools of thought, indeed, it may have
schools that are irrational or even verging on lunacy. The new issue is to
identify how a stable, just democratic society of free and equal citizens
– though divided into mutually incompatible religious, philosophical
and ethical schools and sects – can continue to exist. Indeed, how can
these different schools coexist and support the political view on which
1 Rawls, John, Justice et Démocratie (Justice and Democracy), trans. from the English by C. Audard, P.
De Lara, F. Piron and A. Tchoudnowski, Nouveaux Horisons, Seuil, Paris, 1993, p7.
2

Kakathas, Chandran, entry : John Rawls, in Dictionnaire d›Ethique et de Philosophie Morale
(Dictionary of Ethics and Moral Philosophy), op., cit.

3 Rawls, John Justice et démocratie (Justice and Democracy), op., cit., p9.
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the constitutional democratic system is based? The answer is ‘Political
liberalism is capable of it.’

Paul Ricoeur: the Ethics of the Self
Paul Ricoeur rejects the ‘ethics’ of both Habermas and Rawls on the
grounds that in both cases they are of the ‘propriety’ variety. He sees two
trends in modern ethical thinking: ‘ethics of the good life’ and ‘ethics of the
normative precept’. The former is derived from Aristotle, who established
what is known as ‘teleological ethics’, ie. an ethical system that lays stress
on the good life because it produces tangibly positive results. The latter is
derived from Kant, who was more inclined to ‘propriety’ ethics, which laid
emphasis on ‘moral law’ as being valid in itself, regardless of the context in
which it was applied.
This dualism has re-emerged in modern times and has become
embodied in contemporary ethical philosophical trends. An examination
of them will reveal that Rawls’s ‘ethics’ (with their elements of social
contract and their opposition to anything of a teleological nature) are in
fact ‘propriety ethics’. Similarly, the ‘ethics of discourse’, propounded
by Habermas, are a reconstructed version of Kant’s ethics under a new
name – the ‘morality of intercommunication’ – transferring them from a
perception model to a linguistic one.
Furthermore, Paul Ricoeur disconnects the link between the ‘ethical
principle’ and the self (the ‘cogito’) and sees the precept as being of
necessity related to the self; at the same time, however, it contains
inconsistencies and elements of pluralism, in that the self is enabled to put
itself in the place of another, thereby making itself universal in reality, ie.
not universalist as per the Kantian ethical precept based on the ‘cogito’ but
with a ‘pluralistic universality’.
Ricoeur rejects both trends – the teleological and the ‘proprietybased’. In his view, neither of them is able to form the basis of a genuine
philosophy; even if he seems to give priority to the former over the latter,
he is not unaware of the risks of a collapse of teleological ethics, [just over
one line here I can make no sense of. Tr.]
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The book Oneself as Another marks the peak of Ricoeur’s ethical
philosophy1. It is a work that deals with what he calls the ‘ethics of the
human self’, in that it sees Man as a ‘person of ethical responsibility’. He
defines the ethical link as being first and foremost a ‘link with the other’.
He avoids two ‘far-out’ positions: the position of Husserl, who sees the
‘other’ as an analogous (or identical) representation of the self, ie. that the
‘other’ is you, but in your imagination (this may make it impossible for the
‘other’ to manifest itself, since it is a constituent element of the identity of
the self) and the position of Levinas who, while placing great emphasis on
the role of the ‘other’, regarded the ‘other’ as an ‘”enterprise’ that invites
me to become responsible for it.’ This meant that Levinas did not allow for
any interactive link to be seen between the self and the ‘other’.
Paul Ricoeur distinguishes between ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’. In his view
‘ethics’ deals with the domain in which a person seeks to live a full life
with and for others and in just ‘institutions’. In this sense ethics has three
dimensions: the ‘self’, the ‘other’ and the ‘institution’. ‘Morality’, on the
other hand, is concerned with criteria, obligations and restraints.
In Ricoeur’s view priority should be given to ‘ethics’ over ‘morality’.
However, it is not enough in itself; it must move on from there to morality,
since a moral constitution is indispensable. What is it that makes this
‘transition’ necessary? The answer is, violence. It is violence that compels
‘ethics’ to move on from the ‘opted for’ (ie. from what I have chosen for
myself) to the ‘commanding’ (ie. what the moral constitution commands
me to do), the ‘obligatory’ and the ‘forbidden’. This transition is the product
of morality; it is a transition from a positive desire (ie. what I choose and
hope for) to a negative constraint (ie. do not lie; do not kill). The reason for
this is that opportunity for violence is always present in the nature of human
action itself and is waiting for the suitable moment to break out. How could
it be otherwise when human action – in essence – is action towards the
‘other’, and every action produces a reaction, and a disproportionality
between action and reaction is likely to lead to a threat of violence at any
1

Ricoeur, Paul, Soi-même Comme un Autre (Oneself as Another), coll: Ordre philosophique, Paris:
Seuil, 1990.
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time? This violence is not only physical, though that is the most evident;
it may also involve overpowering the ‘other’ by force of will. As well as the
destruction of the ‘other’s’ body there is also the destruction of the ‘other’s’
self-respect1.
It is clear from the above that contemporary moral thought is a view
of human ‘action’ from the point of view of its precepts, principles and
consequences. However, it is more than just a view of reality. It is a view
which is shaped by the circumstances and conditions of modern society
and which takes into account the sensitivities of those thinkers – whose
ethical theories we have discussed – and their visions of the horizons of
that society within their disparate ethical theories.

1
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CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIC
POLITICAL THOUGHT
Towards institutionalising values and
reviving the relationship between
religion and politics
Abdul Halim Abu Lawz

T

he positive redeployment of ethical values and
their transformation into controlled, purposeful,
responsible political institutions poses a critical
challenge to modern Islamic political thought. This
study aims to examine the extent to which there is an
‘institutional dimension’ in modern Islamic political
thought, as well as the questions that arise with respect
to political substance, ethical content, the compatibility
between political and religious content and the putative
new relationship within this thought between religion
and politics.
This study takes the concept of constitution in its
classical sense, as defined by Montesquieu; according
to this, the constitution of a people – any people –
entails a group of individuals transforming their personal
desires, inclinations and instincts into a social situation
or state in which they recognise an authority outside
and beyond their own selfish interests and preferences.
In this sense the word ‘constitution’ encompasses one

Scholar from Morocco.
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of the most important criteria for belonging to the modern era, because a
constitution-based society is one that successfully transforms those of its
institutions that are based on personal, tribal, clan and family loyalties,
ie. relationships that lack an objective character, into relationships based
on the principle that all citizens are equal before a Basic Law that assigns
them rights and duties in their dealings with each other, as well as equal
rights to take part in the institutional organisation that governs them1.
A constitution under this definition has two distinct features – a legal
foundation to guarantee its stability and a sense among members of the
community that the state’s institutions are effective and actually work.
According to Maurice Hauriou, this second feature is probably the most
crucial in determining society’s institutions; this is borne out by the failure
of numerous attempts to change the prevailing system of vested interests
in various societies, since people tend to believe strongly that power-based
relationships have a certain legitimacy – and this is a factor that impedes
the creation of institutions that are outside, or in conflict with, those
relationships2.
Moreover, despite the fact that religion provides Islamic societies with
their value and belief systems, the inspiration and understanding that
Islamic thought derives from religious values has always been determined
by specific historical circumstances and according to the issues,
phenomena and concepts it is forced to deal with, as well as its contacts
and interaction with the outside world and within its own sphere3. However,
the distinctive feature of this thought, where its use of religious values
1 Boudon, R. and Bouricaud, F., A Critical Dictionary of Sociology, tr. Saleem Haddad, Al Mu’assasatu’l
Jami’iyah li’l Dirasat wa’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi’ (University Establishment for Studies, Publication and
Distribution), Beirut, 1986, p.479. Covering the French Revolution, as the herald of a new societal
project. Values and principles of institutional thought including the distinction between the interests
of kings and the interests of nation, separation of powers, breaking down the traditional social
pyramid and rebuilding it on the basis of efficiency, productivity, merit and equal opportunity …
Maliki, Mohammed, Constitutional Law and Political Institutions, Part 2, Contemporary Political
Systems, Dar Walili li’l Tiba’ah wa’l Nashr, Marrakech 1667, pp. 177-183.
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is concerned, is its lack of ‘institutional concepts’ and the fact that it is
content to understand it and apply it solely within its ethical and religious
context.
That is the crux of the issue tackled by this study, which deals with
a subject that may be considered a challenge to contemporary Islamic
political thought, ie. the positive redeployment of values, or their
transformation from mere ethical and discipline-based concepts into
political institutions with rules, aims and responsibilities that are both
accountable and subject to controls. Briefly, the question is to what extent
can the new approach to the subject along these lines be seen as a sign of
the emergence of an institutional dimension in Islamic political thought?
If those values are to be related to an institutional structure, does this
mean an abandonment of their ‘ethical baggage’? Or are those elements
retained while, at the same time, becoming infused with political content?
And what effect does this have on the new relationship established by
Islamic political thought between religion and politics?
To answer these questions we shall first endeavour to identify the
theoretical basis of the ideas that seek to establish a constitution founded
on religious values. Then we shall examine their implications.

