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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.
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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.
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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
68

RELIGION AND POLITICS IN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

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
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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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