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IDENTITY, AFFILIATION
AND RELATIONS
BETWEEN NATIONS
Abdulrahman al-Sālimi

Invite (all) to the way of thy Lord with wisdom and
beautiful preaching; and argue with them in ways
that are best and most gracious.
The Holy Qur'an, An-Nahl – 125.

T

he religious revival in the second half of the
twentieth century generated lively debates
between scholars and intellectuals similar to
those that occurred during the upsurge of nationalism
around the world in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. In both cases the focus of the debates was
on two main points: Firstly, the essential nature of
identity and affiliation, or “belonging”, including which
of the two affiliations – national or religious – is closer
to human nature and has the greatest impact on man’s
private and public behaviour and thinking. Secondly,
how national affiliation and religion affect relations
between peoples and nations.
5

Editorial

Here we should note that the growth of nationalism was quick to gain
recognition in Europe and the Americas, then in Asia and Africa. States
were created; then a new international system was developed in response
to the new situation. Despite this, however, national or religion-based
conflicts between peoples and nations continued to escalate into world
wars as well as numerous local wars and clashes, some of which are still
going on today. On the other hand, while the rise in religion has changed
people’s mindsets and behaviour, it has not led to significant changes at
the global level - with the exception of the struggle between the United
States and al Qa’eda, which is familiar to us all, and the current talk in
Europe about the difficulty of getting Muslims to integrate into the new
societies to which they have emigrated.
This has led scholars to suggest that nationalism is a fundamental
factor in producing political change in all nations as well as in determining
relations between different countries, while the new religious trend leads to
changes in thinking and behaviour which do not necessarily have any
impact on general political developments. (However, this view may see
Islam as an exception in view of its revival in recent decades).
What does this all really mean? It means that religion is more deeply
ingrained in man and his inner motivations - that is, it is a more integral
part of his culture – while nationalism has more of an impact on his
external attitudes – i.e. it has more of an effect upon relations between
nations and peoples. When we say this, we do not mean that nationalism
does not influence private behaviour; nor do we mean that religion has no
effect upon public attitudes.
The Holy Qur’an tells us that the din (True Faith) is closest to fitrah
(natural disposition) or human nature: “Allah’s fitrah upon which He made
mankind; (let there be) no change in the work wrought by Allah: that is the
True Faith”.
“Fitrah” means “natural character” and refers to man’s innermost and
deepest motives, so that adherence to a particular religious faith will
produce an ethical or value system that governs a person’s behaviour and
the way in which he interacts with his immediate surroundings and, from
6
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there, determines the influence he will have on the wider world. As the
“wider world” referred to here comprises a broad range of intersecting,
interwoven and overlapping factors, and since religious persuasion is the
main factor affecting personal behaviour, this means that religion is one of
the factors that has an impact upon the “wider world”.
The Holy Qur’an draws our attention to this in Surat al Rum, which
begins by talking about the Romans (not the Christians), because the
subject under discussion was not religion or faith, but the conflict between
the Romans and the Persians, or Iranians, during the early decades of the
seventh century CE. That struggle, as we all know, comprised some
religious elements (the Persians took the Cross from Jerusalem to their
capital, al Mada’in), but it was essentially a political and strategic clash
between two great nations and states. And when the Islamic conquests
took place during the seventh century CE, the Romans and Persians
continued to talk about the conflict with the Arabs, not a conflict with
Islam, despite the fact that people who wrote about the conquests –
whether they were Muslims or from other nations – saw the new Islamic
religion as one of the main reasons why those conquests were successful.
Taking this into account, let us now return to the discussion on identity
and affiliation and see how they have affected relations between nations in
modern times. At the same time, let us also consider the way in which
religious identities and national affiliations interpenetrate and intersect (or
at least appear to do so). These phenomena have led some writers (such as
Samuel Huntington) to talk about a “Clash of Civilizations”, rather than a
series of conflicts that have occurred for nationalistic, ideological and
strategic reasons and because of the resurgence that has taken place all
religious faiths, particularly Protestantism and Islam.
Some people have let themselves be carried away by Huntington’s
thesis and maintain that cultural/religious transformation or upheaval are
the most significant factors. However, the reality is that relations between
nations – whether good or bad – have always been determined by national,
political or economic factors rather than religion, while the role of religion
in conflict has been confined to small groups of people and inspired by
certain very specific circumstances.
7
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The violent conflicts of the past three decades have wrought major
changes in the world following the end of the Cold War and the appearance
of new alignments which have yet to become stabilised. This situation, as I
have already pointed out, has led many people to take a new look at
religious and cultural questions and reconsider their impact on conflicts.
However the truth is that the only relevant factors in the changes that have
taken place in the world have generally been strategic ones. Religious,
ethical and cultural factors will have a part to play in present or future
alignments of forces, but not in conflicts, whether past, present or future.
Religious and cultural changes, or changes in values, are not produced by
military, economic or strategic means. Instead, they operate on a long-term
time-scale and belong to the realms of Weltanschauung and civilization
building.
This issue of Al Tasamoh aims to look at the changes that have taken
place and the part played by religions and cultures in bringing those
changes about. In doing so, we shall examine the role of identity and
affiliation in relations between states and nations.
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THE UMMAH (NATION)
IN ARAB NATIONALIST
DISCOURSE
A CRITIQUE OF SATI’ AL HUSRI’S
THESES
Abdallah Balqazeez

D

uring the second and third decades of the
twentieth centur y the concept of Arab
nationalism was transformed from an emotional
idea that ignited the feelings of those who were fed up
with the Ottomans, particularly their “Turkification”
policies, to a political ideology embraced by an elite
who saw the notion of ‘Urooba (Arabdom) as an ideal
tool for mobilising a public bitterly resentful of the
policies of the colonial powers in the Arab countries.
This tool, in their view, would also provide a vision of the
future that could unify an Ummah (Nation) torn apart by
divisions and occupation.
Two major events that occurred in the second half
of the second decade, when the First World War was at
its height, awakened the Arab consciousness and the
wider Arab public to the downside of separating the Arab
Nation from the Ottoman Empire. As a background to
this, the Ottoman Empire, which had been undergoing a
revival since the latter period of Sultan Abdul Hamid II’s

Scholar and writer from Morocco.
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reign, had been still further invigorated after the “Union and Progress
Party” came to power in Turkey and the Empire’s Turanianism and
“Turkification” policies went into decline.
The first of those two events was the failure of what was known as the
“Arab Revolution” in its endeavours to create an Arab national entity. The
second was the Sykes-Picot Agreement (under which the Arab East was
divided between Britain and France) and Britain’s Balfour Declaration,
which granted the Jews a “National Home” in Palestine.
Even so, the idea of ‘Urooba still appeared to be the most effective way
of mobilising the public. From the 1920s it was no longer seen – as had
been the case in the past – as giving the Arabs a separate identity
independent of the Ottoman Turks and their pan-Islamic pretensions;
rather, it came to be regarded as an expression of a national character and
of a nation that had suffered destruction and disintegration at the hands of
imperialism.
The transition from ‘Urooba versus Turkification to ‘Urooba versus
imperialist-driven fragmentation was more than just the normal kind of
transition one might encounter when moving on from one historical period
to another, since its consequences appeared to benefit the “‘Uroobadevotees” and nationalists at several different levels. As well as freeing
them from any lingering sense of unease about the position of ‘Urooba visà-vis Islam (i.e. the Ottoman Pan-Islamic League), it imbued their cause
with a distinct political flavour and transformed it from being a demand for
national secession to a movement for national unity. This meant that,
instead of being seen (thanks to Turkish propaganda) as separatists,
nationalists came to be regarded as a unifying force. And despite the fact
that the price paid for the transition that improved their image was
enormous (i.e. fragmentation), without it the concept of ‘Urooba would
never have been able to spread and attract mass public support.
One thing that may have helped infuse nationalism and ‘Urooba with a
political ideology was the fact that a new era of political activism had
begun in the Arab East following the First World War, the fragmentation of
the region and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. It was no mere
10
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coincidence, therefore, that the four major Arab political ideologies should
have emerged during that period (the 1920s):– patriotism (in the sense of
attachment to one’s individual country), Arab nationalism, Islamism and
Marxism; these appeared at slightly different times, though there were vast
differences in the degree to which they were able to influence and mobilise.
It was also due to these factors that the era saw the first stirrings of
the political movements and parties that were to become so representative
of the period from the 1930s to the 1950s.
From Nejib Azouri to the 1930s the nationalists produced reams of
literature on ‘Urooba, the Arab Nation, the meaning of nationalism and
related topics in an attempt to establish a vision. They had no links to any
political movements, at least in the early years when they were beginning
to write about these subjects. This was also true of Zaki al Arsouzi and
Mohammed Ezzat Darouzah, who belonged to the second nationalist
generation (i.e. the one immediately after Azouri’s) and who were influenced
by European political thinking – in the form in which it reached them;
however, their familiarity with it was limited; this was even true of Azouri –
the one who had had most contact with European ideas.
Perhaps we can understand why they had such limited knowledge of
the roots of nationalism at that time, or why there was no theoretical
consistency in their writings, if we bear in mind that their main
preoccupation was political rather than theory-related, and if we realise
that the ideas they expressed on nationalism had a strong influence on the
thinking of those who were involved in the battle of Arab political ideas;
however, the fact that nationalist thought at that time lacked an overall
theoretical vision1 did not only have a damaging effect on the thought itself;
it also had negative consequences for political action.
This could also – paradoxically – be a further explanation of why
nationalist thought was ideology-dominated for such a long time, even among
1

This was not just a feature of Arab nationalist thought; it was also commonly found in all Arab
political tendencies. See Abdullah al Arawi’s Mafhum al Hurriyah, Casablanca, Arab Cultural Centre
on the state of liberal thought and Abdul Ilah Belqazeez on the state of Islamic thought, Al Dawla fi’l
Fikr al Islami’l Mu’aasir, Beirut, Centre for Arab Unity Studies, 2nd Ed. 2004.
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those who sought to develop their ideas on nationalism from viewpoints that
were independent of the party-political nationalist institutions.
As a man of major intellectual stature, Zaki al Arsouzi was seriously
influential in stripping the nationalist concept of its “philosophical musings”
and raising it above the level of mere party-political discourse (even though
he himself had party-political affiliations). A similar verdict would also
apply to Mohammed Ezzat Darouzah – another intellectual with a wide
knowledge of such fields as history, cultures and religion. Nor can anyone
deny the intellectual depth of a man like Michel Aflaq, who was highly
familiar with modern European political theories and ideas, as well as the
theory and concept of nationalism. However, whatever their contributions
may have been, none of these men succeeded in establishing a theoretical
foundation for the Arab nationalist construct.
At this point we must correct the suggestion that the main reason why
there are differences between a nationalist vision and a theory of
nationalism may be due to the fact that Michel Aflaq’s nationalist vision
was more consistent and coherent than the others’. By “vision” here we
mean a general view of the meaning of nationalism and the way in which
politics and culture can be the tools used in order to achieve it. Conversely,
however, the vision is also shaped by the demands of politics, which take
precedence over intangibles such as logical consistency or harmony – just
as practical effectiveness enjoys a higher status than ideas.
Theory, on the other hand, is quite different. It approaches the subject
methodically and aims to understand it objectively, and its content and
substance consists of the “product of thought” and the realities of history.
It seeks to examine the laws that govern social phenomena, and nationalism
is one of those phenomena. If we understand it in this sense, we should
recognize that the writings of the people we have referred to above did not
succeed in coming up with a theory of nationalism, despite the fact that
many of them (Aflaq, for example) provided the raw material for the
“theoretical construct” of the subject.
When we say “a theory of nationalism”, we do not mean the question
of nationalism in absolute terms; i.e. we do not expect our intellectuals to
12
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produce a general theory that applies to the phenomenon of nationalism
around the world. Such a theory would be impossible in view of the wide
range of experiences in establishing national unity – which means that
there are “theories of nationalism” rather that a single theory. What our
intellectuals have been expected to do – and what they have failed to do,
for a number of reasons – is to produce a theory of Arab nationalism based
on, and inspired by, the available body of modern political thought, as well
as historical reality and the present-day Arab situation.

2 – Al Husri and theory
Anyone who peruses Sati’ al Husri’s many books and papers will
recognize the richness of his thought and the encyclopaedic nature of his
knowledge, in which he moves freely between the different schools of
modern European political thought – liberal, nationalist and socialist – as
well as political and social ideas, philosophy, education and history. He
borrows the ideas of Rousseau, Herder, Schilling and Fichte, discusses
Ernest Renan and Stalin and examines the roles of economic and religious
factors in shaping nations, with impeccable logic and supported by a
dazzling array of facts. He reviews the theories of nation and nationalism in
Europe, presents the facts about them to his reader and discusses and
refutes some of them (French and English). He supports the German
theories and makes an exhaustive examination of nationalist unification
experiences throughout the nineteenth century – or rather, from the time of
the American union in the second half of the eighteenth century – and
produces a brilliant analysis of the unification experiences of modern
nations rarely found among either his contemporaries or present-day Arab
nationalist intellectuals.
From his birth in Sana’a in 1879 to his death in Baghdad in 1968 he
spent the greater part of his life defending Arab nationalist thought. As the
years went by, his writing matured and he produced his best work between
the age of sixty and a few years before his death – i.e. between the early
1940s and the first half of the 1960s. He never slowed down. He occupied
several positions in the Ottoman state, and he was a minister in Syria (his
country of origin) and Iraq and an adviser to the Arab League’s Cultural
13
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Committee. However, being close to the centres of power never changed
his opinions about the things he believed in, which he continued to defend
until he died. In this respect he was a committed intellectual; however, his
discourse was less vehement than that of other nationalist intellectuals of
his generation; in fact almost the only writer to rival him in sobriety of style
was Qustantin Zareeq. At the same time, though, he was a stubborn and
vocal opponent of any believer in the then current notions of “local
patriotism” (in the sense of attachment to a specific country)1 who rejected
or attacked Arab nationalism or accused it of idealism. Even so, he was
equally tough on nationalist intellectuals who shared his belief in the cause
but whose theses he disagreed with, and he debated with them with a
passion tempered with well-reasoned argument2. However, he did not adopt
this approach with those nationalist or political parties3 that failed to
assign ‘Urooba or nationalism a proper place in their constitutions or
political programmes4.
He was always a strong critic of the nationalist thinkers for their
intellectual shortcomings – shortcomings they passed on to their political
parties - which he attributed to an injudicious relationship on their part
with the sources of modern Western thought. When Arab intellectuals
became receptive to modern Western thought – due to imperialist cultural
domination – they became enthusiastic followers of the French and British
1 See examples of these debates in his reply to Ahmed Lutfi al Sayyid in Abu Khaldoun Sati’ al Husri:
Ara wa Ahaadith fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah, in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al Husri, Beirut,
Centre for Arab Unity Studies, Part 2, 2nd Ed. 1990, Pp. 74-78, his reply to Sa’ad Zaghloul: Al ‘Urooba
Awwalan in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al Husri, Part 2, Pp. 47-51, his reply to Mustafa Amin
(ibid. Pp. 104-112) and his reply to Taha Hussain; Abhaath Mukhtaarah fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah
in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al Husri, Part 3, Pp. 167-179.
2

Examples of these debates: his reply to a talk by Salah al Din al Bitar, one of the Ba’ath Party
leaders, in al Husri: Al Iqlimiyyah – Judhooruha wa Budhooruha in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al
Husri Part 3, Pp. 73-78, and his sharp criticism of Michel Aflaq (ibid. Pp. 151-189).

3 Like his criticism of the Ba’ath Party (ibid. Pp. 193-203).
4
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See his book Al ‘Urooba baina Du’aatiha wa Mu’aaridhiyha in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al
Husri, Part 1, Pp. 59-132, where he criticises the Syrian Social Nationalist Party and the theses
of its leader, Antun Saadeh, as well as the Syrian parties (National Party, People’s Party, Cooperative Socialist Party, Arab Ba’ath Party and Arab Socialist Party) and the Lebanese parties
(National Socialist Front, Lebanese National Bloc, National Call Party, Republican Unionist Party
and Lebanese Falangist Party).
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schools of thought and embraced their political theories while ignoring the
fact that the French and the British “did not look favourably upon the
nationalist movements, for reasons related to their own interests and
political ambitions”. In brief, those powers wanted to expand their own
spheres of influence and their expansionist desires clashed with the rising
nationalist movements in Europe 1; this meant that their attitude to
nationalism was either negative (like the attitude of the non-nationalist
intellectuals) or obscure, incoherent and inconsistent (as was the case with
the nationalists).
As far as al Husri was concerned, he chose from the very start to
identify more with the thinking of those societies that – like the Arabs – had
suffered fragmentation such as Germany and Italy. This explains why he
was strongly influenced by German nationalist thought, and it may also
explain his preference for the theoretical approach, as well as the
consistency of his theses.
Sati’ al Husri was strongly influenced by theory where the question of
nationalism was concerned. He spent much of his time endeavouring to
separate the notion of nationalism from “mystical discourse”2 and political
trivialities, as he sought to establish a methodical, coherent understanding
of the subject based on modern nationalist thought and the experiences of
modern history. However, he was never totally successful, because he tried
to simplify nationalist theory to the point where it became no more than a
theory on how a Nation is formed. The nation-state and the dynamics of
national unity are almost absent from his writings. In fact, some of the
things he had to say about the dialectics of the Nation and the State give
the impression that a State is merely an offshoot, or fruit, of a Nation and
that a Nation’s existence does not depend upon it any more than a tree’s
existence depends upon whether or not it bears fruit.
Let us make a critical examination of this and other hypotheses in
al Husri’s thought.
1 See details in al Husri’s Abhaath Mukhtaarah fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah
li Sati’ al Husri, Part 3, Pp. 17-18.
2 This, in a nutshell, was his criticism of Michel Aflaq. See Mu’tayaat al Hamish, No. 4.

15

THE UMMAH (NATION) IN ARAB NATIONALIST DISCOURSE

3 – On the formation of a Nation
Most of Sati’ al Husri’s writings deal with issues that recur again and
again in various forms in his books and papers: “What is a Nation? What
are the basic features that distinguish Nations from each other? What are
the factors that make some human groups feel that they are a single Nation
and then seek to strengthen themselves by forming their own state?”1
It is clear that questions of this kind involve the person who asks them
in two kinds of comparisons: theoretical and historical. The two comparisons
may interpenetrate and overlap or they may exist separately, depending on
the nature or level of the enquirer’s thought or methodology. As far as Sati’
al Husri is concerned they overlap and interpenetrate, because he applies
his detailed knowledge of the political and national histories of Germany,
Italy, Greece, Bulgaria, Switzerland, Belgium, the United States, Brazil and
Argentine2 to produce a reliable composite picture of the theories of
modern political thought in Europe3. This in turn enables him to develop
general theories about nationalism on the basis of historical experience.
So much for the approach and the vision that emerged from his
combined roles as historian and political theorist. However, as far as the
subject matter is concerned, the questions we cited above as being a
recurring theme in al Husri’s works all revolve almost exclusively round a
single issue – the question of the Ummah, or Nation.
Is the Nation related to race, lineage or religion?
There are two reasons why it is legitimate for us to pose the question in
these terms. Firstly, the concept of Nation – as many understand it – is
synonymous with the notion of race and common ethnic origin. This idea
was widespread during various stages of European history, most recently
during the inter-War period, and it provided the inspiration for Nazism,
racism, Zionism and calls for ethnic cleansing.
1 Al Husri: Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? In Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al Husri, Vol. 2, P. 29.
2 See the following of his writings on the subject: i) Muhaadharaat fi Nushu’ il Fikrah ‘l Qawmiyyah ii)
Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? iii) Hawla’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah.
3 See particularly his book Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah?
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Secondly, Arabs in general see the concept of Ummah (i.e. Nation) as
comprising the elements of both a national community and a religious
community due – to some degree – to the historical connotations
associated with the notion of the Islamic Ummah.
In al Husri’s view this question is meaningless, not because it is an
ideological cliché, but because it ignores the true elements that constitute
a Nation. We shall examine his views on this issue, which he criticises with
varying degrees of severity, ranging from his strong reaction to the
hypothesis that a Nation has a single origin to his more urbane response to
the proposition on the role of religion in forming a nation.

A – Formative factors
In al Husri’s view no Nation in history has ever had a single origin or a
pure blood line, since “all the Nations we know today were formed through
the interpenetration of large numbers of different races and ethnic types
throughout various stages of history”1.The French Nation, for example,
consists of sixty peoples2,despite the fact that its unity as a political entity
may suggest that it is descended from a single stock, and this is equally
true of the other modern Nations in the world. On this basis – according to
al Husri - Nations may be seen more as being like great rivers fed by
numerous tributaries from various sources3.This means that the proposition
of a Nation comprising a single race, blood line or origin is absurd. Such
suppositions are “illusions that have taken control of people’s intellects
and brains and are not based on the slightest evidence or proof”4.The links
that bind a nation are something different altogether and have nothing to
do with origin or blood. An English intellectual, for example, would not
wonder what racial origin or blood line links him to Shakespeare or Newton;
nor would a French intellectual speculate about a similar type of link
between himself and Racine or Voltaire. However, in both cases the names
we have cited would be regarded as being their forebears.
1 Ara wa Ahaadith fi’l Wataniyyah wa’l ‘Qawmiyyah, P. 18.
2 Ibid. P. 19.
3 Ibid. P. 19.
4 Ibid. P. 18.
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And we Arabs are no exception to this rule. “We may not actually know
if we are bound by ties of kinship to Sa’ad bin Abi Waqqas, for example, or
Khalid bin al Walid, or Ibn al Haitham, or Abu’l ‘Ala al Ma’arri”1,but we
regard them as our forebears and ancestors.
However, although the notion of blood ties may be illusory, as Ibn
Khaldoun maintains, “a belief in a single origin is an important
psychological factor, even if it is at odds with reality. And a sense of
kinship has a powerful psychological impact, even if no kinship actually
exists”2 because kinship in Nations is figurative, not physical3,since
“the important thing about kinship and family ties is not just a blood
link as such, but rather a belief in it and a belief that one’s origin comes
from it”4.
However, in order to create a Nation a belief in kinship has not always
been sufficient in itself unless it is accompanied by other relevant factors,
as we shall see in al Husri’s writing. For example, this symbolic kinship
might be a sort of spiritual – i.e. religious – relationship; and although
religion – as al Husri repeatedly insists – is not one of the factors that go to
make up a Nation, he concedes that it tends to have a unifying role5,even if
this is not always the case. However, “religious ties alone are not enough to
create a nationalism”6.This, in al Husri’s view, is particularly evident in the
case of the world religions like Islam and Christianity, which transcend the
bounds of nationalism and sometimes conflict with it, since they are
international by nature7.
What are the basic factors in the formation of a Nation if they are not a
single origin and religion – i.e. ties of blood and faith?

1 Ibid. P. 20.
2 Muhaadharaat fi Nushu’ il Fikrah ‘l Qawmiyyah, Pp. 20-21.
3 Ara wa Ahaadith fi’l Wataniyyah wa’l ‘Qawmiyyah, Pp. 20-21.
4 Abhaath Mukhtaarah fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah Part 3, P. 34.
5 Ara wa Ahaadith fi’l Wataniyyah wa’l ‘Qawmiyyah, P. 23.
6 Ibid. P. 28.
7 Ibid. P. 24.
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In al Husri’s view they are language and history1;these are the only
factors that distinguish one Nation from another, since it is the distinctive
nature of individual languages that creates a Nation’s unity and establishes
the ties upon which its society is built2.Language is “the life and soul of a
Nation” and “the pivot and backbone of nationalism”3, while history is “a
Nation’s feeling and memory”4. Just as a Nation cannot exist unless its
people share a common language, so too does it only lose its identity if it
loses its language since, when this happens, it merges totally into the
Nation that has imposed its language upon it5, in the same way that
forgetting its history means losing its sense of identity6.
Sati’ al Husri quotes, then criticises, the arguments against the idea of
a link between language and religion7. In doing so, he makes no secret of
the frame of reference he uses to support that link – that is to say, German
nationalism. If we take a look at some of the leading proponents of German
nationalism and their theses8, such as Herder and Fichte, we will see the
extent to which he was inspired by their ideas – particularly on the
fundamental role of language forming a Nation and establishing national
unity on the German political model9.
A Nation, then, does not exist on the basis of a supposed single origin,
nor of religion, but because it has a common language and history. However,
1

“The main factors leading to leading to the development of the sense of kinship, or closeness, felt
by individuals in different Nations are language and history. A belief in a single common origin is
primarily due to a single language and a common history”. Ibid. P. 21. (My italics).

2 “Nations are distinguished from one another …..by their language; Nations’ lives are based on their
languages”. Ibid. P. 21.
3 Ibid. P. 22.
4 Ibid. P. 22.
5 Ibid. P. 21.
6 Ibid. P. 23.
7 Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? Pp. 62-65.
8 Ibid. Pp. 47-52.
9

For example, he says: “Everybody knows that two centuries ago Germany was divided into around
four hundred states, statelets and independent free cities; and less than a century ago (al Husri was
writing at the end of the 1950s. A. B.) it was still divided into around forty states. However, all those
German states became united thanks to a single language and its enduring impact”. Ibid. P. 72. (My
italics).
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the “history ingredient” is significantly enhanced by another factor –
geographical contiguity; in al Husri’s view1 this is a crucial element in the
development of nationalism, since “the only social factor that has an
overriding impact on language and history is geographical contiguity”2. It
should be noted, however, that “overriding impact” – in the sense al Husri
uses it – does not mean that a Nation is formed by geographical contiguity
alone (since there are numerous cases of geographical contiguity that do
not provide the basis for a Nation); what is also required is for language and
a common history to comprise the basis of the relationship between those
inhabiting a contiguous geographical area. His thesis on the development of
nationalism and a Nation is thus fully in line with German nationalism in its
emphasis on language and history, particularly the former.
Just as al Husri discounts a single origin and religion as having a
major influence on the formation of Nations, so too does he strongly
reject economics as having a fundamental or dominant role; in fact, he
expresses astonishment that anyone should maintain that it does3. In
criticising the Marxists, who stress that there is a link between
nationalism, the market and economic factors4, he devotes a significant
part of that criticism to attacking Stalin’s views5 on the national question
in general and the issue of economic unity in particular. His negative
view of the role of economics is based on his hypothesis that “interest in
general – and economic interest in particular – is not an ‘absolute’ but a
1 Ara wa Ahaadith fi’l Wataniyyah wa’l ‘Qawmiyyah, P. 29.
2 Abhaath Mukhtaarah fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah, P. 43.
3 “One group of writers and thinkers maintains that economic interests are the main motivating force
that determines the course of social and political life. These people consider ‘common economic
interests’ to be the foundation of all forms of unity. They say: ‘There can be no Nation without a
common economic life”. In fact, economic factors play an important part in the lives of individuals
and groups, and have a powerful effect on historical events and trends. However, this does not
mean that economic interests should be considered to be the basis for creating unity and the
cornerstone of the national edifice, as these exaggerators allege. Because every event in social
and political life bears graphic witness to the fact that, if economic interests provide the ‘bond’ that
binds some people’s activities together, it is also often the case that they are – on the contrary – ‘a
cause of strife’ and a ‘divisive factor’ between other people. So if they promote unity in some cases,
they also divide in many cases”. Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? Part 3, P. 131. (My italics).
4 See his criticism of it. Ibid. Pp. 153-157.
5 See his criticism. Ibid. Pp. 141-148.
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‘relative’”1. He even goes so far as to claim – strongly – that the “idea
that these are factors in the development of Nations and nationalisms is
at odds with reason and logic”2. Why should this be so? It is so because
Nations and nationalism owe their origin to a feeling of belonging, and in
fact “feelings of patriotism and nationalism have nothing to do with
material and economic advantages and interests”, because they are
inspired by “inclinations and emotions that are on a higher plane than
mere self-interest”3.
So al Husri is critical of the Marxist theses that stress the central role
of economics in creating Nations and nationalism and he endeavours to
separate the two, while at the same time demonstrating his preference for
the German school of nationalism, whose supporters discount the economic
factor and its supposed impact.
In al Husri’s works we also come across another aspect of his
nationalist discourse’s close parallels with German nationalist thought on
this issue (i.e. factors relevant to the formation of a Nation); this can be
seen in his passionate attack on the “role of the will” in the creation of
Nations and nationalism. That hypothesis is the basis of French nationalist
thought, which al Husri had little time for; in fact he strongly rejected it and
objected to its writers’ and thinkers’ views on language and its role in
forging national unity. The French attached no importance to the role of
language and saw its function as being no more than – at best – a factor
that might possibly encourage unity. In their view it did not actually create
unity. This is Ernest Renan’s position and al Husri discusses his ideas4
critically from the viewpoint of German nationalism.
For their part, Renan and the French nationalists stress that nationalism
is something determined by the will and that it has nothing to do with
language or history.
1 Ibid. P. 131.
2

“To consider economic interests as being basic factors in the formation of ‘nationalism’ is at odds
with the demands of reason and logic”. Ibid. P. 132.

3 Ibid. P. 135.
4 Ibid. P. 106.
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Al Husri refutes the economic hypothesis by pointing out that interests
change from one day to the next and that is not possible to establish a
nationalism on the basis of a “variable”; nationalism requires a “constant”.
He also refutes the “will hypothesis” on the grounds that “the will is not a
constant, but a variable”; therefore “the idea that variable factors like
these” should be fundamental to “the creation of a nationalism is
incompatible with reason and logic”1. What Renan regards as a “cause” –
in al Husri’s view – is actually no more than a consequence2; that is to say,
he believes that the will is “a consequence of the formation of a Nation, not
a cause of its formation”3. Actions resulting from it (i.e. the will) are
dependent upon the existence of the Nation and are accordingly positive or
negative in consequence4.
The above is a very brief summary of al Husri’s views on the factors
that lead to the formation of a Nation. We have touched on the role and
status of language and history and the influence of German nationalist
thought in shaping his approach to the question, including his critical view
of the “economic” and “will” hypotheses as factors in that formation.
We should note, however, that the question of nationalism in modern
political thought – including German political thought – does not merely
apply to the Nation; it is also relevant to the State.
So let us now examine the relationship between Nation and State in
Sati’ al Husri’s thought.

B – Nation and State
The Nation lies at the heart of nationalism in Sati’ al Husri’s thought
and it is the “most fundamental of its fundamentals”, to the point that in
his writings he sees the inseparable nature of the relationship between

1 Ibid. P. 111.
2 “A common will is not a cause of nationalism but a consequence”. Ibid. P. 112.
3 Ibid. P. 113.
4 “Individuals desire to live together when they belong to a single Nation, and they desire to live apart
when they are from different Nations”. Ibid. P. 112.
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“Nation” and “nationalism” as being self-evident. He makes scant reference
to the nation-state; if such a reference does occur, it arises within the
context of unification – that is, it emphasizes what is already accepted and
indisputable: i.e. the Nation as a reality that predates the existence of a
nation state, and the State as an intellectual construct and a major
component of the concept of nationalism. For al Husri, the State does not
exist in isolation from the concept of a Nation; or, to be more precise, let us
say that it has no place except as a political adjunct of the social and
fundamental entity expressed by the word Nation. Although al Husri
passionately condemns the Arabs’ fragmented condition, in his writings his
aversion to it does not drive him to the point of championing the State as a
concept (it is primarily an intellectual and political matter), since when he
looks at the question of the Nation in a cultural and social context, he
tends to ignore its political aspect (the State) and its primacy over all other
aspects.
We shall defer our critical discussion of this subject until we begin to
examine his views on the relationship between Nation and State and the
former’s pivotal role in that relationship.
Al Husri concedes that the Nation – that is to say, any Nation – needs a
State to enable it to express its independent national identity; that is to say,
it needs a political entity to enable it to achieve national unity and provide
it with the means to bring an end to the fragmentation that is destructive to
its social and historical existence. However, he stresses that the Nation’s
need for a national State – or a nation-state – does not mean that the
existence of the Nation is dependent upon the State1.
This position contains a glaring contradiction. If the Nation has no
need for a State in order to exist, then what is the point of struggling to
create a nation-state? (If the Nation has no need of it, that is.) Al Husri,
who is “bedazzled” by German nationalist thought, was not unaware of the
fact that the Germans “noted the difference between the State and the
1

“Every Nation has the desire to establish its own State. However, the existence of a Nation is not
dependent upon the existence of a State. And a Nation exists even if it has not reached the stage of
forming a ‘nation-state’” Ibid. P. 32.
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Nation before the French and the English; the existence of a multiplicity of
German states was there for all to see, so they were aware of the difference
between belonging to a single State and belonging to a single Nation”1.
With his interest in, and knowledge of, Germany, it was obvious that
al Husri should see “the Nation as one thing and the State as another”2.
The distinction al Husri makes between the Nation and the State leads
him to make further distinctions in his view of the complexities of the
potential and actual relations between the two in modern history and the
present day. Let us leave aside the question of whether the “actual” forms
of that historical relationship between Nation and State were “genuinely
actual” or imagined (or inferred in a way that served al Husri’s opinions
and prejudices about that relationship). Instead, let us begin by recording
that in his view they were not mutually complementary and interdependent
in all historical situations. It may so happen that they correspond with each
other to the extent that the one is only seen as a reflection of the other. Or
it may happen that they are so incompatible that they can only exist in
conflict with each other.
Here, then, we are faced with three different relationships between
State and Nation: correspondence to the point of total conformity, noncorrespondence, and absolute incompatibility. Al Husri cites historical
examples of each of them.
In the first case, the State is the State of the Nation and the political
expression of its national character, and both Nation and State are of “one
substance”. In this example, the Nation would cease to be a fragmented
collection of numerous different political entities and become a single
nation-state. That was how France, Germany, Italy and other so-called
“nation-states” came into being. Al Husri gives an exhaustive description of
the process through which this transformation takes place and analyses
the dynamics of its motivation3.
1 Ibid. P. 34.
2 Ibid. P. 34.
3 For example, see Muhaadharaat fi Nushu’ il Fikrah ‘l Qawmiyyah, in Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’
al Husri, Part 1, Pp. 19-20.
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In the second case, the State is a non-nation-state, or a State without
a Nation, and its existence has no national content. In al Husri’s view this
is true of Belgium1 and Switzerland2, both of which are countries in which
there is no correspondence between the State and the Nation.
In the third case – that of absolute incompatibility between the State
and the Nation – the State is a structure that prevents the creation of the
Nation and ultimately leads to the Nation separating from, or revolting
against, the State. Examples of this can be seen in the cases of Bulgaria
and Poland.
Al Husri makes it clear that he favours the first situation as being the
perfect model for national unification. However, in doing so, he sees the
nation-state as being hardly more than the epitome of the Nation; or rather,
he only sees one side of the relationship - that is to say, the Nation – while
the State, in his view, is one of its subsidiary parts! In his preoccupation
with the unity of the Nation, he almost forgets that that unity consists of
nothing other than the creation of that Nation’s nation-state3.
Discussing another aspect of the relationship between State and
Nation (which is indirectly linked to the first aspect referred to above), Sati’
al Husri talks about four cases that are applicable to that relationship4. The
first is that the Nation “may be comprised of one independent State”, in
which homeland, State and Nation all correspond to each other. The
second is that “the Nation may comprise a number of independent States”.
In the third case “the Nation is not permitted to have its own State and
belongs to a State that is foreign to it”, while in the fourth case the Nation

1

“The people of Belgium belong to a ‘single State’, but they do not form a ‘single Nation’”. Maa
Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? P. 78.

2 “Switzerland is a State, not a Nation”. Ibid. P. 89.
3 In his reply to Diderot and the Encyclopedistes, and on the concept of a Nation in the Encyclopedie,
Sati’ al Husri wrote: “The nationalist movements in various countries were formed on the basis of
‘a revolution of Nations against States’; in some cases they aimed to separate the ‘Nation’ from
the ‘State’ which ruled it. In other cases they sought to unify the peoples of the ‘Nation’ who were
scattered among several ‘States’ in order to form a single ‘nation state’. Ibid. Pp. 31-32.
4

See details in Abhaath Mukhtaarah fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah (Al A’maal al Qawmiyyah li Sati’ al
Husri) Part 3, Pp. 24-25.
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is “prevented from enjoying its independence and at the same time
fragmented and divided among several States that are foreign to it”. In
al Husri’s view there are historical and political examples of those four
cases in recent times and the present day. The Swedish Nation is an
example of the first, the German Nation – before it was unified in 1870 - is
an example of the second, the Bulgarian Nation, which was subjected to
Ottoman rule, is an example of the third, while the fourth is exemplified by
Poland before the First World War.
If we apply this pattern to the Arab Nation, we will see that both the
second and the fourth example of that relationship apply to its history
over recent times. It was prevented from being independent and suffered
fragmentation during the colonial period, while after the end of the
foreign occupation of most of its territories it comprised over twenty
separate states. However, like other nations that were subjected to
similar conditions, it has remained – in al Husri’s view – a Nation and
the fact that it has not achieved unity does not change its quiddity, or
essence. The fact that it has not established its nation-state does not
detract from this in his reckoning, since “the Nation is one thing and
the State is something else”. And as long as they remain separate or
different, as long as the Nation takes priority over the State and is an
entity that predates it, the task of nationalist thought will be to focus on
the Nation.
And that is precisely what al Husri did in most of his writings.