1. From Reform to Restructuring
Although some present-day Islamic forces may be seen as an
extension of the ‘awakening’ trend, their aim has been to re-establish their
relationship with the concept of reform through a discourse dominated by a
tendency to reconcile the idea of reform with that of ‘awakening’ by bringing
together the basic elements of the two concepts – the radical expression
of ‘awakening’ (which seeks to establish an Islamic project based on the
Islamic nation’s own inner resources) and the reformist trend (which looks
to the West and combines basic Islamic principles with those elements of
modern thinking that it finds acceptable).
These approaches have revealed a major trend towards criticism of
the ideas contained in classical Islamic political thinking, which includes
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a frank recognition of the fact that Arab political heritage has rejected the
notions of emir, shura (traditional-style Islamic consultation) and other
concepts that are indicative of authority and the manner in which it is
exercised in the form of institutions designed to develop stable, organised
political practice and behaviour 1. These values have continued to be
religious concepts that promote moral discipline for Muslims, ie. they are
purely ethical (and discipline-oriented) in nature and apply equally to the
individual, society as a whole and the head of the state or community,
without making a distinction between the public and private spheres (which
is the cornerstone of the concept of politics in the modern world).
Looking at attitudes to Islamic thought from these two angles – the
ancient and the modern – we may be led to conclude that present-day
Islamic discourse seeks to restructure Islamic thought rather than reform
it. In its early stages the project makes an objective criticism of various
reform ideas that have emerged over the four generations of Islamists.
If the fourth generation of standard bearers of this project (Ghannouchi,
al Turabi, Tariq al Bishri, Salim al Awa, Radhwan al Sayyid) are an extension
of, and form a link with, all these earlier generations, then in that capacity
they are also responsible for revitalising and overcoming the negative
elements of the three previous generations. In general, these elements
could be summed up as being ‘thought of a Utopian nature. In expressing
Islamic ideas it was limited to the purely ethical and religious spheres and
had not been developed, that is, it had not moved on from the margins to
the heart of the cultural, social and political struggle, including the genuine
adoption of the concepts of pluralism, democracy and the right to differ2.’
In the first generation (Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn al Qayyim) these negative
elements consisted of ‘being limited to hasty interpretations of the era of
tashri’ (Islamic legislation), usually leading to a study of religious texts with
the aim of justifying the status quo rather than controlling or changing it.
This in turn led to the appearance of books on Sharia-oriented politics,
1 Roy, Olivier, Islam’s Political Experience, Dar al Saqi, Beirut, 1994, p. 22.
2
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which were totally unconnected with reality on the ground and resulted in
our present age being dominated by religious Sharia thinking. Consequently
there was no constitutional vision based on any view that might be at odds
with the ruling authority.1’
Similarly, the second generation (Mohammed Abduh and al Afghani)
has been criticised for the superficial way in which it reconciled Islamic
values with Western constitutional principles, using the terms khilafah
(caliphate), shura and ahl al hall wa’l ‘aqd (the people who choose and
bind, ie. the people with binding authority) merely in order to apply Islamic
terminology to modern concepts, leaving the ‘Utopian tendency’ as their
chief characteristic2.
The third generation (Sayyid Qutb, al Maududi), was notable for its
misunderstanding of the concept of ‘all-embracingness’, ie the idea that,
as an ‘all-embracing religion’ covering every sphere of life and existence,
Islam rejects gradual moves towards reform. Thanks to this view, the
absolutist tendency came to dominate Islamic discourse at the expense of
the relativist approach, so that issues were seen strictly and rigidly in terms
of ‘either … or …’ It also introduced a conspiracy-theory element into the
interpretation of events, ie. a view that everything that happened in the
world was designed to destroy the Islamists, whereas this was not actually
the case at all3.
Following this evaluation, a prominent thinker and supporter of
‘restructuring’ concluded that ‘the critically weak point in both ancient
and modern Islamic thinking is the incompatibility between means and
ends, which has given its theses a Utopian flavour. Hence it has found
itself incapable of effective action or of directing the course of history
… Consequently, major elements of the Islamic political system, such
as bay’ah (oath of allegiance to a leader), al amr bil ma’ruf wal nahy
1

Ghannouchi, Rached, Public Freedoms in the Islamic State, Centre for Arab Unity Studies, Beirut,
1995, p.150.

2 Ibid. p.150.
3

Ghannouchi, Rached, Comment on Religious Dialogue, working papers and discussions at a
seminar organised by the Centre for Arab Unity Studies, Beirut, 1989, p.291.
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‘anal munkar (commanding the good and forbidding the evil), shura etc.,
remained mere concepts which in many cases could only be applied in a
piecemeal, token manner.1’
To overcome these negative elements, present-day Islamic thinkers
have turned to the idea of restructuring the Islamic thought of the three
earlier generations. With regard to the classical approach, it was proposed
that awareness should be raised about the importance of an ‘institutional
representation’ of religious values in a way that would direct the attention
of general Islamic thinking towards the field of politics, particularly where
the state was concerned; this would enable an examination to be made of
the origins of the state, the nature of its institutions and the way in which
authority is organised within the state apparatus2. This, it is believed, would
add a methodological and procedural dimension to the field’s ethical and
teleological context.
Similarly, efforts at restructuring should continue using the ideas of
the reformers; the link with them should be reinforced, there should be a
moderate approach towards da’wa (calling people to Islam) and people
should be encouraged to become part of modern global civilisation. They
should be open to other cultural influences and prepared to be influenced
by – and have an impact upon – other civilisations; they should also try to
promote greater harmony and more mature attitudes by adopting Western
institutional and administrative organisational systems, while at the same
time taking a critical view of those aspects of them that are incompatible
with basic Islamic principles.
With regard to the sahwa (awakening) movement, it is proposed that
there should be greater awareness of the importance of giving priority to
1 Ghannouchi, Rached, op. cit., p.187.
2
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This can be clearly seen in the introduction, which deals with the question of the state and the
ruling authority from the perspective of Islamic thought. Contrary to modern Western thought, which
questions the integration of religion into social life and the state, Islamic thought asks questions
about the state’s need for religion, a position that uses religion as its starting point and examines
what the Islamic faith has to say about the state. The early Muslims did not regard politics as a
branch of knowledge that was separate from other Islamic sciences and disciplines. Instead, it was
discussed and debated as being in the same category as fiqh (doctrine/jurisprudence) and ‘ilm
al kalam (theology), ie. as a Sharia science.
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the ‘intellectual’ or ‘ideational’ factor and establishing an Islamic discourse
that is compatible with the changing circumstances and issues of the
present day. This involves reshaping ideas and concepts and revising the
approach to thinking and discussion, particularly with regard to questions
of state authority, governance and institutions, as well as political thought
and self-criticism, ie. the areas in which there are shortcomings in Islamic
thought.
We may thus conclude that present-day Islamic thought is becoming
increasingly aware of the crisis in its political thinking and of the need
to improve and develop it; this will involve moving on from the stage of
defending the ‘eternal truths’, which Islamic discourse imagines are under
attack from secularist trends and rejected by the nation state, to a new
stage in which it will be able to consider fresh political formulas that can
coexist with the new conditions; this in turn will mean coming up with a
theory of the state and authority that is both modern and compatible with
the specific circumstances to which it applies.
A theory of this kind requires a level of ijtihad (effort and interpretative
judgement) that goes beyond the mere adoption of the slogan ‘Al Islam
din wa dawlah’ (‘Islam is both religion and state’), a level of ijtihad that
draws a line under the traditional forms of the state such as khilafah,
while retaining the principles without which the Islamisation of the state
would be impossible. It must be receptive to the philosophy and systems of
modern political thinking that emerged after the birth of the nation state in
the West.
So what is the outcome of this new structure?