(II) Critical observations
In the above paragraphs we have endeavoured to present an overview
of Sati’ al Husri’s main theses on the Nation, as well as the factors – both
primary and secondary – leading to its formation. We have looked at his
vision of the relationship between Nation and State, including the central
role of the Nation in that relationship. Needless to say, this review will not
relieve the reader of the need to refer to the man’s many works at their
source, where he will find full details of al Husri’s defence of his theses,
which we have only given in the briefest outline.
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The reader will be amazed by the meticulous detail of al Husri’s
arguments, as well as by the breadth of his knowledge of the minutiae of
world political history and the skill with which he applies that knowledge to
produce a broad-ranging vision of the question of nationalism that is rarely
to be found among members of his generation of Arab nationalist thinkers1.
What follows are some critical observations of his views and theses
that we have discussed above.

1 – Contradictions in al Husri’s hypotheses
As we have shown, Sati’ al Husri puts forward the idea that a Nation is
based on language (and history) – a hypothesis influenced by German
nationalist thought. Although this hypothesis has its merits, at least within
the Arab context – including the fact that it discounts the claims of ethnicity
and a common blood line, which means that it rejects any correlation
between nationalism and racism2 – it suffers from a number of scientific
and historical lacunae, to a point where it becomes coloured by ideologydriven selectivity.
If one accepts the hypothesis of language being a fundamental or
formative factor in shaping a Nation, and if Nations, States and events are
classified in accordance with that hypothesis, one comes up against facts
and realities that cannot be ignored or denied. Such a position also leads
al Husri’s hypothesis into the inconsistency that occurs in his theoretical
premises, with the result that if a comparison is made between his ideas on
the Nation (and the factors leading to its creation) and the actual formation
of nations and nationalisms in the modern age, it will reveal the limits of
their general and universal applicability (which is a basic condition of the
theory) and show that he has adopted a process of blatant selectivity.

1 We say “of his generation” because some of those from the next two generations of nationalists who
discussed these issues were less knowledgeable and less able to construct a theory. This is true of
Qustantin Zareeq and Nadim al Bitar.
2

Paradoxically, nationalism of the Nazi variety was a departure from traditional nineteenth century
German nationalism, which rejected the ethnicity hypothesis and stressed the importance of
language and history.
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Here are five brief critical observations:
A – If a common language is a factor in the formation of a Nation, as
al Husri believes, then why can one not see the English and Americans
(and Portuguese and Brazilians, and Chileans and Argentinians, and the
Scandinavian Nations) as single Nations, considering that they share
common languages? If al Husri does not regard America’s secession from
Britain in 1776 as a national separation, but rather as a revolution against
British repressiveness and unfair taxes1, would this not mean that he –
even if implicitly and reluctantly – he regards Britain and the United States
as comprising one single Nation2?
That is to say, would it not mean that he is ignoring the facts of history
and contradicting himself? And more importantly still, how can his thesis
that “language equals Nation” explain why maps of Nations and linguistic
maps do not correspond? How can it explain that there is such a disparity
in the world between Nations (numbered in tens), States (of which there
are not more than two hundred), and the thousands of languages which are
spoken around the globe?
So there must be some mistake in this hypothesis.
B – If the French in France exist as a Nation because they have a
common language - and if what prevents Switzerland and Belgium from
being Nations (rather than just States) is the absence of a common
language and the fact that their inhabitants are distributed among several
languages – then would al Husri regard French-speakers in Switzerland,
Belgium (and Canada and the Francophone countries of Africa) as forming
part of the French Nation? And would this entitle France to demand the
right to annexe the “French” areas of Belgium and Switzerland to the
“French national entity”? You could also say the same thing about the
German Nation, where the German State exists within its national
1 Muhaadharaat fi Nushu’ il Fikrah ‘l Qawmiyyah, Part 1, P. 91.
2 The aptness of this critical conclusion is not affected by al Husri’s statement that: “It does not make
sense to take America’s secession from Britain as evidence of a lack of a link between nationalism
and language”. (Ibid. P. 94), because that particular secession was not an exceptional instance in
relations between societies and peoples who shared a common language.
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boundaries and the language extends beyond those boundaries into
Poland, Austria and Switzerland.
C – According to al Husri’s hypothesis, should we regard Arab émigrés
who have lived abroad (in Europe and America) for decades (three
generations or more) as being a part of the Nations in which they live,
whose languages they speak and whose nationalities they hold? Or as part
of the Arab Nation? And are the children of Arab émigrés (second and third
generations, and in some cases fourth generations), who do not speak
Arabic, are totally ignorant of the language and are fully integrated into the
societies in which they grew up, not to be regarded as part of the Arab
Nation because they do not know its language? On the other hand, if they
are part of the Arab Nation due to some factor other than language, should
we not then look for the roots of their ‘Urooba in their ethnicity and origin:
i.e. along a route that al Husri is unwilling to take? Does this not mean,
then, that the weaknesses in the hypothesis lead to a sharp contradiction
with its premises?
D – If the fact that they speak more than one language lies at the root
of al Husri’s view that Switzerland and Belgium are States, not Nations,
then why should the United States of America be regarded as a Nation
despite the fact that a large number of languages are spoken there and
many of its southern regions are Spanish-speaking and, moreover, despite
the fact that al Husri himself recognizes that America only became
linguistically united relatively recently1?
E – Al Husri emphatically discounts religion as a factor in the formation
of a Nation. However, in insisting that the Arab Nation’s only formative
factors are language and history, he virtually ignores the decisive influence
of Islam in ensuring the continuity of the Arabic language, even – or
particularly- during the periods when the rulers were non-Arabs, and also in
endowing Islam’s followers – particularly the Arabs – with a common history
despite the fact that they comprised a number of different States and
regions. Al Husri fails to realize that the Arabic language’s role in religious
rites and the Islamic sciences ensured that it was saved from marginalisation
1 Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? P. 91.
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and decline and from being replaced by the languages of the powers that
conquered and ruled the Arab region (most recently the Turks). He also fails
to take note of the fact that the common historical link was Islamic and that
the peoples of the region, with their different origins and languages, were
absorbed by Islam into a single “spiritual Nation”. Accordingly, when it is
isolated from its Islamic context, the language and history hypothesis lacks
any scientific justification and looks like an ideological fabrication of facts
which are not borne out by the realities of the Middle Ages.
* * *
These are a few fleeting observations on the hypothesis of the
fundamental role of language in the formation of Nations, which occurs
repeatedly in al Husri’s works. Let us now offer some comments on the
proposition of geographical contiguity, as well as his dismissive attitude to
the role of economics in promoting nationhood and national unity, and his
rejection of the notion of the will.
We shall summarise them in the following critical observations:
A – Not every instance of geographical contiguity creates the conditions
for the formation of a Nation. There are numerous regions that are
contiguous but comprise numerous different national groups and can boast
none of the conditions needed for the creation of a single homogeneous
Nation. Could there not be a better example of this than the Balkans – a
region which geographical contiguity has not prevented from being a
“museum-piece” of disparate Nations and nationalisms? Moreover, in
al Husri’s view, geographical contiguity is almost synonymous with merely
having a common land border. The fact is that where the formation of
Nations and nation-states is concerned, there are numerous cases in which
“water barriers” between land areas have not prevented the creation of
national entities, despite that fact that those “barriers” make
communication between members of the population difficult. For thousands
of years large numbers of the Greek and Japanese populations have been
living on scattered islands, and this has not prevented the formation of two
of the oldest Nations in history, who have created two of the greatest
civilizations and cultures known to man.
30

THE UMMAH (NATION) IN ARAB NATIONALIST DISCOURSE

Another case is the Indonesian archipelago. Here the challenging
communication problems faced by its population and societies have not
prevented its people from creating a Nation that is capable of exercising
considerable influence in the world of today.
Hence al Husri’s hypothesis of geographical contiguity appears to be
an abstract concept which virtually ignores the realities on the ground.
B – Al Husri falls into the error that he accuses Michel Aflaq of
perpetrating. He describes Aflaq’s thinking as “abstruse and unworldly”1.
However, when he writes – in refutation of the role of economics in forming
Nations – that “patriotic and nationalist feelings have nothing to do with
material and economic advantages and interests” and that they are inspired
by “inclinations and emotions that are on a higher plane than mere selfinterest”2, he does no more than resort to words and expressions that
belong to the same class of thinking that he accuses Aflaq of embracing.
For how else would one be able account for a phenomenon such as
nationalism being described as no more than “feelings” and “emotions”,
unless it were based solely upon sentiment and faith? And even stranger
than that is the fact that in al Husri’s works this kind of mystical language
coexists – or exists in contradiction – with the meticulous exactness in the
way he expresses himself, which distinguishes him from his nationalist
contemporaries, who wallow in romantic language about “the Nation”.
Al Husri’s problem with the role of the economic factor in forming
Nations and promoting national unity is an ideological one; more precisely,
it is inspired by his opposition to Marxism and Marxists, particularly Arab
Communists and their fatuous positions on Arab unity. Although Stalin’s
speeches3 provided al Husri with the only easy Marxist ammunition he
could find when settling his scores with the Marxists and their approach to
the national question (and Stalin was a politician and certainly not
interested in intellectual matters), on the occasions when he was not in
1 Hawl al Qawmiyyah ‘l ‘Arabiyyah, Part 3, P. 158.
2 Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? P. 135.
3

Strangely, al Husri does not mention Marx’s position on German unity or Lenin’s views on the
National Question.
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“debating mode” he wrote coherently and objectively about the role of
interest and advantage in the process of national unification1.
C – We can find no convincing reason for Sati’al Husri’s criticism of the
notion of the will playing a role in the creation of Nations and nationalism
other that his strong bias in favour of German nationalism and its theories.
It might be said that if the will were introduced as a factor in that creation
process, it would “squeeze out” the fundamental concept of his thesis – i.e.
the crucial role of language – and that he discounted it from his system of
factors for that reason, just as Ernest Renan and the French nationalists,
who were committed to the will hypothesis, discounted language from
theirs.
In reality, al Husri could have recognized the influence of that factor
(i.e. the will) - without seeing it as weakening his basic premise – if he had
posited an interconnected system of factors and refrained from reducing
the issue into a single factor in the way he did. For instance, he could have
approached the subject from another angle entirely and considered some
examples of national structures that were difficult to fit into his hypothesis.
He could then have either cut them out of the equation or attempted to
include them in his hypothetical system. Thus he could have posited that
the lack of a common language had not prevented Belgium, Switzerland
and Canada (and other states that do not share a single common language)
from forming Nations and nation-states through a common will. The United
States of America is another example of this, which al Husri could have
counted as falling outside the scope of the language hypothesis without it
having a major impact on the general question of linguistic unity as a factor
in the formation of nations, particularly since he never denied that the USA
was a latecomer to linguistic unity, having achieved it only after it had
formed itself into a Nation.
It should be borne in mind that the concept of the will is closely linked
to a very elementary question in nationalist thinking, which is: “What is an
Arab?” That is, it is linked to a question that is related first and foremost to
1
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P. 81.
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the idea of the Nation before it concerns itself with notions such as unity
and the nation-state. If al Husri replies to the question by discounting
specifics such as “origin” and “ethnicity”, and stresses that an Arab is
someone who speaks Arabic and belongs to the Arab cultural and historical
space, then his definition poses two problems of its own which cannot be
ignored. Firstly, there is the question we considered earlier of the ‘Urooba
of someone who does not speak Arabic and does not know the language
(the children and grandchildren of Arab émigrés, for example); secondly,
and more importantly, there is the problem of those who do not consider
themselves to be Arabs1. Even if they are from Arab social environments
and speak Arabic, they cannot be forced to embrace ‘Urooba; just as when
those regarded as being of non-Arab “origin” (Kurds, Berbers, Circassians,
Armenians) insist on their ‘Urooba, their insistence can only be interpreted
as a free expression of the will - on their part - to be Arabs.
Hence we can say that an Arab is someone who considers himself to
be an Arab, even if he is not an Arab by virtue of his “origin” or language.
Moreover, ‘Urooba is not a tribal phenomenon but a matter of free and
voluntary choice – i.e. a question of will. Discounting the will as a factor in
the formation of a Nation – as al Husri does – produces a metaphysical
view of ‘Urooba and the Nation that we can only see as an impossibility as
far as the achievement of nationalist realities is concerned.
* * *
The hypothetical system upon which Sati’ al Husri’s theses and ideas
are based suffers from a serious defect which sometimes produces a sharp
contradiction between their premises and their conclusions. At other times
it leads to generalisations that are at odds with historical reality. However,
a careful examination of the way al Husri constructs his hypotheses and
sets out his premises will lead one to deduce that some of those
“hypotheses” do not really belong to the “hypothesis class” at all, but are
1 It would be wrong to consider them as unconscious victims of a false ideology, because they include
people who consciously and deliberately support other theories, including Egyptian (Pharaonic) and
Lebanese (Phoenician) nationalism, regionalism and a religion-based state (Islam, Christianity).
Some of them considered ‘Urooba to be a political ideology concocted by Arab Christians or
secularists, and that the only option was Islam, etc….
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conclusions that are formulated to look like hypotheses. This kind of
approach lays his arguments open to attack and could explain – at least –
his penchant for selectivity when discussing Nations and nationalism.
Another even more apparent weakness of Sati’ al Husri’s discourse can
be seen when he proceeds from the subject of the Nation to the relationship
between State and Nation. This weakness may be described as gaps, or
lacunae, rather than as contradictions.

2 – Cultural anthropology
One striking thing about al Husri is the profusion of his writings about
the Nation, compared with the fact that he had very little to say about the
State1.This is particularly surprising because the cause he claims to
espouse is Arab unity – a goal which is actually to be sought through
politics and interests rather than through culture, language and historical
connections; hence a State and political entity are fundamental in providing
the framework for unity and endowing it with its political and institutional
means of expression.
The question of the State is almost absent from al Husri’s thought and
writings. Where it does occur – and it only occurs very occasionally – it
features incidentally, or as a side issue. What is even more absent is the
role of the State in the formation of a Nation, because such a role is not
feasible in an ideational system which sets up barriers between the Nation
and the State and sees the Nation as having come first and the nationstate as being a product of it.
If the reader is prepared to overlook the fact that al Husri treats the
concepts of Nation and nationalism as being synonymous, he will be most
struck by his insistence on his fundamental hypothesis, which states that
1
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Nations predate nationalist movements and nation-states, and that the birth
of the nationalist movements in the nineteenth century did not mark the
birth pangs of Nations, since the latter (i.e. Nations) were social realities that
existed before the appearance of any political expression of them. In this
connection he says: “There is absolutely no room for doubt that nationalisms
existed before the nineteenth century….And as for the assertion that nations
were not formed before the nineteenth century, this is almost like saying that
steam power did not exist before Denis Papin and James Watt…”.
Continuing on the same theme, he says: “The events of the nineteenth
century did not create nationalisms. Nor did they produce nationalist
tendencies. However, they provided the conditions that caused the
aforementioned tendencies to play a part in the ‘formation of States’”1.
The above quote reflects several contradictions in al Husri’s thought. If
Nations – or, as he says, “nationalisms” – appeared before the nineteenth
century, then why was it necessary for them to engage in such a long, hard
struggle for national unification during that century? What is it that induces
a Nation – a Nation that in al Husri’s view does not need a State in order to
exist – to fight long and hard in order to establish a nation-state2? Does
this not mean that a State is not just a political appendage to a tribal social
“entity”, but rather a historical-political creation that provides the Nation
with the means to enable it to exist? Why was the nineteenth century the
century of nationalisms par excellence? Was it not because the concept of
the State became linked to the concept of the Nation and the latter
depended for its existence upon the former? And finally, what does national
unity mean other than the existence of the Nation as a political-national
entity – i.e. a nation-state?
There is no need to point out that if one removes the issue of the State
from al Husri’s ideological system – whether as an entity with a role in
1 Maa Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? Pp. 157-158.
2

Nassif Nassar made the same critical point with the following question: “If the existence of the
Nation does not depend upon the existence of the State, and if the Nation existed before reaching
the point of forming a State….then why does every Nation wish to establish its own State?”
Tasawwuraat al Ummah’l Mu’aasirah, Pp. 262-263.
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forming a Nation or in connection with the question of national unification –
this undermines his basic political premise: i.e. Arab unity. His ideology
appears to be concerned not so much with the national unification of a
splintered and fragmented Nation as with “asserting national unity”; at the
same time it fails to recognize that the term “asserting its unity” would
mean that a call for national unification is redundant and that an as yet
unrealized goal had been transformed into a reality that has already been
achieved.
Nassif Nassar was not far wide of the truth when he described
al Husri’s concept of the Nation as belonging to the “linguistic-historical
school”1, since it only considered language and history2 as factors in the
formation of a Nation while ignoring all other factors. In fact, he produced
a cultural anthropology of the Nation rather than a political theory about
unity. And despite the fact that his concept is more useful and valuable
than the ideas of other nationalist intellectuals - whose ideas on the Nation
range from metaphysical and unhistorical (Zaki al Arsouzi) to romanticmystical-missionary (Michel Aflaq) – it is preoccupied with the role of
heritage-related factors (language and history) in forming a Nation, at the
expense of the fundamental issue of the Arab nationalist concept: i.e. Arab
unity; that is to say, the issue which can only be considered within the
context of an unbreakable and mutually dependent link between the Nation
and the State.
Hence, in this al Husri-style cultural anthropology, sacrificing the issue
of the State and the centrality of its role in forming a Nation does not mean
that the focus is exclusively on the question of the Nation alone. Rather, it
involves a sacrifice of a different order – the sacrifice of the Nation itself
because it is being considered in isolation from the State.
* * *

1 Ibid. P. 256.
2
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Sati’ al Husri does not offer a serious theoretical contribution on the
question of national unification. He has written little about Arab unity and
its future potential and he lacks the intellectual inclination to discipline or
temper the ideology he preaches. Instead, he tries to establish a theory of
the Nation based on the ideas of German nationalism. However, the main
failing of his “theory” is that it sees the Nation as a cultural (anthropological)
notion, not a political concept. In his view the Nation should be seen as a
social, historical and cultural reality rather than as a political entity; indeed,
it should not be seen as a political entity at all, because its existence (in
his opinion) is not determined – or even manifested - by political factors
(i.e. a State). Al Husri – somewhat confusedly - identifies ‘Urooba, which is
a union or association bound by cultural-linguistic-historical ties, with the
Arab Nation as an existential and political reality. In doing so, he changes
the concept of ‘Urooba from its “union” or “association” meaning to the
sense of an “absolute” and “metaphysical” entity and treats the two as
being synonymous. Hence in his view ‘Urooba has the quality of being a
Nation, while the State is an incidental detail that does not affect matters
one way or the other.
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AND DAWLA (STATE) IN
ISLAMIC THOUGHT
A CONCEPTUAL COMPARISON
Muhammad al Haddad

1 – What is the Ummah (Nation)?

T

he term Ummah occurs frequently in the Qur’an
(64 times in its singular and plural forms), in the
following senses:

– Ummah meaning a group of people who have
the task of performing a specific function, as in
the verses “Of the People of the Book are a
group that stand and rehearse the signs of
Allah” (Āli 'Imran 113) or “When he arrived at the
watering place in Madyan, he found there a
group of men watering…”. (Al Qasas 23). In the first
verse it refers to a group of people performing
acts of worship (a religious function), while in
the second it occurs in connection with the
watering of flocks (a worldly, or temporal,
activity).
– Ummah in the sense of a group or community of
individuals who may be either humans or
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animals, as in the verses “There is not an animal that lives on the
earth, nor a being that flies on its wings, but (forms) communities
like you”. (Al An’am 38) or “Thus have we sent thee amongst a
community before whom have (other) communities (gone and)
passed away”. (Al Ra’ad 30).
– Ummah meaning a sub-group of a larger group, as in the verse on
the Hebrews: “And We divided them into twelve tribes or Nations”
(Al A’raf 160). Here the reference is to the sons of Jacob, who founded
the Hebrew tribes.
– Ummah meaning a people that belong to a particular religion. This
occurs frequently in the Qur’an. Examples include “To every people
(was sent) a Messenger; when their Messenger comes (before
them), the matter will be judged between them”. (Yunis 47) and
“Verily this people of yours is a single people, and I am your Lord
and Cherisher; therefore serve Me”. (Al Anbiya’ 92).
– The word Ummah can also be applied to a single person if he alone
remains faithful to the True Religion and calls people to it. For
example: “Abraham was indeed a model. Devoutly obedient to
Allah, true in faith. And he joined not gods with Allah”. (Al Nahl 120).
– The word Ummah may also be used to refer to a system of belief or
behaviour that has become habitual to a people because they all
belong to the same group, as in the verse: “We found our fathers
following a certain religion, and we do guide ourselves by their
footsteps”. (Al Zukhruf 22).
The above list shows that the word Ummah can be used to indicate a
person’s - or indeed an animal’s - “natural” and social affiliation. It can
also refer to a person’s voluntary membership of a group with common
characteristics, behaviour or religious beliefs (reciting verses, refraining
from idolatry, belief in the messengers), or a person’s voluntary membership
of a group that engages in worldly, non-religious activities (watering flocks).
Most commonly, the word Ummah is used in connection with voluntary
membership of a group with a specific religious attitude – whether this
involves accepting a religion or rejecting it. At the same time, we find that
Ummah does not only have a religious connotation; it can also be applied
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to a class of animals or be synonymous with a tribe or a people, because it
generally means a group or number of things, whatever those things may
be, as in the verse: “If we delay the penalty from them for a definite term,
they are sure to say ‘What keeps it back?’” (Hud 8), where it refers to a
number of days, years or other time units.
The word in the Qur’an which refers exclusively to religious affiliation is
millah, which. only occurs in this sense, as in “Say: ‘Verily my Lord hath
guided me to a Way that is straight – a religion of right – the denomination
of Abraham the true in faith”. (Al An’am 161). The word shir’ah, which is similar,
occurs once in verse 48 of Surat al Ma’idah: “To each We have prescribed a
Law and an Open Way”. Elsewhere, the word sha’ab occurs once in the
sense of natural and social affiliation without any religious connotations:
“And we made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other”.
(Al Hujurat 13).
Although the Arabian Peninsula was a tribal society, the word qabilah
(tribe) only occurs once – in the verse we have just quoted.
Thus we find that the word Ummah does not necessarily refer to a
religious community, although it can be applied in this sense; Muslim
writers in the early centuries of Islam tended to use it with this meaning,
while they preferred millah or milal in relation to groups of people when
describing their religious creeds. Several books included the word milal in
their titles, such as al Shahristani’s Al Milal wa’l Nihal, and Ibn Hazm’s
Al Fasl fi’l Milal wa’l Ahwaa’ wa’l Nihal. Writers of that time used Ummah in
the more general sense of a community based on social, political or
religious precepts. Al Tabari (d. 310 AH) gave his famous history the title
Tarikh al Umam wa’l Muluk (Umam is the plural of Ummah). Other examples
include Tajaarib al Umam by al Miskawaih (d. 421 AH) and Al Muntadham fi
Tarikh al Umam by Abu’l Faraj bin al Jawzi (d. 597 AH).

2 – What is a Dawla (State)?
The word Dawla is not found in the Qur’an. Doola (circulation) occurs
in verse 7 of Surat al Hashr: “…that it may not circulate between the
wealthy among you…”, meaning that wealth should not merely circulate
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among the rich so that they have a monopoly of it. The Qur’anic word used
for the realm of politics is mulk (dominion) and its derivatives, which occur
in numerous contexts – mulk, malik (king), muluk (kings), mamluk (owned).
The source of mulk is ascribed to Allah; within a human context it means
kingdom, power, dominion and rule, as in: “We had already given the
people of Abraham the Book and Wisdom, and conferred upon them a great
kingdom”. (Al Nisa’ 54), “They followed what the evil ones gave out (falsely)
against the power of Solomon”. (Al Baqarah 102), “He said: ‘O my people, does
not the dominion of Egypt belong to me, witness these streams flowing
beneath my (palace)”. (Al Zukhruf 51), “So the king said: ‘Bring him to me; I will
take him specially to serve about my own person’”. (Yusuf 54), “..for there was
behind them a king who seized every boat by force”. (Al Kahf 79), “Their
Prophet said to them: ‘Allah hath appointed Talut as a king over you”.
(Al Baqarah 247), and “She said ‘Kings, when they enter a country, despoil it”.
(Al Naml, 34).
It can be seen from these verses that mulk applies to both good and
bad rule, and that the title malik was applied to both Pharaoh and Solomon.
This was the sense in which Muslim writers used the terms mulk and
muluk and they have this meaning in most history books. However, two
other words – khilafah (caliphate) and khalifah (caliph) – were also
introduced in this same connection, particularly with reference to the four
Caliphs, who in Islamic eyes were distinguished from kings and given a
higher status. The word khalifah occurs twice in the Qur’an in the sense of
man as vicegerent over the earth: “Behold, thy Lord said to the angels: ‘I
will create a vicegerent on earth”. (Al Baqarah 30). It occurs in the sense of a
political caliphate in: “O David! We did indeed make thee a vicegerent on
earth; so judge thou between men in truth”. (Sad 26). There is nothing in the
Qur’an to indicate that a caliph is of higher status than a king, since
kingship was applied to Solomon and caliphate was applied to David,
despite the fact that Solomon’s reign was greater than David’s.
What actually happened was that the political events which tore the
early Islamic community apart led to a change of terminology. When Abu
Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali were called Caliphs by general consent, this
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raised their status and reinforced their position in the eyes of the Sunnis;
many people also applied the word Caliph to the Ummayyad and Abbasid
rulers then, later, to the Ottomans (though they were seen as being of a
lesser rank). According to Ibn Khaldoun, Islamic history progressed from
Caliphate proper, to royal authority but in the sense of a Caliphate, then to
Caliphate in name only, then to royal authority pure and simple1. Early
Muslim writers were unsure whether to use the term caliph or king; later a
third word – sultan – appeared. It would seem that their hesitation over the
use of the word “king” was due to political pressure by those in power, and
also that it was this pressure that led them to introduce the word Dawla.
For these writers, however, Dawla did not mean what we understand it
as meaning today – i.e. a ruling authority unconnected to a particular
person; rather, it was synonymous with the word “rule” or “reign”. When
they said “the Bani Ummayyah Dawla”, what they meant was their rule or
their reign, and “the Dawla of al Ma’moun” meant the rule or reign of
al Ma’moun. The word Dawla, derived from tadaawul (circulation), refers to
the “circulation” or passing of power between dynasties and kings.
So there is a big difference between Dawla in the way it used to be
understood and its modern meaning of “State”.
The chroniclers of the rulers and their governments were concerned
mainly with recording events that would reinforce the survival and stability
of the Dawla, and here they were greatly inspired by the Persian and
Ancient Greek heritage. In his Muqaddimah (Prolegomenon) Ibn Khaldoun
discusses the Dawla as a historical phenomenon subject to a set of natural
laws, such as its “decrepitude during its fourth generation”. The writers’
use of the term Dawla may have had the psychological effect of giving it a
more abstract connotation, though without stripping it completely of its
original meaning of dynasty/ reign. In the case of Ibn Khaldoun, when he
talks about the decrepitude of the Dawla during its fourth generation, he is
referring to the weakness of a particular period of rule (the Ummayyad or
Almohad dynasties, for example) rather than to the inevitability of the
1 See the chapter Fii Inqilab al Khilafah ila’l Mulk (“On the Transformation of Caliphate to Kingdom”)
in Abdul Rahman Ibn Khaldoun’s Prolegomenon.
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Dawla as a ruling institution collapsing in its fourth generation; neither he
nor Muslim historians in general ever thought of the Dawla in the abstract
sense it has acquired in modern political philosophy.
Many people think that Arabic lexicons give the meanings of words in
an absolute or unqualified sense. This is not the case at all. The meanings
they give relate to specific historical periods. For example, if we consult
Lisan al ‘Arab by Ibn Mandhur (d. 711 AH), we will find the meanings of
Ummah and Dawla as they were understood during the later period of early
Arab history.
Ibn Mandhur defines Ummah (or Immah) as shir’ah (Law) and din
(religion), on the basis of the Qur’anic verse “We found our fathers following
a certain religion”. As we pointed out earlier, this is not the only meaning of
the word that occurs in the Qur’an, so it is strange that the religious sense
is the only one cited by Ibn Mandhur. What is certain, however, is that this
limited meaning was the most common one and the fact that the lexicons
restricted themselves to it gave it only that one meaning in people’s minds.
Even when Ibn Mandhur notes that Ummah is “a generation (literally
‘century’) of people”, as in the expression “…Umam passed away” – i.e.
generations (centuries) passed away, he also links this to religion, on the
basis that every century produces its Prophet and every Ummah produces
its Prophet1.
So we find the word Ummah acquiring an increasingly narrow range of
meaning, in contrast to the broad senses in which it appears in the Qur’an.
Consequently, it became closely associated with religion and this continued
to be the case for centuries, until traditional meanings came up against a
new way of looking at things under the influence of modern political
philosophy.
Ibn Mandhur states that Dawla is synonymous with doola, since both
are used to describe change in a wealth or warfare situation; he also says
that doola is related to wealth and Dawla has to do with warfare. This

1
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definition demonstrates the extent to which the Arabs saw politics as
involving violence, since Dawla has the connotation of transfer of power
being determined by war. Hence the saying: “It was our Dawla (turn)
against them” – i.e, we defeated them in war.
Despite numerous volumes on political philosophy and civil and legal
politics before Ibn Mandhur’s time, he makes no reference to the language
used by their authors in connection with those topics; lexicographers in
those days considered that the terminology used in those fields did not fall
within the category of “correct language”1.

3 – Ummah (Nation) and Dawla (State) in a modern context
In modern times we come across a new concept of Dawla (State),
Ummah (Nation) and the relationship between them. According to this
concept, the Dawla represents the Ummah’s political structure. The Dawla
comprises a group, or groups, of human beings who inhabit a specific
geographical region. It is the legal entity that represents the Ummah and
enforces its sovereignty, regulates the life of its people and enjoys exclusive
rights to the use of force. The Dawla’s sovereignty is also embodied in the
supremacy of its laws over the recognized conventions of any group or
groups of its subjects. It – i.e. the Dawla - is not embodied in the person of
the ruler; rather, it is represented by a government whose functions are
filled by specific people for a particular period of time. While they are
employed by the Dawla, these people are not the Dawla itself. The Dawla
regulates the lives of the individuals who comprise the Ummah and endows
them with a number of shared attributes, the main one being stable
occupancy of a single geographical area. Other shared attributes vary from
one Ummah to another and might include a common language or religion,
a shared sense of destiny, tribal allegiance, etc.
The difference between a Dawla and an Ummah is that the former is an
institution and legal entity, while the latter comprises groups of people linked
by certain ties. Accordingly, modern legislative thinking is based upon the
1
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notion of the Dawla and the Ummah being essentially the same, since every
Dawla represents an Ummah. For example, the international organisation
established in 1945 was called the “United Nations (Umam) Organisation”,
although it brings together the States that represent the Nations; it does not
represent the Nations directly. The constitutions of most member countries
of this international institution declare that they are the constitutions of
States and Nations simultaneously. However, a number of legislators in Arab
and Islamic countries (and some other countries too) recognise the Dawla as
being a State only and do not regard it as corresponding to the Ummah,
which they see in broader terms, such as the Arab Ummah or the Islamic
Ummah. This approach has led to tension in the relationship between the
Dawla, and its laws and legal system, and the supposed interests of the
Ummah; for example, whether it would be legitimate to intervene in the
affairs of a Dawla, or occupy it, on the grounds that higher national or
religious interests are superior to the individual interest of a particular
Dawla. International Law is quite categorical on this point, because modern
political thought is based on the principle of sovereignty and the supremacy
of civil law over all other considerations; accordingly, it does not recognise
the right to intervene in the affairs of a country unless the government of that
country is deemed to be illegitimate.
Most of the Islamic world has been subjected to colonial rule and only
succeeded in freeing itself after a struggle – long and bitter in some cases,
short in others, depending on the region and country concerned. Almost all
of them gained their independence by exploiting the changes in the
international arena after the First and Second World Wars, which weakened
the European colonialist countries and shifted the balance of power from
Europe to America. Islamic societies became members of the United
Nations, but at the same time they insisted that they were part of a single
Ummah, even if they were represented in the UN and other international
organisations as a plurality of individual States, sometimes with conflicting
interests and political positions.
The same international developments that created the conditions for
the independence movements to triumph also resulted in all the
independent States – the Islamic ones in general and the Arab ones in
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particular – restructuring their political and economic systems. None of
them were prepared to revert to the situation they were in during the precolonial period, since they believed it was one of the main causes of their
weakness and humiliation, so they adopted the modern type of Dawla – or
State - system that had emerged in the twentieth century – first in Europe,
then in the rest of the world.
The Islamic world’s first experience of modernisation was a harmonious
blend of liberation and renewal, which later spread across the rest of the
world. In 1803 the French armies withdrew from Egypt after Napoleon
Bonaparte’s campaign – a campaign that he had led himself. However, the
people rejected a return to Mameluke rule and installed Mohammed Ali
Pasha instead. During his reign (1805-1848) Mohammed Ali sought to
weaken Egypt’s ties with the Ottoman government, then to free it from
Ottoman rule and – on occasion – adopt policies in opposition to it.
In his history of Egypt – ‘Ajaa’ib al Athar fi’l Tarajim wa’l Akhbar –
Al Jabarti notes that Mohammed Ali was supported by the deputations
representative of the Egyptian people. He writes: “They continued until they
reached al Azbakiyah, then they stopped at the house of Mohammed Ali
Pasha. The sheikhs and dignitaries were present and they read the decree
that was with him, which comprised a letter to Mohammed Ali Pasha,
former Wali of Jeddah and currently Wali of Egypt from the twentieth of
Rabi’ al Awwal. The ‘ulama (religious scholars) and citizens were satisfied
with the state of affairs and were happy that Ahmed Pasha should be
removed from Egypt and leave for Alexandria, honoured and respected,
until such time as the order should come for him to proceed to certain
[other] wilayats (districts). …”1.
It would be true to say that the crisis in relations between Ummah and
Dawla in modern Arab and Islamic thought began with this significant
development, whose first signs began to appear in the nineteenth century.
Here it is worth noting that it coincided with similar developments that
were starting to take place in Europe itself. Just as Napoleon had
unintentionally pushed Egypt into a period of radical change, so too had he
1 Al Jabarti (Abdul Rahman) ‘Ajaa’ib al Athar fi’l Tarajim wa’l Akhbar, Beirut, Dar al Jeel, Part 3, P. 74.
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driven Europe into an era of wars and turmoil which was to end with his
defeat as the European powers united against him. These powers came
together at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, but they did not decide to return
to the old European system; instead, in endorsing the principle of the
nation-state and constitutional monarchies, they buried once and for all
Napoleon’s dream of a huge empire. Meanwhile, this period also saw the
beginning of the end of the Islamic Ummah – the empire embodied over so
many centuries in Ottoman rule.
The crisis in the Dawla’s relationship with the Ummah was largely due
to the fact that the former – i.e. the Dawla – had been gradually
metamorphosing into a well-defined political and geographical entity - a
process that was finally completed in the twentieth century when the
formerly-colonised Arab and Islamic countries became independent and
the creation of the United Nations established the State – that is to say the
Dawla - as a reality enshrined in the rule of law and international legitimacy.
However, the concept of the Ummah has never been subjected to any legal
definition and it remains in dispute. Does the Ummah occupy the same
area of land as the Dawla? Or are the boundaries of the Ummah determined
by factors such as language or race (e.g. the Arab Ummah)? Or is it even
broader than that? That is to say, does it comprise a common religiouscultural area (the Islamic Ummah)? Moreover, if that is the case, then what
exactly is the nature of the relationship between the Ummah and the
Dawla? And how can the legal concept of the Dawla be reconciled with
another concept whose nature does not allow for any legal definition and
which can be defined in so many different ways?
The fact is that Europe has never experienced a crisis like this. The
idea of a European Christian Nation – or Ummah – restoring the glories of
the Western Roman Empire died with Emperor Charles V’s failure to unite
Europe in the sixteenth century. And even though the Hapsburg Empire
(once called the Holy Roman Empire) survived until 1918 and – over the
course of its existence – played a significant role in checking the Ottomans’
advance into Western Europe, no great empire appeared after Charles V to
forge a European Christian Nation that would reign supreme over that
continent’s national kingdoms and principalities.
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The Catholic-Protestant split in Western Christianity was a major factor
in the decline of the idea of a supranational Nation, and the religious wars
of the seventeenth century reinforced the principle of Europe’s division into
a number of different States. Totake one example of this, the Belgians and
the Dutch are two small communities with a common history, but each has
the status of a separate Nation because the Belgians are Catholics and the
Dutch are Protestants. It would generally be true to say that Europe’s
experience produced a clear and simple solution to the Ummah/Dawla
question, which may be summed up as follows: Ummah=Dawla.
If we now look at the Islamic world, and the Arab world in particular,
we find that no such clear equation exists; in fact it is not accepted at all
and the Dawla has always found itself in conflict with the Ummah, both
conceptually and in practical terms. If we return to the earliest experience
we have referred to – that of Egypt during the reign of Mohammed Ali
Pasha – we find that this ruler of Albanian origin was moving gradually in
the direction of replacing the idea of the Islamic Ummah with the Arab
Ummah. This does not mean that he was a pioneer of Arab nationalism,
but his policies demonstrated his attempts to secede – albeit without
declaring his secession – from the Ottoman Empire, which had always been
the political embodiment of the concept of the Islamic Ummah until the
middle of the nineteenth century, including the notion that there was no
essential difference between the (Ottoman) Dawla and the (Islamic)
Ummah.
In the 1830s – i.e. at the start of his clashes with the Ottoman Dawla,
which were eventually to lead to protracted wars - Mohammed Ali ordered
that decrees and the Official Gazette should be published in Arabic and
that the Turkish (Ottoman) language should be replaced by Arabic (which
he himself spoke badly!). Egyptian intellectuals understood and accepted
this new trend. In his record of his travels – Takhlees al Ibreez fi Talkhees
Bareez (1831) - al Tahtawi hails the Egyptian Renaissance – not in Islamic
terms with the central role being given to the Ottoman Caliph, but in rather
vague “Arab” terms with Egypt at its centre. For example, he writes the
following: “In the Age of the Caliphs our condition was better than that of
all other countries. The reason for this was that it was the Caliphs who
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appointed the ‘ulama (scholars), the masters of the arts and sciences and
others, and some of them [i.e. the Caliphs] were themselves engaged in
these fields. Look at al Ma’moun, the son of Haroun al Rashid…”.1.This
sentence means that the Age of the Caliphs ended with the end of the Arab
caliphs and the Abbasid State and that the Ottomans were sultans, not
caliphs. This meant that they represented a Dawla, not an Ummah, and
that their age was an age of decline; therefore the Ummah needed a new
leadership in the person of Mohammed Ali, whom al Tahtawi likens to the
great Abbasid caliphs of the past.
He writes: “Nobody can deny that the arts, crafts and sciences are
flourishing in Egypt today – indeed, they exist now when they did not exist
before. So what His Excellency has spent on such things was appropriate,
as all agree…”2. Neither al Tahtawi nor Mohammed Ali himself cast doubt
on the legitimacy of the Ottoman Sultan, but they saw him as the
representative of a Dawla, not an Ummah.
This conflict between Dawla and Ummah was revived during the era of
Arab nationalism. More than one Dawla believed that it had a mandate to
act on behalf of a wider Ummah – the Arab Ummah – and that its leaders
were “rulers of regions” awaiting the arrival of Arab unity. In reaction against
this, the concept of the Ummah was given a religious connotation with the
Islamic Ummah as an alternative goal to Arab nationalism. There were also
several attempts by “people in the middle” to reconcile the two positions.
Most Arab and Islamic constitutions avoided taking a definitive position
on the relationship between the Ummah and the Dawla in their actual texts.
A striking example of this is the Tunisian constitution. President Al Habib
Bourguiba (1900-2000), whose ideas played a major part in the creation of
modern Tunisia, strongly believed in the existence of a “Tunisian Ummah”
and maintained that the republican system was the modern form of the
Dawla. On the latter point he was successful and the monarchy was
abolished after a period of debate in the first constituent assembly, which
1

Takhlees al Ibreez fi Talkhees Bareez or Al Iwan al Nafees bi Iwan Barees, Al Dar al ‘Arabiyyah li’l
Kitab, P. 20.

2 Ibid. P. 21.
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was tasked with producing the constitution. However, the first point was
never laid out clearly and explicitly in the wording of successive draft
versions of modern Tunisia’s constitution, which were as follows:
The 9th January 1957 version:
“Tunis is a free, independent, sovereign State (Dawla). Islam is its
religion and its language is Arabic…Sovereignty is vested in the Tunisian
people ….The Tunisian State (Dawla) is a State (Dawla) with a constitutional
monarchy…”.
The 30th January 1958 version:
“Tunisia is a free, independent, sovereign State. Islam is its religion
and its language is Arabic….The Tunisian State is a republican State ….
Sovereignty is vested in the Tunisian people…”.
The final version, dated 1st June 1959:
“Tunisia is a free, independent, sovereign State. Islam is its religion, its
language is Arabic and its system of government is republican. The Republic
of Tunisia is part of the Greater Maghreb and shall work for its unity, within
the framework of common interests. Sovereignty is vested in the Tunisian
people…”1.
Although the word Ummah was often on the lips of the leaders of the
national movement, particularly Al Habib Bourguiba’s, it does not appear in
the text of the constitution, which merely stipulates that Tunisia is part of a
wider area – the “Greater Maghreb”. While an Arab identity and Islam were
classed as fundamental elements of the Tunisian Dawla, that Dawla was
not seen as being part of an Arab and/or Islamic Ummah.
States that had been established on a nationalist basis held a contrary
view, seeing themselves as “regional leaderships” within the Arab Ummah
who exercised their powers with the aim of uniting that Ummah into a single
Dawla. Moreover, all nationalist theorists like Sati’ al Husri, Antun Sa’adeh
and Michel Aflaq understood the word Ummah on the basis of the definitions
that were in current use in Europe. However, the difference was that Europe
1 Tunisian political texts and documents, Markaz al Diraasaat wa’l Buhuth wa’l Nashr, Tunis, 1987.
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comprised a number of different Dawlas, or States, each of which
represented an Ummah, or Nation, while the Arab nationalists saw the
Ummah as a current reality and the Ummah-wide nation-state as their goal.
For example, Antun Sa’adeh wrote: “If the Dawla is one of human society’s
a political phenomena, the Ummah is a purely social reality… And if the
Ummah is a social reality, which it is, then how can that social reality be
defined? What are its causes, characteristics and attributes, and what are
its spiritual and clan qualities, which are defined as nationalism?1”
Although Antun Sa’adeh understood the Ummah solely in terms of Syrian
nationalism, those who see it as encompassing all the Arab regions adopt the
same approach in making the Dawla subject to the Ummah and in regarding
the borders of the existing political entities as being Dawlas of weak legitimacy
or “temporary Dawlas” until such time as the Ummah becomes united.

4 – A new approach
In his Vocabulaire Technique et Critique de la Philosophie Lalande defines
a State (i.e. a Dawla) as “a society that enjoys an independent government.
The State has a distinctive character that distinguishes it from other similar
societies united by a relationship…2” He defines a Nation (i.e. Ummah) as
“a group of individuals who form a State in their capacity as a social body
that is distinct from the government”. He endorses the statement in the
French Revolution’s Declaration of the Rights of Man (1789): “The principle of
all sovereignty lies basically in the Nation. No body or individual can exercise
sovereignty that is not explicitly derived from the Nation”.
These uncompromising words express the relationship between people,
Nation, sovereignty and State - a relationship which has existed for two
centuries and has been the basis of political thought and international
laws. In contrast to the position adopted by the French revolutionaries, the
pioneers of the liberation movements in the Arab and Islamic countries
opted for more flexible language that left room for more than one
1 Nushu’ al Umam, Dar al Fikr li’l Abhath wa’l Nashr (1st impression, 1937).
2
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interpretation of the relationship between Dawla and Ummah. Consequently,
the sovereignty of the Dawla has been in dispute and under threat from
nationalist movements calling for a single Arab nation-state or from
religious movements calling for the restoration of the Caliphate.
Some writers sought to overcome the problem by propounding the
thesis that the Qur’an established the “Islamic Ummah”, not the “Islamic
Dawla”. This would grant legitimacy to “regional States” and justify the fact
that there are numerous separate Islamic States in the modern age, while
at the same time maintaining the ideal of Islamic unity, but in the framework
of an Ummah, not a Dawla. Dr. Radhwan al Sayyid’s book Al Ummah wa’l
Jama’ah wa’s Sultah, published in 1984, is a ground-breaking work in this
field, which does not merely defend this thesis in a modern context, but
establishes that it had always been seen as the norm throughout Islam’s
history. He writes: “Over the centuries there was a struggle over what
alternative institution could inherit the Prophet’s authority in interpreting
the meaning of the Sacred Texts….The princes and rulers who came after
him tried to act as the alternative institution, some of them called
themselves names like the Caliph of Allah, or Allah’s Power, or Allah’s
Shadow Upon Earth, but the community’s historical experience of dealing
with the Sacred Texts after the death of the Messenger proved to be in vain.
….Thus it became hard to find universal acceptance of an institution as
conforming to the text of the Qur’an and Sunnah, - with the exception, that
is, of the Ummah, which flourished, continued, grew and expanded under
the broad guidance of the Sacred Texts…”1. It is on this basis that the
writer regards the Qur’an as being distinctive in affirming that there must
inevitably be divisions between different groups of human beings. He also
sees social progress as only being possible if this truth is accepted, while it
can be achieved by bringing disparate peoples and tribes together into a
single Ummah which accepts that divisions exist, while also recognising
that power struggles are one of the consequences of those divisions.
The fundamentalists, on the other hand, are fully committed to ensuring
that a single Ummah should inevitably result in a single, united Dawla. They
have two approaches. The traditionalists call for the restoration of the
1

Radhwan al Sayyid Al Ummah wa’l Jama’ah wa’s Sultah, Diraasaat fi’l Fikr al Siyaasi’l ‘Arabiy
al Islami, Beirut, Dar Iqra, 2nd impression, 1986, Pp. 12-13.
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Caliphate, as the “historic embodiment” of that unity, and also on the grounds
that the Caliphate is a Shariah obligation and that the jamaa’ah (Islamic
community) cannot be a united body without it. Others - less traditionalist in
form, though not in content – accept the idea of separate Islamic communities
living in separate Dawlas, but with one united community in each Dawla, and
on the understanding that this separateness is a temporary arrangement and
that the ultimate aim is the political union of the Islamic world. (We could say
that the first approach is represented by a small number of groups like Hizb
ut Tahrir al Islami, founded by Taqiuddin al Nabhani, and that the second is
the traditional position of the Muslim Brotherhood.) The concepts of jamaa’ah,
taa’ah (obedience), nabdh al ikhtilaf (rejection of difference), bay’ah (homage)
and imam are an integral part of fundamentalist thought and this is why it
has been so successfully propagated; the public mindset has been ready to
accept these concepts because they see differences as being a form of
deviationism and pluralism as a weakness, not a strength.
In their view, the humiliation of the Islamic world is a result of the fall of
the Ottoman Caliphate. Their position is sometimes at odds with historical
reality. For example, they ignore the long-standing political differences
between Muslims since Saqifat Bani Saidah and between the Prophet’s
Companions themselves, and they forget that in modern historical times the
French conquered Algeria and Tunisia and the British occupied Egypt, while
the Caliph stood by, unable to defend regions that were symbolically under
his authority. Indeed, a significant area of Turkish territory would have been
divided among its neighbours were it not for the resistance of the secularist
Kemal Ataturk.
The regional Dawla – or regional State – has been under continuous
attack from the Islamists and nationalists and has been unable to find a
suitable way of presenting a proper case for its philosophical and religious
legitimacy, despite the fact that it has become an established reality. This is
due to its indecisiveness about the nature of the Dawla and the Ummah and
the relationship between them – i.e. the partition of the Ummah in line with
the political division of its component States. The issue here is: Is there
another approach capable of establishing the principle of the “nation-state”
without coming up against the “inherited baggage” associated with the
concept of the Ummah, which rejects division and fragmentation?
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This question has been raised with maximum frankness and minimum
sensitivity since the emergence of what has become known as the New World
Order, or since the end of the Cold War and the fall of Communism. We have
observed it at two levels – globally and locally.
Let us look first at the local level. Here two significant events led to a
retreat from the absolutist position on the question of unity and gave greater
scope for the concept of the Dawla as an “individual country” or region. The
first of these was the Iranian Revolution in 1979 – a Shi’a-based revolution
which revived the Sunni-Shi’a debate and the historic conflict between the
two sects and gave the question of Islamic unity a more realistic dimension.
(Previously it had been seen in somewhat abstract terms.) It now became
impossible to overlook the fact that the Islamic Ummah had been mired in
conflict since its early days and that the Sunni-Shi’a division was one of the
main elements of that conflict. Moreover, this old-new conflict also had an
old-new political dimension that was reflected (and continued to be reflected)
either in power struggles or in the emergence of individual sectarian-based
States – some Sunni, others Shi’a.
So Islamic unity could not ignore this division; rather, it needed first to
recognise it and then to reconcile the sects without seeking to unite them into
a single body.
The second event was Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Here several
States were of the opinion that the imminent danger came from within rather
than from outside. This undermined the ideal of Arab unity and struck a blow
at popular and widely held concepts such as Arab security, Arab brotherhood,
common destiny, etc.
Globally, we find that the ideology of the nation-state is no longer a
universally accepted political ideology. Instead, it has become more closely
associated with extreme right-wing movements. The Ummah=Dawla equation
has ceased to be the political frame of reference for most people, who have
begun looking towards broader horizons (even if they have not gone so far as
to deny the legal validity of the State). Examples of this include the concepts
of a united Europe and “European citizenship”, the right of every European to
travel across European borders without a passport or visa, his right to reside in
the country of his choice and the right to work there if he finds a job that suits
his qualifications. The European Union acquired a President and Foreign
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Minister; it had already been granted a Commission, a Parliament and
numerous bodies or authorities that were independent of its member States’
national institutions. The European Union took over some of the powers of its
member States; those States and their citizens were happy to see this happen
and most Europeans had no objection when they found themselves subject to
legislation enacted in the European capital, Brussels, rather than in their own
national capitals. (Unless, of course, the legislation was against their
interests).
Several strategic observers believe that the realities of globalisation will
reinforce the trend towards the creation of regional blocs to advance economic
interests, and that this tendency will overrride the “cultural” differences which
previously used to define the concept of an Ummah – that is to say, religion,
language or history.
In fact, it would probably be true to say that the Qur’anic sense of the
word Ummah, which sees the Ummah as being on a higher plane than
religious, ethnic and tribal affiliations, could nowadays have a positive
application if it is interpreted in the way proposed by Radhwan al Sayyid and
others – i.e. an interpretation that distinguishes between the unity of the
Ummah and the unity of the Dawla.
There remains one other challenge which is currently hard to define
precisely. It seems likely that the contradiction inherent in the Ummah/Dawla
“partnership” – as we have presented it in this study – will lead to its
transformation into an Ummah/interest “partnership” instead. What would
happen, for example, if a group of people felt that there was a conflict between
their economic interests and their cultural affiliation? How could the two
elements be reconciled?
Turkey offers a possible example of this. What, for example, would
happen if the Europeans accepted Turkey’s membership of the European
Union? Turkey would find itself forced to close its borders with the Islamic
world (with which it has restored its relations - relations which have become
increasingly close over the last few years), and open up its borders to the
Europeans.
However, the most likely scenario here is that the European Union will
not accept Turkey, and this suggests that culture and religion are still basic
factors in uniting and dividing human communities.
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I

n this age of globalization, which has shrunk our
planet to a point where it has become a small village
(geographically and spatially, not in human/value
terms), the only voice that is heard is the voice of the
Powerful, who seeks to make everybody else an identical
copy of himself and impose his ideas, values and
lifestyle upon the rest of humanity and creation from
behind a façade that conceals despotism, tyranny,
discrimination and corruption beneath an outward
appearance of democracy, justice and equality. Seduced
by his power, he believes that “conflict” and “combat”
are inevitable1. Indeed, he actually thinks that the battle
has ended in his favour and that “history” has reached
the end of the line2, leaving him triumphant and the rest
of mankind in a state of subjection and alienation3.
1 Reference to Samuel Huntington’s theory.
2 Reference to Francis Fukuyama’s theory.
3

Samuel Huntington: The Clash of Civilizations (in English), New York,
1997, P. 59.
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In the current era, unparalleled in history, a reaction is taking place.
Today there is a movement on the part of those who “wish to live”, who
are determined to preserve those qualities which enable them to
maintain their identity, character and way of thinking, and thus their
interests and ability to influence the world around them. If they have no
such qualities to hand (they might consist of ideas, a vision or an
interest), they try to acquire them or create them so that they can
continue to live their own lives as they see fit and confront those who
would crush them.
Essentially, the qualities I am referring to are of the kind that will
enable their possessor to carry out his mission with maximum effectiveness.
Sometimes they are reinforced by strong religious belief, a powerful intellect
or a deep awareness of history – or all three together. When this is the
case, this means that the qualities are rooted in human society – a factor
that endows them with vigour, robustness and authenticity and ensures
that they are untainted by falsehood and artificiality.
These qualities include language. As the tongue of a community,
language is the mirror of its thought, the repository of its talents and the
mainstay of its identity. The Powerful is well aware of this and, in seeking to
destroy the identities of others endowed with less power than himself, the
focus of his attack is on the two targets – language and religion – that he
sees as being crucial elements of any civilization or culture.
“Arabness” is one of the elements of our identity as Arabs and
Muslims, and in this study I had originally planned to examine language
and identity as the keys to understanding what it is that makes us
Arabs. Then I had intended to take a broad approach to the subject in
which I would deal with three points: the concept of language and the
concept of identity, then the dialectic of the relationship between
language and identity.
However, what eventually happened was that the objective became the
substance and this study found itself totally preoccupied with the problem
areas of the concepts and the relationship dialectic. I may follow it up later
with a purely “procedural” paper entitled “Arabness is identity”.
58

LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY: CONCEPTUAL PROBLEMS AND THE RELATIONSHIP DIALECTIC

1 - The Concept of Language
Language is a uniquely human trait and studies have established that
it is not found in any other beings we know. The word “lugha” – i.e.
language – has its own etymological features that are peculiar to the
language family to which it belongs, which I shall now discuss.
Language dictionaries state that the word lugha is derived from the root
laghu or laghiy, which has connotations of throwing, expelling or ejecting, as
in “laghawt” – i.e. “I ejected (words) and spoke”. If you want to hear Arabs
speak, then you “istalgh” them, or “ask them to speak”1. The root meaning of
the word is throwing or expelling, then it developed to refer to words mouthed
by human beings, or indeed by the mouths of other living beings. Later, the
word “lugha” came to mean language – and only language – as spoken by a
human being so that he can express himself and communicate with others.
The Holy Qur’an uses the word laghu, but not in the meaning from
which we have taken the word lugha and it usually occurs with the
connotation of something blameworthy and shameful – ugly in word and
deed – or of an oath which is made unintendedly.
In the Qur’an the word used to convey the sense of language is derived
from lisn (tongue) and includes “lisan” (tongue, language) in its singular
and plural forms. This occurs, for example, in the singular form in: “The
tongue of him they wickedly point to is notably foreign, while this tongue is
Arabic, pure and clear.” (Al Nahl 103), “In the perspicuous Arabic tongue.”
(Al Shu’ara’ 195), “And my brother Aaron; he is more eloquent in speech than I.”
(Al Qasas 34), “And this Book confirms (it) in the Arabic tongue.” (Al Ahqaf 12),
“Curses were pronounced on those among the Children of Israel who
rejected Faith, by the tongue of David and of Jesus, the son of Mary.”
(Al Ma’idah 78) and “We sent not a Messenger except (to teach) in the language
of his (own) people.” (Ibrahim 4).
In the plural form it occurs in: “And among His signs is the creation of
the heavens and the earth, and the variations in your languages and
colours.” (Al Rum 22).
1 Al Zamakhshari: Asas al Balagha (laghu).
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If we look at the contexts in the Qur’an in which these words appear,
we find that they occur either with the meaning of just a language or
languages (the verses from Al Nahl, Al Qasas, Al Ma’idah and Ibrahim), or
with the added epithet “Arabic”. The Arabic language is praised for its
clarity and its ability to persuade (as in Al Nahl, Al Shu’ara’ and Al Ahqaf);
elsewhere, language is mentioned to show that the different languages
spoken by people are among the signs of Allah (as in Al Rum).
The word “lisn” is not very far in meaning from “laghu” or laghi”.
Al Zamakhshari writes: “Every people has a lisn – a lugha – and the tongue
(lisan) of the Arabs is the most eloquent tongue”1.
Returning to the relationship between lugha (i.e. language) and its
origin, I should point out that the Holy Qur’an uses the term in a sense that
is close to its original meaning, which is – as I noted earlier – “expulsion”,
since something that is blameworthy, shameful etc. is expelled, or ought to
be expelled. Lugha in the sense of language is also related to expulsion
since language – that vital tool - has to be “thrown” (or “expelled” from the
body) to enable linguistic communication to take place between members
of a group2.
There is also a somewhat uncertain half-way house between the two
meanings – expulsion and language – in lagha (to talk nonsense or to
speak) and its derivatives, while the specifically linguistic sense is found in
the word lugha; this form of the word, in which the a becomes a u, could
almost be described as a new form of the word devised to convey that
exclusive linguistic meaning in which “expulsion” only exists for the
purpose of communication. Thus the word has its own exclusive and
specific place in its “family” and their derivatives. It also has its own status
in a social context as an identity factor, which we shall discuss shortly.
So much for the semantic aspect. But what about language as seen
by linguistics academics who study “language” as a collection of
1 Ibid. (lisn).
2 Muhammad Abdul Rauf al Manawi: Al Tawqīf ‘ala Muhimmati’l Ta’arif, edited by Muhammad Ridwan
al Daiyah, Damascus, Dar al Fikr, 1990, P. 622.
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phonemes, words and syntax? And how do sociologists view language as
a social phenomenon?
According to them it is “something which is on the tongues of every
people,” or “the accepted speech between all members of a community”1.
Ibn Jini (d. 390 AH) defines it as “sounds used by every people to express
their intentions”2.
If we analyse this last – highly compact – definition, we find that the
“language system” comprises three explicit elements – sounds, people and
intentions. The link between sounds and intentions is indicative of
something we already know; that is, that language is a reflection of thought,
and the sounds we hear are in fact nothing more than a representation of
the thoughts. Hence the definition of man as a talking animal. This does
not mean that he is capable of uttering sounds, but that he is a thinking
being; expressing thoughts is one of language’s main functions, according
to the socio-linguists3, who also point out that language can perform the
opposite function – that of concealing thoughts or concealing a poverty of
ideas; here they cite the examples of certain bureaucrats, lawbreakers, etc.
However, in my opinion this “counter-function” is merely another aspect of
the reflection of thought – the thought of a class, group or category of
people, whose objectives it aims to serve.
From a sociological point of view, it is perhaps these factors that have
made language a vital strand in the numerous threads that comprise the
social fabric and a prime tool for tracing the development of the human
intellect. The late Benjamin Lee Whorf – a leading American linguist –
believed that language influences and directs thought, not merely because
of the words from which it is composed, but also because of its internal
structure.
1

Ibid. P. 622 and al Kafawi: Al Kulliyaat, collated and edited by Muhammad Adnan Darwish and
Muhammad al Misri, Damascus, Ministry of Culture, 1976, Part 4, P. 170.

2 Ibn Jini: Al Khasaa’is, edited by Muhammad Ali al Najjar, 3rd impression, Cairo, Al Hay’a’l Misriyah
’l‘Aamma li’l Kitab, 1406 AH, 1986 CE, Part 1/33.
3

Muhammad al Sayyid ‘Alwan: Al Mujtama’ wa Qaḍaya’l Lugha, Alexandria, Dar al Ma’rifa
al Jami’iyah, 1995, P. 119.
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To return to Ibn Jini, the loss of one of the elements of the “language
system” means that what is left cannot be classed as “language”. Sounds
produced by non-human beings do not constitute language, while human
beings performing actions to achieve their objectives and serve their needs,
but without producing sounds, are not engaging in language activity.
Human beings, as is well known, produce movements and gestures to
express themselves or communicate with other people, but the only way
these can be classed as “language” would be metaphorically. Blushing as
an expression of shame or embarrassment, frowning as an expression of
anger and standing up as an expression of respect cannot be regarded as
“language”. Sound and light signals without words, drumbeats and the
sounds of musical instruments are not “language”, either. Nor is deaf and
dumb language really a language, even though it is described as such.
Noises produced by human beings without the intention of conveying
messages or objectives are merely sounds, not language.
Language is a means used by “every people to express”. However, the
fact that it is a “means” – though important – does not exclude its also
being an end, if at some stage it goes beyond its function of
“intercommunication” between members of a group and becomes a
specific feature of that group and a means of preserving it, in a complex
dialectical relationship between the native speakers of that language and
their language.
Hence what we recognize as “language” or “tongue” comprises four
elements.
In Ibn Jini’s definition there is also a fifth element. Although it is not
explicit, it can be implied from the word “people”. Language is not an
individualistic or isolated activity, but what sociologists describe as a
supra-individual phenomenon. Man as an individual did not invent
language; if he tried to do so, “this would be a vain, sterile enterprise since
there would not be anyone to understand what he was saying and he would
have no means of propagating his invention”1.
1 Ibid. P. 126.
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A sixth element can also be inferred from “every people”. While
language is not an individualistic phenomenon, it is also not actually a
human phenomenon, if we understand “human” in a universal sense. That
is to say, there is not a single language; every people or human group has
its own language – a language which develops and evolves with them, is
linked to them, is produced by them and influences them – within the
complex dialectic relationship we have indicated.
Long before Ibn Jini defined language in the way we have described
above, Aristotle defined it as “a production of sound accompanied by an
act of imagination so that the expression is a sound with meaning”1.
Centuries after Ibn Jini Otto Jesperson wrote that “the essence of language
is human activity, activity by the individual so that he can make himself
understood by others, and activity by others so that they can understand
what is happening in the mind of the individual”2.
Another definition sees language as “a picture of the world in your
head”.
While this is some distance removed from the more literal definitions
of language, it contains some elements of Ibn Jini’s definition, though it
approaches the subject from the opposite angle. While Ibn Jini starts with
the tongue which issues audible sounds inspired by thought, the other
approach starts with the head and jumps from there to the tongue; at the
same time, it is mainly concerned with language as a mirror of man’s mind,
thoughts and vision of the world around him.
Since his focus is on these aspects, the writer is distracted from
consideration of other aspects such as the “collective element” or, as Ibn
Jini puts it, the “people”. If we allow ourselves a little latitude and liken an
individual’s relationship with his language to the relationship of a community
with its language, we can view language as a picture of the world in the head
of the community or – as sociologists would say – “in its collective mind”.

1

Ali Abdul Wahid Wafi: Al Lugha wa’l Mujtama’, 4th impression, Jiddah, Sharikat Maktabaat Ukadh
li’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi’, 1403 AH 1983 CE, P. 7.

2 Muhammad Hamasa Abdul Latif: Al Nahuw wa’l Dalalah, Cairo, 1983, P. 31.
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According to the Sufis, or the People of Allah, language is “the
expressions which The Truth (i.e. Allah) addresses to you1.” It would appear
from this that they changed the definition of language as “sounds, people
and intentions” into a new definition meaning “expressions of particular
significance”, though without making it clear whether its essence comes
from Allah – Glory be to Him – as a means of communicating with those of
His servants who are close t Him.
We can see from the above that “language” is the one thing that is
closest to man himself, and thus to the community which uses it. It is, if
you like, the nearest possible thing to the soul, or indeed, perhaps it could
actually be described as the soul. The only difference between the two is
that what we call the “soul” constitutes the life of the individual, while
“language” constitutes the life of the community. The soul breathes life into
a single body, while language, as the soul of the community, has a powerful
ability to breathe life into many bodies. There is plenty of evidence for this.
We live by language, we wake up to language, we sleep to language, our
innermost thoughts are reflected in its mirror, and through it we
communicate and interact with other members of the human race. However,
we are unaware of this relationship because it is so familiar to us and plays
such an intimate part in our lives.
Over the ages and across all civilizations and cultures language has
maitained its value and status. It is the tangible evidence of man’s real
existence. When individuals die and communities become extinct, the only
things of value that they leave behind are the things preserved by language.
Language – any language – is the hidden force that motivates individuals
and channels the energies of societies. “A word can make a person happy
or sad; it can make him believe or reject Faith, gain reward or punishment.
It is through words that justice is administered and the world is upset,
stabilised and reassured”2.
In short, the language we are talking about here is language in its
sense of being a tool of human thought. It influences man and is influenced
1 Ibid. P. 31.
2 Al Manawi: Al Tawqif ‘ala Muhimmati’l Ta’arif, P. 622.
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by him. This is the truth and essence of language. Its sounds, words and
structures are its “clothes” – “clothes” which, although they may be
regarded as mere outward and visible signs, are a mark of distinction and a
source of pride.

2 – The Concept of Identity
Identity (Arabic huwiyyah) is a word that has its origins in the realm of
philosophy and Sufism. The early Arabs and Muslims derived it from the
word “huwa” (“he”) or “al huwa” (“the he”) to convey the sense of “being”
(Arabic kainunah) that existed in the languages of India and Europe. Later,
they amended “huwa” to “al mawjud” (“the existing”) and “huwiyyah” to
“al wujud” (“existence”). Thus the word entered the language as a
philosophical term indicating the existence of a thing as the thing itself. It
is not related to or derived from the word “hawa” (“whim/ passion/
prejudice”); it conveys the same sort of meaning as “haqiqah” (“reality”),
“dhaat” (“essential nature”) or “mahiyah” (“quiddity”) and the terms are
frequently treated as interchangeable.
“Al huwa” has been defined as “the Transcendental …..the most
Esoteric of the Esoteric.”1, while “huwa” has been defined as “a word
referring to the Most High, the Unseen God, who has power over all things,
Whose essential nature is unseen and Who is manifested through the
Names that reveal His attributes…….”2.
Huwa or al huwa, then, is the Ultimate Truth, the Divine Unseen and
the Most Esoteric of the Esoteric. Of huwiyyah itself, it was said that “the
being most entitled to this term is the One Whose essential existence is of
itself, the One named the Necessary Being, the Eternal3.” Later the concept
evolved so that huwiyyah became the reality, quiddity or essential nature of
a thing – of anything. It was said of it that “What the thing consisted of, it
1 Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs: Al Mawsu’ah al Islamiyyah al ‘Aammah, Cairo, Council, P. 1222.
2

Muhammad Abed al Jaberi Wafiy: Al Mawsu’ah al Falsafiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah, Vol. 1, edited by
Dr. Ma’an Ziyadeh, Beirut, Ma’had al Inma’ al ‘Arabiy, 1986, P. 821.

3

Al Sharif al Jurjani: Al Ta’rifaat, Beirut, Dar al Kutub al ‘Ilmiyyah, 1988, P. 257, and al Manawi:
Al Tawqif ‘ala Muhimmati’l Ta’arif, P. 744.
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was it”1; this meant that it was the quality that made a thing what it actually
is rather than something else.
The terms “quiddity” (“mahiyah”), “reality” (“haqiqah”), “identity”
(“huwiyyah”) and “essential nature” (“dhaat”) have been described
respectively as: a response to the question “What is it?” (quiddity); proven
on the basis of its external characteristics (reality); the quality that
distinguishes it from other things (identity); and the self (essential nature)2.
If we examine what has been said, we will find that, broadly speaking
and from a philosophical point of view, identity is the reality of a thing, or
its quiddity or essential nature.
The Sufis defined huwiyyah as “the ultimate reality, comprising realities
encompassing the kernel of the tree of the Absolute Unseen” 3. For
psychologists, huwiyyah – or identity – is the “unity of a person’s self
through the different stages of his existence – in childhood, youth, middle
age and old age 4.” Sociologists see identity as “the thing which makes a
person feel integrated into the society in which he lives and gives him a
sense of belonging to it 5.” For metaphysicians, it is “the essence of the
mind and its quiddity 6.” Or, identity and the mind are the one and the same
thing; identity is the mind’s quiddity and image and the law that governs it.
It is an absolute necessity in the face of the absolutely impossible. Logicians
and mathematicians come closest to understanding it when they see
identity as being “a relationship between two things that makes them equal.
It is what makes one thing completely similar to another thing”7.
A quick glance at the concept of identity from various different angles
shows that huwiyyah – or identity – is a concept whose attributes include
1 Al Mannawi: Al Tawqif ‘ala Muhimmati’l Ta’arif, P. 744.
2 Al Kafawi: Al Kulliyaat, P. 961.
3 Abdul Rahman Badawi: Mawsu’at al Falsafah (al huwiyyah).
4 Ibid. (al huwiyyah).
5 Al Sharif al Jurjani: Al Ta’rifaat, P. 257.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
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reality, quiddity, essential nature, unity, integration, belonging, equality and
similarity. All these qualities are relevant to our examination of the question
of language and its relationship to those who speak it.
But how is identity formed? And what are the factors that contribute to
its formation?
Before answering these questions we should point out that identity is
something that can apply to both an individual and a group. An individual’s
identity could be a “simple identity”. This is easier for the mind to
comprehend and more widely recognised as a concept. An example of this
can be seen in the modern “Identity Card” which lists details of a person’s
name, age, physical characteristics, nationality etc. – i.e. particulars that
distinguish him from other individuals and identify him to others.
On the other hand, an individual’s “complex identity” covers his
opinions, thoughts, beliefs and affiliations; this identity associates the
individual with other individuals who share his opinions, thoughts, beliefs
and affiliations, while distinguishing him, and them, from others who do
not share them.
When individual and complex identities are combined, they form a
group identity – or “higher identity” – which brings its members together
while also distinguishing them from each other.
The “higher identity”, as we have called it, is formed spontaneously
without direct human intervention. It may follow from a conscious human
action or it may be from various other sources in which the prime mover
is Allah, Who sends Messengers to call people to embrace religions;
these religions later become an “identity” component of the people who
believe in them.
Theorists of the identity question have examined these issues and have
listed the identity-forming factors as: race, origin or ethnicity, religion,
history, geography, psychological/cultural make-up, will or desire,
economics and language. We could also add the State; some Marxists
– though not Stalin – have seen this as a factor.
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3 – The Language-Identity Dialectic
a - The earliest manifestations of identity
Having considered language and identity separately, we now need to
look at them together, with the addition of those other elements that help
shape identity. In doing so, we shall examine the relationship between
language and identity, as well as the status of language as an identity
factor and its role in the theories of identity.
If language is the human attribute that reflects the collective mind of a
certain class or group of people and expresses their vision of the world
around them, and if identity is reality, essential nature and quiddity, then it
would be true to say that language is the living image of the reality,
essential nature and quiddity of those who speak it.
Note that we have said “reality”, “essential nature” and “quiddity” in
their singular forms because language is “a thing that is shared” between
the people who speak it.
Language is one of the earliest manifestations of identity among groups
of human beings, who must of necessity have always used it as a tool for
mutual understanding. Today we do not know precisely the nature of this
tool in its original form, but it is certain that it was - generally speaking –
“language”, and that it enabled its users to create a community whose
members felt themselves drawn together by a common bond with those with
whom they were able to make themselves understood, while at the same
time differentiating them from those who did not belong to that community.
In its initial stages a language may be described as “simple identity”.
Then it becomes richer and deeper with the fullness of time, because the
relationships that are formed within it – i.e. the language family – and with
other language families, as well as the events its users experience and their
hopes and sufferings, are all “poured into” it, so that it becomes the group’s
sensory and social resource. In doing so it reinforces the ties between its
members and defines the features that make them what they are, while
endowing them with a common view of themselves, of others, and of the
world and creation around them.
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The relationship between a language and its speakers is an interactive
one, to the point where it is hard to separate the two. It is them and they
are it. Or, to put it another way, language is identity and identity is language.
Sociologists see language as a social phenomenon and an expression
of the social organisation of a particular society. This leads us to understand
that every people is firmly attached to its language because individuals are
always closely tied to their social structures 1. It is also as if they see
language as a manifestation of identity – or existence.
One writer maintains that there is a link between the future of a
language and the future of identity on the grounds that the former is an
element of the latter 2. He is right to see this link, particularly in the case of
a language like Arabic, which also has a religious character and enjoys a
sacred status, even among non-Arabic speakers, so that if it were lost it
would mean the loss of a sacred element of the Faith. However, Allah
– Glory be to Him – has preserved it from disintegration and extinction.
Despite what we have said above, language is not actually the only
component of identity, even if it is the main one as well as the richest,
deepest and most complex of them. The relationship between language
and identity is a relationship of the particular with the general; identity is a
more general phenomenon than language, because it is also expressed in
numerous non-linguistic ways. To put it simply, identity comprises the
common or agreed denominators between members of a group of people.
It is these that distinguish and unite them, and it is not only language that
performs this function.
This brings us back to the other elements that determine identity.
b - Language… and the other factors that determine identity
As we pointed out earlier, identity is a fabric comprising numerous
strands. Every strand can be combined with one or more others to create a
single identity. At the same time, one strand may be stronger than the
1 Ibid.
2 Ibid.
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others and dominate them, so that we might describe a group’s identity as
“linguistic”, “historical”, “religious”, “geographical”, etc. without totally
discounting any other element or elements.
However, some theorists deny that certain strands have a role in the
fabric of identity. For example, Marxists maintain that identity is the product
of only five strands:- language, history, psychological and cultural factors,
economics and geography. The Germans only count race or ethnicity as being
relevant, while the French give priority to role of the will or desire over
geography and economics. Arab nationalists focus on language and history,
the Syrian nationalists on geography (i.e. land) and the Islamists on religion.
The question here is: Can these elements be arranged in order of
priority and importance in determining identity?
This question brings to mind what Shariah scholars call al maqasid
al khamsa (the five objectives of the Shariah), which al Shatbi has arranged
in the following order: religion, the nafs (psyche), the mind, protection of
honour, and property. Perhaps we should see whether the same can be
done with the elements of the “identity structure”.
The problem is that there is a difference between “objectives” and
“structure”. The elements of the “objectives” are not the Shariah itself, but
its goals, while the elements of the “structure” are identity itself, or its
components.
To begin with, religion – in my opinion – is at the forefront of those
elements, because it is closely linked to man’s “deep structure” and
“internal composition”. A person who believes in it believes with absolute
certainty that it is from Allah, the Creator of the cosmos and the Creator of
mankind. Hence He – i.e. the Creator – is Most Aware, Most Knowledgeable
and Most Capable of ordering man’s interests, charting his life and planning
his happiness and his future. This is why the Divinely revealed religions
continue to thrive and attract huge numbers of human beings, whether
they exist in their pure form or have been adulterated to the point where
they have deviated from the truth. Religion is a source of values and
imprints its character on its followers.
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Religions have been influenced by several factors, including history
and the intellectual condition of their followers. By the time the last religion
– Islam – was revealed, the human intellect had reached an advanced level
of maturity and the Faith was able to flourish; compatible with its own time
and the centuries that have come after it, it embraces this world and the
next, acts of worship and intellectual activity, and relations with the Creator,
the universe and one’s fellow human beings.
Islam has continued to be the identity of numerous peoples in many
parts of the globe, even if its influence has declined due to various
circumstances and factors.
Despite the importance of religion, in the West it has been eliminated
as a serious force since the beginning of the Renaissance so that it has
become nothing more than a set of rituals. Religion is no longer a
fundamental part of a Westerner’s identity, while it ceased to be part of the
Muslim identity with the fall of the Ottoman Caliphate – at least at the
official and political levels. Sati’ al Husri, the last century’s leading Arab
theorist on the notion of a nationalist identity, denied that religion had a
role and classed it as a secondary factor. However, although he wrote
“States’ policies are not based on religious relations in any way….political
relations are not dependent upon a religious relationship”1, he made some
tentative attempts to establish a relationship between religion and
language, and between Arab unity and Islamic unity.
In my view, where identity is concerned language comes after religion.
Then after religion and language comes history. History helps shape
identity because it comprises a wide range of common factors that have
accumulated and matured over time and are shared by human communities.
These include situations of détente and crisis, joys and sorrows, and other
elements that go to make up a group’s collective memory, thereby linking
the destinies of its members and uniting them under one banner.
The longer, more eventful and more complex a history is, the more
capable it is of influencing and shaping identity. But what exactly is history?
1 Muhammad al Sayyid Alwan: Al Mujtama’ wa Qaḍaya’l Lugha, P. 10.
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Al Husri sees it as “the nation’s feelings and memory”1; that is, he appears
to regard it as a psychological/emotional phenomenon and as a collection
of events and situations that have combined to form a memory.
Hence “a Nation that has lost its history has lost its feeling.” However,
there is one writer who does not see “history” as a factor in determining
identity. In his view history, in the sense of “time,” is not something that
exists on its own; rather, it exists within a complex social framework. He
therefore proposes that the word “history” should be replaced by
“civilization/culture”, or at least “cultural history”, because a mere time
sequence does not create a Nation. He notes that many societies have
survived and flourished for long periods of time without becoming Nations
for the simple reason, in his view, that they did not produce a deep and
shared national culture 2.
The difference – in his opinion – is one of terminology and what
al Husri actually means is best conveyed by the word “civilization/culture”.
That is the core concept, since we cannot imagine a civilization existing in
isolation from time or history.
The three factors mentioned above are the main factors, but there are
also another six – each of almost equal significance, although they are
considerably less important than these three.
There can be no doubt that geography (a single land area) is relevant
and endows the community that inhabits it with a particular character. This
can be seen linguistically in the different dialects and accents, as well as in
other areas – social (customs and traditions), manners (social behaviour),
ethical standards (values), etc. Moreover, geographical separation, as we
all know, can divide what would normally be a single society into separate
societies, particularly if there are no basic factors to counter this process.
Economics also has a role to play in the lives of communities, as well
as individuals. However, it can also play a negative role and divide rather
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Al Husri: Al ‘Uroobah Awwalan, Beirut, Arab Unity Studies Centre, 1985.
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than unite. And apart from this, economies can be manipulated by
governments and exploited by them to serve their own ends.
In my opinion the will or desire, the State, and psychological and
cultural factors all play a part in reinforcing identity, but they do not actually
shape it – or rather, they do not shape it on their own.
Finally, there is the factor of race, origin or ethnicity. I have kept it until
last because many people believe that today there is no such thing as a
distinctive race. That is why al Husri referred to it as “a belief in a single
origin and provenance” 1.
c – Language and theories of identity
Identity is as old as human society, though identity theories are
relatively very recent. The status of language in the “identity structure” will
only be understood clearly if we look at it in relation to those theories.
In the late eighteenth and nineteenth and twentieth centuries there
were numerous theories on identity – German, French, Italian, Marxist and
Stalinist, Islamic, Ottoman, Ottoman-Islamic and Middle Eastern, Egyptian,
Syrian and Lebanese nationalist, African, Arab nationalist, etc.
In some of these theories the focus was on language. From the early
nineteenth century the German theory, based on Hegel’s idealist philosophy,
maintained that language was the basis and true criterion of nationalism
(identity). In this connection Herder (d. 1803) believed that “the heart of the
people beats in the language of that people, and the soul of the people is
to be found in the language of their forebears. It is the container in which
the people deposit all their achievements including their most precious
thoughts, customs, philosophies and beliefs.” Fichte (d. 1814) says: “Those
who speak a single language form a single, integrated entity that is
naturally bound together by firm bonds, even though they are invisible.”
Over a century later Max Nordau (d. 1923) promoted the notion of “language
as a tool for intercommunication between the individual and the group, and
1