2. Institutionalising Religious Values and Restructuring the
Relationship between Islam and Politics
The fact is that today’s serious Islamic cultural and political thinkers
share their predecessors’ view that Islam, by its nature, does not accept
any separation between religion and the state, on the grounds that the
unbreakable link between them is an integral part of Islamic teaching and
not just a result of Islam’s political experience.
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However, although Islamic discourse in general is united on this point,
there is disagreement over the degree of harmony between these two
elements – religion and the state. In most cases the view is that they are
fused together, ie. that Islam is the state’s religion and the basis of the
state authority’s legitimacy, and that the state is an instrument for serving
the Sharia.
Contemporary thinkers, however, believe that the relationship has
begun to change. In place of a fusion between religion and the state, or
a complete separation between the two, we find that they would prefer to
restructure the religion/politics relationship, in view of the changing nature
of the concept of politics and the fact that they have discovered that there
are new dimensions in its relationship with the concept of religion.
Where the concept of politics is concerned, present-day Islamic
thinking has moved closer to the position from which it is understood in
modern thought, so that today it considers it from two angles:
1. From the point of view of motives, intentions and aims, politics can be
seen as religious action, since it consists of a set of means that are
used to achieve the major goals of the Islamic faith and fulfil its mission
of providing guidance for the individual, promoting social justice and
promoting the Message of Islam through jihad.
2. The second angle looks at politics from a realistic, practical and
empirical point of view. This sees politics more as a field in which there
are competing interests between individuals and groups.
The approach from both these two angles has led to a new definition of
politics. The first angle focuses on the essence and goals of politics, which
it sees as a means of fulfilling the aims of the faith within a political system,
while the second sees politics as an arena in which different interests battle
and compete for superiority; this means that any group wishing to enter the
fray must have programs capabilities and strategies that can enable it to
hold its own in the balance of power.
This shows that attempts to restructure the relationship between
religion and politics are caused by a desire on the part of Islamic discourse
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to introduce a ‘value element’ into politics in which religion is the ‘value
source’ that provides politics with its ethical principles. Politics can only
be given an ethical character, and a ‘value element’ can only be introduced
into it if religion imbues it with legitimacy, motivation and a goal, while a
separation between religion and politics empties the latter of its doctrinal,
spiritual and ethical content1.
After recognising that politics is a battlefield between competing
interests, Islamic discourse endeavours to ethicalise the battle ‘so that the
struggle for power is transformed from a mere contest for power, influence
and hegemony, or revolution, to a higher spiritual and moral level which
puts politics at the service of virtue.2’
It could be said that the problem in modern Islamic discourse is
that it is content merely to link Islam with politics without explaining
its vision of political action and the goals and legal framework of
politics. At the same time, the importance attached to politics in the
present day, whether as a means of regulating state authority or as a
battlefield between competing interests, means that politics (as a field of
either battle or harmony) is an established and independent element of
Islamic discourse, whereas previously it had been an incidental, fringe,
component of Islamic thought when compared with ethics as derived
from Holy Writ. It is true that politics is not independent insofar as it
derives its motivation and goals from religion, but its relationship with
religion is a complementary, balanced one in which religion’s extension
into politics imbues the latter with the qualities of care, protection and
guidance. Religion does not need to be directly involved with political
organisation and producing final solutions; it is more appropriate for it
to intervene in the political scene where it can help resolve disputes and
problems affecting the community3.

1

Ghannouchi, Rached, Islamic Thought in Tunisia, Dar al Qalam, Khartoum, first impression, 1992,
p.135.

2 Dialogue with Ghannouchi, al Raya newspaper, No. 29, 31st December 1996.
3 Ghaliyoun, Burhan, Critique of Politics and the State, Arab Establishment for Studies and Publication,
Beirut, second impression, 1993, p.193
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In this new context, Islamic discourse now speaks about the Islamic
faith as a source of individual and collective discipline that is an essential
element of the political system; if the state is the engine of state authority,
religion is its soul, and separating the soul from the body leads to grievous
consequences including the disintegration of society.
However, there are several major stages between connection and
separation, and this is the area with which present-day Islamic discourse
is concerned. It has now gone beyond stressing the obvious link between
religion and politics and has started to readjust the relationship between
them by taking religious values and using them with a new awareness
within the context of new developments in modern thought and political
organisation, infusing their ethical principles and disciplines with political
content and converting them into legal and institutional regulators of the
relationship between the state authority and the citizens and between the
state and society, and into guarantors of public freedoms.
Defining Islamic values in a way that enables the relationship between
religion and politics to be restructured is a major undertaking, which is still
in progress. It requires the combined efforts of all those who contribute
to Islamic discourse, particularly in view of the differences that exist over
the institutional aspects of those values and over scholars’ readiness to
criticise earlier Islamic ideas and theses on the subject.
The main focus of these efforts may be summed up as follows:
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–

To help promote coexistence and harmony between the different
political forces while taking a critical look at the historical Islamic
political experience in which the ruling power lived and thrived at
the expense of religion rather than serving and protecting it. This
meant that ‘Islamic’ applied to society’s identity and allegiance,
rather than its political principles and goals.

–

To take a critical look at Islamic political thought and classical
political theories which, through fear of social disorder and
disintegration, limited the role of the ruling authority to
implementing the Sharia and did not attempt to develop a direct
relationship between it, ie. the ruling authority, and the state.
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–

To make an objective assessment of the experiences of others,
particularly the European political experience, with the aim of
benefiting from developments in their political systems and
avoiding their mistakes.

–

To look at different ideologies and identify those with which it is
feasible to make alliances, even where there are differences in
religious beliefs and worldviews.

So, in endeavouring to revive religious values and restore the
relationship between religion and politics, one must come to terms with
several differing viewpoints. Islamic discourse must come to terms with
its legacy when re-evaluating its essence, while at the same time it must
remain in tune with its past when reviewing the history of its political
experience. It also needs to be reconciled with its own reality and deal with
it as it is.
If a project of this kind should succeed, it will not only represent a step
forward for Islamic discourse, it will also narrow the gap between it and
secular discourse. If the latter separates religion from politics and believes
that the latter has ethical principles and goals (ie. the public good) that
are independent of religion and subject to changing political checks and
balances, and if it sees that this separation is an essential step towards
rationalising political relationships and providing them with a proper
organisational and constitutional perspective, then the Islamic approach
should seek to adopt a similar approach. In doing so, it should not fall into
the error of separating religion from politics; instead, it should restructure
the relationship between them by maintaining an unbreakable link between
the religious and the political in a way that can safeguard freedoms by
institutionalising religious values in a way that will ensure that there are
strong, effective institutions to maintain the relationship between society
and the state.
Islamic discourse does not face the problem of merely reaffirming
the link between religion and politics, but rather of restructuring the
relationship between them by passing through the different reconciliation
stages we have referred to above.
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Looking at it from this angle, we can see that Islamic thought is
not in absolute and total conflict with secular thought. Rather, it is
complementary, by another route, to what secularism has sought to achieve
without a revolution. It is an attempt to establish a link between Islamic
fundamentalism and secularism by occupying the common space shared
by Islamism and secularism.
Also, looking at it from this angle, we can see that Islamic thought
has no objection to political modernism, in that the latter offers scope for
dialogue, criticism, and give and take. Although it (Islamic thought) may
be independent in relation to other fields within the Western experience,
it will not be independent of religion in the discourse that is the subject of
this study. Instead, it has become a separate field all of its own, since the
word ‘religious’ has been interpreted in a way that makes it, as an element
of modern politics, a kind of new way of understanding ‘religious values’.
The discourse, then, represents another way of political thinking without
separating politics from religion.
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POLITICAL FIQH
TRENDS – ISSUES – PROBLEMS
Hassan Abdullah Hassan

I

n 1924, the Islamic Caliphate fell at the hands of
Kemal Atatürk and a secular republic was declared in
Turkey, reflecting the principles and culture Atatürk
was brought up to adopt and replacing the Islamic
systems of government and every other aspect of life
with Western European models. From that day onwards,
the Islamic world came under the domination of what
became known as the secular nation state – states with
‘national identities’. The Islamic ummah (nation) found
itself at a loss, not knowing what to do next or how
to return to the Islamic system of government derived
from the Holy Qur’an, the Sunnah and other Islamic
sources of legislation, or how to establish a government,
which, in contrast to the secular governments, could be
described as Islamic.
Another, related question was how to promote a
broad political ideology capable of confronting the
secularist challenge and asserting the feasibility of
political Islam. Islamic politicians and intellectuals

Scholar from Egypt.
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endeavoured to answer this question, sometimes through collective
revolutionary action, at other times by seeking to develop the ideology the
ummah was hoping would enable it to restore the cultural and legislative
identity it had lost to the secular state.
The ummah has been waiting to see the results of this latter approach
– which may be termed ‘political fiqh (doctrine/jurisprudence)’ – for nearly
a century.
In this paper we intend to review the six main fields of political fiqh,
from its birth in the modern era until the present day, and to examine the
most significant issues that have attracted the attention of Islamic thinkers
during that period.