Al Husri: Ma Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? Abhaath wa Diraasaat ‘ala Dhaw’i’l Ahdaath wa’l Nadhariyyaat,
Beirut, Arab Unity Studies Centre, 1985, P. 210.
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of language as a means of cultural creativity and the acquisition of
knowledge, and, moreover, language as a political-social medium leading
to democracy and justice”1.
The German theory is not limited to language. It also includes origin
and race, but it sees language as the basic factor in shaping identity.
The idea of seeing language as the primel means for linking individual
members of a community is an old one and dates back to Ibn Khaldoun,
who saw Arabic as the link that unites the Arabs.
While the Germans accorded language this status, the Arab nationalists
(Sati’a al Husri) went even further and made it pivotal to Arab nationalist
thought; for them, language was “the life and soul of the Nation…” – the
axis and backbone of nationalism and one of its most important elements.
“The most fundamental element in the formation of a Nation and the
development of nationalism is a single language and a single history”2 “We
can say that what primarily distinguishes Nations from each other is their
language. And the life of a Nation is first and foremost based on its
language”3.
While the German theory regarded race or origin as another element,
al Husri saw another element as being history, though in his view it was
subservient to language. Thus “a Nation that forgets its history has lost its
feeling; however, it can restore its consciousness and feeling by returning
to its national history.” At the same time, “if it loses its language it loses its
life and must be counted as being among the dead. There will be no way in
which it can return to life or recover its consciousness and feeling.” Loss of
language, then, is death, while forgetting history is a temporary loss of
feeling or consciousness. There is a huge difference between the two cases.
1 Muhammad Abdul Shafi’ Isa: Nadhariyyat al Husri fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah; Jadaliyyat al Ithbaat
wa’l Nafiy (paper included in Sati’ al Husri: Thalaathun ‘Aaman ‘Ala’l Rahil), Beirut, Arab Unity
Studies Centre and the Arab Research and Studies Institute in Cairo, PP. 147-148.
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Al Husri: Abhaath Mukhtaara fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah, Beirut, Arab Unity Studies Centre, 1985,
P. 29.

LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY: CONCEPTUAL PROBLEMS AND THE RELATIONSHIP DIALECTIC

This led one writer to comment that three quarters of al Husri’s theory
of nationalism depends upon language, while history has no more than a
secondary role1.
The Marxist and Stalinist theories do not neglect language either.
However, the former recognises four other factors – history, psychologicalcultural factors, economic unity and shared land, while the latter only
recognises three of them and discounts history2.
Language is absent from the French and Italian theories. As far as the
former are concerned, the will and desire are sufficient, in that they imply
shared customs and a shared political aspiration. For the latter, the
significant factors are a common history and shared customs.
The other theories give priority to religion, geography or origin (race)
and hardly recognise language at all, though some religion-based theories
have attempted to reconcile religion and “Arabness”, whether in linguistic
or racial terms3. One thing is plain, and that is that every theory is inspired
by the experiences of the group that adopts it and endeavours to serve that
group’s purposes4.
In conclusion, nothing that has been said about the elements that
comprise identity – or about the distinctive nature, role and impact of a
specific element – excludes the possibility of one or other of those elements
(even an element that had not previously been apparent) playing a
dominant role in certain circumstances, even if it is not in fact the most
influential in creating identity. There are numerous instances of this – both
historically and in the present day.

1

Arab Unity Studies Centre and the Arab Research and Studies Institute in Cairo: Sati’ al Husri:
Thalaathun ‘Aaman ‘Ala’l Rahil, P. 164.

2

Al Husri: Ma Hiya’l Qawmiyyah? Abhaath wa Diraasaat ‘ala Dhaw’i’l Ahdaath wa’l Nadhariyyaat
P. 210.

3 Al Husri: Abhaath Mukhtaara fi’l Qawmiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah, P. 48.
4 Ibadah Kahilah: Hawaamish ‘ala Daftar al Zamaan, Cairo, Author, 1422 AH 2001 CE, P. 62.
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IDENTITY, CITIZENSHIP
AND STATE:
A PROBLEM OF “ASSOCIATIVE
AWARENESS” OR OF THE
CULTURAL STRUCTURE?
Wajih Kawtharani

Identity (Huwiyyah)

W

hat is identity (huwiyyah)? Identity is
characterised as an individual’s membership of
a group. The group begins with the immediate
family, then extends to the wider family, then to the tribe
or clan and religious group or sect, then to the State –
that is to say, the political organisation or structure that
a community of people is content to live under on the
basis of the individual’s rights and duties towards the
group. The State might be a city, as was the case in the
Athenian (Greek) model, which originated the concept of
the “citizen” – i.e “member of the city”. Or it might be
an empire or a greater sultanate, as was the case with
the Roman and Byzantine empires and the Arab Islamic
Empire (which was called a Caliphate or Sultanate). In
these cases an individual in an empire, sultanate or
emirate was a subject of the Emperor, the Sultan or the
Emir. Alternatively, the State might be a nation-state,
which is a relatively new phenomenon in modern history,

Historian and academic from Lebanon.
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during which Europe saw the emergence of modern States complete with
human and citizens’ rights charters, social contracts and a “constitution
culture” – that is to say, a belief in a State and political system based on a
constitution and a commitment to the principle of national identity
(nationality) and citizenship.
From the time of his birth, a person has numerous identities based on
data drawn from numerous different sources.
A close examination of the types – or forms – of identity will reveal that
there are three models:
Firstly: An identity model based on a system of “affinity” or
“relationships”, starting from the smallest unit and extending to the largest.
Ties of blood, tribe, and personal, patriarchal loyalty or allegiance play a
decisive and distinctive role here. We could call this type of identity
“communal” – i.e. an identity based on clan loyalties or kinship. It could
also perhaps be called “kinship identity”.
When this sense of loyalty or allegiance based on blood or an imaginary
sense of affinity (that is, a belief that one is descended from a single origin
or ancestry) is transformed and leads to the formation of a single, closed,
cohesive socio-political body, it becomes “‘asabiyyah” (tribalism/
clannishness), in the sense used by Ibn Khaldoun to describe the sociopolitical conflicts in Arab history which were the prime causes (i.e the
‘asabiyyah causes) of the rise and fall of States and their unification and
fragmentation.
There are modern scholars today who suggest that ‘asabiyyah is still
an effective force in our Arab societies and plays a significant part in their
current political conflicts. If this is the case, it could well help explain a
number of socio-political phenomena in societies that are affected – or
dominated – by tribal or sectarian ‘asabiyyah or a combination of the two,
as is the case in Yemen, where tribalism and sectarianism are intertwined.
Secondly: An identity model based on creedal affiliation – i.e.
membership of a religious sect, group or school. This is manifested in
varying degrees where substance and objectives are concerned. It may be
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no more than a case of following a religion – that is, it may just be a
question of religious observance, performing the rituals and acts of worship
associated with it and adhering to general religious values and moral
behaviour. Alternatively, it may go beyond this and involve politico-religious
affiliation based on the notion that religion and politics are inseparable or –
to put it more precisely, that there should be no separation between the
religious and civil authority. This is found in what is known globally as
religious fundamentalism; the term applies equally to the Christian and
Jewish revivalism in the United States of America and to today’s Islamist
movements in Arab and Islamic societies, which are classed under two
headings – political Islam and jihadi Islam.
In such cases loyalty, allegiance or affiliation to this type of belief
becomes a composite “identity” of religious and political affiliations.
(Note that we have some reservations about the use of the Arabic term
“usuliyyah” here as a translation of the word “fundamentalism”).
The last identity model is national identity – or the type of identity
which seeks to unite, or act as a bridge between, religious and cultural
identities. This form of identity has developed through a set of difficult,
complex and demanding historical circumstances - circumstances that led
to the creation of the modern State which the West refers to as the nationstate.
In the nation-state the Nation is a country for citizens who have entered
into a contract to live together under the aegis of the State. It is a Nation
based on neither religion nor race; instead, it is a Nation in which the
people have come together and agreed to live in a particular form of
political community or structure. Its character only manifested itself slowly
over a period of time through a series of conflicts and interactions between
political movements and enlightened political thought in Europe until it
became a part of global history – a history of ideas, events, concepts and
principles. The most important of these are:
– The principle of citizenship
– The principle of national identity and nationality
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These two principles are interdependent; the one cannot exist without
the other.
So we find that there is a multiplicity of identities. The question is: How
can those identities coexist while simultaneously being the central elements
of civil wars, bridges of communication for global political strategies, or
channels for the exercise of influence, hegemony and power? Moreover,
can national identity, which is centred first and foremost on the citizen, his
rights and his legal status, be the solution? And how does this relate to
culture and politics?
Here “culture” – in its ethnological/anthropological sense – determines,
or at least covers, these two fields and causes them to have an impact on
ways of thinking and behaviour.
When we speak of culture, we raise the question of whether the
differences between cultures and civilizations – and these include religions
(which are among their most significant elements) – play a role in
determining the different ways in which the notions of national identity and
citizenship are perceived. Does each culture understand these notions in a
different way?
Before we reply to this question, we need to ask: What is culture?
Tyler’s definition of culture, which is still a valid one, states that “Culture or
civilization in its broad ethnographic sense is that complex sum total of
knowledge, beliefs, arts, laws, manners, customs and other characteristics
acquired by man as a member of a community”. This also means that
language, its vocabulary and its terminology represents meanings and
concepts that can only be properly interpreted within a context – that is to
say, it has a semiology that can only be understood within a particular
historical and associative situation.
Therefore if we want to study the concepts of nationality, citizenship,
Nation and nation-state by examining them within their linguistic-cultural
frame of reference, we will find that there are numerous linguistic-cultural
disparities between the terms when they are viewed within the contexts of
different cultures.
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Linguistic-cultural disparities between the terms as they are
used in two cultures:
In the Latin cultural frame of reference the linguistic relationship
between Nation and its derivatives – nationalist and nationalism –indicates
that there is also an affinity between the meanings of those words in the
political culture which has formed and developed historically around the
nation-state and its social and political associations.
However, in Arabic, and in Arab political culture, we find that the terms
“Ummah”, which is the recognised translation of “Nation”, “jinsiyyah”, the
recognised translation of “nationality”, and “qawmiyyah”, the recognised
translation of “nationalism”, do not have a lexical or conceptual affinity
and do not convey the same connotations as their recognised Latin-derived
equivalents.
Likewise, in Lisan al ‘Arab and in dictionaries and usages up to the
beginning of the nineteenth century, the words “watan” (homeland),
“mawtin” (domicile) and “muwatin” (citizen) did not truly reflect the
concept that the word “muwatin” acquired as a lexical translation of the
word “citizen” – i.e. as a concept that evolved in parallel with the modern
nation-state, together with its political, civic and human rights dimensions.
Even so, a difference between different frames of reference is no
obstacle to different words acquiring shared and new meanings.
During the cultural interaction between the awakening Arab elite and
the outside world in the nineteenth century, the concepts of muwatin
(literally “person belonging to a homeland”) and muwatiniyyah (literally
“status of belonging to a homeland”) acquired precisely the same meanings
and connotations as those conveyed by the words “citizen” and
“citizenship”. We first come across this “borrowing of concepts” in the
writings of two reformist intellectuals – Rifa’ah Rafi’ al Tahtawi and Butrus
al Bustani. Al Tahtawi uses the expressions “ibn al watan” (son of the
homeland) and “al watani” (national) to express an individual’s affiliation –
or belonging – to his homeland and his enjoyment of civil rights. As
al Tahtawi says in his book Al Murshid al Amin li’l Banaat wa’l Banin, he is a
watani in the sense that he is considered to be a “member of the city” – i.e.
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a citizen. In his letters, entitled Wataniyyaat, Butrus al Bustani expresses
the meaning of rights in connection with a person’s “civil belonging” to the
homeland as follows: “O sons of the watan. The people of the watan are
entitled to rights from their watan. Moreover, the watan has duties towards
its people…The entitlements due from the watan to its sons include
security for the most precious of their rights – that is, their lives, honour
and property. Their rights [also] include civil and religious freedom,
particularly freedom of conscience in sectarian matters”.

What does “referring to history” mean in this context?
“Looking at history” means identifying the moment when the Arabic
word “watan” and its derivatives underwent a transformation in their usage
and acquired meanings associated with the practice of democracy in the
West. With their connotations of natural human rights, they came to convey
the globally applicable notion of “citizen”.
When they first began to write about “watan”, “watani” and
“wataniyyah” al Tahtawi and al Bustani gave these old Arabic words new
meanings which conveyed concepts that were understood in numerous
different cultures and reflected the growing awareness of other countries’
histories and the cultural cross-pollination which was taking place at that
time. In doing so, these two writers came close to conveying the concept of
rights, which defined the status of an individual living in a country in which
society and the State recognised the rights and duties associated with the
expressions “watan” and “ibn al watan”.
This then led to the adoption of the terms “muwatin” and
“muwatiniyyah”. Initially, this followed the declaration of the Ottoman
constitution in 1908; later, these terms became even more widespread after
the constitutions in the Arab East (Egypt, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon) during
the 1920s granted local citizenship to the inhabitants of lands that had
previously been Ottoman territory and established the principle of
nationality; this principle was incorporated in the Treaty of Lausanne, which
decided the fate of the Arab countries that had been under Ottoman rule
and whose populations had formerly enjoyed the “status of Ottoman
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subjects” or, in the words of the 1908 constitution, “Ottoman citizenship”.
Article 17 of that constitution states: “All Ottomans are equal before the
Law. They also enjoy equal rights…”
The Articles that set out those rights show clearly that the citizen has
the right to express himself, publish, assemble and form companies, as
well as the right of opposition and the right to lodge complaints. Most of
these rights are taken from the French, Belgian and British constitutions.
The constitutions that were declared in the Arab East in the 1920s
rephrased these points on the basis of the new historical reality, which may
be described as “a transformation from the concept of ‘subject’ (Arabic
ra’iyah), which represents the relationship between the Sultanate’s State
and the groups that form its communities, to the concept of ‘nationality’
(Arabic jinsiyyah) or identity, as established by the modern ‘nation-state’”.
This “nation-state” was a new type of political entity, which Arab nationalists
classed as a “regional state” on the basis of their ideology of ‘Uroobah
(Arabdom/Arabness), which believed in an Ummah ‘Arabiyyah (Arab Nation)
and called for an Arab State that conformed to the concept of “Nation
equals State”.
Whatever the difficulties created by this ideology (particularly the
disparity between goal and reality – i.e. the goal of an Arab nation-state
and the reality of the regional states that had developed out of the
international, regional and local situations), the new issues arising from the
transformation in the Arab political arena (i.e. the transformation from
“subject status” to “nationality” and “right of citizenship” of the State)
produced complex problems that had a serious impact on the Arab public’s
attitudes (including the perceptions of the Arab elite) and their reactions to
the new situation – i.e. the transformation from subject into citizen.

New questions and issues
We can summarise the questions raised by the new issues as follows:
The new nation-state granted its citizens an affiliation (a status of
“belonging”) to a particular place called a region (or homeland) which
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became a State – or an area of land on which a State was established –
due to various complex international, regional and domestic geopolitical
factors which we shall not discuss here. The affiliation was described as
wataniyyah when considered in connection with the cultural, political,
social and existential character of the State’s elite and people and as
muwatanah with regard to their rights. However, “belonging” also existed
at other levels; these might be weak or they might be strong, but they were
always present and significant. They could be broad in scale and extend
beyond nationality and citizenship. Examples of this are the Arab
nationalist’s sense of belonging to an Arab Ummah (Nation), which he
visualises as a nation-state, or the political Islamist’s sense of belonging to
an Islamic Ummah, which he sees as a Caliphate or a political entity
extending beyond the borders of a regional state.
Alternatively, “belonging” could be on a narrower scale than the State
itself and take the form of sectarian or tribal affiliation within the State.
Examples of this could be sectarianism in Lebanon or tribalism in Yemen.
Whether the affiliation is broader or narrower than nationality
(nationality being the identity the State gives to its citizens), it raises a
couple of questions – how to reconcile the different affiliations, and whether
multiculturalism is acceptable and these affiliations are historically
legitimate.
A third question would be: How can the different affiliations (whether
they are major or minor) benefit the citizen so that an Arab in any Arab
country and with any identity (whether of the broad or narrow-scale variety)
is enriched by them? On condition, that is, that they exist within a
democratic system that ensures a proper balance between rights and
duties and between freedom and justice, since there is a fine line which, if
crossed, could transform the narrower-scale affiliations (e.g. tribal,
sectarian) into disparate and mutually antagonistic power centres; this in
turn could lead to the danger of a civil war or repression on the part of the
State.
Are we in fact faced with a dilemma in which we are unable to judge
which of two contrasting situations– democracy without democrats or
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democrats without democracy - best describes our own? Are Arab elites
talking about democracy without practising it or adopting it as a value or
culture? That is, are they practising the opposite of what they preach? Or is
it that the popular political culture is not capable of embracing the process
of democratic change or taking on board the social and legal conditions of
citizenship (Arabic muwatanah), of which one of the main elements is
political participation through the ballot box, through representative
institutions (such as parliament) and, most important of all, though public
opinion? Or is the problem due to religious factors (some people claim that
Islam is incompatible with democracy) and does the local political culture
object to democratic change and – consequently – to the individual being a
muwatin in the sense of a modern citizen?
These are the questions. Now let us put the answers to them to the test
by looking at the first historical experience of citizens being represented in
a general assembly – the Ottoman Council of Deputies (or parliament) in
1876 and 1908.

A lesson and a reminder: looking to history for a strategic
vision of the future
When the Ottoman State began its transformation into a Tanzimat
(Reformist) State, then into a constitutional monarchy (the Ottoman
constitution was promulgated twice – once in 1876 and again in 1908 before it was overtaken by the War and military rule), the modernising Arab
elites were full of hopes that the changes would produce positive results.
However, they also recognised that there were numerous difficulties and
obstacles with regard to the local populations’ willingness and ability to
embrace democratic change. Recording his observations on the early days
of parliamentary practice in the Islamic world, the writer Sulaiman
al Bustani, who was a member for the Velayet of Beirut in the Ottoman
parliament, notes that the voter misunderstood the concept of
representation and saw his representative as being no more than a power
broker whose function was merely to provide services and benefits for
individuals and special interest groups; in the voter’s view he had no
legislative or monitoring authority.. In his book “‘Ibrah wa Dhikra: al Dastur
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al Othmani” (“A Lesson and a Reminder: the Ottoman Constitution”)
al Bustani writes: “The Council’s first meeting in 1876 showed us that the
inhabitants of each velayet believed that their representative was delegated
to represent his electors, and only his electors, and that he was under
orders to carry out all their wishes and convey their complaints, whatever
those complaints might be – to the point that letters fell like raindrops on
the heads of their representatives with demands of a kind which, if the
representative were to put them forward for debate, would bring upon his
head the ridicule of all his colleagues. One would demand the dismissal of
an enemy and the transfer of his powers to himself, another would petition
to be awarded a rank and a medal, a third would ask for a Vali to be ordered
to give special consideration to himself or a person of his choice to grant
him the concession for military supplies. There would even be a complaint
from a petitioner that a donkey driver had stolen his donkey and would the
representative please order that it be returned to him”.
While the experiences of those early days do not explain why the notion
of parliamentary representation has continued to survive in its original
form, there is no doubt that the past alone does not explain the present,
nor does the present alone explain the past. However, if we allow ourselves
to travel constantly backwards and forwards between the past and the
present, this will help us to make a proper comparison which may produce
some useful ideas.
A historical examination of the issue of representation (the citizen’s
representation in a nation-state) does not merely involve a study of the
written evidence or of the traditional cultural background that produces a
certain mentality. The written evidence is no longer fully applicable to the
present day, particularly with regard to the trend towards extending the
base of popular representation in several Arab regions, and there can be no
doubt that mentalities have changed as well as the political culture and
attitudes to democracy among large sections of the elite, the intellectuals
and members of the public in general. However, it is striking that, despite
these developments, a kind of dominant internal dynamic has continued to
survive; that is, some traditional cultural attitudes still influence the election
process, with consequences for the nature and role of representation. The
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relationship between voter and candidate is a “service contract”
relationship, not a national/social contract based on the concept of the
nation-state and its representative institutions. It is a contract between a
shepherd and his flock, and within this process an “allegiance” or “loyalty”
relationship develops – a relationship based on power. The Lebanese
experience offers numerous examples of the relationship between the
citizen and his representative (the member of parliament), demonstrating
that this kind of paternalistic contract continues to this day.
What al Bustani wrote is significant because he was recording a moment
at a historical crossroads between two different notions of power and
representation. The new concept ushered in by the new constitution
stipulated equality between citizens and laid down provisions covering their
rights and freedoms. At the same time, the traditional notions of power and
authority were deeply embedded in minds and behaviour that had been
forged by history but continued to survive in the present as an established –
or semi-established – way of life. These concepts and the terms associated
with them have their roots in the heritage and can be found in the writings
of Ibn Khaldoun; the most important of these include al wazi’ al ‘usbani
(partisanship obstacle), al sultani (sultanic), al ra’iyah (flock/subjects),
al taa’ah (obedience), al ghalabah (supremacy), al walaa’ (allegiance/
loyalty), al inqiyaad (submission/compliance), al intidhaam (order/
regularity), al luju’ (resorting to), al tab’iyyah (subjection/vassalage),
al istitbaa’ (entailing/necessitation) and al mumaana’ah (objection/dissent).
All these words refer to a type of relationship with the authority (or power)
responsible for protecting, serving, suppressing and ensuring loyalty and
allegiance, whether voluntary or though coercion. They represent a kind of
social contract between the different levels of the power structure, which
mediates between society on the one hand - which comprises groups of
subjects, each with its own partisan loyalties - and the dominant ‘asabiyyah
(tribal or other partisan group) on the other - which is known as “ahl
al dawla” (the people of the State). This contract stipulates the provision of
a service or benefit in exchange for allegiance, and nothing more.
Politico-sociologists today call this type of service/allegiance
relationship the “client system” or “clientelism”.
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What al Bustani described in 1908 gives us a snapshot of the “crossover
moment” between the two concepts and two historical periods. However,
he predicted that things would change for the better in twenty-five years’
time with the spread of education and improved economic conditions, while
leaving the door open for speculation about the conditions for democratic
change a century from that date through the development of muwatanah in
the Arab and Islamic world. There is still room for speculation about this,
and one may still speculate today about why it has proved so difficult to
implement (i.e. why it has been difficult to change from a tribal society
ruled by a Sultan to a national, constitution-based society)1 and how this
problem can be overcome.
Whatever the answer may be, I do not believe that a particular culture
or religion is capable or incapable of embracing democracy. Today it is
frequently, and falsely, assumed that Christian culture is better equipped to
transform its societies into democratic States and that Islamic culture is by
its nature reluctant, or averse, to embracing such a transformation. There
can be no doubt that this assumption serves a number of ends. It serves
and helps promote the Western position that modernism is its sole preserve;
at the same time, it serves the fundamentalist position, which seeks to
recreate the past by adopting a defensive, negative attitude towards the
West, confusing different historical periods with each other and creating a
idealised view of them, and erecting imaginary barriers between
civilizations; unfortunately, the practical result of this kind of logic is that
the old type of State ruled by a Sultan reappears in a new guise in the
present day, its despotism modernised and updated so that it becomes
military or one-party rule administered by an idolised leader, any criticism
of whom is tantamount to crossing a red line.
The truth is that all cultures – or perhaps one should say religions - have
produced different interpretations and readings of their texts and scriptures
during different historical periods. These interpretations have frequently
become ideologies for regimes and social forces which, not unnaturally, exploit
1
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them to bolster their power systems. However, these ideologies do not
constitute the essence of a culture, which is something constant and
immutable. Consider the case of Christian culture. In the way it was interpreted
in the Middle Ages it became a social and political ideology that was an enemy
of reason and rejected the idea of the individual becoming a free citizen of a
non-partisan State. Then it underwent radical changes during the Reformation,
the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, ending with
the “secular theology” of the twentieth century. Some would say that
Christianity “learnt democracy” and accepted the notion of “citizenship” – or
the individual’s rights from society and society’s rights from the individual –
over the course of history and through social and economic change, the
demands of the new realities and the development of political action and the
multipolarity of society. However, the reality is that Christianity is by its nature
equipped neither to embrace nor to fail to embrace democracy.
The situation is similar with Islamic culture, which also changes and
adapts with the times. Ijtihad (doctrinal interpretation) in this regard began
in the nineteenth century with the early pioneers of Islam’s Renaissance,
al Tahtawi and the generation of reformers who came after him. The fact
that it then ground to a halt does not indicate that it was a total failure, or
that it had a cultural block because it was a “closed system” or because of
historical factors; rather it was due to certain clearly identifiable causes, as
we shall see.
Even if we trace the origins of concepts such as democracy or
citizenship to Athenian, Greek or Western sources, this does not mean that
we should put civilizations into different compartments on the grounds that
they have different structures and systems. On the contrary. A historical
study that compares different structural and historical concepts will
highlight the interaction and changes that have taken place between
different cultures during the course of history and will encourage a global
approach to history based on pluralism and eclecticism.
Levi-Strauss has this to say on the matter: “The diversity of human
cultures should not be understood in a passive or ‘inactive’ sense, because
this diversity cannot be seen in the same light as a diversity of dead
samples or dry lexical items. Human beings may have developed different
89

IDENTITY, CITIZENSHIP AND STATE

cultures for reasons such as geographical distance, specific factors in their
environment and an unawareness of other human beings in other places.
However, this would only be categorically true if every culture or every
society was born and developed in total isolation from all other societies or
cultures, whereas this was never the case – apart from possibly in some
exceptional circumstances”.

We should like to make the following comments on the above:
Firstly: Greece was not only the source of European civilization. Arab
civilization, as one of the sources of global culture at that time, also interacted
with it, along with Persia and India. Moreover, it (i.e. Arab civilization) was a
world player (albeit a relatively new one at that time) which had been subject
to cross-pollination and had been in contact with other cultures. Arab
philosophers and jurists wrote extensively about “the city”, politics and
government - from al Farabi to Ibn Rushd, Ibn Khaldoun and the scholars of
doctrine and jurisprudence – and they tried to reconcile, and distinguish
between, the Shariah and intellect-based approaches to politics.
Secondly: Modern studies of the ancient civilizations – i.e. pre-Greek
and Hellenistic – have begun to examine and test a new hypothesis: that
Greek civilization was not the mother of human civilizations (or a unique
miracle), but the result of a range of cultural influences centres around the
Mediterranean basin. They included the civilizations of the Egyptians, the
Canaanites, Mesopotamia and Persia. The concept of the city/State was
not unknown to them (to the Canaanite civilization, for example); nor was
the principle of law and legislation (the Code of Hammurabi).
Thirdly: The stagnation of Arab and Islamic history. Modern historians
have begun to study this in the context of comparative history with the aim
of discovering why the Arabs and Muslims were overtaken by Europe from
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and why our societies have lived in a
state of stagnation. To understand what has been called the “disparate and
disproportionate growth in different parts of the world”, the economic,
geopolitical, social and cultural aspects of this complex historical process
need to be studied in depth.
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Fourthly: Let us consider the case of a State ruled by a Sultan and
founded on the basis of ‘asabiyyah, with “a relationship to the call of religion
as a means of increasing its power” (to quote Ibn Khaldoun). Rule over a
society of “subjects” is exercised by the Sultan and through a number of civic
bodies such as the city fraternities and guilds, the agrarian and nomadic
clans in the countryside and the patriarchal authorities of the non-Islamic
faiths. All the above were institutions that had developed over time in response
to economic exigencies and circumstances such as taxes, levies, the longdistance caravan trade and the craft industries, which were organised along
lines similar to those of the esoteric religious orders and Sufi tariqas.
The above situation was true of a specific historical period and did not
represent a permanent state of affairs and a culture set in stone. The
ra’iyah (subjects) were seen as being part of the structure of the State – a
State ruled by a Sultan – and their status reflected their relationship to
society during a historical period that no longer exists. In that context the
words watan and muwatin were no more than expressions of an emotional
attachment to one’s native land.
Fifthly: When al Tahtawi and other Arab and Muslim reformers spoke
about wataniyyah, al watan and abna’ al watan (sons of the homeland)
during the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, they were
conveying the concepts of the Dawla/Ummah (nation-state) and the
muwatin (citizen) as a member of a politico-social structure - the “city” (a
term from the Greek-influenced Arab heritage that had fallen into disuse) –
in place of the culture of a State ruled by a Sultan, along with the accepted
doctrines, laws and mystique associated with it. Spurred on by what they
had seen of developments in Europe, they were also responding to the need
for economic development and the modernisation of the administration
and its systems, and by the beginning of the twentieth century they were
embracing the concepts of a constitution and citizenship.
However, these steps were not just blind imitation of Europe. They were
deliberate and inspired by the conviction that borrowing and adaptation
were essential for progress, and - moreover – that there was nothing wrong
with cultural cross-pollination and giving new meanings to old words and
terms that belonged to another historical era. This, for example, was how
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Rashid Ridha adapted the word Shura (consultation) – a word rooted in
slamic tradition - to the concepts of constitutional and parliamentary rule;
in his view, the European experience served to remind Muslims that the
principle of “consultation” existed in Islam, although Muslim jurists and
scholars had forgotten all about it during the long years of Ottoman rule.
(See our book on Rashid Ridha: Mukhtaaraat Siyaasiyyah min Majallat
al Manar, Dar al Tali’ah, Beirut, 1979).
Hussain Na’ini adopted the same approach to the concept of
parliament and a representative assembly in the Iranian Mashruteh of 1909
(the Iranian constitution). In his view it was the most brilliant human device
for limiting the power of the ruler, while in Islamic ijtihad it restored
authority to the Ummah – the Ummah being a community of muwatinin
(citizens), not subjects of a Sultan. (See our book Al Fiqh wa’l Sultan – a
dialectic between religion and politics in the Ottoman State and Safavid
and Qajar Iran - Beirut, Dar al Tali’ah 2000).

The lessons from Arab history enable one to draw the
following conclusions:
In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reformist religious
scholars, writers and activists saw political activity in the societies of states
ruled by Sultans, and societies under foreign occupation, as a way of
bringing progress and enlightenment to those regions. Its main significance
was that it involved the Nation – i.e. the people - in the process of
government through elections and encouraged them to work for the cause
of national sovereignty, while restricting the power of the ruler by means of
a constitution. This was the first step towards adopting the concept of the
“citizen” and “citizens’ rights” in a constitution-based State.
However, despite this start there were problems - problems
which came from every direction, including:
– Western expansionist policies and their racist, repressive and
destructive ideologies were plain for all to see. The image of
internationalist, enlightened thought was replaced by one of
“Western narrow-mindedness and intolerance”, particularly after
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the occupation of Palestine and the catastrophes and misfortunes
that afflicted its people as a result of Israel’s policies and Western
support for them.
– The policies of local leaders, who preferred to see the continuation
of the old system and the traditional relationship of ruler and
subject, rather than citizenship with its rights and duties. These
people exploited representative and parliamentary democracy for
their own ends.
– Local reactions to events. The view of “world history” shrank and
became nothing more than a series of disconnected and false
memories. These formed the basis of the search for identity in
which a supposed glorious past was invoked to compensate for the
poverty and failures of the present day.
These and other factors produced a negative reaction against
representative democracy and the concept of citizenship in several Arab
regions that became attracted to Arab nationalism in the 1950s (Egypt,
Syria, Iraq etc.). Military rule was installed in which the security of the
regime was paramount, the public was mobilised against “reactionary
democracy”, the concept of “the masses” replaced the concept of “the
citizens” and all the focus was on economic and technological development.
(There was no interest in human or political development.) One-party rule
became the norm on the grounds that the “political parties had failed” and
it was claimed that pluralism caused national and social divisions and
fragmentation.

Summary and conclusions:
In conclusion, one should note that tracing the origins of words from
the original Latin is not just a linguistic or philological exercise, but a
means of highlighting the differences in the ways certain cultures
understand history, while enabling them to appreciate each other’s
historical experiences. The concepts of “nationality” and “citizenship” were
latecomers to the Islamic and Arab world; they only arrived during the era
of the Ottoman Tanzimat (reforms) and constitution (the constitution, which
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was promulgated in two versions, in 1876 and 1908, defined the status of
an Ottoman subject), and in the era of the Arab constitutions of the 1920s
after the Treaty of Lausanne (1923), which approved the “principe des
nationalites” (“principle of nationalities”) when creating the new nationstates in the Arab East and defined the “subject” in terms of the “citizen”
and “citizenship”.
However, the new concept of belonging to a nation-state found that it
had traditional Arab attitudes to deal with, since Arab society saw the
notions of Nation, State, citizenship and nationality (i.e. belonging to a
State on the basis of a “rights and duties relationship”) as somewhat
dubious and possibly disreputable.
There was confusion over the notion of “the State”, which was seen as
falling somewhere between the Ottoman Dawla (State) - which was based
on the partisan, tribal and sectarian loyalties of its dominant, or dominated,
groups, and whose society was ruled by customs, traditions, the Sultan’s
Decrees and the religious authorities of the various sects – and a modern
State in which the people were represented and authority was parcelled out
and distributed in accordance with the constitution and a set of laws
designed on two fundamental principles: the division of powers and the
separation of the religious and civil authorities.
There was also confusion over the notion of “representation”, which
was seen as being partly a system of free elections within a political
framework in which in which the voter chose his elected representative,
and partly a system of subjection to the leader, the sheikh and the man
with the power – in other words, a revamping of the old ruler-ruled
relationship in a form we know today as the “client system” or “clientelism”.
There was also confusion over the notion of “powers” or “authorities”.
Were they separate and self-contained bodies responsible for administering
the people’s affairs (i.e. the affairs of the people as “citizens”), or were they
bodies that acted as intermediaries between the different sections of
society and the State (in a way similar to those societies depicted by Ibn
Khaldoun with their different types of ‘asabiyyah, or partisan loyalties – a
role filled in the twentieth century Arab world by its tribes, clans and sects)?
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Such a society may best be described as an “asabiyyah society” or a
“society ruled by coups d’etat”, since it does not recognize or understand
the principle of the rotation of power.
Hence there was confusion between the notions of a “national society”
and an “‘asabiyyah society”, between the status of citizenship based on the
rights of the individual and the status of a subject population comprising
numerous sects and tribes and whose rights were based on the group
which acted on behalf of its individual members. In such a situation it is
the clan or sect that forms the political parties and organisations (this is
the case today), acts as an intermediary with the ruling authority on behalf
of the citizen and fills the role of representative of public opinion.
So it was these bodies ( the clans and sects) that came to replace the
public, public opinion and the representative legislative and monitoring
authority (parliament) with the amorphous “masses” and – ultimately –
with armed militias with their different flags and colours.

Future trends: a makeover for citizenship in a new age
A new chapter has begun in modern Arab history – a chapter which
marks a complete break with the past, in which we can see the first stirrings
of political life based on the principles of representation, the ballot box and
party politics. Now, for the third time, Arab political society is being given a
makeover and the importance of democracy is being rediscovered.
However, the rediscovery and dynamic rejuvenation that we have seen
taking place in several Arab societies are taking place under the most
difficult conditions: globalisation under the aegis of arrogant great powers,
cultural life that has been standardised and drained of its individual
character, the stifling of political life with centralised decisions reinforced
by military might and the concentration of financial muscle, and extreme
reactions causing people to retreat into an identity that has become
isolationist, small-minded, defensive, fundamentalist, regressive and
sometimes self-destructive.
Despite this, there is scope for positive action, though there are lessons
to be learnt from the region’s history and the experiences of its peoples in
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terms of their identities and civic status prior to their becoming “citizens”
(in the modern sense of the word).
Our historical experience as Arabs has shown us the sterility of a onesided view of democracy. In its early stages the Arab ruling and capitalist
classes saw only its “liberal” face, which they exploited in order to
consolidate their hereditary power and enrich themselves; then later the
military class, technocrats and new revolutionary elites saw only its
“reactionary” side and proposed that it should be replaced by “social
democracy” and “peoples’ democracy”. This sounded the death knell for
“citizenship” and its associated benefits such as freedom of thought,
freedom to criticise and accountability, and in its place we saw centralised
decision-making, justified on the grounds of “the Leader’s inspiration”, his
“wisdom” and his “infallibility”, and reflecting the fact that “the masses”
were in thrall to him. The rediscovery of democracy today takes us back –
first and foremost - to a rediscovery of the concept of “the citizen”. This is
due to a number of factors, or dimensions, including:
a – The human dimension: A citizen is not just an individual. Nor is he
just a man. Nor is he a person of a particular age or with a particular
profession. He – the citizen – is a human being. Then the concept of rights
takes us on to a wider concept: the notion of “human rights” – a notion
that can always be applied in abstract and general terms and is therefore
flexible and capable of being updated whenever an obstacle appears to
pose a threat to justice and equality in a society.
This human dimension demands a cultural attitude based on tolerance,
an acceptance of other people and a readiness to work with others in a
spirit of citizenly and human brotherhood.
However, tolerance is not a principle granted by a higher authority in the
way that pardons are granted. It is a moral attitude and part of an ethical
system that is incumbent upon human beings – like the Mu’tazilite principle
of “al tahsin wa’l taqbih” (“Good and Evil”) and the philosophers’ principle of
Natural Rights. This moral quality needs to become an integral part of the
citizen’s behaviour; hence the importance of instilling patriotic and human
values. To do this we need to ensure that criticism forms a part of our
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humanities syllabi: we need to encourage criticism of racism and
discrimination in all its forms, criticism of superstitious mental attitudes etc.
The question here is: Have we taken this into account when drawing up
the syllabi to be taught in our schools, universities and institutions?
b – The human development dimension: In recent history our
experiences began with economic liberalism, which widened the social,
economic and gender gaps between regions, groups and members of the
public. This in turn led to a kind of class and regional discrimination which
exacerbated the sectarian divisions in our societies and caused serious
damage to the concept of citizenship, which ought to regard equal rights
and justice as being the top priority – a priority of greater importance than
the right to vote in a general election. Later, single-party or single-ideology
military regimes took power in the name of the poor and downtrodden – i.e.
socialism. This led to a one-sided model of development with a swollen,
unproductive public sector and a system that attached no importance to
individual initiative or creativity and did not recognise the benefits of
investment in the private sector. The result was that a major dimension of
development was ignored – that is, the human dimension, which involves
numerous other factors relevant to a new concept of development. They
include:
– Development of political awareness so that the citizen can take
part in political life as a responsible human being.
– Development of the ability to criticise and seek out the truth so that
he can make rational choices and hold rational opinions.
– A recognition that standards of education, health, environmental
awareness and participation in public affairs are basic development
criteria.
All the above are essential conditions for improving awareness of the
importance of the citizen and his role as an active player in the political
and cultural arenas and in his country’s development.
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Discovering the self

C

an a person understand himself except in relation
to the “other” – i.e. something outside himself?
Can he live without the “other”, or is the
relationship between the self and the “other” an
interaction between the individual and the group (i.e.
fellow members of society) which proves that the self
can only be understood through an understanding of the
“other”? In other words, does the self (however it is
defined) need a relationship with the “other” (however
the “other” is defined)?

If the self is defined in religious terms, then it is vital
that it should be able to understand itself and coexist at
a proper human level with the religious “other”. And if it
is defined in terms of nation, race or sect, then it will be
unable to grasp the realities of life unless it enjoys a
proper network of relationships with the appropriate
“other”. The “other”, whatever form it takes, is a mirror
of the self, whatever form the self takes. Nobody who
Writer from Saudi Arabia.
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seeks his own self can grasp its reality and essential nature unless he
understands the “other” and its needs. The “other” is a mirror of the self; it
is not the actual self per se in isolation from the actual “other”.
We therefore believe, on the basis of philosophical reasoning and
empirical experience, that any claim that one can dispense with the
“other” – in whatever terms such a claim may be justified – is incompatible
with the laws of human existence.
Any denial of the “other” - or claim that it should be eradicated - will
only lead the self to cling obstinately to the peculiarities and quirks of its
own character.
We believe – in other words - that any ideology or move aimed at
purging the self of the “other” can only reinforce the “sub-national
identities” that it is considered desirable to eliminate and suppress.
This is why the “religious other” is an existential necessity for the
“religious self”, while the “confessional/sectarian other” is an existential
necessity for the “confessional/sectarian self”. The same applies to all
other associations and affiliations that define the self and the “other”.
However well-endowed and experienced the self may be – according to the
Egyptian writer Samir Murqus – as long as it remains confined within its
limits it will always feel an intense existential need to extend beyond those
limits on the grounds that the “other” may be endowed with resources and
experience that it – i.e. the self – is not aware of. Or the self may be aware
of them, yet recognise that its own continued existence depends – to a
large extent if not totally – upon putting its own resources and experience
to the test, either through interaction with the “other”, or at least by
discovering what the “other” is endowed with.
The “other” is, by definition, different from the self and will always be
an area ripe for discovery.
In its exploratory journey towards the “other”, the self rediscovers and
begins to understand itself. The self cannot be the self unless the “other” exists.
Anyone who seeks to discover himself and understand his own values
and culture must become familiar with the values and cultures of others.
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Isolation and introspection do not lead to self-discovery, even if
isolation is an ideological choice.
Nor can a narcissistic consideration of the self, its values and its
principles lead to a knowledge and understanding of its cultural reality and
values, because narcissism gives a person the illusion that he has no need
of others, whatever their knowledge and achievements.
So isolation is conducive neither to understanding the self, nor to selfdiscovery; nor does it enable a person to dispense with other people. Nor
are self-centredness and self-obsession the way to discover the self; indeed
they lead a person to develop an attitude to the self that is incapable of
awakening its owner and enabling him to discover his hidden potential and
strengths. Only openness and interaction with others can lead to selfdiscovery.
So we need to recognise an important social and cultural truth, which
is that isolation is not the proper way to safeguard the self. It is, in fact, a
way of escaping from reality. History has recorded not one single instance
of a society successfully protecting itself and its achievements through
introspection and isolation. The way to safeguard the self is through a
judicious degree of openness, cultural and social contacts and interaction
with others. It is not possible to protect the things one holds dear by turning
in on oneself. Instead, one needs to interact constantly with the “other”.
Whatever differences there may be between oneself and the “other”, there
can be no justification for introspection and isolation. Quite the contrary.
Nor can there be any possibility of dealing satisfactorily with religious,
sectarian or intellectual differences unless people of different persuasions
interact with each other.
We believe – strongly – that the following are essential
preconditions of self-discovery:
1. Whatever qualifications and strengths a person may have, he will not
be able to realise himself and improve himself unless he has a network
of natural, sound relationships with his social, cultural and national
environment.
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A sound human being cannot live without other people; he needs to
establish relations with them. And to do this he needs to be open to, and
ready to interact and co-operate with, others. A relationship of this kind is
simultaneously “conditional and dialectic” – to quote Samir Murqus –
“between the self and the ‘other’”. It is a relationship of the utmost
complexity in which freeing the self from a blind self-obsession (in which it
only sees itself - or perhaps does not see itself - and reaches a dead end)
becomes conditional upon the “other”. This is the “conditional dimension”
of the relationship. At the same time, freeing the self from being imprisoned
within its limits and going out to meet the “other” involves a fresh
recognition of the “other’s” strong points and, by implication, the self’s
weak points. This is the “dialectical dimension” of the relationship.
Naturally, the converse is also true. This process also corrects the
stereotypical image or prejudiced view that each side (the self and the
“other”) has of the other.
2. A different “other” is not to be regarded as a target for rejection and
harsh words but as a partner for dialogue and interaction. Differences,
however great they may be, do not give anyone the right to harm or
abuse the “different other”.
The two sides should not exchange insults and think ill of each other,
but treat each other with fairness and equity.
The only way we can enjoy a fair and just relationship with the “different
other” is through dialogue, interaction and co-operation.
There is nothing wrong or shameful about having differences of opinion.
Differences are an essential part of human life What is extremely shameful
is if we allow those differences to lead to conflict and mutual hostility.

On identity
We would not be wrong if we were to say that, despite the developments
we have witnessed in the modern age, we still need to have a clear identity
rooted in our own history and society.
Modern institutions and systems can never offer an alternative to an
102

IDENTITY AND PLURALISM IN CONTEMPORARY ISLAM

identity of this kind, though this is what Joseph Strayer was recommending
when he wrote: “It has become possible to do without the old ways in which
a person finds his identity within a particular society. A person without a
family, without a fixed abode and without any religious affiliation can now
lead an adequately complete life”.
This and similar views see having a national identity as something
fundamental and permanent, while retaining one’s historical and religious
roots is something secondary (or to put it another way, according to such
views a person can exchange those roots for another identity that is
“mobile” or “flexible”). This view, if implemented, would lead to a
breakdown of the moral and social fabric and create psychological
instability – i.e. the factors needed for an identity that expresses, and is
compatible with, people’s attitudes and beliefs.
When we preserve our identity in a positive, aware manner and
translate its values and principles into action, we can succeed in achieving
progress and creating modern institutions. However, modern institutions
themselves, which are subject to change and modification, can never
provide us with a serviceable permanent national identity.
It is identity that produces social and cultural development, not its
converse. It is completely wrong to think that technology can take the place
of identity and an awareness of belonging to a particular culture.
We find that the cultural transformation – or let us say disfigurement that imperialism has imposed upon colonised peoples who have their own
history and civilization has not led those people to abandon their identity.
What it has actually done is reinforce their sense of identity and their
attachment to it. This is because identity – with its creedal and cultural
strands – is fundamental to maintaining the social balance and the strength
of a society’s fabric. Any shortcomings in that respect will set in motion the
process of that society’s decline.
Identity’s basic function is to determine the shape and composition of
society in a way that is compatible with its creedal and historical outlook.
During every era of human history, an absence of identity or a weakened
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sense of identity has been a fundamental factor in creating psychological
and social imbalance and instability. Conversely, psychological and social
stability – as the basis for improved productivity and better living standards
(both material and non-material) – is determined by the strength of a
society’s awareness of its identity, particularly its creedal and cultural
components.
Genuine achievements in any society are the product of a harmonious
relationship between social activity and identity in which the elements that
make up that society’s identity are embodied – or embedded – in the
activity in which it engages.
Now let us briefly consider the sort of activities that occur more or less
in a vacuum and outside the context of history. What I am referring to are
those kinds of activities that do not channel people’s energies and potential
into improving their civilization and conditions; at best, they are of the
“imitative” variety that chases eagerly after the achievements of others
while ignoring the underlying values that gave rise to them; they are
inspired by attitudes that almost consider civilization to be a commodity
that can be bought and sold.
By contrast, identity – and here again I am including its creedal and
cultural components – is an ongoing source of creative potential that
enables society to maintain a balance between its material and nonmaterial needs – between body and soul, the individual and society, and
the state and the community.
This is how identity establishes cohesion between members of society
and enables them to realise their human qualities to the full and compete
with other nations and peoples in acquiring knowledge and all the other
fruits of civilization. Any weakening or loss of identity leads society into
blind imitation of other peoples and their lifestyles. Idris Sharayi has written
the following graphic description of this state of affairs: “Imagine a black
man becoming a white man overnight while his nose remains black because
fate happens to have overlooked it. I wore a jacket and trousers, a belt round
my waist, socks and a shirt and I had a handkerchief in my pocket. I felt
proud. I was a little European, but I found that I was a laughing stock when
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I was with my friends. And I was indeed ridiculous. We should not regard
identity as a matter of imitation and fashion. Nor is being modern objectively
the same as being Western and ‘up to date’ on the European model. We
need to look at identity as the key to the rapid, robust development of all
the nation’s energies for the sake of growth and progress”.
This means that our nation’s options for overcoming its present
predicament and achieving progress and development will only be viable if
they are genuinely compatible with, or derived from, its identity and true
character. A proper relationship with one’s identity is guaranteed to restore
the nation’s creative vigour and boost its ability to play its historic role in
the world. For decades our nation has poured massive resources into
development projects and options that are incompatible with its national
identity, and the result has been further backwardness and an exacerbation
of its predicament. Consequently, it has found itself hobbled and
handicapped at home and unable to move forward.
We have seen huge scientific and technological progress that has
broken down borders and turned the world into what Marshall McLuhan
has called a “global village”. There has also been a massive explosion of
information. However, the result of all these developments has been to
push mankind on to the edge of a steep precipice or – at best – turn them
into avid technology and IT junkies.
Therefore, in order to deal with these developments it is essential that
there should be a proper social balance so that society can keep abreast of
progress without losing its self (i.e. its identity).
Social balance can only be maintained on the basis of identity, and a
sense of that identity must encompass the whole of society. At the same
time, this does not mean that we are seeking an identity that cuts us off
from the rest of the world and the mainstream of human life.
What we want to see is a return to, and the preservation of, the culture,
values and principles that we are in danger of losing, because it is those
values that enable man to invest all his energies and potential in his
nation’s future progress. Ensuring continued links and interaction between
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our present and our past will provide the proper breeding ground for
cultural renewal and creativity.
Anyone who seeks a standard, uniform identity and rejects diversity is
chasing after the impossible and going against human nature and social
reality. “If Allah had so willed, He would have made you a single people”.
(Al Ma’ida 48).

Complex identities
There have been numerous ideological and political initiatives aimed
at creating a “simple identity” – that is, a general identity based on an
ideology or a political theory.
These initiatives – which are totalitarian in character - have shown
themselves more than prepared to use force to ensure that their ideology
and style of identity are universally applied and eradicate any cultural or
ideological identities that may differ from it. It would be fair to say that in
one way or another these initiatives have been coercive to society as a
whole and have resulted in the authorities erasing some aspects of its
original character and replacing them with other features of their own
choosing. This would appear to be one of the major causes of the crises
and tensions between different social classes and groups that afflict some
of our Arab and Islamic communities, since simple identities are a
phenomenon that is alien to human societies. All human identities are
complex identities; this means that they are created from numerous
different sources and strands which have combined to produce the cultures
and ways of thinking of every individual and group in the world of today.
The relationship between the “I” – or the “ego” - and the “other” is not
as clear-cut as totalitarians and Manichean-type ideologues of the “either
for or against” variety suppose. Some of the cultural and social “other” is
from the cultural and social “self”, while some of the cultural and social
“self” is from the cultural and social “other”. Hence all general human
identities are composite or complex identities comprising numerous
different factors and elements. Anyone who seeks a pure, unadulterated
identity will only find it in his dreams or in an ideological theory.
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Human social realities prove beyond any shadow of doubt that people’s
identities are complex in the sense that they consist of an interwoven fabric
of cultural, social and psychological strands comprising both the “I” at
every level and the “other” at every level and in every context. Hence any
effort by an individual or an institution to establish a “pure” identity is
unrealistic to the point of fanaticism, because it will come in conflict with
some of the cultural or social elements that are present in the public space.
(One definition of fanaticism is “any theoretical or practical action
aimed at imposing a general view or position, involving the use of force or
coercion or the two together”).
At the same time, feeling that one can live without others, or a belief
that the self’s resources are superior to, and purer than, the “other’s”,
encourages a Utopian attitude that is incompatible with human and social
realities.
Most – if not all – individuals today have a sense of belonging or
affiliation in a number of different contexts and from a number of different
sources that feed and sustain both their minds and their souls. Therefore,
forcing people into one context and one context only, or one form of
identity, will drive them to cling obstinately to all those elements which go
to make up their complex identities.
It could well be this type of coercion that is responsible for many of the
crises and tensions in our Arab and Islamic world. The Francophone writer
Amin Ma’alouf illustrates this truth in his book “In the Name of Identity”, in
which he shows that using violence and coercion to deal with the multiple
strands of individual and collective identity will ultimately turn that identity
into a “killer identity”. He writes: “The identities of every individual consist
of a large number of elements. Naturally, they are not limited to the
particulars listed in official records. The vast majority have religious or
national affiliations, and sometimes they have two nationalities. They may
belong to a particular ethnic or language group, or a nuclear or extended
family, a profession or institution or a certain social environment. The list
may be longer than this; in fact, one could suppose that it is limitless; it
could include a sense of loyalty to a region, a village or a residential
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quarter, a clan, football team, professional association or group of friends,
a trade union, a company, an association or a parish, or a group of people
who share a common hobby or pastime. Of course, not all these loyalties
and affiliations are of equal significance – at least, not at the same time.
However, none of them can be ignored altogether, since they are the
elements that go to make up a personality, or what one might call
‘psychological genes’, though one needs to point out that most of them are
not instinctive”.
A person’s attitude to the different component parts of his identity is
determined by the environment in which he lives. If the environment is
confrontational, hostile and coercive, he will determinedly cling to those
aspects that are under attack. On the other hand, if it is flexible, benign
and understanding, he will enjoy a positive, active and fruitful relationship
with all the different component parts of his identity.
Religious, sectarian, national or racial tensions are partly due to a
coercive attempt to deal with some aspects of an individual’s or a
group’s affiliations. What is required to ensure peaceful coexistence
between all the different elements of our countries and societies – and
their political and social stability – is an across-the board positive and
open approach.
It is the societies that deal flexibly and tolerantly with all their
component parts and sectors that enjoy political and social stability.
Anyone who seeks stability without flexibility and tolerance will only find
more chaos, unrest and tension, because a coercive approach entrenches
the differences between people. This lies at the heart of numerous crises
and tensions.
Therefore, to achieve security and political stability steps must be
taken to re-establish good relations between the identities of the different
subsections of society on a basis of dialogue and mutual respect. Only then
will it be possible to find acceptance for the principle of citizenship
encompassing every section of the community in which all people enjoy
equal rights and obligations.
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Defining moderation
I believe that no society can achieve cultural progress, develop its
expertise and broaden the scope of its activities unless it clearly defines its
terms. This is because numerous terms and expressions in current use are
understood in different ways by different people and this leads to
considerable confusion.
For example, when we speak of democracy we are referring to the
concept without defining what exactly it means. All sections of society and individuals - use this term, but each one gives it a different
interpretation. That is why we believe that every term and expression in
current use must be precisely defined in a way that everybody accepts and
understands. Only then will the cultural life of the community be able to
flourish and yield its benefits.
Perhaps the most important concept – and one which is found
everywhere these days – is the concept of “moderation”. Everybody – and
every writer – calls for moderation and regards it as the lifebelt that will
provide salvation from a host of problems and conflicts. But what is
moderation? How can it be defined? Not nearly enough effort is being made
yet to determine precisely what it means.
“Moderation” is not a word to treat lightly - a word to which we may
assign trivial meanings like “the mid-point between two vices”. It is a deep
intellectual and political concept with far broader connotations than mere
“middle-of-the-roadness”.
This is because all human societies without exception believe strongly
that their own values and principles are the human/natural values par
excellence and occupy precisely the middle ground between two vices. All
societies reject excess in matters of religion and extremism in attitudes to
values.
Equally, all societies – theoretically – reject abandonment of accepted
norms and the higher virtues and values.
All societies, regardless of their religions and ideologies, consider
themselves to be the embodiments of moderation.
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However, in practice all these societies differ from each other in the
level of their commitment to moderation and its implications and this is
why the concept has become fluid and vague. A person may consider
himself to be moderate, while others may regard him as an extremist. And
vice versa.
That is why we think it is vital to define moderation clearly. This
concept is not a complete ideology or belief system, but a notion whose
meaning needs to be defined in political-cultural terms. So the question we
need to ask here is: What are the terms that most clearly describe
moderation, regardless of any ideology that may be behind the concept?
Because every ideology claims to be the only one to grasp the true meaning
of moderation.
Accordingly, we believe that moderation is best summed up as follows:
1 – Accepting pluralism and diversity in human society
One of the main elements that determines the definition of moderation
and its social and political connotations is the level of acceptance extended
to pluralism at every level in human societies around the world.
A person cannot be moderate if he rejects pluralism or refuses to
accept its implications. This is despite the fact that everyone claims that
he, and he alone, is on the right path and that he alone is imbued with all
the virtues.
However, what are the practical proofs of such claims?. There aren’t
any…
We believe that the precise meaning of moderation is not the “happy
medium” between severity and laxity. We would define it as an aware,
ethical attitude which recognises the reality of pluralism and treats diversity
as one of the eternal values that one must never fight against or try to
eradicate.
Anybody who rejects this value and reality is an immoderate person, even
if he claims to be moderate. A genuinely moderate person is one who responds
to pluralism in an intelligent, civilized way and in a spirit of tolerance.
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We believe that accepting this eternal human truth is the truest and
most practical demonstration of the concept of moderation.
Every individual or society that respects this truth and deals with it
intelligently and in a civilized manner should be described as moderate,
regardless of his religion or ideology. On this basis, a moderate person may
be a Muslim or he may not. In our view the crux of the matter is the extent
to which the individual or group accepts pluralism and all its implications.
2 – Respect for others and upholding their basic rights
Is it possible for a person to be moderate while violating a person’s
human rights and attacking those things that he holds most dear?
We believe that a person cannot be described as moderate unless he
respects other people, regardless of their religion and beliefs, and upholds
their basic rights.
People belong to one of two categories – either they are your brothers
in religion or they are your moral peers – so one has absolutely no right to
attack their rights or fail to respect them as human beings.
Any ideology or epistemology aimed at violating the rights of those
who differ from it must be classed as extremist, even if it claims to be
moderate. The crux of the matter lies in actual behaviour and the level of
respect for a person and his basic rights.
Human rights cannot be upheld without a broad vision of what they
comprise and how they can best be protected, and society itself must have
the will to make that vision a reality. A moderate society respects human
rights and seeks – through its official and unofficial institutions – to ensure
that all the conditions are in place for safeguarding human dignity.
3 – Openness and a readiness to interact with other cultures
The concept of moderation is rooted in “cultural relativism”, in that it
involves recognising that the truth is the exclusive preserve of no single
human being in the whole wide world. One person is in possession of part
of the truth, while the rest is “distributed” among the rest of mankind.
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Cultural relativism should leave no place for introspection and isolation or
an illusory sense of self-sufficiency; on the contrary, it is vital that it should
lead to openness and a readiness to interact with others. Knowledge and
understanding of the world and existence is a reality that is “distributed”
among the whole of mankind, so mankind’s constituent components are
obliged to interact with each other in order to reap the benefits of the
knowledge and cultures of other people.
This means that moderation in culture, politics and the social sphere is
incompatible with isolation, introspection and a sense that one has no
need for other people. What it does mean is that one needs to exchange
ideas with other people, learn about their culture and benefit from their
knowledge.
Isolation, inflated egos and narcissism are incompatible with
moderation. Moderation – as an epistemic and cultural concept – means
openness and a creative interaction with all human cultures.
Without this, a society cannot be considered moderate, because an
acceptance of pluralism is the essence of moderation in any social group,
as well as in politics.
Man is a self-respecting creature and enjoys respect. Allah says: “We
have honoured the sons of Adam”. (Al Israa’ 70). As man has been honoured
by the Creator, his private and public rights must be upheld and protected.
Moderation, then, is an integral part of civilized behaviour. It does not
mean that people or societies should not compete with each other, but it
provides the right conditions for society to express itself freely and give
free rein to all its segments and classes, thereby enabling them to assert
their individuality and play their part in contributing to human civilization
and culture.

Pluralism and mutual respect
It is no secret that our society – like other human societies – comprises
a number of different “pluralities” and strands. If they are handled correctly,
they can enrich and strengthen our society and our country. Just because
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our society is not monolithic, this does not mean that we should sweep our
differences under the carpet or – even worse – try to straighten them out.
Pluralism is not merely a natural part of the life of any human society; it is
one of the laws of human existence and societies are basically pluralistic
by their very nature. Societies that find themselves in difficulties do not do
so because they fail to recognise this fact, but because they are unable to
establish social, cultural, political and legal systems capable of dealing
with it without violence or coercion. Therefore any attempt to suppress or
attack pluralism will have a destabilising effect and give rise to clashes and
conflicts that will harm social and political security.
If we recognise the reality of pluralism, this does not mean that we are
expected to hold identical opinions on everything. Any religious,
confessional or national group has the right to differ and express contrary
views, but in a way that does not cause offence or harm to others. We
therefore call upon all sections of society to work together to produce a
national charter that will affirm the right of diversity and pluralism, as well
as the principle of mutual respect for opinions and symbols. We are not
all – from our respective religious, confessional and political standpoints –
expected to share the same views on every issue or historical event.
However, we are all expected to respect each other’s opinions and not allow
ourselves to offend others or attack their beliefs.
We reject vituperation, abuse and preconceived value-judgements. In
recognising our differences, we commit ourselves to upholding the rights
of others to their own beliefs and affiliations. The only way to accommodate
pluralism is through mutual respect. Anyone has the right to take the
greatest of pride in his own beliefs and opinions, but not at the expense of
others’ dignity.
We hope that, where differences are concerned, we can see hostility
and mutual recrimination replaced by an objective relationship based on
everybody’s right to disagree. There is nothing wrong with pride in one’s
religion, family or any other natural human affiliation as long as it does not
lead to a lack of mutual respect.
Arabs today belong to different countries with different social and
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regional environments. However, wherever they come from and whatever
their origins, they are all proud to be Arabs. An Arab citizen, whether he is
from the east or the west of the Arab world, sees no contradiction between
pride in his country and region and pride in being a member of the Arab
Nation.
What is true of an Arab citizen with regard to his national affiliation is
also true of his affiliations at other levels.
Today we are living through a crucial historic period which we might
describe as a “moment of sub-national identity explosions in the lives of
people and societies”. If we do not respond to this moment wisely and
intelligently, we will find that it is fraught with dangers and challenges.
Promoting mutual respect and pluralism between different social and
creedal groups will help lessen the impact of any “sub-national identity
explosions”. Conversely, a lack of mutual respect and a contemptuous,
aggressive attitude to other peoples’ and societies’ identities will lead to
further social, political and security fragmentation and breakdown.
In brief: We believe that it is vital to push hard for mutual respect
between different social and political groups if we are to prevent those
differences from escalating into instability, tensions and crisis.

Islamic dialogue and breaking down stereotypical attitudes
There are numerous obstacles to the development of closer relations
between Muslims. (Here I am referring to all Muslims, regardless of their
sects and doctrinal and philosophical schools.) In every Arab and Islamic
country where there are different Islamic sects and schools of fiqh (doctrine/
jurisprudence) there are problems and sensitivities that hinder progress
towards better mutual understanding, co-operation and unity between
Muslims. This has resulted in antipathy, suspicion and a lack of serious
interaction between Muslims in every Islamic country and region.
This state of affairs is not natural to us and the problems – whether
they are current or due to historical reasons – are not insoluble. What we
need is a new awareness and a new common will that will give top priority
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to improving relations between Muslims and Muslims, because in our view
many of the problems and crises in our countries and regions can only be
overcome through putting our Muslim house in order first. The fact that
Muslims belong to different sects and schools does not excuse a refusal to
speak to one another. Nor do differences of opinion between Muslims
justify declarations of hostility by any party towards another.
In His Book the Creator – Glory be to Him – states that relations
between Muslims, whatever their colour, region or sect, should be based
upon mercy and kindness: “Compassionate amongst each other”. (Al Fath 29).
This means that compassion should be the dominant value governing
relations between Muslims, and that doctrinal or national differences are
no justification for a lack of compassion.
Whatever differences there may be, they do not justify rushing to
judgement or insulting or demeaning others. What they should do is
demonstrate the need for dialogue, interaction and an objective exchange
of views.
Historical events should be seen objectively and the part played in
them by every Muslim should be respected. The fact that Muslims have
different interpretations of certain periods and incidents in history does not
provide anyone with an excuse to insult those things that other Muslims
revere and hold dear. Therefore, for religious, moral and humanitarian
reasons we regard insults and recrimination as a completely wrong
approach; we believe it to be incompatible with Islamic ethics and certainly
not conducive to a brotherly spirit.
Our destiny as Arabs and Muslims is to live together. We need to open
up our minds and prepare ourselves to do so, not just because coexistence
is compatible with Islamic values, but also because it demonstrates a
readiness to accept our destiny.
We need to stop fighting and overcome our delusions that lead us to
practise discrimination and separatism. We must adopt a mature attitude and
declare that we need to overcome our difficulties by recognising the challenges
we face at present and embracing the hopes our future holds. Coexistence is a
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long struggle against the unacceptable and the way to achieve it is through
reconciliation and working together for the common good.
Islam stresses the vital importance of working with others on the basis
of “Do unto others as you would have them do to you. Be just in your
judgements and fair in dispensing justice”.
The way to “straighten out what is crooked” begins through working
with others. Seeing the “other” as the equal of the self creates a strong,
interwoven social fabric that is harmonious in its different strands and
relationships.
Seeing the “other” as the equal of the self will advance the cause of
common values and help ensure that they enjoy pride of place in society,
and it will heighten a person’s sense of responsibility to others. All these
elements are essential for building a solid, durable social structure.
Re-establishing relations between the different Islamic sects and
schools on a new basis requires serious effort from all sides to break down
existing stereotypical attitudes. It is these attitudes that reinforce the
psychological barriers between Muslims and prevent them from developing
better mutual understanding and co-operation.