1. The Islamic Caliphate Trend
An early trend in the history of ‘political fiqh’ – the call for the
restoration of the Islamic Caliphate – was a response to two main factors:
firstly, the fall of the Islamic Caliphate at the hands of Kemal Atatürk and,
secondly, the rise in support for its abolition, the rejection of the idea that
the Caliphate is an Islamic obligation and the call for the secularisation of
the state.
Ali Abdul Razzāq was an early supporter of secularisation in his book
Al Islam wa Usūl al Hukm (Islam and the Basis of Goverment),1 1925, which
is in three parts. The first part deals with the Caliphate and its role in
Islam, including Caliphate rule and the Caliphate from the social angle;
the second part discusses the system of government during the time of
the Prophet, the Prophet’s mission and rule, and Islam as a mission, not
a system of government, and as a religion, not a state, while the third
part looks at religious unity and the Arabs, the Arab state and the Islamic
Caliphate. After examining these issues, the author concludes that the
Caliphate is not part of the scheme of things as envisioned by religion, nor
has it anything to do with the justice system, nor with any of the other
functions of government and the state. All those areas are purely political
1 Razzāq, Ali Abdul, Al Islam wa Usūl al Hukm (Islam and the Basis of Goverment), Dar al Hilal, Cairo, 2000.
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and religion has no role to play in them, just as it has no role to play in
military matters, urban construction etc., which are the domain of human
intelligence and expertise.
Another book, Al Khilafah wa Sultatu’l Ummah (The Caliphate and
the National Authority,1 by an unknown author, which appeared in 1923
and followed the same line of thinking, was translated from Turkish into
Arabic by Abdul Ghani Sunni. This book is in two parts with an introduction
and an epilogue. The first part comprises fiqh-oriented studies related
to the Caliphate, while the second part draws a distinction between the
Caliphate and the governing authority. The introduction aims to show that
the Caliphate is temporal and political and has almost no connection with
religion.
The idea of the secularisation of the state, ie. the separation of religion
from the state, was raised by Farah Anton (1874-1922) in his exposition of
the positivist view when he defended the need for politics to be independent
of religion and began to develop a political vision in which, supposedly
supported by the laws of history, absolute priority would be given to
temporal matters. This was the position of the positivist philosophy during
the nineteenth century2.
Farah Anton set out the case for the separation between the religious
and temporal authorities as follows3:
– That human thought should be freed from all restrictions for the
future benefit of mankind.
– That there should be absolute equality between all the people of
the nation, regardless of their religious sects and beliefs.

1

See a review of this book in: Hussein, Mohammed Mohammed, Al Ittijahat al Wataniyah fi’l Adabi’l
Mu’asir (National Trends in Contemporary Literature), Maktabat al Adab, Cairo, undated, p.64
onwards.

2 Latif, Kamal Abdul, ‘The Secularism of Farah Anton’, Manbar al Hiwar, Beirut, No. 38, Spring 1999,
p.115.
3

Anton, Farah, Ibn Rushd wa Falsafatuh (Ibn Rushd and His Philosophy), Dar al Tali’ah, Beirut, 1981,
pp.144-150.
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–

That it was not the business of the religious authority to interfere in
temporal matters, because religions were established to deal with
the next world, not this one.

–

That the ummah was weak and would continue to be so for as long
as it failed to separate its civil and religious authorities.

–

The impossibility of religious unity.1

Al Khilafah wa’l Imamah al ‘Udhma (The Caliphate and the Greater
Imamate), by Rashid Ridha (1865-1935)2, which appeared in 1922, heralded
the rise of the trend calling for the return of the Caliphate. In Part One
of the book he speaks of ‘the unity and plurality of the Caliph’ and the
‘unity of the Imamate and the unity of the Ummah’, and discusses ‘what
the Caliphate means to people’ and the ‘influence of the Imamate in
reforming the Islamic world’. He then goes on to link Muslim revival with
the revival of ijtihad (interpretative judgement) with regard to the Sharia,
and maintains that ‘abandonment of ijtihad was believed by some to be
due to the unsophisticated Bedouin lifestyle, or some similar factor, while
others ascribed it to Europeanisation and abandonment of the deen (faith).’
In Part Two, Rashid Ridha stresses the need for the Arabs and Turks
to cooperate in restoring the Caliphate and speaks of ‘the Caliphate being
based in the Hejaz’ and ‘the Caliphate being established in the Central
Region’. He attaches great importance to cooperation between the Arab
and Turkish peoples in establishing a true Islamic Caliphate. In Part Three,
he puts Muslims into three categories: the Europeanised party, the party
of ultraconservative fuqaha (jurists/scholars of doctrine) and the moderate
Islamic reformist party. He describes the first category as one that ‘does
not believe in the deen and champions the culture of the age of politics and
science.’ The second category, he says, would like their government to be
Islamic, but they are ‘incapable of devising military, financial and political
1

This view of Farah Anton’s, which was later propounded by all the secularists in the Arab and
Islamic nation, holds that Islam and Christianity are identical. Hence, all these ideas put forward by
the secularists are based on this mistaken belief, and they have failed to make an objective study
of Islam.

2 Hussein, op.cit., p.54 onwards.
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laws derived from traditional fiqh. Moreover, they are not prepared to apply
ijtihad mutlaq (unrestricted ijtihad) to all temporal actions, even if they are
authorised to do so by government command …’
Here the author regrets the end of the political ijtihad movement –
and indeed of ijtihad mutlaq, as he describes it – which has brought the
ummah to the state it is in at present. He therefore turns to ‘those who
understand’, whom he calls ‘the reformist party’. This group, he says,
‘combine an independent understanding of the fiqh of the deen with a
thorough understanding of Islamic Sharia rule and Islamic civilisation.’
The book points to a number of facts relating to fiqh with regard to
the state in Islam. It touches on two major questions in particular: what
the public think of the contradiction between religious rule and the
people’s right to legislation, and what some feel about the synonymity of
the two terms Caliphal and Papal, which contain connotations of religious
despotism.
Another book along similar lines, Al Nakir ‘ala Munkari’l Ni’mah mina’l
Deen wa’l Khilafah wa’l Ummah (Rejection of Those Who Reject the Blessings
of the Deen, the Caliphate and the Ummah), by Mustafa Sabri was published
in 1924.1* Its most significant feature was its response to two arguments
that opponents of the ‘Caliphate idea’ were trying desperately to sell to
the public at that time. One of these was about Sharia law and the other
was about the religious ‘ulama (scholars). The first argument went, ‘How
can a government be free and independent if it is restricted by the deen?’
The author’s reply was, ‘If we believe that the Islamic faith is a blessing
for Muslims in this world and the next, then freedom and independence
are perfectly compatible with the government being prohibited from
exceeding the hudud (limits) of the deen.’ Then he points out that ‘freedom’
means freedom for the ummah, freedom for governments; this prevents
governments from becoming despotic. Hence free peoples put restrictions
on their governments by means of laws.
The second argument was about obscurantism among the ‘ulama over
1 * See Hussein, op.cit., p.69 onwards.
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questions of fiqh. Here the author stresses that it is vital for the ‘ulama to
become involved in politics, noting, ‘As for the ‘ulama who cut themselves
off from politics, it is as if they are in collusion with all politicians – both
the upright ones and the oppressors.’
This was also the view of the martyred Imam Hasan al Banna (19061949), the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1347 AH (1928 A.D.), in
his ‘Message to the 5th Conference (1357 AH/1938 A.D.)’, which noted
that the Brotherhood believed the Caliphate was the symbol of Islamic
unity and reinforced the close ties between Islamic nations. It was also an
Islamic institution and Muslims had an obligation to commit themselves
to it; moreover, the Caliph was responsible for implementing the laws of
the deen of Allah.
So the Muslim Brotherhood place the Caliphate and its restoration
at the top of their agenda, though at the same time they believe that this
needs extensive planning and preparation, and that ‘a direct step to restore
the Caliphate must be preceded by a number of previous steps1.’
Under the title Nidham al Hukm (the System of Government)2 al Banna
spoke of the pillars of Islamic rule, the responsibility of the ruler, the unity
of the ummah, respect for the ummah’s opinion, and the attitude towards
contemporary systems of government.
In his political education program Imam Hasan al Banna proposed
five stages, at the end of which it would be possible to set up an Islamic
Caliphate. They begin with the Muslim individual, then the Muslim family,
then the Muslim people, then the Muslim government, then the Greater
Islamic Caliphate, which will reunite what has been fragmented by
imperialism3.
Generally speaking, this trend rejected the concept of the nation state
(which was devised by imperialism on the principles of ‘nationalism’ and
1

Al Banna, Hasan, fifth conference, Collected Letters of the Martyred Imam, Dar al Da’wah,
Alexandria, 1992, p.144.

2 Al Banna, Mushkilatna fi daw’i’l Nidhami’l Islami, ibid., p.315.
3 Al Banna, Risalah ila’l Shabab (Letter to Youth), ibid., p.177.
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‘patriotism’), as well as the concept of a secular state, which ‘Westernisers’
tried to import from Europe; this has given rise to conflict between the
Islamist and Western ideologies, which has begun to extend from the
political into the cultural and social spheres.

2. The Total Rejection of Secular Political Systems
This trend developed in the context of a set of social and ideological
circumstances, which led it to stand firmly against all worldly systems
and those who adopt them, and in favour of the faith and Sharia of Islam.
Mohammed Amarah calls this trend the ‘revolutionary rejectionist trend’,
which condemns present-day reality, heritage, modern society and the
ummah as being contrary to Islam. It refuses to work through the channels
and institutions set up by the ummah and regards all of them as tools
and supporters of the jahiliyyah (ignorance), which it believes holds sway
over these societies. This is the reasoning behind the revolutionary trend
adopted by this faction of the Islamic Awakening movement1.
There are several groups within this faction, but they all agree on this
assessment of Islam’s present-day reality and Islamic societies.2
When considering the ideology behind this trend, one should also take
into account the social circumstances in which it developed. Its supporters
cite a number of factors, in particular the fall of the Islamic Caliphate,
Communist attacks on Islamic ideology, the occupation of the Islamic Holy
1

Amarah, Mohammed, Al Tariq ila’l Yaqdha’l Islamiyah (The Road to Islamic Awakening), Dar al
Shurouq, Cairo, 1990, p.280.

2 See also Mohammed Amarah on this movement:
Al Sahwa’l Islamiyah wa’l Tahaddi’l Hadari (The Islamic Awakening and the Cultural Challenge),
Cairo, 1985.
Al Faridah al Gha’ibah … ‘Ard wa Hiwar wa Taqyim (The Absent Obligation … Review, Discussion and
Assessment), Cairo, 1982.
Writings against this movement include:
Al Hudaibi, Hasan, Du’at La Qudat (Preachers, not Judges), Dar al Tawzi’ wa’l Nashri’l Islamiyah,
Cairo, 1977.
Al Qaradawi, Yousuf Dhahirat al Ghuluw fi’l Takfir (Extremism in Accusing Others of Unbelief),
Maktabat Wahbah, Cairo, 1990.
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Places by the Jews, and the eradication of the Islamic Sharia in Muslim
states and its replacement by Western secularism.1
This trend can be clearly seen in the groups’ confrontation with the
‘positivist systems’; according to their political fiqh, it is vital to eradicate
al Munkar al Akbar (the Greatest Abomination) – that is, the secular ruler or
the government – so that al Ma’ruf al Akbar (the Greatest Virtue, ie. Divine
governance) – can prevail.
It should be noted that this trend has a tendency to pick and
choose from the works of some leading ‘ulama and thinkers, such as Ibn
Taymiyyah’s al Fatawa al Kubra (Greatest Fatwas), particularly the fatwas
on the Tatars, and al Shawkani’s book Fiqh al Jihad fi Subul al Salam (Fiqh
of Jihad in the Cause of Peace), as well as the ideas of Hizbut Tahrir and the
writings of al Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb, particularly his book Ma’alim fi’l
Tariq (Milestones).
This trend’s main contribution has been its studies on the state of
contemporary Islam. They include Risalat al Iman (Message of Faith) by
Salih Sariyah, Wathiqat al Khilafah (the Caliphate Document), by Shukri
Mustafa and al Faridat al Gha’ibah (the Absent Obligation) by Abdessalam
Faraj.2* The most critical and serious result of this ideological material has
been the appearance of the phenomenon of ‘political violence’ in Muslim
society, which at one time (over the last three decades of the twentieth
century) supporters of this trend regarded as jihad. Later, in the middle of
the final decade of the last century some of its leaders rejected this view
and published a fiqh opinion entitled Silsilat Tas-hih al Mafahim (Correction
of Concepts Series).3 The main concepts they intended to correct included
1

See Zayyat, Muntasir, Al Jama’at al Islamiyah … Ru’yah mina’l Dakhil (The Islamic Groups … an
Insider’s View), Al Hayat newspaper in five episodes, Al Hayat, London, Nos. 15260, 15261, 15262,
15263 and 15264, 10th-14th January 2005.

2 See these writings in detail in:
Ahmed, Rifa’at Sayyid, Tandhimat al Ghadab al Islami fi’l Sab’inat (Islamic Anger Organisations in
the Seventies), Maktabat Madbuli, Cairo, 1989.
3 There are over a hundred books in this series, including:
Mubadarat Inha’ al ‘Unf … Ru’yah Shar’iyah wa Nadhrah Waqi’iyah (Initiative to Bring an End to
=
Violence the Sharia Position and a Realistic View).
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jihad, shar’iyat al taghyir fi’l ijtihadat al fiqhiyah (the legitimacy of change in
fiqh ijtihad), takfir (accusing of unbelief), ghuluw (extremism) and hasbah
(accountability).
All the above factors represent an important step towards a distinctive
political fiqh that adherents of this trend can contribute to contemporary
political ijtihad.

3. Reconciling and Comparing the Islamic Political System
with Western Democracy
This trend has two aims: firstly, to define the Islamic political system
and, secondly, to use comparison in order to achieve that definition by
attempting to reconcile and demonstrate the points of similarity and
difference between it and the Western political system. This trend, which is
the converse of the trend that rejects the West in general and its political
system in particular, seeks to transform the idea of a ‘clash between Islamic
and Western ideologies’ into an ‘objective dialogue’.
This trend draws many of its ideas from Mohammed Abduh (18491905), who sought to amend Islam’s political concepts and transform them
from purely religious into religious-civil ideas. This can be clearly seen in
his book Al Islam bain al ‘Ilm wa’l Madaniyah (Islam between Science and
Civilisation1), 1960, where in Chapter 5, entitled Al Sultan fi’l Islam (the
Ruler in Islam), he makes the following points:
1. The Caliph or ruler is not infallible and does not hold a monopoly on
religious truth.
=

Hurmat al Ghuluw fi’l Deen wa Takfir al Muslimin (Extremism in religion and Accusing Muslims of
Unbelief).
Taslit al Adwaa’ ‘ala ma Waqa’a fi’l Jihad min Akhta’ (Casting Light on the Errors that have taken
Place in Jihad).
Al Nus-h wa’l Tabyin fi Tas-hih Mafahimi’l Muhtasibin (Correcting the Ideas of Those who Hold Others
to Account).
All these books were published by Maktabat al Turath al Islami, Cairo, 2002.
1