Citizenship is the answer
A person has numerous different affiliations, tendencies and ideological
and political beliefs and it is hard to find any group of human beings who
are completely homogeneous in every respect. If they share a common
religion they may belong to different sects, and if they belong to the same
sect, they may differ from each other in race or nationality, and if they are
of the same race or nationality, they may be of different religions or sects
or come from different regions.
Anyway, whatever the case may be, pluralism and diversity are an
integral part of human life and it is impossible to find a community whose
members live lives that are homogeneous in every respect.
A lack of homogeneity in some areas of life or affiliation does not mean
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that people should have nothing to do with one another. Quite the opposite.
The multiplicity of their areas of affiliation should lead them to interact and
develop the points and areas they have in common. Everyone – regardless
of his ideology – is proud of those elements that go to make them what
they are, but that pride does not mean shutting oneself away and having
nothing to do with other people or adopting hostile attitudes to them. For
numerous reasons Divine Wisdom has ordained that humans should be by
nature diverse and have a range of different affiliations and loyalties.
However, He has not made us this way so that we should isolate ourselves
from our fellow men; rather, His intention is that we should know each
other and work together for the common good, as He explains in the verse:
“O mankind! We created you from a male and a female, and made you into
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other”. (Al Hujurat 13).
The Creator – Glory be to Him – placed us in a multiplicity of contexts
(nations and tribes), not so that we may fight and kill each other, but so
that we may “know each other”. The first step to “knowing each other” is a
recognition of other people’s right to exist, express themselves freely,
develop common ground and approach the areas of difference between
each other in a rational and orderly manner.
The beauty of being human lies in our diversity. Any attempt to
standardise us by force or eradicate the differences between us is an attack
upon the Divine Laws governing human life.
When we recognise our diversity we all take on the responsibility of
maintaining and protecting it. This can only be done through mutual
respect, direct face-to-face contacts and breaking down all barriers to
fellowship and co-operation. Therefore we must all refrain from insulting or
offending each other in any way, whether directly or indirectly.
If we should ever come across instances of offence or insult, this
should not result in our making generalised judgements. Vituperation of
any kind is to be rejected, but if some people are guilty of it, those on the
receiving end have no right to class everyone as guilty. Over-generalisation
is the bane of justice and anyone committed to the principles of justice
needs to be careful to avoid it.
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Allah – may He be Blessed, the Most High – says:: “Let not the hatred
of others make you swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be just; that is
next to piety”. (Al Ma’idah 8).
Differences of opinion, belief and affiliation are no excuse for injustice.
Modern-day thinking on legal and constitutional matters and civilized
behaviour has come up with an inclusive legal view aimed at ensuring
harmonious relations between the different sections and strands of a single
society.
That view is epitomised in the one word “citizenship”.
While a multiplicity of affiliations should not lead to isolation and
introspection, neither should it generate political and cultural options that
threaten stability and national unity. What it needs to do is create relationships
based on common ground that transcend the limits of “sub-national identities”.
“Citizenship” provides the legal and political framework for relations between
all citizens and defines their responsibilities, rights and duties.
In the era of “sub-national identity explosions” the concept of
citizenship is vital. Citizenship is the answer to our problems. It lifts
everybody out of their “sub-national identities” to a new level at which they
can all enjoy equality as citizens of a single society and nation. In support
of the “citizenship option” we should like to make the following points:
1. The sectarianism we see today in certain Arab countries does not justify
taking sides in a spirit of mutual hostility and partisanship. What is
required is national unity, coalitions and alliances between the different
sects and schools, and a common desire to get to grips with the problem.
In these sensitive circumstances the cultural, academic and political
elites should not adopt biased and entrenched positions. What they need to
do is try to tackle the curse of sectarianism, which is harmful to everybody
and benefits no-one.
Sectarian problems in any society should not prompt scholars, writers
and intellectuals to adopt partisan attitudes and write provocative articles
that widen the rifts in the country and the community. Instead, they should
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all shoulder their religious, cultural and national responsibilities as citizens
and try to find ways of resolving the problems.
Today’s sectarian problems cannot be solved through sectarian
mobilisation or stirring people up against those who happen to follow a
different religious school. The answer is citizenship and encouraging
everyone to look at their country from a broad perspective in which the
citizen is the cornerstone of the relationship between all of its people.
Citizenship is the key to tackling sectarian tensions within an Arab and
Islamic framework. It is not a magic or ready-made solution, but it provides
the ground for political and cultural rights and unity in religiously, nationally
or racially pluralistic societies.
Only citizenship can promote unity within a single national framework.
2. The culture of “cleansing” and separation between the different sects
in a single country does not create stability; nor does it free societies
from their historical and current complexes and tensions. In fact, it has
quite the opposite effect.
History teaches us that a society composed of diverse strands can
never achieve stability through “cleansing” and the creation of separate
communities. Stability comes from a culture of inclusiveness, political
flexibility, the establishment of common ground and the development of
relationships on the basis of a common citizenship.
However difficult the situation we face, and whatever the tensions, we
need to persist in carrying the torch of unity, tolerance and mutual
understanding and respect.
3. Sectarian bigotry is one of the factors that militates against citizenship
and encourages relationships based on sect rather than national
identity.
To promote the notion of citizenship we need to build a moderate
society that transcends the different sects, schools and other “sub-national
identities”. Otherwise, bigotry and partisanship will remain entrenched in
the fabric of society and threaten the nation’s social and political stability.
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FROM THEOLOGICAL TO
ANTHROPOLOGICAL
AN EXAMINATION OF THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
‘AQL (INTELLECT) AND NAQL
(“TRANSFER”/REVELATION)
IN ISLAM
Ali Mabrouk

L

ike other cultures that have been inspired by a
revealed Book, Islam has found itself having to
tackle the problem of the relationship between
naql (revelation) and ‘aql (the intellect). There are
several ways of dealing with this relationship. Sometimes
it involves mutually incompatible interpretations which
reflect the differences of opinion that exist within the
culture that harbours them, demonstrating that the
essential relationship between those interpretations is
one of conflict, in which each tries to oust the other and
occupy centre stage.
However, if one interpretation manages to come out
on top, this does not mean that it is based on a more
correct understanding or that it is closer to the truth, but
rather that it is more in line with the views of the ruling
authority – i.e. those who hold the reins of power. That is
to say, if it happens that an interpretation of the ‘aqlnaql relationship becomes so widely accepted that all
the alternative interpretations are seen as heresies and
Scholar and academic from Egypt.
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totally unworthy of consideration, the fact that it has prevailed should not
be understood to mean that it –and it alone – represents the “true” position
of Islam; instead, it owes its success to the fact that its position is identical
to that of the ruling authority. Or to put it another way, it has not “won out”
because it is “true”, but because it is “stronger”.
Paradoxically, this perception of the ‘aql-naql relationship in Islam
shows how far removed that relationship is from what it should be when
one considers the role of revelation in history. And of course anything that
is at odds with revelation (when seen holistically) cannot be regarded as
compatible with Islam – Islam being one of the channels through which
Divine Revelation is transmitted.
It is almost universally agreed that the Book of Revelation (i.e. the
Holy Qur’an) is the focal point of Islam, to a point where some people
maintain that every other aspect of Islamic culture and civilization is
nothing more than a by-product of that Book’s contents. The reality is that
the contents of that Book are not self-revelatory, but reveal themselves
through an interactive relationship between the Book and the ‘aql – a fact
that illustrates the crucial role played by the ‘aql in enriching the naql (i.e.
the Book) through its ability to unlock the code to explaining its underlying
interpretations and meanings in the light of the changing realities of the
world around us (to the point where the ‘aql can be seen as decisive in
enabling revelation to function as an effective vehicle). Hence ‘aql actually
has a pivotal function that goes beyond merely proving the truth of
revelation (although it has been limited to this role by the prevailing
Islamic discourse, which asserts that ‘aql must be allowed to play no
further part other than that)1 to providing ta’wil (interpretation) establishing
1
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“Here the speaker’s words are cut off and the ‘aql’s function comes to an end. In reality the ‘aql
demonstrates the truthfulness of the Prophet.. Then it becomes detached and concedes that
it is taken from the Prophet”. See Al Ghazali. Al Mustasfa fi ‘Ilmi’l Usul, edited by Muhammad
Abdussalam Abdul Shafi (Darul Kutubi’l ‘Ilmiyyah), Beirut, 1st impression 1993, P. 6. Although
it appears that al Ghazali ascribes this “detachment” to the ‘aql and is content to take from the
Prophet, while limiting himself to “what he says about Allah and the Last Day which the ‘aql
cannot know independently or judge its impossibility”, it would also seem that “that which the
‘aql cannot know independently” (according to the Ash’arite discourse which forms the framework
of al Ghazali’s thought) is not limited to statements about Allah and the Last Day. Rather, it goes
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the applicability of revelation throughout history, thereby demonstrating
that ‘aql’s function is not time-restricted with regard to revelation, but that
it acts as a constant creative and effective partner to revelation throughout
all time.
‘Aql has a crucial function far greater that its role of providing
contemporary explanations of the meanings of scriptures that were revealed
at certain specific moments in history (the Qur’an or the Torah, for
example). It is also relevant to revelation as a whole. An analysis of the
concept of revelation developing towards being a “universal, all-embracing
phenomenon” - in which all its different stages are fused into one - will
show that the notion evolved in parallel with the view of the development of
‘aql, since almost every stage of revelation that has taken place reflects the
nature of the human intellect that accompanied it. Hence being able to
distinguish – where revelation is concerned - between sensory or mythical
images and images that transcend the sensory and mythical has only been
made possible by the fact that human awareness has developed to a point
whereby the intellect has been able to see beyond the sensory to the
transcendental. The decisive factor here is that revelation over the course
of history has only been able to evolve thanks to the role of ‘aql.

=

beyond the “unseen and next-worldly” and also covers purely worldly matters. This is confirmed
by a statement of al Baqilani, one of the early founders of the Ash’arite discourse, who says that
people “came into the world all of a sudden and unprepared and there was nothing in their ‘aql to
enable them to distinguish between those foods that were medicinally useful and those that were
deadly poisons. Nor was there anything in what they saw, nor in the rest of their senses, to provide
them with evidence so that they could know what they needed to know in this respect. If they
were to say: ‘People knew this in ancient times and discovered it by testing it on their bodies and
the bodies of other human beings, and on the bodies of animals such as dogs, wolves, beasts of
burden, birds and other creatures,’ one could reply: ‘This comes from Allah, Glory be to Him, in His
wisdom, because He can inform humans and animals about what is poisonous so that they know
what is good for their bodies and the medicines that cure their ailments, thereby enabling them
to avoid harming themselves and others (as well as animals) and from testing those substances
for themselves. ….Knowledge about such weighty matters is beyond the reach of the ‘aql and
experiment. Knowledge of the fundamentals of medicine comes from the Messengers (peace be
upon them)…and most of the Nation is of this view”. See Al Baqilani: Kitab al Tamhid, published
by the Jesuit Father Richard Joseph Macarthy (Al Maktaba al Sharqiyyah), Beirut, 1957, Pp. 127-128.
The expression “and most of the Nation is of this view” – to quote al Baqilani – is used to reinforce
the idea that the ‘aql is subject to naql in this world as well as the next. This further limits the ‘aql’s
scope for independence.
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If the ‘aql-naql relationship in Islam has tended to classify ‘aql as
being subordinate to naql, this conflicts with the position implicit in
revelation itself and leads one to conclude that its supposedly subordinate
role in that relationship is incompatible with Islam. A serious analysis will
indeed confirm this and lead us to recognise that we need to examine how
this view of the relationship came about in the culture that gave birth to it,
since a culture’s relevance and impact is determined by the status it gives
to the ‘aql which developed within it.
If ‘aql – any ‘aql – is merely a phenomenon that is produced by a
culture – any culture – and cannot be considered in isolation from it, then
anything that is said about the role of the intellect - or ‘aql - in Islam can
only be taken in the context of the culture that was developed by it1. This
means, of course, that the culture in which an Islam-oriented ‘aql occurs
can only be an “Islamic culture”.
Here it is vital to distinguish between “Islamic culture” and the
“dominant culture in Islam”. If “Islamic culture” is considered within the
context of a broad field of cultures - each with its own vision of the world
but accepting of the other’s right to exist and express itself freely and
showing itself prepared to interact with it – then “dominant culture in
Islam” is precisely its opposite. By this I mean that it is one of those
cultures has taken it upon itself to narrow the field to the point where it
becomes the only culture, while suppressing all others and excluding them
from the Islamic Faith and the Islamic Nation2.
1 Here one needs to distinguish between two different levels of culture, each of which epitomises the
role of ‘aql in Islam in its own way. There is culture in the broad anthropological sense which applies
to the pre-Islamic period and left its inevitable mark upon the ‘aql, and there is the written culture
of Islam which represents an ‘aql system that, while it has older anthropological roots, became a
crucible for other forms of ‘aql (owing to the influences of other civilizations), none of which was
able to challenge the almost absolute authority of the - anthropologically – deep-rooted ‘aql.
2
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This only applies to the Ash’arite system which still operates to this day and in which there is a
correspondence between al taqdis wa’l tadnis (sanctification and charging with desecration), and
domination and exclusion. While “sanctification” is used as a mask to impose that particular
system’s domination, the charge of desecration is used as a tool to exclude views that are at variance
with it. The concept of al firqah al najiyah (those destined for Salvation) was the battleground for a
clash between the two cultural attitudes in Islam – the inclusive and the exclusive. According to the
interpretation of the dominant group, there is only one group destined for Salvation and that group is
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There can be no doubt that an ‘aql that has developed on the
“interactive” basis implied by the concept of “Islamic culture” – an openminded, untrammelled culture that can accommodate everything produced
under its aegis, even by non-Muslims – is bound to differ radically from an
‘aql born of the overriding power and intolerance implicit in the concept of
“dominant culture in Islam”.
If the term “Islamic ‘aql” has, unfortunately, come to be understood in
the sense of overriding domination and intolerance, which has become
prevalent in Islam and – more seriously – has hidden itself behind the mask
of Islam, this means that it cannot in truth be regarded as “Islamic ‘aql” at
all, but rather as “the ‘aql which came to dominate and exercise sway in
Islam”. Hence the need to distinguish clearly between the two concepts.
Here I am referring particularly to the wrong notion of “Islamic ‘aql” being
the only one seriously worthy of the term “Islamic” when applied to an
intellectual outlook that indeed became predominant in Islam. As far as its
proponents were concerned, it was as if it were not merely an ‘aql like any
other that flowered under Islam, but rather, that it was “the Islamic ‘aql” –
and the only one - by virtue of the fact that Islam had created and shaped it
as one of its manifestations1. This means that it monopolised the term
“Islamic” for itself and placed all other “‘aqls” outside the pale of Islam.
We could possibly conclude from this that human consciousness is
incapable of comprehending all the implications of ‘aql in Islam; by this I
mean we could refer the ‘aql back to its roots (where we could judge its
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al firqah al najiyah, while all others are destined for the Fire. Other interpretations maintain that one
group is more pious and God-fearing than the others, but without suggesting that other groups are
doomed to Perdition. The first interpretation, of course, implies exclusion of those who differ, while
the second is inclined towards inclusion of those who are different in a context in which all compete
with an equal chance. The first interpretation may be considered as representing an “exclusivist
‘aql”, while the other is an “inclusivist ‘aql”. For examples of the two interpretations see al Baghdadi:
Al Farq bain al Firaq wa Tamyiz al Firqah al Najiyah min al Firaq al Halikah (Dar al Afaq al Jadidah),
Beirut, 1st impression, 1973, Pp. 4-5, and Ahmed bin Yahya al Murtadha: Bab Dhikr al Mu’tazilah,
published by Thomas Arnold (Matba’at Da’irat al Ma’arif Nizamiyyah), Hyderabad Deccan, P. 4.
When Mohammed Arkon described what he called the Islamic ‘aql as operating in a way that
ensured it was subjected to, and fettered by, revelation, as distinct from the Arab ‘aql, which he
defined as “the ‘aql that expresses in Arabic”, he unwittingly adopted a view of an Islamic ‘aql
with a specific character shaped and imposed by Islam. One might perhaps be tempted to wonder
whether there may not similarly be an ‘aql defined by the language in which it expresses itself.

125

FROM THEOLOGICAL TO ANTHROPOLOGICAL

conformity with Islam as well as its higher and more sublime meanings),
rather than to what actually happened in its history.
Hence it is not a question of ‘aql as something ordained by Islam as if it
were one of its cornerstones; in any case, an ‘aql of that description does not
exist. Instead, it is more a question of ‘aql using Islam as a resource in which
it could operate and by means of which it could develop its dominant role.
At this point we can begin to understand the meaning of the “dominant
‘aql in Islam” – that is to say, how it first appeared and the history of how it
came to dominate and hold sway.
It would appear that one ‘aql among many came to assume a leading
role in Islam thanks to historical circumstances. It came to prominence not
just by suppressing other ideas on the grounds that they were guilty of
bid’ah (innovation/heresy) and error, but also by promoting the notion that
it was fully in tune with the essence of Islam. From there it became nothing
more nor less than a tool for imposing hegemony and shrinking the breadth
of vision offered by Islam to fit its own narrow view of reality. Hence there
was indeed a conformity – not between the ‘aql and Islam (which offers the
ideal model), but between the ‘aql and its history. That is the meaning of
“the dominant ‘aql in Islam”.
If we refer this ‘aql which came to dominate Islam back to its actual
history rather than to its idealised self-image, we will find an ‘aql that has
sought to hide its past (a past of conflict, trickery and double-dealing) by
giving the impression that its hegemony is due to factors other than its history
of violence and misdeeds. History will in fact reveal that that it did not achieve
its dominant role because it alone was “Islamic”, but rather that it alone was
described as “Islamic” because it had attained absolute, crushing domination
prior to acquiring that epithet. If by chance the dominant role had been
assumed by another ‘aql, then that other ‘aql – if we assume that it too used
its hegemony to suppress all other opinions – would also have monopolised
the title of “Islamic” for itself and accused every other ‘aql of heresy1.

1
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Naturally if a more open-minded and tolerant ‘aql had become the dominant one and was able to
free itself from the authoritarian nature of the ‘aql which did actually dominate, one can imagine
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If the above should lead us to imagine that another ‘aql could arise in
Islam – an ‘aql completely different in every way from the one we have just
described – then such a possibility is of the greatest importance,
particularly if we bear in mind that analysis will show that the culture and
‘aql which actually came to dominate Islam was, paradoxically, closer to
the spirit that Islam sought to eradicate than it was to the true essence of
Islam. Thus we can say that the “dominant ‘aql in Islam” is closer to the
pre-Islamic Bedouin mentality – the world described by Islam as Jahiliyyah
(Time of Ignorance) than it is to Islam itself. Hence it is impossible to say
anything about ‘aql in Islam without reference to the earlier anthropological
background in which it has its roots, not to speak of the historical struggles
that enabled it to attain its hegemony within Islam.
So if we wish to explore the “dominant ‘aql in Islam” we should start
by examining its pre-Islamic features. It is indeed strange that the ‘aql –
starting from its linguistic definition - should have become a battleground
for a tussle between Islam and the world that existed prior to it1. Here one
should point to the pre-Islamic connotations that the language has attached
to the word ‘aql through the “power of nomenclature” (which is usually far
from innocent) - connotations which do not seem to have changed even
now. In the Arabic language the ‘aql is “derived from ‘iqal (the rope used
for hobbling a camel), because it prevents those who possess it (i.e.
possess an ‘aql) from deviating from the right path”2. This illustrates the
central role played by the Bedouin lifestyle in defining the ‘aql from the
time the word originated; I mean making the camel3 (which is pivotal to
Bedouin life) the linguistic basis and origin of the word ‘aql. Unfortunately,
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that it would regard itself as merely one ‘aql of many in Islam and no different from other intellectual
attitudes except in being more capable of responding creatively to events and realities.

1

A leading scholar – Abdul Aziz al Douri – believes that “the whole history of Islam is the history of
a struggle between tribe and Islam”. Quoted by Halim Barakat: Al Mujtama’ al ‘Arabiy al Mu’aser
(Markaz Dirasat al Wahdah al ‘Arabiyyah), Beirut, 2nd Impression, 1985, P. 231.

2

Al Jurjani: Al Ta’rifat (Mustafa al Babi al Halabi and Sons Library and Printing Press, Egypt), Cairo
1938, P. 133.

3 “A large part of the 17-volume book Lisan al ‘Arab is taken up with writings about the camel. In fact,
you would not be far from the truth if you were to say: ‘What the Arabs had to say about the camel
accounts for a whole volume of seventeen volumes on the Arabic language,’ This is a huge proportion,
but the camel is the backbone of Bedouin Arab life”. See Ahmed Amin: Fajr al Islam, P. 77.
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matters do not just end at the Bedouin’s “linguistic” definition of ‘aql, but
also include some of its original meaning as well. That is to say, the
connotations of ‘aql essentially reflect the social system of the Bedouin
world. Thus if the semantic definition of ‘aql makes it a “restriction”, on the
basis of its derivation from the “camel ‘iqal”, it also conveys the notion of
the authority of the older and earlier generations being used to hobble the
person endowed with ‘aql.
Although this connotation of ‘aql appears to have infiltrated the
“dominant ‘aql in Islam”, there is a glaring inconsistency here in that the
way the word is used in the Qur’an (the prime and fundamental scriptural
source of Islam) means something almost directly opposite to its semantic
meaning, which is so closely associated with the Bedouin world. If,
semantically, it has the connotation of “externally imposed restriction or
control” – as in the case of the camel ‘iqal, which is a hobble tied by an
outside agent – rather than of an internal controlling force, the Qur’an sees
the ‘aql not as a restrictive agent, but as an “action of discernment”1, with
the added meaning of a “liberating action” - corresponding to the Islamic
Faith’s view of itself as a liberating force.
At one stage the word ‘aql was derived from its associated action on
the grounds that “it was called ‘aql because it ‘ya’qil’ (prevents) its
possessor from falling into dangerous situations”2; thus the sense of
control and restriction remained inseparably associated with the derived
term (‘aql), including its main semantic meaning of a “behavioural and
moral restricting force”, while the Qur’an portrays it in the sense of an
“action of discernment” – and thus of “liberation”3. In this context, of
1

Everything referring to ‘aql in the Qur’an is in verb form (ta’qilun - 24 times, ya’qilun – 22 times,
‘aqilu, na’qil and ya’qiluha – once each). Strangely, with one exception they all occur in the plural
form, not the singular, thus suggesting ‘aql involves a collective activity.

2 Ibn Mandhur al Misri: Lisan al ‘Arab, Part 4, (Dar al Ma’aref, Egypt), Cairo, undated, P. 3046.
3
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Following his study of the ‘aql in the Arabic language and the Qur’an, al Jaberi concluded that
“in the Arabic language, and thus in Arabic thought, the word ‘aql is basically associated with
behaviour and ethics”. This suggests that his study of the subject in the Qur’an dealt exclusively
with the lexical meaning of the word in the context of Bedouin society. See al Jaberi: Takwin al ‘Aql
al ‘Arabiy, Pp. 30-31. He understands the act of ta’aqqul as generally meaning liberation; by this
I mean people’s efforts to free themselves from the domination and restrictions imposed by their
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course, ‘aql means a liberating force from the “authority of the earlier
generations”, which the Qur’athe authority referred to here was, of course,
the same authority that enforced the ‘aql – in the former Bedouin world –
as a restrictive device that compelled those endowed with it to submit to
its control1. Thus we find the dichotomy between two worlds and two
notions of ‘aql 2 represented essentially by – on the one hand – an
insistence on complying with the authority of earlier generations and – on
the other – by its opposite and liberation from its control. At the same
time, if we look at the histories of the two meanings, we will find that they
are remarkably similar.

=

“origin” (i.e. their early forefathers). It could also be related to the fact that ta’aqqul is often an
act that involves questioning – an indication of the Qur’an’s clear rejection of that paternalistic
domination and restriction.

1

Al Shatbi justifies compliance with that authority’s dictates on the grounds that “the Messenger of
Allah – may Allah bless him and grant him peace – was sent by Allah the Most High ….and during
the Jahiliyyah there were ignorant people who did not know the slightest thing about the Truth, nor
did they attach any value to it. They just followed in the footsteps of their forefathers and sanctioned
the misguided views of the earlier generations, their invented imputations and ways of life”. Then
he goes on to link that with the process of instilling the “mechanism of imitation”, since “Allah the
Most High took the example of Ibrahim – peace be upon him – in debating with his people: ‘What
do ye worship?’ They said: ‘We worship idols, and we remain constantly in attendance upon them.’
He said: ‘Do they listen to you when ye call (upon them), or do you good or harm?’ They said: ‘Nay,
but we found our fathers doing thus.’. So as you see, they avoided giving a clear-cut answer and
tried to justify the fact that they imitated their forefathers. Allah the Most High said: ‘What! Have
we given them a Book before this, to which they are holding fast?’ Nay! They said: “We found our
fathers following a certain religion, and we do guide ourselves by their footsteps”.’ So again they
avoided giving a straight answer and excused themselves on the grounds of imitation. Allah the
Most High also said: ‘What! Even if I brought you better guidance than that which ye found your
fathers following?’ Their reply was no, again on the grounds of imitation rather than in the form of a
reply to the question”. See Al Shatbi: Al I’tisam (Al Manar Press, Egypt), Part 1, 1st impression, Cairo
1913, Pp. 5-7. This sums up al Shatbi’s view, not only with regard to imitation, but also the fact that
imitation provides “readymade answers” - of a type one could almost describe as “consumption of
readymade answers free of charge without giving oneself too much trouble”, as opposed to answers
which require the effort of giving a proper reply to the question.

2

This contrast between Islam’s intention – on the one hand - and the reality of models of thought
and practice being established on the ruins of systems that were ineradicable and diametrically
opposite to Islam’s intention goes well beyond the ‘aql and includes fields such as politics, which –
as analysis reveals - shows strong Bedouin and tribal influences, both theoretical and practical,
in Islamic politics, to the point where political concepts appear to have become a battleground
of ideas between two conflicting worlds - the world of the Bedouin and the world of Islam, which
sought to eradicate it.
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Although the Qur’an appears to resurrect the ‘aql in a new meaning on
the ruins of its centuries-old self, it also appears – paradoxically – that the
meaning it had intended to eradicate managed to infiltrate Islam and played
a central role in shaping the concept of the ‘aql which came to dominate it.
And as this supposedly new ‘aql bore the indelible hallmarks of the Bedouin
world that had had given birth to it, a familiarity with that world proved to be
the key to understanding how it was structured and how it functioned.
According to its most distinguished theorist, the nature of Bedouin civilization
showed that the Arabs “by virtue of the savagery in their character, are a
people of pillage and havoc. They loot what they can easily lay their hands
on without exposing themselves to danger, then they flee to their refuges in
the desert. They do not resort to attack or warfare unless they decide to do
so on their own initiative. They steer clear of any well-defended enemy
position or difficult opponent in favour of easier targets and they do not try
to attack it. The tribes that are inaccessible to them in the remote mountain
fastnesses are safe from their havoc and wickedness because they do not
climb the heights to approach them. They do not embark on difficult
undertakings and they do not risk danger. When they can tackle soft targets
because they are not well protected or the state is weak, they treat them as
loot and prey and raid and steal from them repeatedly because they are easy
as long as they have the upper hand. …By nature they pillage people’s
property and they gain their livelihood in the shade of their spears. There are
no limits to their willingness to take people’s property. In fact, whenever they
set eyes on money, goods or provisions they steal them”1.
The above passage shows that the Bedouins have the type of culture
that only knows how to live off what is “readymade” and produced by
others. The only kind of “activity” associated with their culture is pillaging
and consuming that “readymade” – limitlessly and almost effortlessly.
When they pillage “easily and without exposing themselves to danger,
(because) they steer clear of every well-defended enemy position or difficult
opponent in favour of easier targets”, this takes their “activity” down to the
lowest level; by this I mean down to a type of free, cheap or undemanding
mode of consumption.
1
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Ibn Khaldoun: Muqaddimah, Part 2, Pp. 513-514.
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The truth is that an activity based on the principle of “economy of
effort”, in which productivity is so obviously lacking, must be classed as a
“negative activity”; the person engaged in it regards it as an activity, but it
is the kind of activity that has no impact on the world and is not capable
of changing it in any positive way. Instead, its effect is destructive1. If we
then see the act of pillage as being no more than the consumption of
what others have produced, this could almost be defined as being the
same as the “Ash’arite act” of “gain”, which is nothing other than
acquisition, or consumption, of the product of Allah’s work2; by this I
mean that in both cases a person could be classed as a parasite sponging
off the efforts of others.
In brief, one can conclude that the Bedouin activity of pillaging and
consuming what has been produced by others is the origin of the Ash’arite
view (which is the predominant one in Islam) of the act of “acquisition or
consumption” of the product of the work of others. However, in this latter
case it should be understood that here “others” means Allah. However, as
1

This takes us to Ibn Khaldoun’s observation that “every country that is conquered by Arabs rapidly
goes to ruin, (because) their sole purpose is nomadic life; this is incompatible with civilization,
which entails construction and is its opposite. If the Arabs need stones to support their cookingpots, they pull down buildings in order to procure them; if they need pieces of wood to make the
pegs or the supports for their tents, they tear off the roofs of houses to get them. By the very nature
of their life, they are hostile to any sort of edifice or to constructing edifices”. See Ibn Khaldoun:
Muqaddimah, Part 2, P. 514.

2

In this case the Ash’arite system may have “religionised”, or added a religious flavour to, the
concept of “Bedouin pillaging” by classing it as a source of livelihood. This led (according to that
system) to the conclusion that “in the case of an extorter or one who takes money by force, it is a
gift to him from Allah as part of his livelihood……” meaning that “taking by force is the livelihood
of the one who practises it”. Although this view was condemned by some, al Juwaini – a leading
Ash’arite – commented: “that which they condemn is part of the teachings of our school”. Thus
taking by force, or “pillaging” (“nahb”) as it is known in Bedouin terminology, was not a practice
condemned by the Faith, but rather – to quote al Juwaini - “of the teachings of the (dominant
Ash’arite) school”. In fact, when the Ash’arites associated the idea of “forcible extortion as a means
of livelihood” with the idea that “livelihood is not property”, but “benefiting without taking ownership
of property”, they were actually giving religious sanction to the Bedouin practice of pillaging “the
property” of others so that they could benefit from it. In fact, “benefiting without taking possession
of property”, which is the Ash’arite definition of livelihood, is an exact definition of pillaging. See
Yahya bin al Husain: Al Radd wa’l Ihtijaj ‘ala ‘l Hasan bin Mohammed bin al Hanafiyyah, published
in Mohammed Amarah’s Rasa’il al ‘Adl wa’l Tawhid (Dar al Hilal) Cairo, 1971, Part 2, P. 172, and
al Juwaini: Al Irshad ila Qawati’ al Adillah fi Usuli’l I’tiqad, Edited by Mohammed Yousuf Moosa and
others (Maktabat al Khanagi) Cairo, 1950, Pp. 361-362.
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regards the link between the act of “pillage” in Bedouin culture and in
civilization in general, in the Ash’arite system the act of “acquisition” may
be seen as hiding behind the mask of what – or so it is claimed - is the
intention of establishing that the latter act is due to Allah alone1. However,
whatever the intention may be, it would appear that the system is actually
hiding an “anthropological” truth behind the sanctity of religion. This
possibly unwitting duplicity, which occurs at several levels and is
particularly applicable to the ‘aql and politics, may be seen as a Bedouin
device for “infiltrating” Islam.
One thing is certain, and that is that an ‘aql that develops in a
civilization and culture like this (and here I mean a culture in the broad
anthropological sense) can only be a device for the kind of thought that
belongs to the “readymade” and “free of charge” category and requires no
effort or exertion. Al Shatbi describes it as “A mindset (‘aql) that relies upon
imitation, not on answering the question”. It seems clear that the Bedouin
lifestyle is faithfully reflected in its way of thinking and intellectual system.
Thus the lifestyle based on the “readymade produced by others” – which is
a fundamental feature of Bedouin civilization – has its parallel in the
“readymade thought” that characterises the traditions of the earlier
generations. One major feature of this readymade lifestyle and way of
thinking, where the lifestyle depends entirely upon pillage, is the fact that
its way of thinking consists entirely upon imitation and “naql” (i.e. transfer;
also used as a term to describe revealed knowledge). This is because where
day-to-day living is concerned the only way one can lay one’s hands on the
“readymade” is through pillage, and where thinking is concerned imitation
and naql are the only sources of thought. Hence “pillage” as a feature in
life has its counterpart in “imitation and naql” as tools for producing
knowledge. Here again I mean that a person with this outlook and practices
only knows how to consume and traffic in the product of other people’s
labour2. Moreover, the “naql style of knowledge” corresponds perfectly to
1 It would seem that, while hiding behind this noble intention, the Ash’arites gave a distorted picture
of the nature of Allah, either for political reasons or due to historical anthropological factors.
2
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Even where ijtihad (interpretative judgement) was concerned, there was no apparent attempt to
break new ground beyond the limits of “readymade, prepackaged knowledge”. This meant that the
function of ijtihad was seen as being to reinforce the authority of the “readymade”.
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“tanaqqul” (moving from place to place) as an element of the Bedouin
lifestyle (the fact that the two words have a common linguistic origin may
be relevant here). Indeed, some people maintain that this tanaqqul is an
essential factor in the Bedouin way of thinking, since it has been observed
that “Bedouin thinking is distinctive for moving from subject to subject
without concern for the links between things. For example, if a Bedouin
describes a camel, he begins by mentioning its ears, then its tail, then he
goes back and describes its head, its legs and its hump. His descriptions of
all these things are wonderfully exact, but he does not follow a logical
progression in the order of the things he describes. Thus if you were to read
his description of a camel but you have never seen a camel, it is unlikely
that you would be able to picture the animal from his description”1.
So knowledge in the world of the Bedouin may be summarised as
“taking from” and “moving between”, coupled with a lack of awareness of
the links between things.
It goes without saying that the way in which the Bedouin acquire
knowledge is bound to determine the way in which they “produce”
knowledge. This is why the knowledge produced by Bedouin society is
limited to news about events and people; “the knowledge that the Arabs
boasted of was their knowledge of their language and poetry, their oratory
and their history. Al Hamadani says: ‘No information about the Arabs and
Persians reached anyone except through the Arabs, because the people
who lived in Mecca were well informed about the ‘Aariba Arabs (Arabs
1 Saleh Ahmed al Ali: Muhadharat fi Tarikhi’l ‘Arab (Matba’at al Ma’arif, Baghdad), Part 1, 1955, P. 107.
Some maintained that “this quality of the Arab ‘aql is the key to explaining the shortcomings of
Arabic literature – even in Islamic times. You never come across a single subject seen from a broad
perspective; instead, you get a glimpse here and a glimpse there. You start to get to grips with
one topic and it jumps to another that turns out to be completely irrelevant to it…” See Ahmed
Amin: Fajr al Islam, Pp. 69-70. The haphazard nature of the structure can be explained by the fact
that Bedouin literature is based on a juxtaposition of different elements rather than on a coherent
whole. This is one of the main consequences of the “jumping around” that so typifies the essence
of the Bedouin way of thinking; the same trait is also found in way the Ash’arite view of the world the Ash’arite position is the dominant one in Islam - as a jumble of disconnected phenomena.
The same attitude applies to their perception of the time sequence of events. For details see Ali
Mabrouk: ‘Ani’l Imamah wa’l Siyasah wa’l Khitabi’l Tarikhi fi ‘Ilmi’l ‘Aqa’id (Markaz al Qahirah li
Dirasat Huquqi’l Insan), Cairo, 2002.
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descended from Qahtan) and the People of the Book. They travelled to
different countries for trade and so they knew about the people there, as
well as about the inhabitants of Hira and the lands neighbouring Persia
and the history of Himyar. The people who lived in Al Sham (Syria) knew
about the Byzantines and Bani Isra’il, while those who lived in Bahrain and
Oman provided news about Sind, India and Fars. The inhabitants of Yemen
knew about all the Kings ….’”1.
So the Arabs were known as “naqala” (people who conveyed) of news
and it was said that nothing happened within their region that they did not
know about. They passed on their “news knowledge” orally (their nomadic
culture lacked the conditions necessary for the development of a written
language, which only exist in settled cultures), which meant that the “Arabs
became masters of memorisation and narration”; indeed, they were
renowned for having the “best memories of any people”2. Memorisation
was in fact a major element of their way of life and the tool that enabled
them to “record their genealogies, the names of their knights who
distinguished themselves on the field of battle, which tribe they were from
and which forefathers they were descended from”3. According to Ibn
Khaldoun, knowledge was not an end in itself but a function when dealing
with “feuds, leadership, blood money and any other circumstances”4
without which life could not exist in Bedouin and desert communities. This
could be the anthropological key to explaining how these communities
became the “cradle of the news-bearing ‘aql”.
It is likely that the “infiltration” of this ‘aql into Islam was not only due
to what ‘Umar bin al Khattab was referring to when he said: “the Bedouin
are the origin of the Arabs and the substance of Islam”5 (i.e. that the
1

Haji Khalifa: Kashf al Dhunun ‘an Asami’l Kutub wa’l Funun (Manshurat Maktabat al Muthanna),
Baghdad 1386, Part 1, P. 32. Although the subject appears ostensibly to be the settled Arabs and
their trading activities rather than the Bedouins and their raids, one notable observation is that the
former were also “ahl naql” (people on the move) with all that that entails.

2 Ibid. Same page. See also Mahmoud Shukri al Allousi: Bulugh al Arab, Part 1, P. 39.
3 Ibid. Part 2, P. 38.
4 Ibn Khaldoun: Muqaddimah, art 2, P. 487.
5
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Al Tabari: Tarikh al Rusul wa’l Muluk, edited by Muhammad Abu’l Fadhl Ibrahim (Dar al Ma’arif,
Egypt), Cairo, 4th impression, 1979, Part 4, P. 277. Although Taha Hussein gave an interpretation
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Bedouins’ influence was present in force in the Arabs, who were descended
from them, and in Islam, since they were its raw material). It would also
seem that when the Arabs abandoned the Bedouin life and became settled
in the new lands of the civilizations conquered by Islam, they took their old
culture with them1 along with its character, which they had inherited; by
this I mean consuming the “readymade” produced by others, without
putting themselves to any trouble on their own account2. “Thus we find that

=

of ‘Umar’s statement that the Arabs were the source of Islam’s military power, Khalil Abdul Karim
criticised it on the grounds that it was limited to just one small aspect and ignored the other
parts of the picture which were much more important. That is to say, the Arabs were the source
of many of the rules, regulations, systems, conventions and traditions introduced or ordained by
Islam. So we can say with confidence that Islam inherited a huge range of things from the Arabs
in every field – worship, the social system, economics, politics and rights”. See Khalil Abdul Karin:
Al Judhoor al Tarikhiyyah li’l Shari’ah al Islamiyyah (Sina Publcations) Cairo, Part 1, 1991, Pp.11-12.
Here one should perhaps point out that the “knowledge” - or theoretical – aspect of the ‘aql, which
Abdul Karim does not refer to when discussing the practical aspects, is almost more important in
many of the areas that Islam inherited from the Arabs.