Abduh, Mohammed, Al Islam bain al ‘Ilm wa’l Madaniyah (Islam between Science and Civilisation),
Dar al Hilal, Kitab al Hilal 114, Cairo, 1960.
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2. It should be the ummah that installs the ruler and removes him if it
sees fit to do so.
3. Islam is not like the Church in the Middle Ages.
4. The Islamic political system can be reconciled with the Western system
by separating the religious authority from the civil authority.
Imam Mohammed Abduh’s book states that a Caliph is not infallible,
nor does he receive Divine inspiration, nor has he the exclusive right
to interpret the Book and the Sunnah. It is true that it is a condition he
should be a mujtahid (a person who practises ijtihad), but this does not
mean the deen gives him special powers to understand the Book and the
provisions of the Law, nor does it give him special status; rather, he is at
the same level as all other seekers of knowledge and understanding. The
Caliph should be obeyed as long as he follows the way of the Book and
the Sunnah, and Muslims, ie. the Muslim population, should keep a close
watch on him. If he strays from the Way, they should lead him back to it
and counsel him, with the advice: ‘No creature of Allah’s creation shall be
obeyed in disobeying the Creator.’ If he abandons the Book and the Sunnah
in his actions, they have a duty to replace him. The ummah has the right
to exercise authority over him and remove him when it sees his removal as
being in its interests, because he is a civil ruler from every point of view.
Muslims should not make the mistake of confusing the Caliph with what
the Europeans call a ‘theocrat’, ie. a Divine ruler; according to this view,
such a ruler is the sole recipient of the Law from God, he has the sole right
to promulgate legislation, he has the right to demand obedience from the
people, not an oath of allegiance, and a Believer has no right to disagree
with him if he is a Believer, even if he should think that he is an enemy of
God’s religion and even if he has personally seen him act in a way that is
incompatible with what he knows of God’s laws, because, whatever they
may be, the actions and words of the religious ruler are the religion and the
Law; that is how the Church authorities were in the Middle Ages.
In fact, the Church still claims the right to exercise this power in the
way described above. The separation of the religious authority from the civil
authority is a modern development that leaves the Church in charge of faith
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and such matters as fall within the scope of a person’s relationship with
his Lord; in those areas it is free to legislate and abrogate, monitor and
hold accountable, excommunicate and grant favours at will. Meanwhile,
the civil authority has the right to legislate on matters concerning dealings
between people and the maintenance of public order. In the Western view,
this separation serves the greater public interest.
Westerners attack Islam on the grounds that it ordains that the two
authorities – religious and temporal – should be exercised by a single
individual. They think the Muslim view is that the ruler is ‘in charge’ of the
deen, that he legislates and implements its rulings and provisions, and that
the Faith is a tool in his hands, which he manipulates in order to dominate
his subjects’ hearts and minds. They infer from this that a Muslim is a
slave of his ruler, that the religious ruler is an enemy of knowledge and an
upholder of ignorance, and that the Islamic religion is incapable of tolerating
science and knowledge as long as one of its fundamental principles is that
the establishment of this form of rule is a religious obligation.
You can see that this is all nonsense and a complete misunderstanding
of a fundamental Islamic principle, since you are aware of the fact that the
only religious authority in Islam is the authority of al maw’idha’l hasanah
(beautiful exhortation), with its appeal to do good while discouraging
evil deeds. This is the authority Allah has bestowed on the lowest of the
Muslims, who can use it to chasten the highest of them, just as He has
bestowed it upon the highest of the Muslims so that they can receive
admonition from the lowest of them1.
Among contemporary views that believe there should be a closer
relationship between the Islamic and democratic political systems is a
work by Mohammed Abdul Jabbar entitled Al Islam wa’l Dimoqratiyah
fi Ma’rakati’l Bina’I’ Hadari (Islam and Democracy in the Battle to Build
Civilisation2). In this study the author endeavours to highlight a number of
1 Abduh, ibid., pp.124, 126.
2

Jabbar, Mohammed Abdul, ‘Islam and Democracy in the Battle to Build Civilisation’, in Razzāq,
Abdul ‘Eid and Jabbar, Mohammed Abdul, Al Dimoqratiyah bain al ‘Ilmaniyah wa’l Islam (Democracy
between Secularism and Islam), Dar al Fikr al Mu’asir, Beirut, 1999, p.93.
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points of similarity between Islam (as a political ideology) and democracy,
which gives priority to freedom and institutions. These points include:
1. Endorsement of the Muslim concept of freedom as an innate human
structural quality rather than a gift or favour that has been acquired.
2. The ‘Qur’anic message’ includes the concepts of pluralism,
institutionalism and the rotation of authority.
3. The ‘Qur’anic message’ includes provisions for public rights and
freedoms.
Under the heading ‘Adapting Democratic Mechanisms to the Islamic
Cultural Climate’1, he also mentions a number of points in support of his
view that Islam is not incompatible with democracy. They include:
1. The concept of adapting democracy to suit the Islamic cultural climate.
2. Islam’s position vis-à-vis non-Islamic ‘cultural products’.
3. The need to distinguish between Sharia judgements and the
mechanisms for implementing them.
He also describes the obstacles to the process of adaptation, such as
the sectarian nature of democracy, as well as the Sharia, Divine government
and the government of the people, and the conditions for secularism and
democratic capitalism.
Jawdat Said makes the concept of democracy synonymous with rushd
(reason/right guidance/maturity). Under the title Al Ummah al Islamiyah
bain al Rushd wa’l Ghayy (The Islamic Ummah between Rushd and Error)2,
he writes that political democracy represents a return to rushd; that is to
say, the ruler does not come to power by force, nor does he depart by force.
This study also covers such topics as ‘Islam and the Other’, ‘Ijtihad in
Islam’, ‘Why the Fear of Democracy?’, ‘Islam and Democracy’, ‘The concept
of rushd’, ‘Democratic Powerlessness’, and ‘Democracy and Rushd’.
1 Jabbar, ‘Adapting Democratic Mechanisms in the Islamic Cultural Climate’, ibid., p.154.
2
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Said, Jawdat ‘The Islamic Ummha between Rushd and Error’, in Said, Jawdat and Alwani, Abdul
Wahid, Al Islam wa’l Gharb wa’l Dimoqratiyah (Islam, the West and Democracy), Dar al Fikr al
Mu’asir, Beirut, 1996, p.97.
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Under the title ‘Nawat al Shura wa’l Dimoqratiyah; Ru’ya Mafahimiyah’
(‘The Nucleus of Shura and Democracy; a Conceptual View’)1, Sayyid Umar
states that shura and democracy are both political mechanisms that can be
operated in a large number of ways. They are subject to value systems, but
in themselves they are no more than human attempts to achieve harmony
and agreement at every social level and within the context of the state.
He then refers to the points of similarity between them in what he calls
‘political participation’. Of these, the main ones are:
–

Decentralisation of power

–

Delegation of authority

–

Monitoring of the ruling authority

–

Rotation of the ruling authority

The Centre for the Study of Islam and Democracy2 held its first annual
conference to discuss common topics shared by Islam and democracy and
came up with a number of proposals in response to questions such as:
–

Can shura institutions be developed in contemporary Islamic
society?

–

Is there a conflict between Islamic values and ideas and popular
participation in political life?

The papers presented at the conference also discussed several
important theoretical and practical questions such as ‘Divine Governance
Versus People’s Governance’, ‘Shura and Democracy’, ‘Democracy in the
Light of Islamic Sources’ and ‘Political Reform in Iran’.
Sufi Abu Talib 3 makes an objective comparison between Western
democracy and Islamic shura and points to several points of similarity
1

Umar, Sayyid, ‘The Nucleus of Shura and Democracy; a Conceptual View’, Al Muslim al Mu’asir,
23rd year, No. 91, April 1999, Cairo, p.133.

2

Safi, Lu’ayy, report on the first annual conference of the Centre for the Study of Islam and
Democracy, Georgetown University, Washington, April 2000, Islamiyat al Ma’rifah (The Islamisation
of Knowledge), sixth year, No. 21, 2000, P. 181.

3

Talib, Sufi Abu, ‘Party-political Pluralism in Islamic Thought’, al Manar al Jadid, No. 6, Cairo, April
1999, p.6.
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including equality and national sovereignty, the social contract between the
state and the individual, the choice of ruler and his responsibility before the
people, and the concept of niyabah (deputyship/representation/mandate).
The main areas of difference include (1) limited pluralism in the Islamic
system, and (2) the aims of democracy and shura; the former has a temporal
goal, while the latter has a goal that is both religious and temporal.

4. Invoking Islamic Political Heritage
This trend attempts to summon up Islam’s political heritage with the
aim of proving that it exists at the theoretical and philosophical level, or
even at higher levels than that. Studies include Al Nadhariyat al Siyasiyah
al Islamiyah (Islamic Political Theories)1 by Mohammed Diya al Deen al
Ris, in which the author seeks to put the main Islamic political theories
into their historical context by analysing and explaining the views of the
main Islamic groups, including the Sunnis, the Shia, the Khawarij and the
Mu’tazilah. The book contains chapter headings such as ‘The Formation of
the Islamic State’, ‘The Origins of Islamic Theories’, ‘the Imamate: What is
it?’, ‘Islam and the Necessity for Governance’, ‘The Political Contract and
Related Issues’, ‘The State – Conditions and Obligations’, and ‘Between the
Ummah and the Ruler’.
Nivin Abdul Khaliq focuses on another political dimension in
Al Mu’aradhah fi’l Fikr al Siyasi al Islami (Opposition in Islamic Political
Thought)2 and reviews the concept of opposition from both the semantic
and legal angles. She compares the concepts of opposition in Islam and
democracy, then goes on to speak about the ‘roots of Sharia and the origins
of opposition’ and ‘opposition – between shura and al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l
nahiy ‘ani’l munkar (commanding the good and forbidding the evil)’. She
then examines the main opposition schools in Islamic thought, which she
lists as the Khawarij, the Shia, the Mu’tazilah and Abu Hanifah. [?????Is
Abu Hanifah correct here? Not Ahmed Ibn Hanbal? Tr.]
1

Al Ris, Mohammed Diya al Deen Al Nadhariyat al Siyasiyah al Islamiyah (Islamic Political Theories),
Dar al Ma’aref, Cairo, 1967.

2 Khaliq, Nivin Abdul, Al Mu’aradhah fi’l Fikr al Siyasi al Islami (Opposition in Islamic Political Thought),
Maktabat al Malik Faisal, Cairo, 1985.
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Hamid Abdul Majid has produced two philosophical/theoretical
studies. The first, entitled Theory of Political Power: An Analytical Study of
Abu’l Hasan al Marudi’s Book, Tashil al Nadhar wa Ta’jil al Dhafar fi Akhlaq
al Malik wa Siyasat al Mulk (The Sovereign’s Ethics and the Policy of State)’,1
2
* is an attempt to explain al Marudi’s vision of the origins, nature, aims,
development and shortcomings of political power. The author also takes
a philosophical look at Islamic political heritage, including the ideological
and cultural context of politics and how to interpret political events at
different levels. The analytical study examines the establishment, nature,
functions, roles, shortcomings and collapse of political power.
The second study, by the same author, entitled Al Wadhifah al ‘Aqidiyah
li’l Dawlati’l Islamiyah … Dirasah Manhajiyah fi’l Nadhariyah al Siyasiyah al
Islamiyah (The Creedal Function of the Islamic State … a Methodological
Study of Islamic Political Theory),3 arrives at several significant conclusions,
including:
1. That a study of the creedal function of the Islamic state can fill the
gaps in contemporary political theory vis-à-vis the human aspects of
the theory of the state’s functions.
2. That a study of the creedal functions of the state (in an Islamic context)
will contribute to an understanding of the political history of the Islamic
state.

1 Majid, Hamid Abdul, ‘Theory of Political Power: An Analytical Study of Abu’l Hasan al Marudi’s Book
– Tashil al Nadhar wa Ta’jil al al Dhafar fi Akhlaq al Malik wa Siyasat al Mulk (The Sovereign’s Ethics
and the Policy of State)’, Al Muslim al Mu’asir, 25th year, No. 97, September 2000.
2

* Al Marudi’s writings may be regarded as an early contribution to Islam’s political heritage. See,
for example:
bin Said, Said Al Fiqh wa’l Siyasah:Dirasah fi’l Tafkiri’l Siyasi ‘inda’l Marudi (Fiqh and Politics: A
study of al Marudi’s Political Thought), Dar Toubqal, Casablanca, 1989.
al Baghdadi, Ahmed Mubarak, Al Fikr al Siyasi ‘ind Abi’l Hasan al Marudi (Abul Hasan al Marudi’s
Political Thought), Mu’assasat al Shiraa’ li’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi’, Beirut, 1983.
Basyouni, Salah, Al Fikr al Siyasi ‘ind al Marudi (Al Marudi’s Political Thought), Dar al Thaqafah li’l
Nashr wa’l Tawzi’, Cairo, 1983.

3

Majid, Hamid Abdul, Al Wadhifah al ‘Aqidiyah li’l Dawlati’l Islamiyah … Dirasah Manhajiyah fi’l
Nadhariyah al Siyasiyah al Islamiyah (The Creedal Function of the Islamic State … a Methodological
Study of Islamic Political Theory), Dar al Tawzi’ wa’l Nashr al Islamiyah, Cairo, 1993.
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3. This study also offers a model of knowledge derived from Divine
Revelation, which will help lead to an understanding of the concept of
the state, its origins and its development.
With regard to the institutional aspect of the Islamic political system,1
a study by Nahid Arnous, focuses on the ideological foundations of the
concept of institutions in Islam. In her second chapter the author speaks
of the institutional dimensions of Islam, while the third chapter deals with
the different types of institutions in Islamic political thought and analyses a
number of political institutions, the rules governing their functions, and the
conditions, duties, responsibilities and work procedures of their employees.

5. Investigating Rights; Human Rights – the Rights of Ahl
Al Dhimmah (Non-Muslims in an Islamic State)
One contemporary area covered by political fiqh is the question of
human rights in Islam, including the rights of ahl al dhimmah (non-Muslims
in a Muslim state) and the position of the present-day Islamic state on
the traditional view of them in matters such as ’ahd al aman (pledge of
security) and the jizyah (tax on non-Muslims in an Islamic state).
Where human rights are concerned, there have been several studies
on the importance attached by the Islamic Sharia to basic principles such
as freedom, equality and justice. In fact Mohammed Amarah sees these as
necessities, not rights2, while al Zuhayli demonstrates that there is a strong
relationship between the goals of the Sharia and those rights3. Al Bitani
refers to the active promotion of human rights in the Islamic political
system4, while other studies point to the universality of human rights in
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1

Arnous, Nahid Mahmoud, Al Mu’assasah fi’l Nidham al Islami: Risalat Majister (The Institution in
the Islamic System: Master’s degree Thesis), Cairo University, Faculty of Economics and Political
Sciences, 1993.

2

Amarah, Mohammed, Al Islam wa Huquq al Insan, Dururat, La Huquq (Islam and Human Rights,
Necessities, not Rights), Alam al Ma’rifah, Kuwait, No. 89, May 1985.

3

Al Zuhayli, Mohammed and others, Huquq al Insan Mihwar Maqasid al Shari’ah (Human Rights are
Pivotal to the Aims of the Sharia), Kitab al Ummah, Qatar, No. 87, April 2002.

4

Al Bitani, Munir Hamid Huquq al Insan bain al Shari’ah wa’l Qanun (Human Rights between the
Sharia and the Law), Kitab al Ummah, Qatar, No. 88, May 2002.
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Islam compared with their restricted nature in the Western context. This
can be clearly seen in the Islamic Declaration of Human Rights1, and also
in comparative studies between human rights in Islam and human rights in
the West2.
The most serious subject tackled by this trend is the question of the
rights of ahl al dhimmah in the Islamic community. One new element here
is a radical new approach that considers it essential to do away with the
expression ‘ahl al dhimmah’ altogether and replace it with a new concept,
that of ‘muwatanah’ (citizenship); the majority view on this subject maintains
that ‘as our societies now include all citizens, regardless of their religions,
and as the state exists on the basis of muwatanah, these two factors preclude
any continued need for the concept of ahl al dhimmah, and even the use of
the term itself, since the basis is equality between all citizens.3’4.