1

“The Arabs retained their tribal system when they settled in the Islamic countries. Those countries
were in fact divided up along tribal lines with each tribe being allocated a particular area. They
also received their benefits in common. Each tribe had its own official in charge of it and its
members generally shared their responsibilities. They paid blood money for any unintended killing
perpetrated by one of their members and they were given preference when a house was sold in
their area. They inherited wealth in common if there was no particular heir and were responsible
for the conduct of trouble-makers and rebels from their tribe. So the tribal system was the basis
of the social, administrative, financial and fiscal systems in the Islamic countries… When local
fuqaha (scholars of doctrine/jurists) in those countries wrote about the life in those countries, they
recorded many of the Bedouin systems as being part of the Islamic Shari’ah; hence those Bedouin
systems actually became part of the Holy Islamic Shari’ah”. See Saleh Ahmed al Ali: Mohadharat
fi Tarikhi’l ‘Arab, Part 1, Pp 105 and 109. This shows how Bedouin tradition infiltrated the Islamic
tradition and clothed itself in its garb.

2

See the famous dispute over the Land of Darkness that arose between some of the leading
Companions and ‘Umar bin al Khattab, who insisted that it should not be divided up among the
conquerors, most of whom were Bedouin and who (led by Bilal al Habashi) maintained that it
should be divided between them in accordance with the practice of the Prophet and the Caliph Abu
Bakr. This dispute was a perfect example of how Bedouin culture clothed itself in the garb of the
“other cultures” of the countries conquered by Islam (which were more advanced than the culture
of the conquering Arabs) and used the sanctity of religion to justify its case. One can also see
some of the Bedouin way of thinking in ‘Umar’s unwillingness to accept the division of those lands.
According to Ibn Khaldoun the Bedouin considered farming to be “a lowly occupation”. Hence it
was not something that the Bedouin could possibly practice. ‘Umar was not only concerned with
the possible results of distributing those lands to the Bedouin, who had an ingrained contempt
for agriculture and would destroy the land’s productivity; more importantly, he was anxious about
the consequences of putting the Arabs (who were the rulers) in a humiliating position by virtue of
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the Arab countries and their possessions under Islam generally had few
manufactures and skills other than what they brought from other areas1”;
Ibn Khaldoun’s comment reveals a truth – i.e. that the system and nature of
Bedouin culture extended beyond the “Arab countries” to “their possessions
under Islam”. As Ibn Khaldoun broadened the meaning of “manufactures
and skills” here to include “knowledge”, this was an indication that the
same old lifestyle continued as before. It would also be fair to infer from
this that the old way of thinking – which was essentially a “naql style of
thinking” - also continued in the new circumstances.
Ibn Khaldoun himself noted the Arabs’ naql approach to knowledge
during the early days of Islam, in which learning consisted “not of science
or industry, due to the naivety of the Bedouin mentality, but of Shariah
ordinances, which are Allah’s commands and prohibitions. Men carried
them with them in their breasts, knowing that they were taken from the
Book and the Sunnah which they had learnt from the Prophet and his
Companions. The people at that time were Arabs who knew nothing of
education or writing and had no interest in such things, nor any need for
them. That was the situation at the time of the Companions and the Tabi’iyn
(those who came after the Companions), when the people responsible for
carrying and conveying this knowledge were referred to as qurraa’

=

their becoming farmers. There was also a religious element here, as evidenced by a Hadith of the
Prophet, when he saw the ploughed land of some of the Ansar and said: “This [activity] does not
enter the land of a people except that humiliation enters it”. Another Hadith hinting that working
in agriculture meant abandoning the Faith, went: “If you deal in usury and hang fast to the tail of
the cow, and are content with agriculture and abandon jihad, Allah will cover you with humiliation
and will not remove it until you return to your religion”. This is in line with the “anthropological”
angle which sees agriculture as the “heritage of humiliation”. It is also consistent with the position
of ‘Umar and the Companions which maintained that land conquered by force should not be sold
or inherited, but regarded as public property. (Which is also in line with the Bedouin lifestyle.) Nor,
according to this view, should the right to exploit it be sold to a Muslim (or more accurately, to
an Arab), because it entails kharaj, which is jizyah payable on land and has the connotations of
humiliation and lowliness. ‘Umar issued orders that land should not be bought from dhimmis. In
brief, it was not acceptable for the Bedouin to be involved in farming and a style of production
imposed by a different culture with which they had been brought into contact. So they retained their
Bedouin lifestyle, superimposed on the cultures of the conquered lands, which were obliged to hand
over their produce to overlords who had no hesitation in taking and benefiting from the fruits of the
labour of others.. See Ibn Khaldoun; Muqaddimah, Part 2, Pp. 926-927, and Mohammed Rowas
Qal’aji, Mawsu’at Fiqh ‘Umar bin al Khattab, Aleppo, 1396 AH, P. 65.

1 Ibn Khaldoun: Muqaddimah, Part 2, P. 941.
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(reciters) – that is, people who recited, or read, the Book and were not
illiterate; at that time illiteracy was the norm among the Companions as
they were Arabs”1.
When it became clear that learning was developing into new branches
and expanding so that it could not be absorbed or retained by the old oral
“naql” method and had to be taught in a more formal way that involved
writing, the “naql” character of the Bedouin ‘aql made it impossible for the
Arabs to contribute effectively, with the result that “learning became an
activity for the settled people and the Arabs ceased to have a part in it…”2.
. Although at one stage Ibn Khaldoun found an explanation for this in
“politics” – in which the Arabs, according to him, “became involved in
holding leading positions in the Abbasid state and found themselves
pushed into government rather than learning” - he soon realised that
“influences from earlier times proved an obstacle to their seeking
knowledge, just as they were an obstacle to their engaging in other
manufactures and skills”3. Or, to put it another way, the old influences of
1 Ibid. Part 3, P. 1257.
2 Ibid. Part 3, P. 1258.
3 Ibid. Part 3, P. 1259. The Bedouin continue to despise manual work to the present day. “Crafts and
manufactures are considered lowly professions that demean those who practise them. Hence those
who engage in these activities are either non-Arabs or Arabs of unknown or non-tribal origin. The
contempt in which these trades are held can be seen in Arabs insults such as ‘Ya bin al sani’!’ (‘O son
of a craftsman!’). On one occasion King Ibn Saud was sitting with a large group of people (at the time
he was angry with the Aal Ayedh, the former rulers of Abha, for their repeated acts of treachery) and
said ‘Yes, O son of a craftsman!’ to one of those present. When the gathering dispersed and everyone
when home, the wife of the person so addressed spoke to him and said: ‘I can no longer live with you,
because you are the son of a craftsman, not from a tribe, and Ibn Saud does not lie…..’ In Bahrain
trade is not an acceptable occupation for a pure Arab, born and bred; hence the commercial sector
in Bahrain is in non-Arab hands. The strange thing is that Arabs still prefer rearing camels, sheep
and donkeys to buying, selling and artisanship”. See Hafez Wahba: Jazirat al ‘Arab fi’l Qarni’l ‘Ashrin
(Matba’at Lajnat al Ta’lif wa’l Tarjumah wa’l Nashr), Cairo, 1st impression, 1935, Pp. 152-153. A further
indication of its contemptible status is “the fact that the Arabic word mihnah (profession) comes
from the same root as mahanah (humiliation)”. See Ali al Wardi: Dirasah fi Tabi’ati’l Mujtama’i’l ‘Iraqi
(printer and date unspecified), P. 13. Of course, latter-day Arabs no longer rear sheep and camels;
today they are free to enjoy their surplus oil revenues. They no longer know how to rear those animals
and employ others to do the job for them. When the oil dries up, less than three quarters of a century
from now, they will be forced to return to sheep and camel rearing. (Provided, that is, that there are
any left in their modern cities.) It almost seems as if history is taking its revenge on those who have
remained essentially the same as they always have been despite the superficial changes that have
reincarnated the Bedouin in a modern – or post-modern – manifestation.
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the Bedouin world prevented them from acquiring and practising
manufactures and skills, so that – instead – they opted for “consumption
without trouble”, or consuming the “readymade” produced by other people.
That was the reason why the Arabs “had no part in learning”, rather
than the burdens of government and politics.
If the Bedouin lifestyle was reflected in the nature of their ‘aql (i.e. an
‘aql comprising “ready-made thought”) in their turn the Bedouin tribal
structure and system (the tribe being the Bedouin socio-political unit)
faithfully reflected their ‘aql. If the concept of “primal origin” is the focal
point of the tribal structure – by this I mean that the tribe’s existence and
status start from its “first forefather”, then continues from there through
the early ancestors (which explains the overriding importance of
genealogical origin in the Arab memory) - then this is exactly in line with
the notion of the ‘aql “not being based upon anything other than origin”.
This means that the central position of “origin” in the tribal structure
corresponds exactly to - or may even be due to – its central position in the
notion of the ‘aql. Hence if the Bedouin lifestyle based on “pillaging the
readymade” from others (that is, regarding the use of force as a way of
gaining a livelihood) takes on a religious hue, then “genealogical origin”
will also be imbued with the sanctity of religion. Here it is worth noting that
“in the Khutbat al Widaa’ (the Final Sermon) the Noble Messenger stated
that the traditions of the Time of Ignorance had been set aside and
appealed for an end to the arrogance of the Time of Ignorance and its pride
in its forefathers. At the same time, he himself attached great importance
to remembering one’s lineage and on this subject he said: ‘I am the
Prophet, no lie. I am the son of Abdul Muttalib, who used to take pride in
his people and say “We are the descendants of Nadhr bin Kanana”. Then
he would say that Allah made the Arabs clans and He made me among the
best of clans.’ Indeed, he feared that his lineage might become polluted [by
imputation]. When Hassan asked his permission to lampoon the polytheists
[of Quraysh] he said to him: ‘What about the fact that I have common
descent with them?’ Hassan replied: ‘I shall take you out of them as a hair
is taken out of dough.’ The Messenger frequently mentioned the afkhadh
(tribal subdivisions) of the Ansar and compared them in order of
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preference”1. While - according to the recorded text - it was not just a
question of referring to lineage, but also included remembering it and
taking pride in it, the same source also attributed the following to the
Messenger: “Any man named after other than his father when he knows the
name of his father is a disbeliever in Allah. And anyone who claims to
belong to a tribe when he is not of its lineage must take his seat in the
Fire”. One can conclude from this that equating rejection of one’s father
with disbelief in Allah is the same as equating acknowledgement of one’s
genealogical origins with belief in Allah. This means, then, that disavowal
of one’s origin is actually a disavowal of the Faith and dooms the person
guilty of it to “manifest loss”2.
An anthropologist would conclude that starting with the centrality of
origin and lineage and projecting it onto the issue of belief is actually
wrapping the former in a religious garb, and - on this occasion – ascribing
it to the tongue of the Prophet, Islam’s highest authority. It was this
obfuscation that allowed the concept of origin to be transferred from the
tribal structure and find its way into ‘aql in Islam. This also explains how
“paternalism” (in the broadest meaning of the word) – with its focus on
forefathers and origin – emerged as the prime and inescapable authority
1

Sultan Al Malik al Ashraf ‘Umar bin Yousuf bin Rasul: Tarafat al As-hab fi Ma’rifati’l Ansab, edited
by K.W. Steierstein (Al Taraqqi Press, Damascus), 1949, Pp. 4-5. Here we should perhaps point
out that genealogy was destined to be transformed from a Bedouin discipline to a Shari’ah
discipline, since “it is no secret that knowledge of genealogy is required, and a recommended
branch of knowledge, because of its implications for Shari’ah rulings and the elements of the
Faith. The Shari’ah considers it (i.e. genealogy) to be of a status …..whereby it is applicable in
numerous Shari’ah situations such as ta’sib al wirathah (inheritance), wilayat al nikah (marriage
guardianship),‘aqilah fi’l diyat (paternal relatives’ entitlement to blood money) and knowledge of
the genealogy of the Prophet (PBUH) – i.e. that he was a Meccan from Quraysh and a Hashemite,
and that he emigrated to Madinah – as well as the Caliphate and its genealogical conditions,
freedom and bondage involving Arabs and non-Arabs, etc. All these issues require a knowledge of
Arab genealogy and prove that this is a worthy and noble science and should not be a forbidden
one”. See al Qalqashandi Nihayat al Arab fi Ma’rifati Ansabi’l ‘Arab, edited by Ibrahim and Abyari
(Al Sharikah al ‘Arabiyyah li’l Tibaa’ah wa’l Nashr), Cairo, 1st impression, 1959, P., and Ibn Khaldoun:
Al ‘Ibar wa Diwan al Mubtada’ wa’l Khabar, Vol. 2, P. 6.

2 Here we can compare the punishment for a person who fails to acknowledge his genealogical origin
(expulsion from the tribe, which means death, both literally and figuratively) with the punishment
for a person who violates what are seen as the “rules of the Faith” (expulsion from the community
of Believers, which also means death).
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and became transformed from a component of the social structure to an
integral element of knowledge and the ‘aql. This is still the case today,
despite the fact that the material/social base that established it no longer
exists.
Consequently, even the academic and scientific disciplines produced by
settled societies were “readymade” to benefit the Arabs involved in
government and politics whose Bedouin background prevented them from
engaging in them directly. As a result, the disciplines that are classed as
being part of Islamic culture still conform to the ‘aql system developed within
the paternalistic tribal structure. By this I mean that the “knowledge model”
which dominates those disciplines, and which sees the authority of “first
textual version or origin” as the basis for all knowledge1, is an extension of
the tribal system which revolves round the authority of the “founding
forefather” or patriarch as the origin of its material and figurative existence.
In this context, of course, it was necessary to eradicate anything that might
pose a challenge to the dominant model – not just to exile it beyond the pale
of the culture, but to exclude it from the Nation and the Faith.
The transformation from Bedouinism to Islam entailed no more than
transmuting one lot of content used by the ‘aql into a different lot of
content. The ‘aql’s modus operandi remained unchanged in that it still
continued to acquire readymade material for its thinking processes and its
system continued to reflect its unswerving compliance with unquestioned
authority. The only difference was a slight modification from the readymade
material produced by forebears who were not “worthy” to a new lot of
readymade material produced by worthy forebears, and from the authority
1
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“It has been established by experience from the beginning of the world to the present day that
the ‘aql – in general – cannot independently recognise its interests without revelation as the prime
source. Ibtida’ (innovation of human origin) is the opposite of that prime source”. This entails
recognition of revelation as the prime source, “since when Adam (PBUH) was sent down to earth,
he knew how to look after his worldly interests. He would not have known were it not for the
fact that Allah taught him ‘all the names’. His learning was thus not of the ‘aql variety. Then his
descendants inherited it, but their ‘aqls split off from their point of origin and imagined, wrongly,
that they were independent. So had it not been for the fact that Allah bestowed His favour upon
mankind by sending prophets, man would not have known how to live in a proper way and he would
not have been able to look after his interests. This is clear from the information we have about the
first people and the last people”. See al Shatbi: Al I’tisam, Part 1, Pp. 43-45.
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of “custom” to the authority of “scripture”1. Thus the Bedouin ‘aql turned
scripture/revelation into an authority that fettered the ‘aql in Islam. That is
to say, the ‘aql was seen as being “in no way independent. It was based on
nothing apart from origin, or prime source – a prime source that was
absolutely unquestioned,2”; in other words, it was just like the Bedouin ‘aql
itself – tied to the authority of the forebears and custom and never deviating
from accepted practice as established by precedent3.
In this situation, although scripture/revelation had seen itself as a
basis for free thought and never as a restrictive authority, things actually
turned out completely differently and it became highly restrictive, even to
the point of weakening itself; this was bound to occur when the ‘aql - the
source of scripture/revelation’s richness and vitality, which allows it to
explore its hidden possibilities - found itself fettered. This meant that the
scripture, or revelation, did not see itself as the authority appointed to
fetter the ‘aql4, but rather that this role was imposed upon it by the
1 Of course this does not mean that the authority of custom was totally absent. Some schools of fiqh
(doctrine/jurisprudence) with the closest ties to the desert environment (I am referring specifically
to the school of Imam Malik) class it as a recognised source of legislation with exactly the same
status as the Scripture.
2 Al Shatbi: Al I’tisam, art 1, P. 45.
3

See also this comment by a contemporary “The ‘ulama (religious scholars) of Nejd are extremely
conservative, particularly in matters of religion. In their view, sound belief should be true to the Book
and the Sunnah and there is no need for ta’wil (explaining the inner meanings). They say: ‘Sufficient
for us is what sufficed the time of the Prophet and the best of generations.’ You will find their books are
full of rebuttals of such groups as are inclined towards ta’wil or incorporating philosophical theories in
belief systems. See Hafez Wahba: Jazirat al ‘Arab fi’l Qarni’l ‘Ashrin, P. 150. It could be summed up as
going from the authority of “precedence/custom” to the authority of “precedence/scripture”.

4

Describing what he calls the “Islamic ‘aql”, Mohammed Arkon says it is an ‘aql that “is in line
with revelation; it affirms that revelation comes first because it is Divine and the role of the ‘aql is
limited to serving revelation…” The ‘aql, then, is subordinate and does not play a leading role except
insofar as ijtihad permits it to understand and explain revelation. This description is applicable to
the Bedouin ‘aql which infiltrated Islam and came to dominate it by hiding behind the masks of
the leading doctrinal and creedal schools. Thus it is not an ‘aql imposed by Islam so much as an
‘aql imposed within Islam. Arkon himself observes that “if the debates had continued between the
(Mu’tazilite)‘aql which maintained that the Qur’an is created and the (Ash’arite Sunni) ‘aql that
maintained the Qur’an is not created, the situation in Islam today (vis-à-vis knowledge) would be
completely different; I mean that the ‘aql would not occupy such a narrow, space hemmed in by
creedal orthodoxy as it does today”. In other words, he is talking about the possibility of a possibility
of another, more open-minded ‘aql, such as the Mu’tazilite one, assuming a dominant role.
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dominant culture (in the anthropological sense) of its environment.
Breaking the overriding power of the Bedouin ‘aql would free the scripture
(or revelation) from a situation it which it would not be able to fulfil its true
function unless it became an inspiration for creative thought rather than an
authority for preventing that kind of thought (which was what most people
saw as its function).
So it is clear that the “anthropological” ‘aql went through a series of
changes; as far as its content was concerned it went from “the traditions of
the forebears” to “scripture/revelation”, while its system went from “tribal
patriarchal authority” to “origin authority” (where thinking and culture was
concerned). In the process it was transformed – through a process of
concealment and trickery – into what was ostensibly the “religious ‘aql”, a
status that enabled it to use the sanctity of religion to obtain immunity for
itself from criticism or scrutiny. Needless to say, this enabled it to achieve
dominant status in Islam and this has continued to be the case up to the
present day, even though it has lost its Bedouin base.
In reality, we are not merely seeing the same old ‘aql reproducing itself
from one generation to another; it also perpetuates the fundamental
theoretical and conceptual position seen in the writings of the founding
fathers of Islamic culture – here I am referring specifically to al Shafi’i and
al Ash’ari, whose influence has continued to subject the ‘aql totally to naql.
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THE UMMAH (NATION) –
ITS MEMBERS AND THE
“DIVINE PROJECT”
HISTORY AND RELATIONS
WITH OTHER RELIGIONS AND
NATIONS
Ridwan al Sayyid

1  ـOrigins of the Ummah (Nation)

W

hen we try to look beyond the semantic
meaning of the word Ummah to its conceptual
connotations in the early days of Islam, we find
our attention drawn directly to the two main senses of
the word: the general religious-missionary-spiritual
sense seen in Surat al Anbiya’ 92 – “Verily this Ummah
(i.e. Nation, Community or Brotherhood) of yours is a
single Ummah, and I am your Lord and Cherisher;
therefore serve Me”; and the historical-political sense of
the Sahifat al Madinah (the Madinah Charter), which the
Messenger of Allah – may Allah bless him and grant him
peace – opened with the words: “This is a written text
from Muhammad the Prophet – may Allah bless him and
grant him peace – between the Believers and Muslims of
Quraysh and Yathrib and those who follow them, and
have joined them and have engaged in jihad with them:
that they are a single Ummah apart from [the rest of]
mankind…”.
Intellectual and academic from Lebanon and editorial adviser to Al Tasamoh magazine.
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It should be remembered that Surat al Anbiya’ was revealed in Mecca;
hence the people this declaration was directed at were a religious,
missionary community with no specific clan allegiances and no particular
political aims. Indeed, the ayat only demands one thing of them, which is
to worship Allah alone – Glory be to Him. It was clearly directed at the
Ummah of Muhammad – may Allah bless him and grant him peace –
because the Surah recounts the stories of various prophets and their single
Message – Divine Oneness and worship of Allah – with particular focus on
the story of Abraham, the father of the Prophets, and his disputes with his
people; then it concludes by calling our Ummah to tawhid (monotheism) in
the worship of Allah alone. The last ayats of the Surah are a debate with the
polytheists – that is, the opponents of tawhid.
Thus the concept of this Ummah is not related to any specific time or
place; rather, it is recognised as the heir to the One True Faith to which it is
required to give its total allegiance and upon which it is to be founded. Its
destiny belongs to the future, so at this point we are not so much concerned
with the small number of divinely-guided people who lived in Mecca at that
time, nor with the unfortunate conditions that forced them to emigrate to
Abyssinia, then to Yathrib; here what is relevant is the duty of devoting
oneself exclusively to the “Face of Allah”, which is directly associated with
concepts such as “idhhar” (proclaiming/causing to appear): “To proclaim it
over all religion” (in Surahs al Saff, al Fath and al Tawbah), “tamkin”
(enabling/establishing in authority) (in Surat al Nur), “wa’ad” (promise) (also
in Surat al Nur), and “istikhlaf” (successorship) and “tawrith” (making heirs)
(in Surahs al A’raf and al Nur). These last two words deserve closer scrutiny,
because the Muslims believed that they themselves were the instrument
through which the Divine Plan would be implemented. Allah – Glory be to
Him, the Most High – had made them the heirs of the Prophethood because
Muhammad – may Allah bless him and grant him peace – was the first
prophet to be descended from Ismail; He had also made them the heirs of
the Prophethood, the Divine Mission and the Faith because the religion that
was revealed to Muhammad was the last religion, Muhammad was the last of
the prophets and his Ummah was the last Ummah.
Tawrith/ Istikhlaf – means that the Ummah has been chosen by Allah.
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However, it is also a test. The Prophethood had been taken from one people
and given to another because the former people had failed to carry out the
duty entrusted to them. It was now up to those whom Allah had chosen –
or appointed to replace the others – to show that they deserved the favour:
“…..they will worship Me (alone) and not associate aught with Me”. (Surat
al Nur, 55). Idhhar and tamkin came in recognition of their faith in Allah alone
and the fact that they were striving solely for the “Face of Allah”, and they
became the Ummah of Allah, Glory be to Him, the Almighty. The idhhar
and tamkin that followed the tawrith and istikhlaf required them to oppose
the path taken by those who had gone astray and comply strictly with three
principles: 1) not allowing themselves to be deceived by power and the cult
of personality – “….that we take not, from among ourselves, lords and
patrons other than Allah”; 2) competing for the general good of mankind –
“…so strive together, as in a race, towards the virtues”; and 3) remaining
true to the path that the Almighty requires mankind to follow, which is
ta’aruf (knowing each other) – “O mankind! We created you from a male
and a female and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each
other”. If these three principles become realities – or are on the way to
becoming realities – the Ummah can be “witnesses over the nations”, as
the Qur’anic ayats have ordained for the Promised Ummah.
This perception of the first sense (the sense of the missionary,
successor Ummah) comes directly from a proper understanding of the
Message of the Qur’an and can be found in the works of the authors of the
Prophet’s Sirah (biography) and Islamic history. The authors of the Prophet’s
Sirah after Al Zuhri (d. 124 AH) and Ibn Ishaq (d. 151 AH) divide the Sirah
into three parts – the “beginning”, the start of the Mission and the military
campaigns. In the “beginning” they review the prophetic missions from
Adam and Noah, then they focus specifically upon the Abrahamic mission
and the Meccan experiences of the father of the Prophets, as well as the
line of the Prophethood passing through Ismail to Muhammad – may Allah
bless him and grant him peace – and the legacy of the Abrahamic
Prophethood and the last of the world’s prophets. The second part – the
start of the Mission – reviews the new prophetic model and examines its
essence and its implications, while the third part – the military campaigns –
looks at the events surrounding the establishment of the new Ummah
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(Sahifat al Madinah) that had been entrusted with the task of setting up the
Divine Project on earth. The historians of the third and fourth centuries of
the Hijrah begin their books with extracts from the “beginning” part of the
Prophet’s Sirah including some of the stories of the Prophets and the
prophetic missions of Abraham, Ismail and Muhammad, which then lead
on to another section which could perhaps be described as “authorityrelated”. Muslim historians give the concept of inheritance a “temporal” or
“historical” flavour, because Muhammad’s Ummah did not only inherit a
Mission or a religion; it also inherited what that Mission and religion
brought in its wake – that is to say, possession of former nations and
empires including the Byzantine and Persian empires.
So while the authors of the Sirah saw the establishment of the Ummah
as (in accordance with the Qur’an) comprising inheritance of the Mission,
conveying the Message of Islam and endeavouring to ensure that over time
the Ummah that received the Message became identical to the Ummah
that conveyed the Message, the historians were more concerned with the
establishment of the Ummah within its historical context through the
implementation of the other aspects that “inheritance” entailed. Hence the
Islamic authority was called the Khilafah (Caliphate), since it was the
“mustakhlifah” (successor) Ummah which replaced the tyrannical,
overbearing nations that had ruled over so many lands before it. The term
Khilafah – which may be expressed as the “Ummah without the people” –
combines the two senses: missionary and spiritual, and political, strategic
and temporal.

2- Ummah and Dawla (State)
When the Messenger of Allah – may Allah bless him and grant him
peace – died in the eleventh year of the Hijrah, the Ummah existed in both
senses – in the mind as well as in reality. There was the Ummah of Islam,
founded upon the Qur’an and the Mission, and the “Ummah without the
people”, otherwise known as Dar al Islam (the House of Islam), Dawlat
al Muslimin (the State of the Muslims) and al Khilafah (the Caliphate). At
that time it was not easy to make a clear distinction between the two
senses, because both senses were conveyed by the expressions “Madinah
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community”, “Dar al Islam” and “Caliphate”. Some people maintain that
the Companions saw the first sense as being the more significant one; this,
they explain, was why Abu Bakr was determined to stamp out the Riddah
(Apostasy) – an action which he justified on the grounds that the apostates
were withholding the Zakat which they had previously been paying to the
Messenger of Allah, and that therefore they had to be fought until they
resumed payment of it, whatever the cost. According to this view, the
Caliphate was not only required to maintain itself as an institution; it was
also entrusted with upholding the din (religion). Zakat was one of the
obligations of the din, and the Caliphate – as successor to the Messenger –
was required to safeguard the Messenger’s religion and his Ummah.
Another view maintains that the action Abu Bakr took against the
apostates was recognised as necessary because he feared for the future of
the nascent Caliphate; they cite the fact that, before the end of the war
against the apostates, Abu Bakr launched the conquests which were
destined to lead to Arab Islamic domination of the whole of the East within
less than three decades, spreading the new Dawla (State) into lands which
had previously been ruled by the Persian and Byzantine empires.
According to this view, therefore, the conquests were necessary for the
Dawla, but not for the din.
A third view claims that it is wrong to make a distinction between the
two “Ummahs” at that time, because the legitimacy of the Caliphate and
its conquests – and even its domestic authority – were based upon the
new religion. The Rightly-Guided Caliphs were not the lords and masters
of the world of the Arabs before Islam. Rather, people obeyed them
because they were the successors to the Prophet as leaders of the new
Ummah. At the same time, they understood from their side what they
were required to do. Did not Sa’ad bin Abi Waqqas or his envoy say to the
commander of the Persian army before the Battle of al Qadisiyah:
“Muhammad came and appointed the Arabs as successors and granted
them inheritance of the land….So Allah has sent us. He has ordered us to
turn those whom He will from worshipping creatures to worshipping Allah,
and from the narrowness of the world to its vastness, and from the
injustice of religions to the justice of Islam”?
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So it was the new religion that established the Dawla and gave it, or its
leadership, its legitimacy to conquer. It was not merely because of the
Divine Will, but due to the fact that the Ummah’s existence was based upon
the Mission and on spreading the din. That was why not a single Muslim
opposed the Caliphs calling themselves Khalifat Allah (Allah’s successor)
on their coins and currency, and in their letters to kings or when addressing
soldiers and members of the public. The legitimacy which provided the
basis of the Ummah and its unity was religious or Islamic and had nothing
to do with whether or not the Ummah was a “religious project” which
entailed the existence of a State and conquests and the continued spread
of its domination across the world.
Clear evidence of the Ummah’s religious character was apparent in
the power struggle between the Ummayyads and the Abbasids. As we have
already pointed out, it was the din that empowered (gave “tamkin” to) the
Rightly-Guided Caliphs. They did not sit on the throne because they were
the lords and masters of Quraysh or the Arabs; indeed, they enjoyed no
such status. It was also the din that empowered the Ummayyads –
alongside other factors associated with the balance between various tribal
interests. As we have hinted, the Ummayyads did not use tribal or political
arguments to justify their legitimacy; instead, they cited the din, claiming
that they were “Allah’s Caliphs” (i.e. Allah’s successors) – that is the
leaders of the Ummah as the heirs to the Divine Project. It was also those
arguments that led to their downfall, because the Talibis and Abbasids
claimed that they were closer to the Messenger of Allah – may Allah bless
him and grant him peace – and that therefore they had a right to lead the
“religious and political institution” (or “political institution that was also
the guardian of the religious institution”) of the “successor” Ummah. They
were successful in toppling the Ummayyads because the majority of
Muslims believed that their claim to lead the Ummah was stronger than
that of the Ummayyads.
The Ummah’s history has been a highly complex one. During the first
and second centuries of the Hijrah some revolutionaries and theologians
maintained that the “Ummah” had no need of a Dawla – or State - to
enable it to fulfil its religious and “successor” roles.
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The Islamic authority claimed its legitimacy was based on two
premises: its right to exist and rule was based upon the Ummah’s successor
role of promoting and spreading Islam, while opposing it would lead to
fitnah (sedition/strife) which would have a negative effect upon the din.
On the other hand, the Muhakkimah (those whose slogan was “La
hukma illa li’llah” (“No rulership except by Allah”) believed that the Ummah
had become divided because the ruling authority was going against the
ordinances of the din and was an obstacle to its propagation. During the
first Abbasid period some theologians, such as Abu Bakr al Asamm, Dhirar
bin ‘Amr and the “Mu’tazilite Sufis” held that the Prophethood of
Muhammad – may Allah bless him and grant him peace – had nothing to
do with rule, power or domination and that “if people refrained from
treating each other unjustly, they would have no need for a Sultan”. Though
it may have comprised only a marginalised minority, this anti-authoritarian
tendency believed that the Ummah consisted of din, Mission, and people
living in accordance with the precepts of the din and its Mission. This
meant that Islam had no need of a State to enable it to convey its message
to the world.
From the fourth century of the Hijrah a number of new, complicating
factors arose which led to a lessening of the tension that existed between
Ummah, State and Divine Project. Religion gradually began to separate
itself from politics and the ruling authority, to the mutual benefit of both
sides (i.e. politics and the din). At the same time, the Caliphate, or single
imperial authority, was weakened and individual statelets or Sultanates
began to appear. This meant that the Caliphate could no longer claim to be
the protector of the din or Islam’s sole representative vis-à-vis the outside
world. Meanwhile, the Sultanates based their legitimacy on the use of force
to maintain peace within their borders and defend themselves against
attack by outsiders. This led someone to comment that the Ummah – or
Dar al Islam – no longer existed and that the sprawling “Islamic Ummah”
now consisted of peoples, not a State.
Of course the new situation in no way diminished the Sultanates’ - or
statelets’ – sense of attachment to Islam or its Ummah.
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3- Ummah, Dawla (State) and internal and external relations
It cannot be said that the spiritual Ummah established by Islam - or its
successor which was designed to serve and propagate the din – needed an
Islamic empire as the basis of its government. However, over the course of
some two centuries the Dawla (State) that was set up as a Caliphate
endeavoured to reconcile the demands of “Islamic duty and successorship”
with the realities of functioning as a State with far-flung territories.
Since that was the case, we should begin by examining the Qur’anic
view of relationships between people; we should then see how these
expressed themselves over the course of history in the functions of the
State and the activities of those responsible for the Mission, as well as in
inter-religious and inter-cultural relations.
The Qu’anic view of relations between people is based on “ta’aruf”
(getting to know one another). “Ta’aruf” means “exchanging recognition”.
It also includes a human quality of major importance called “ma’ruf”,
(literally “known”, “favour” or “virtue”) which may be understood as ways
of thought, behaviour and dealing with others, based on intellectual
understanding, common interests and shared customs.
Qur’anic “ta’aruf” involves seeking out common values. In this
connection we can understand the principle of “al amr bi’l ma’ruf wa’l nahiy
‘ani’l munkar” (enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong) as
being an attribute of the Islamic Ummah: “Ye are the best of Peoples,
evolved for mankind, enjoining what is right, forbidding what is wrong, and
believing in Allah” (Surat Āli 'Imran, 110. Compare this with Āli 'Imran 114,
al A’raf 157, al Tawbah 71 and 112, al Hajj 41 and Luqman 17). “Ma’ruf” is a
shared quality that is acceptable to all people, while “munkar” (what is
wrong) is rejected and condemned by all - in thought, word and deed. To
qualify them for wirathah (inheritance), istikhlaf and idhhar and the
fulfilment of Allah’s Promise – “that ye might be witnesses over the nations
and the Messenger a witness over yourselves” (al Baqarah 143) – people
were required, on the basis of common values, to be at the forefront in
matters of virtue and conduct (or the “virtues of ma’ruf”).
Speaking of the Believers, the Holy Qur’an says: “…strive together, as
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in a race, towards the virtues” (al Ma’idah 48). The virtues referred to here are
definite and specified and –as I showed in my article in issue No. 28 of
Al Tasamoh – comprise seven qualities or values: equality, high-mindedness,
knowing one another, mercy, justice, the public good and ihtisab (dedication
to Allah).
The Divine Discourse seeks to train Muslims in how to apply those
virtues in general and deal with one’s fellow members of the Abrahamic
faith: “‘O People of the Book! Come to common terms as between us and
you: that we worship none but Allah; that we associate no partners with
Him; that we do not take lords and patrons from among ourselves other
than Allah.’ If they then turn back, say ye; ‘Bear witness that we (at least)
are Muslims (bowing to Allah’s Will).’” (Āli 'Imran 64).
There are thus two lines of approach for the spiritual Ummah: – the
general approach which recognises the unity of mankind and the necessity
of turning one’s attention to them, and the approach to the People of the
Book – the original partners in the Abrahamic Faith. The general approach
recommends: “Invite (all) to the Way of thy Lord with wisdom and beautiful
preaching and argue with them in ways that are best and most gracious”.
(al Nahl 125). On the other hand, the second approach is dialectical rather
than argumentative – though both elements can be seen in it – and advises:
“And dispute ye not with the People of the Book except with means better
(than mere disputation)” (al ‘Ankabut 46); this is because the shared elements
of the din, tawhid and general values about the purpose of human life
between the People of the Book and Islam are greater than those between
Islam and the broad mass of mankind.
This missionary, spiritual apprach was clearly understood by the men of
Quraysh’s political elite and others during and after the time of the RightlyGuided Caliphs. However the State had to cope with its own special
circumstances that were not always conducive to taking the “general
missionary discourse” through to its logical conclusion. The conquests
involved long military confrontations with three nations and states – the
Byzantines, the Persians and the Turks. The Byzantines were Christians and
the Persians and Turks were Zoroastrians, Buddhists and followers of other
religions, though the manner of combat with all those nations was the same.
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Contrary to the claims of the early Orientalists, Islam was not spread
by the sword. It would actually be more accurate to say that the sword was
an obstacle to the progress of the Islamic Mission, particularly among
Christians. In the middle Ummayyad period Muslim historians were still
reporting on the complaints of the new Muslims, who objected to the fact
that the walis (local governors) continued to force them to pay the jizyah
despite their having embraced Islam – sometimes on the grounds that their
Islam was not genuine or that the State Treasury would suffer if their
subordinate status was annulled. However, even during that early era, when
the “religious missionary elite” were still somewhat immature, the Murji’ite
missionaries in Khorasan, Azerbaijan and Transoxiana took it upon
themselves to covey the new Muslims’ complaints to the Amir al Mu’minin
(Commander of the Faithful) in Damascus. It is significant that during the
upheavals in the late Ummayyad period the Murji’ites found themselves on
the side of the Turks when they revolted against Ummayyad rule.
Contemporary historians did not see this as being inspired by a desire to
promote the message of Islam, and indeed, they held it responsible for the
fact that the “Khorasan Arabs” became split between the Ummayyads and
the Abbasids. However, even if this were actually the case, the power
struggle at that time in fact proved a deterrent to the Turkic peoples
embracing Islam; thus the State (even when it was a Divinely Guided
Caliphate) did not always help advance the cause of the Islamic Mission
and its goal of “a united world” under the banner of Islam.
The fact that the State was associated with war – war being the means
used to expand the empire and protect the borders and security – had
another and extremely significant consequence from the first century of the
Hijrah almost up to modern times, thanks to the notion of Dar al Islam
(House of Islam) or Dar al Salam (House of Peace) and Dar al Harb (House
of War) or Dar al Kufr (House of Unbelief). This notion went beyond the
actual struggle for land and defence of the State’s borders and became a
psychological and legal barrier. The fuqaha (scholars of doctrine/
jurisprudence) of the second century discussed it in their writings and laid
down rules and conditions which gave it a permanent status. It was not
limited to issues such as the People of the Book and their particular status
in relation to the din and the Mission. Even the dhimmi system drawn up in
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the second and third centuries of the Hijrah (though it was attributed to
“’Umar’s reign”) was not universally seen as justified or permanent – if,
that is, it was truly a case of “they (i.e. the dhimmis) have the same rights
as our (i.e. the Muslims’) rights and the same obligations as our
obligations” – as recorded in the Prophetic Traditions. The leading fuqaha
of the second century of the Hijrah rejected offensive jihad or offensive
wars on the grounds that they were not necessary for the defence of the din
and the Ummah, since Allah – Glory be to Him, the Most High – sent
Muhammad to guide mankind and not to collect taxes from them.
Theologians and fuqaha became part of the scene in the second
century and, although they became increasingly independent of state
affairs in the third, they were never far removed from the “State
administration”. The theologians became engaged in debates with the
leading figures of other faiths and wrote books rebutting their beliefs,
while the fuqaha introduced laws and systems that gave them a wide
range of religious, legal and social freedoms, while at the same time
erecting barriers that were to distance them from Islam. As neither war
nor unbelief were permanent phenomena, and as the State’s relations
with other countries varied according to circumstances and were not
always determined by the criteria of war or unbelief, the fuqaha found
themselves forced to legislate in other areas such as pacts, muwada’ah
(peace treaty) and tawaqquf (suspension of decision). They were always
closely aligned with the State.
These circumstances explain why historians in the third and fourth
centuries of the Hijrah saw tawrith and istikhlaf as encompassing worldly
power as well as the Prophethood and the din. This continued to be a
widely-held view. After the idea of the Caliphate (or the religion-based
Caliphate) as a means of acquiring legitimacy began to wane, the Ottomans
began naming their Sultans Ghazis (warrior-champions/conquerors) – that
is, they saw legitimacy as being derived from conquest and fighting, rather
than from missionary work. Though if we look at the countries that were
conquered in the East and the West, we find that Islam actually spread
through regions outside the control of the Islamic State (through trade and
missionary work) more than it spread in the lands under Islamic rule.
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4
In modern times we see Dar al Islam as being limited to the lands won
by the Muslims through conquest, with the Islamic State and its leading
fuqaha treating the original inhabitants who had not embraced Islam as
dhimmis. In reality, however, Islam spread over huge areas that the Muslim
armies never reached.
This was not all. In Dar al Islam power was not only in the hands of the
early Arab elite and those who followed them. It was not long before new
Muslims from the nations and populations of the east and west came to play
leading – indeed dominant – roles in government, culture, Islamic fiqh
(doctrine/jurisprudence), Islamic theology and even the Arabic language and
Arabic literature. Islamic equality became the norm in Dar al Islam and
beyond and Islamic schools with their advanced educational systems
became world centres of learning for over ten centuries. Thus Islam’s
missionary power – reinforced by knowledge and awareness - succeeded in
overcoming every obstacle and it was commonly said that Dar al Islam was
not limited to the lands ruled by the Muslims, but included every area where
Islamic culture was the predominant culture. Even after European imperialism
began to make rapid inroads in the Islamic lands after the eighteenth
century, Islamic culture and the Islamic Mission were still spreading into new
areas of Asia and Africa. If we examine the matter in some detail (particularly
in the light of the heated debate in Europe and America today about the
inability of Muslim immigrants to integrate), we will see that within a period
of around half a century those pockets of Muslim immigrants have become
large communities comprising tens of millions of people, while less than five
million Muslims remain in the Balkans and Eastern Europe six centuries on
from the Ottoman conquests of those territories.
So history teaches us what numerous wars and conquests have failed
to teach us; that is, that Islam spreads far more effectively through
preaching, example and peaceful and amicable coexistence than it does
through fighting and drawing political borders. In his book “The Preaching
of Islam”, published around a century ago, the British Orientalist and
author Thomas Arnold writes that Islam is almost the only religion that was
able to spread without pressure of any kind and, moreover, that it is the
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only religion that has never disappeared from the lands where it has spread
except through genocide or forced emigration.
There is also another question of crucial significance which is directly
relevant to the din, the Islamic Mission, “succession” and “inheritance”.
Islam requires an Ummah and it can only be propagated as long as it has
an Ummah and is dealt with on that basis. As is the case in every other
part of the world, the States (as opposed to an Ummah) that were set up in
Islam’s name were established because their peoples needed them and
they had little effect on the propagation or establishment of the din. More
important than that, the role of the religious establishment responsible for
spreading the message was limited to deciding how to divide its symbolic
and actual authority with Dar al Islam’s political establishment, with the
result that Islam was spread solely through the efforts of individuals and
groups who fulfilled their mission by preaching and setting an example of
good behaviour and amicable coexistence.
The “Mameluke”, or slave, came to Dar al Islam as a weak, downtrodden
individual and learnt the Islamic virtues of equality, freedom, highmindedness, mercy and the public good. Then within two or three decades
he was not merely free and educated. Under the inclusive Islamic system of
equality that breaks down barriers, promotes tolerance and changes hearts
and minds, he also became a ruler.
* * *
Islam, then, did not spread through the power of the State that had been
established in its name. Nor did it spread through the powerful religious
establishment which quickly became established as a major force in the
Islamic community. This was no coincidence. Although the Muslims had
believed from the start that they were the “successor Ummah” – i.e. that they
were entrusted with guiding mankind to Islam – anyone who examines the
general Qur’anic discourse will observe immediately that the Qur’an endorses
and calls first and foremost for ta’aruf and partnerships on a basis of common
or shared values between the whole of humanity, whether or not they embrace
Islam. This is the logic - and necessary condition – of “striving together as in
a race towards the virtues” and of calling for people to do good, as reflected
in the statement of the Prophet – peace be upon him: “You do not win people
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with your wealth, so win them with your good manners; accepting others as
they are and dealing with them decently and as partners – that is the secret
of Islam’s strength and the strength of its Ummah”.
It is true that, as the Qur’an points out, a society, a State or a Nation
will resort to force in order to protect its interests or its gains. However, the
strength of a religion – and of Islam in particular – is not closely tied to
material considerations such as worldly power, economics, war or politics.
This is borne out by the experiences of history, particularly the challenges
faced by Islam and Muslims in modern times when, although Muslims in
their own countries have had to contend with problems such as
modernisation, domination and subjection, the Ummah has spread across
the globe – well beyond the boundaries of the “House of Islam” (or perhaps
we could say they it has turned the whole world into a “House of Islam”) –
despite the fact that other nations have united against them.
This hostility shows us that states and nations do not use the same
yardsticks as religion for measuring progress. Many of us have been highly
distressed by the sufferings of the people in our countries over the past two
hundred years and more and have asked “When will Allah’s victory come?”
Allah’s victory is indeed near if we consider it in the sense of values
and history, even if it does not come up with solutions to problems such as
reckless acts of violence or suicide attacks born of lack of patience. Our
Ummah will remain the “successor Ummah”, with its decency, its “striving
as in a race towards the virtues” and its three guiding principles of reason,
justice and good moral conduct. We have the words of the Qur’an calling to
us: “O Prophet! Truly We have sent thee as a witness, a bearer of glad
tidings and a warner – and as one who invites to Allah’s grace by His leave
and as a lamp spreading light. Then give the glad tidings to the Believers,
that they shall have from Allah a great bounty”. (Surat al Ahzab 45-47), and
“..there hath come to you from Allah a light and a perspicuous Book –
wherewith Allah guideth all who seek His good pleasure to ways of peace
and safety, and leadeth them out of darkness, by His will, unto the light
and guideth them to a path that is straight”. (Surat al Ma’idah 15-16).
The question here is one of right and merit. It is through these two
virtues that the successor Ummah seeks to bring the House of Islam to the
world and mankind.
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WORLD ORDER
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T