6. Political Ijtihad
Political fiqh has faced a ‘knowledge crisis’ ever since the fall
of the Caliphate in 1924 and right up to the present day, which has
been exacerbated by a number of changes that have taken place in the
contemporary political arena.
Some aspects of this crisis are due to political fiqh’s inability to
respond ideologically to the questions put before it – or imposed upon it.
These cover a number of areas, including freedoms, democracy, pluralism
and institutionalism.
1

Al Ghazali, Mohammed Huquq al Insan baina Ta’alim al Islam wa I’lan al Umam al Muttahidah
(Human Rights between the Teachings of Islam and the UN Declaration), Dar al Da’wah, Alexandria,
1993. See also Al I’lan al Islami li Huquq al Insan (The Islamic Declaration of Human Rights), ed.
Mohammed Salim al Awa, Dar Nahdat Misr, Al Tanwir al Islami Series No. 50, Cairo, 2000.

2

Uthman, Mohammed Fathi, Huquq al Insan bain al Shari’ah al Islamiyah wa’l Fikr al Qanuni al
Gharbi (Human Rights between the Islamic Sharia and Western Legal Thinking), Dar al Shurouq,
Cairo, 1982.

3

Al Mutawakkil, Mohammed Abdul Khaliq, ‘Islam and Human Rights’ in Huquq al Insan al Arabi
(Arab Human Rights), Centre for Arab Unity Studies, Beirut, 1999, P. 109.

4 See also Howaidi, Fahmi, Muwatinun La Dhimmiyun (Citizens, Not Dhimmis), Dar al Shurouq, 2005,
and al Awa, Mohammed Salim, ‘The Relationship between Muslims and the People of the Book’ in
Al Muslim al Mu’asir (Modern Muslim), 22nd year, No. 85, October 1997.
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Political fiqh has endeavoured to answer these questions, but the
answers have taken the form of individual ijtihad and have tended to be
incomplete. A glance at some of those attempts reveals that they have
generally been defensive or reactive. At times this has been necessary,
but it may also indicate the lack of a convincing Islamic political ijtihad
strategy capable of setting goals, plans, programs and priorities.
From this trend we may summarise some of the main contemporary
political issues dealt with on the basis of individual ijtihad as:
1. Freedoms: A study by Rached Ghannouchi entitled Al Hurriyat
al ‘Aamah fi’l Dawla’l Islamiyah (Public Freedoms in the Islamic State)1
discusses the subject of freedom and raises a number of basic questions,
including: Does the concept of human rights exist in Islam? Does the
concept of the state exist in Islam? What is the relationship between it and
the concepts of the state in modern Western culture? What are the main
political dimensions of shura? What guarantees of freedom are there in
Islam?2
2. Institutionalism: One of the main issues in contemporary Islamic
political thought is what is known as ‘institutionalism’ or ‘an institutionbased state’. Political fiqh has a fundamental role to play here, particularly
in producing a vision of the institutions of the Islamic state that it hopes
to establish. In this connection, Jamal Atiyah has produced a general
overview of the main institutions of a modern Islamic state and has offered
a detailed picture of the nature and functions of those institutions, which
include:3
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Ghannouchi, Rached, Al Hurriyat al ‘Aamah fi’l Dawla’l Islamiyah (Public Freedoms in the Islamic
State), Centre for Arab Unity Studies, Beirut, 1993.

2

See also Arnous, Nahid, op.cit., and Jad, Abdullah, ‘The Institution in Islam’ in Aref, Nasr (Tahrir),
Qadaya Ishkaliyah fi’l Fikr al Islami al Mu’asir (Problems in Islamic Contemporary Thought),
International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1997.

3

See details of these institutes’ discussions on their practical applications, including Atiyah, Jamal,
‘Towards an Institutional View of the Islamic State’ in Al Muslim al Mu’asir (Modern Muslim), 26th
year, No. 104, June 2002, and by the same author, ‘Justice and al Amr bi’l Ma’ruf wa’l Nahi ‘ani’l
Munkar Institutions’ in Al Muslim al Mu’asir (Modern Muslim), 27th year, No. 105, September 2002,
and by the same author, ‘Jihad and Missionary Institutions in the Islamic State’, in Al Muslim al
Mu’asir (Modern Muslim), 27th year, No. 107, March 2003.
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–

An ijtihad institution.

–

Shura institutions.

–

Justice institutions.

–

Amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar institutions.

–

A zakat institution.

–

A building development institution, and, finally,

–

An Islamic Caliphate institution.

3. Pluralism: Political fiqh offers a wide-ranging definition of pluralism
based on the Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet (PBUH), and it
draws examples of political pluralism from Islamic history, particularly
the time of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs. Contributions in this field include
a study by Mohammed Amarah entitled Al Ta’addudiyah … al Ru’yah al
Islamiyah wa’l Tahaddiyat al Gharbiyah (Pluralism …the Islamic Vision and
Western Challenges),1 as well as Nivin Abdul Khaliq’s Al Ta’addudiyah wa’l
Ikhtilaf (Pluralism and Differences of Opinion)2 and Al Ab’ad al Siyasiyah
li Mafhumi’l Ta’addudiyah (The Political Dimensions of the Concept of
Pluralism)3. The second of these studies deals with such questions as ‘The
Islamic Alternative and its Position on Pluralism’ and ‘Partisan Views on
the Islamic Alternative Position on Pluralism.’
4. Government and the ruler in the Islamic state: The most important
issue faced by political ijtihad is the nature of government and the ruler in
Islam. Should it be a religious government or adopt the Western civil model
or a church theocratic system? There is consensus that this should not be
the case and that the government, or state, in Islam should be ‘Islamic’,
ie. that it should combine the best of this world and the next and shun
any form of despotism or oppression. This point is made clearly by Ahmed
Shawqi al Fanjari in his book Kayfa Nahkum bi’l Islam fi Dawlah ‘Asriyah?
1

Amarah, Mohammed, Al Ta’addudiyah … al Ru’yah al Islamiyah wa’l Tahaddiyat al Gharbiyah
(Pluralism … the Islamic Vision and Western Challenges), Dar Nahdat Misr, Cairo, 1997.

2 Khaliq, Nivin Abdul, ‘Pluralism and Differences of Opinion’ in Al Muslim al Mu’asir (Modern Muslim),
19th year, Nos. 75 and 76, July 1995.
3

Khaliq, Nivin Abdul, ‘The Political Dimensions of the Concept of Pluralism’ in Al Muslim al Mu’asir
(Modern Muslim), 20th year, No. 77, October 1995.
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(How Can We Rule by Islam in a Modern State?)1 This study covers a range
of topics such as ‘Why should One Rule by Islam?’ ‘What do the Muslims
of today understand by the expression “Rule by Islam”?’, ‘How can we
achieve Islamic rule in the modern age?’, Islam and Opposition’, ‘Islam and
Political Parties’, ‘Minorities in an Islamic State’, ‘The Islamic constitution’,
‘Public and Political Freedoms’, ‘Safeguards of Freedom’ and ‘The Principle
of Shura in the Twentieth Century’.
A study by Laith Zaidan entitled Masa’alat al Hukkam fi’l Islam (The
Accountability of Rulers in Islam)2 deals with several important points
before concluding that ‘monitoring the ruler’ is an Islamic obligation. The
introductory chapter – ‘The Authority and Renewal of Islamic Thought’ –
explains the causes of ‘the Muslim crisis’, and ‘being detached from reality’.
Chapter One speaks of the principle of ruler accountability in Islam and
discusses the nature and aims of Islamic government, the obligation for
rulers to be accountable to the ummah, the contract of allegiance, and the
ummah’s right to shura, al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar and the
principle of counsel. Chapter Two examines the notion of the accountability
of rulers in Islam and the sovereignty of the people and deals with
such topics as custodianship on behalf of the ummah, the community’s
responsibility, freedom, equality, resisting injustice and oppression, equality
before the Law, and Divine governance and the sovereignty of the people.

1

Al Fanjari, Ahmed Shawqi, Kayfa Nahkum bi’l Islam fi Dawlah ‘Asriyah? (How Can We Rule by Islam
in a Modern State?), Al Hay’ah al ‘Aamah li’l Kitab, Cairo, 1990.

2 Zaidan, Laith, Masa’alat al Hukkam fi’l Islam (The Accountability of Rulers in Islam), Al Watan, online
daily newspaper, alwatanvoice.com, 30th December 2005.
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