he State has been the basic unit of the
international system since it was established by
the Treaty of Westphalia (1648), which marked
the end of the major religious wars in Europe and –
for the first time – sanctioned the independence of
the new European states from the Holy Roman Empire
on the basis of “the people follow the religion of their
kings” 1. The most significant feature of the new
system was the fact that national unity was centred
round the State and was coupled with the principle of
internal and external sovereignty – i.e. the state’s
boundaries enclosed its exclusive, sovereign territory,
which was recognised by itself and others; moreover,
its sovereignty was primary, fundamental and not
derived from any other, external authority. This
concept, which came to govern international relations
1

See M. Saadeddin Ibrahim: Al Mujtama’ wa’l Dawla fi’l Watan al ‘Arabiy –
Mashru’ Istishraf Mustaqbali’l Watani’l ‘Arabiy, Arab Unity Studies Centre,
Beirut, 1st impression, 1981, P. 43.
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and form the basis on which they were conducted, may best be defined
as a system of relations between independent nation-states that enjoy
absolute sovereignty over their exclusive territory. It gave rise to the
concept of International Law and a completely new legal field – the field
of international relations.
From the moment it first made its appearance the system was one that
operated between states, rather than through them or over them (as was
the case with the Empire in which the kings exercised only local control
and were subject to the twin authority of the Pope and the Emperor). Under
the Empire the kings did not embody national sovereignty, unlike under the
new order, which also gave birth to a new word and concept –
“international” – and led to the creation of foreign ministries in the states
formed under the system established by the Treaty of Westphalia. As
embodiments of the principle of national unity and absolute sovereign
rights, these ministries came to represent their states’ sovereignty; the
foreign minister had the function of upholding all his state’s sovereign
rights within its own sphere and representing it – in its capacity as a nationstate - in its dealings with other countries as an independent, legally
separate national entity. The new order was thus an international order that
operated between States according to the rules of sovereignty. The State’s
external borders were guarded by a national army and its government
enjoyed absolute sovereign power.
The emergence of the nation-state model in Europe was a long and
complex historical process resulting from a series of bitter religious wars.
The most important of these were the Hundred Years’ War and the TenYears’ Wars prior to the signing of the treaties of sovereignty and
independence from the Empire and its two-headed authority (the Pope and
the Emperor, the latter being appointed by the Pope, who bestowed his
blessing and sanctity upon him).
The nation-state’s first stage, before the French Revolution (1789),
focuses mainly on the nationalisation of the “Reformation churches” which
split off from the Catholic Church, and the recognition of the different
States as independent entities under the sovereignty of their kings.
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One; The logic of the nation-state
1 – The logic of centrality and unification: Nation and State:
We need to distinguish between a Nation (with its ethnic unity) and a
State. By “State” here we mean the modern, centralised State, the outcome
of whose policies can only be national, even if that was not its original
intention.
At the beginning of the tenth century CE in Europe the “Western Franks
ruled over territory, though there was no France at that time, while the
Eastern Franks ruled over territory, though there was no Germany. The
Lombardians ruled over territory, though all that existed of ancient Italy
was the name and the memory. In what is now called France there were
just a number of regions surrounding a fiefdom called Ile de France with its
capital, Paris1. “
This means – according to Strayer - that the State was an “invention”
and bore no resemblance to a Polis, (ancient Greek city state), despite the
fact that the latter was a bona fide State2 – that is to say, the modern State
was something on a completely new model and was not derived from any
ancient examples.
With their centralised control and demographic, geographical, political,
linguistic and religious homogeneity, the new, independent states were
independent of the Empire. This led to the formation of a new, national,
integrated entity in which the citizen was a subject of the king or the State
and not a subject of the Emperor. The populations of the French, Bulgarian,
Roman, Turkish and other states were “Frenchified”, “Bulgarianised” or
“Turkified”, thus creating the “nation-state” – a model in which Nation and
State became synonymous and organically merged.
In fact, the notion of centralised control in the different regions of the
fragmenting Empire was already becoming ingrained through the forced
1 H.A.L. Fisher: A History of Europe, the Middle Ages, translated by Muhammad Mustafa Ziyadeh and
Al Sayyid al Baz al ‘Araini, Part 1, Dar al Ma’aref, Egypt, 6th impression, undated, Pp. 127-138.
2

Joseph Strayer: On the Medieval Origins of the Modern State, translated by Muhammad ‘Aitani, Dar
al Tanwir, Beirut, 2nd impression, 1982., P. 14.
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enlistment and mobilisation that the people of Europe experienced during
that continent’s bitter religious wars before the appearance of the
“Westphalian” system of international relations. The wars led the regions to
undertake religious-sectarian purges within their respective areas, thereby
creating a sort of uniform identity among the followers of the secessionist
national churches.
2 – The problem of the minorities in the regional units of the new
international system:
The linguistic, religious and political integration of the populations of
the new regional units led – inevitably - to the appearance of the problem
of the minorities. They could not be totally annihilated or expelled, while at
the same time the kings, who embodied the principle of sovereignty, had
been granted the right to oblige their subjects to follow the church of the
king or the state, on the principle of “the people follow the religion of their
kings”. In the conventions of constitutional law this principle was called
“internal sovereignty”. We can conclude from this that the concept of
minorities was a direct consequence of the creation of the nation-state,
which offered anyone who did not accept integration two options: becoming
absorbed into the new national entity or being excluded from it and
becoming a member of a marginalised minority that would be subject to
discrimination. This was the situation in one of the phases of the Jewish
question in Europe – a European problem par excellence caused by the
Jews’ resistance to the new integration process.
As part of the restructuring of the Empire on the basis of independent
nation-states that enjoyed absolute sovereignty, these minorities also
acquired “national” identities, leading to the creation of a minorities
problem in all these new states. As time went by, the “national principle”
also led the nation-state to seek to extend its borders so that they included
the regions in other states inhabited by its “nationals”. Consequently the
sovereignty principle created a minorities problem that was unknown in the
culture of the Empire; in the classical multicultural Empire model the notion
of a minority did not exist it the sense that it came to acquire later. Later,
when people spoke of “religious” or “national minorities” in the Empire
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they based their arguments on later situations or considered them in
relation to the concept of the modern, homogeneous nation-state.
At this point we do not wish to become too bogged down in the
question of which created the other - - i.e. whether the Nation created the
State or the State created the Nation. However, we can say that the ethnic
features of a Nation include several stable elements that have long been
ingrained in its people, including, in particular, language, history, religion
and customs. Here it might be appropriate to draw a distinction between
the Nation and nationalism. Nationalism is nothing more than a national
community’s intellectual and spiritual view of itself as a separate Nation.
On the other hand, a Nation’s ethnic characteristics are older and more
deep-rooted than the characteristics of a nationalism in its modern sense
and are cultural in the anthropological sense of culture. Nationalist
characteristics are ideological and motivational and are designed to
promote the vision that inspires a Nation’s unity, “natural fusion” and an
awareness of its identity.
The process by which a State unites the area inhabited by its population
is designed to promote linguistic, religious, cultural and economic
integration through the establishment of markets, railway systems and
communications linking the fringes with the centre and the countryside
with the towns. Institutionally, it sets up a single military and civil
bureaucracy to administer and organise areas such as justice, weights and
measures, the currency, the army, the police and festivities, and to see that
its citizens – or subjects – are loyal to the State and its symbols of
sovereignty as represented by the king, and that the church (which no
longer comes under the Catholic Church) accepts its subjection to the
“national” king rather than to the Pope in Rome. Under the Empire the
dominant features of all these fields were pluralism, lack of regulation,
custom and local independence, with the result that the Imperial authorities
seemed to operate in a somewhat haphazard way in comparison with the
rationalism, regulation and uniformity of the modern State1. This was true
of the Arab Islamic Empire and its extension – the Ottoman Empire before
1 Jean-Marie Domenach: Approche de la Modernite, Ecole Polytechnique, Ellipse, Paris, 1986, P. 19.
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the Ottoman Tanzimat (which began in 1839). It was also true of the Holy
Roman Empire in the West. Indeed, there were numerous similarities
between the duality of the Pope and Emperor in the Western Empire and
the duality of Caliph and Sultan or Amir al Umara’ in the second Abbasid
era. There were also similarities in the fates of some of the Popes and some
of the Caliphs; it was not only Abbasid Caliphs who had their eyes gouged
out; this also happened to some of the Popes.
Above all, the logic and style of both these empires was the same –
that of a pluralistic imperial society.
3 – Nation and nationalism: ethnic characteristics and nationalist
ideology
An Empire is a plurality of diverse religions, sects, languages, customs
and communities, while a State is a unified, cohesive, centralised society.
While an Empire exists on the basis of the plurality of its subjects, a State’s
existence is based on unity1. Hence the logic of the unification process
behind the creation of the new States’ territorial boundaries was a
nationalist logic par excellence. Unification of the “sovereign space” is
itself a nationalising process in which the focus is on the historical social
entity represented by the State. As a theoretical-mythological concept,
nationalism’s only effect has been to add a greater sense of cohesion to a
Nation’s awareness of its unity, homogeneity and common destiny; its
belief system inevitably includes all the classical nationalist ideologies that
capitalise on the Nation’s common origin and repackage it into a “natural”
entity that recognises the Nation’s national identity as being a force for
unity and a stage in the creation of a nation-state.
This has been methodically analysed by the Palestinian thinker Azmi
Bishara in his examination of the relationship between nationalist
mythology and the emergence of nation-states in their early stages.
According to him, every Nation has a mythological origin; here the word
“mythological” means raising existing (or former) characteristics to the
1

162

Compare the models of empire and state in Abdullah al ‘Arawi’s Mafhum al Dawla, Arab Cultural
Centre, Beirut-Casablanca, 2nd impression, Pp. 72-73.

THE NATION-STATE, NATION AND IDENTITIES AND THEIR ROLE

status of “original elements” and reformulating them to fit the Nation’s new
concept of its role and mission. This why throughout history there has never
been a Nation without a mythology of its own “national genius”.
At the stage at which Nations become transformed into States,
nationalist ideology plays a unifying and cohesive role. The educational
system instils “facts” that society accepts about its identity by shaping its
nationalism’s cultural and intellectual ethos. The new element here is that
its identity adopts the concept of the nation-state or modern nationalism,
while the origin and evolution of the Nation acquires a scientific gloss and
(in the case of Europe) gives birth to the concept of “national literature”
through the development of the European national languages that have
become independent of the Latin tongue.
4 – The French Revolution and the overthrow of the embodiment
of sovereignty: republic and the concept of a mission:
The French Revolution introduced a fundamental change to the
principle of sovereignty established by the “Westphalian” world order
between Europe’s independent States that had been part of the Empire.
Sovereignty was no longer embodied in the king, but in the Nation through
its representatives in the National Assembly. With the Revolution the nationstate model began to crystallise round the concept of a secular, democratic,
national State. Since France was a Catholic country, the process of
secularising it and cutting its ties with the Pope - the highest authority in
the Catholic Church – was an extremely radical move.
The struggle in France between the secularists (with their republican
values) and the clericalists was far more bitter and long-lasting than it was
in the States of the Protestant world, which never encountered this kind of
radicalism, and it continued right up to the mid 1930s in the era of France’s
Third Republic.
At the start of the Revolution secularism meant that the Catholic clergy
were required to submit to the authority of the French State. Hence while in
the early stages there was a distinction between the “constitutional clergy”
and the “non-constitutional clergy”, there was not necessarily any
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interference in the French Catholic creedal structure. However, the notion –
or rather, the spirit - of the Enlightenment instilled secularism with a more
radical content than was to be found in the Protestant States. In France it
was imbued with republican values, which were to give rise to a whole
series of new concepts including, in particular, citizenship and the basic
rights associated with it. And as the Revolution had smashed the fetters of
feudalism, abolished the independence of the feudal powers in the regions
and launched a war against the local dialects as part of its efforts to make
Parisian French the country’s national language, the French State created
by the Revolution was a perfect example of national integration around a
single national entity. Consequently, the French style of the nation-state
became the basis for the nation-state’s theoretical model1.
The process of social integration (or the creation of the nation-state on
the model of a republic exercising its authority through its representative
assembly) coincided with the appearance of the modern nation-states’
sense of mission to the outside world. It was the French Enlightenment
thinkers who were primarily responsible for this universalist mission to
promote their values, while the French Revolution encapsulated their ideas
in the French nation-state model, making the French nation-state the
vehicle for conveying the message of the Enlightenment to the world.
Consequently, what George Qirm calls an “imperial nation-state model”2
with a mission was formed on the ruins of the old Western Empire and its
declining political influence; this model was founded on the basis of a
historical principle which gave the Nation a universalist missionary role.
The modern concept of imperialism, which lies at the heart of this
historical-national-imperial model, was destined to lead to a damaging
competitive scramble between the emerging national-imperialist powers which were mainly centralised nation-states - to colonise the world as the
global (or international) market began to appear at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. This in turn was to lead to the overthrow of the
1

Bertrand De Jouvenel: Beginnings of the Modern State – a History of Political Thought in the
Nineteenth Century, translated by Mustafa Saleh, Ministry of Culture, Damascus, Pp. 6-7.

2 George Qirm : Uruba wa’l Mashriq al ‘Arabiy- mina’l Balqanah ila’l Labnanah, Tarikh Hadathah ghair
Munjazah, Dar al Tali’ah, Beirut, 1st impression, 1990, Pp. 9-11.
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international “Westphalian” system and to a conflict not only between the
European imperial nation-states and the republics and kingdoms which
had church/missionary pretensions, but also between the European States
as a whole and the Islamic world as represented first and foremost by the
Ottoman Empire.
5 – Balance of power and the imperial nation-states:
The centralised State which formed the basis of the “Westphalian”
international system became transformed into an imperial nation-state
with a mission to spread its historic, civilizing, universalist message beyond
its sovereign borders and compete with other imperialist powers in
extending its imperial rule at a time when the international market was
beginning to appear as a significant feature on the world stage. The world
order was only able to cope with this situation thanks to the European
concept of the “balance of power”, which produced a system of international
treaties and agreements that were to form the basis of the concept of
International Law.
The fiercest competition between the imperialist powers was over the
Ottoman State’s possessions – particularly its European territories in the
Balkan peninsula – and led to a number of disputes and wars between the
imperial nation-states (or empires), which were restructuring themselves
on the centralised model of the nation-state, though in an ethnically more
complex context. This was the case with the Hapsburgs’ Empire in AustriaHungary and the Romanovs’ Empire in Russia.
In the 1850s - when the Ottoman-Russian conflict flared up into the
Crimean War - it became clear that the conflict between the European
imperial nation-states over the Ottoman Empire was the only thing that
enabled that Empire to survive. The inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in the
new world order – i.e. the balance of power – helped delay its final downfall.
The Ottoman Empire became a fully accredited member of the
“balance of power system” because of its weakness, the competition
between the European powers to divide it up and Russia’s ambition to
annex its Orthodox territories. Despite being fully accredited, however, it
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was the weakest member. As the target of the competition between the rival
empires, it was a major factor in the wars that were being planned (even if
they were not fought) to change the international balance of power and tie
the Ottoman Empire to the new international market as an agricultural
producer, a source of raw materials or a destination for capital investment.
At the same time, the question of its minorities was to be restructured on a
national or nationalist basis so that they would view their identities within
the context of the nation-state model.
It was at this juncture that the Ottoman Empire introduced the
Tanzimat - a system of reforms that was designed to strengthen the State
and reinforce its unity and independence in the face of the European
imperial nation-states. The Tanzimat introduced a modern, uniform legal
system and gave the State the central role in its relations with its velayets,
or provinces. It established a new identity, or nationality – “Ottoman” – but
in an ethnically complex imperial society in which there were numerous
nationalist ideologies and movements. National languages were revived as
integral elements of the “Nation”, with the result that “Nation=language”
became interwoven with “Nation=race” and purity of language became an
indicator of purity of race. During the nineteenth century an upsurge in
ethnological and psycho-linguistic national language studies further
enhanced the process, leading the elite to develop their own “national”
ideas and promote the notion of “Turkification” in an ethnically and
nationally diverse and complex Ottoman Empire.

Two – The spread of the nation-state system and the resulting
changes in the world order
1 – Attempting to replace the Westphalian system with the
“League”:
The end of the First World War was a victory for the imperial nationstates over the would-be national empires which were forced at the end of
the nineteenth century to “borrow” the centralised nation-state model. The
end of the War marked the destruction of three empires – the Romanovs in
Russia, the Hapsburgs in Austria-Hungary and the Ottomans. All these
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would-be national empires - in which there were numerous nationalist
movements, particularly in the Ottoman Empire – had had universalist
missionary pretensions in the name of the Church or the Ottoman
Caliphate, which had acted as a unifying force.
So consequently the post-war world was essentially the result of a
victory for the imperial nation-states over the would-be national empires, in
which the peoples of the defunct empires formed independent, sovereign
nation-states. The only other significant factor was the Bolshevik Revolution
(1917) which took over the mantle of Tsarist Russia; however, the new State
was legally obliged to restructure itself as a number of independent or
autonomous republics that were “voluntary” members of the Soviet Union –
the heir to the Romanov Empire.
Therefore the new global trend was towards restructuring the world as
a whole as a series of independent, sovereign nation-states which were
destined to become members of a new international global institution
called the League of Nations.
2 – The “Great Game”: from “Eastern Westphalia” to a bi-polar system
The restructuring process embarked upon by US President Wilson on
the eve of the Paris Peace Conference (1919-1920) came into conflict with
the secret agreements between the imperial nation-states on dividing up
the world. Under the Treaty of Sevres (1920) the world was ordered so that
the basic unit became the nation-state, though under a “semi-imperialist”
mandate system which was designed to end with the creation of
independent nation-states which would become members of the League of
Nations, protectorates or fully independent; alternatively, they would merely
be promised independence (as was the case with the Ottoman Kurds and
Armenians under the Treaty of Sevres); the treaty was broken by Mustafa
Kemal and replaced with the Treaty of Lausanne (1923).
The replacement of the Treaty of Sevres with the Treaty of Lausanne
came as a result of threats of wars, fierce rivalries and settlements rather
than laws and agreements. However, Lausanne produced a new and historic
outcome that had never occurred before in the southern Middle East. By
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abolishing the Ottoman Empire as a legal entity and demarcating the
borders of the new States it was a kind of “Eastern Treaty of Westphalia”.
Membership of the League of Nations became the yardstick of a country’s
independence and the League became an effective institution for arbitration
over border disputes between the new States. However, updating the
“Westphalian” international system to the new League of Nations did not
involve a new international morality except in a cosmetic form. During the
Peace Conference Wilson himself described the process as “The Great
Game” between the imperial nation-states; this “Game” was nothing more
than a series of secret “balance of power” agreements outside the
framework of the new League of Nations, which were designed to reflect
the creation of a new world order.
For its role in the “Great Game” the League of Nations was given the
task of enacting the “Eastern Treaty of Westphalia” that followed the
delivery of the coup de grace to the Ottoman Empire, the dissolution of
the Ottoman Sultan’s territories and their conversion into independent
States, mandates or protectorates, thereby “resolving” what used to be
called “The Eastern Question”. In reality, however, the League would be at
the mercy of the national-imperial powers and would ultimately be
destroyed by the resurgence of the defiant new national-imperial power –
Germany. The world was thus destined to fight another bitter global war
during which the Atlantic Charter would be issued to restructure the postwar world on a new basis.
The San Francisco Conference (1945-46) produced the United Nations
Organisation, which would lead to the emergence of a bipolar world order,
the end of imperialism in its classic form and the creation of new,
independent nation-states. The State would henceforth be the unit of the
international order – a system that would be applied across the world as a
whole - and numerous regional systems and blocs would be formed with
the blessing of the United Nations, including the Arab League; such blocs
tended to be less successful than intended and slower to integrate owing to
the nationalist attitudes of the new sovereign nation-states. However, one
of them was later to develop into the European Union – a geo-political
change of far-reaching global significance.
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Three – From the “Westphalian” international system
onwards: the destiny of the nation-state
1 – War as a condition for the birth or development of a world order:
The emergence or development of any international order has invariably
been accompanied by a world war or an intercontinental war, or by a war of
global significance if one considers the stature of the powers taking part or
its impact upon the world as a whole. Thus the first “Westphalian” order
was born after the Hundred Years and Ten Years Wars in Europe, while the
League of Nations and the United Nations were established after the First
World War and the Second World War respectively. The United Nations era
(or era of the bipolar international order) was dominated by the Cold War,
which had world-wide repercussions in which every member state of the
international organisation was either directly involved as a participant on
one side or the other or a positive or negative neutral.
During the Cold War the State tended to interfere in the economic,
social and political life of its population with the intention of streamlining
and further globalising the international market. The Keynesian model adopted during the time of Europe’s great prosperity after the continent had
been reconstructed - entailed reinforcing the State’s internal sovereign
powers, while its totalitarian counterpart was represented by Communism.
These two versions of national-imperial social engineering dominated the
world after the collapse of Nazism and Fascism, while the Third World, which
had entered the world stage as a new player between the two “giants”, chose
either to be “inward-looking”, which involved looser links with the global
economic order after the Second World War because they were influenced by
leftist models of development, or “outward-looking”, in which case they
enjoyed closer ties to that economic order on the Keynesian model.
The 1980s saw the end of Keynesianism. The new trend was towards
neo-liberalism, which soon triumphed as the system most in tune with
globalisation. The end of the Cold War brought an end to the bipolar
international order, the Soviet Union collapsed and international relations
were restructured to bring them into line with the new globalisation. The
main theatres of war were the Balkans and the Middle East.
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The restructuring process began - once again - through war with a
global character, whose participants (as far as the Iraq War was concerned)
were called the “International Coalition”.
2 – From international order to world order
The process of globalisation signalled a new stage in human history.
Some people have called it the post-modernist era to distinguish it from the
periods that preceded it - i.e. the years from the classic “Westphalian”
international model to the threshold of a new, globalised, intermeshed and
interwoven system unprecedented in the history of mankind, which neoliberalism at the height of its intoxication dubbed the “New World Order”.
That term- and concept - were inspired by the USA’s ability to contribute its
massive economic, financial, technological and media muscle to the
globalisation of the world and the formation of a new global empire.
In reality, the parameters of the transformation from “international
order” to “world order” represent nothing more or less than the programmes
of the great powers that dominate the globalisation process.
The “international order” was a system that operated between States
(which is precisely the meaning of “international”). It placed the nationstate at the centre of international relations and saw it as the basic unit on
which the system operated. However, in the “world order” the units are
institutional, geopolitical, supranational, economic, integrated and
globalised.
The end of the Cold War revealed that the globalisation process had
already started some time previously. It had been set in motion by the
multinational companies, which accelerated the movement towards closer
regional and international convergence after the Cold War ended. Every
country in the world, with one or two exceptions, was plugged in to the
process, either directly or through regional or bilateral mergers, in a
manner which some people characterised as “global spaghetti”. Every
State adopted economic liberalisation programmes, which accelerated its
integration into the world economy. By now the processes of production,
manufacture, distribution and consumption were taking place in a
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globalised context and tastes and behaviour were becoming standardised.
Supranational or multinational companies and capital continued to merge
to an unprecedented degree unknown during the Cold War, when they had
often found themselves up against the authorities of the nation-states or
the effects of the Cold War polarisation.
After the Cold War ended there were no such problems. There was
increasing demand for the multinationals and States vied with each other
to make their national laws and regulations more “multinational-friendly”
and further the interests of globalisation. Today we are entering a stage of
“super-imperialism” – if it is permissible to apply this term in a sociological
context; meanwhile, multipolarity is the optimistic image that the world is
expected to embrace.
What are the implications of this for the relationship between the
nation-state and the new order created by globalisation, whose leading
players are seeking to restructure the United Nations and the international
and regional organisations to make them more compatible with it? One
thing is certain, and that is that the relationship between home issues
(relating to the State’s absolute sovereignty within its borders) and foreign
issues (relating to the State’s sovereignty in its foreign relations with the
international system) has undergone a radical transformation. Matters
originally regarded as being within the field of foreign relations have now
become part of the “domestic sphere” – not through the State’s recognised
channels, but through a process of “infiltration”. Even if they are not
formally covered by treaties and agreements, the non-government
international organisations, including those responsible for the environment,
women’s affairs etc., the regional and international development agencies,
the United Nations Development Programmes, the multinational companies
and international capital are all engaged in reinforcing the network of
interconnected links across the world, and for the first time in human
history transglobal operations and processes are being reflected in the
individual countries where the State’s national authorities have adapted
their laws and systems to conform to them.
Today the globalisation of the world is making the nation-state an
anachronism to a degree never seen before. All States now find themselves
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forced to become part of the process and new systems and concepts - such
as the right of humanitarian intervention are replacing outdated ones. Although the neo-conservatives may have
played their part in “arming globalisation” with guns and rockets, the
process is in fact an objective one beyond their control and change actually
relies more on “soft power” than on “hard power”.
An optimistic view of the future predicts that nation-states – which
have seen their sovereignty at home and abroad eroded – will become
either “local States” or undergo a transformation from nation-state to
“State of all citizens”, then to “State of all those who reside on its
territories”. However, despite this optimistic scenario, present trends
indicate a rise in right-wing tendencies, even within major unions and
federations such as the European Union. These tendencies are concerned
with the question of identity rather than the economic aspects of
globalisation; paradoxically, one can discern a connection here between
right-wing and neo-liberal tendencies.
This does not mean that the nation-state has disappeared or has
remained a nation-state in name only. What it does mean, however, is that
its historic sovereign functions on the classic Westphalian model have
changed and evolved in a new space. Today it is less capable of operating
in the name of its sovereignty at home or abroad or of resisting any form of
integration. At the same time, however, it is able to exert its influence to
ensure that treaties, agreements, the operations of development agencies
and international capital, and the “globalisation” of international laws are
compatible with its national interests. While this process of change can
lead to unity and integration, it also has the capability of producing
fragmentation and disintegration if a Third-World State should fail or create
or revive marginalised ethnic and separatist identities.
It would appear that Tolstoy’s comment just before the beginning of the
twentieth century applies to today’s globalisation: “This is a time when
everything is collapsing and starting to rebuild itself”.
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THE CITIZEN AND
‘ASABIYYAH (TRIBALISM/
GROUP CONSCIOUSNESS)
AN EXAMINATION OF THE CRISIS
OF THE STATE AND ARAB SOCIETY
Samih Fawzi

I

n modern societies there is the citizen and the State.
However, in the Arab world you will find the citizen
and a number of traditional institutions that stand
between him and the State such as tribe, clan, religious
group etc. Recently those institutions have become so
influential that they have come to dominate the State
itself, which has consequently become weakened and
bloated. The appropriate response is not to empower
those institutions which rob the citizen of his identity,
but to rebuild the State as a modern, democratic entity
that protects the rights of citizenship and provides a
pluralistic context that will enable different citizens to
seek to improve their quality of life – politically,
economically, socially and culturally”.

“

1 - A citizen’s capital
In every modern society there are three basic
components – traditional institutions, the State and civil
society. The interaction between them determines the
Scholar and academic from Egypt.
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extent of that society’s social capital – i.e. the values of solidarity, trust and
mutual respect in the relations that exist between its members.
By “traditional institutions” we mean those social institutions whose
members do not have the option of choosing whether or not to belong to
them. More precisely, membership of them is obligatory and is determined
by a person’s birth – such as membership of a family, tribe, clan, religious
group etc. These institutions are characterized by a high level of what we
may call an “exclusivist tendency”, since they comprise everybody who
fulfils the conditions of membership, while closing the door to anyone who
does not, thus ensuring that membership is not open to those we may refer
to as “outsiders”. Those members who do belong to them are under a
permanent obligation to conform to their values, traditions, customs and
conventions and any failure to do so will result in punishments ranging
from social censure to physical harm.
The State is the supreme sovereign institution with exclusive authority
over a particular geographical region, so it is natural that membership of a
State should be inclusive of all those who hold its nationality, regardless of
differences in colour, religion, gender or race. In the modern era this
inclusiveness is referred to as the citizenship bond in the nation-state.
Civil society institutions are non-government, non-hereditary bodies
that fill the space between the family and the State and aim to serve the
interests of their members in a peaceful, civilized manner. They include
political parties, trade unions, non-government organisations, clubs,
professional societies, musical associations, etc. There are, of course,
certain conditions for membership, but – essentially – they do not exclude
people on the grounds of colour, gender, race or belief, though they do not
accept members from outside their particular field or those who do not
share their common interests. The members of all these bodies have
common aims, regardless of family, religious or other affiliations.
Michael Woolcock1 proposes a model for measuring social capital

1
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by monitoring the type of interaction between the three components
referred to above and classifying the interaction in two separate social
capital categories – “bonding” and “bridging”. This thesis was
previously put forward by the famous American social scientist Robert
Putnam.
a – Bonding social capital
The word “bonding” is used to mean sticking together in the face of
outsiders – i.e. others who are different. This social capital category serves
as a mutual social safety net and includes social institutions whose
members are people of the same colour, gender, religion or race;
alternatively, membership might consist of people with the same school,
academic or career background, as in the case of scientific, academic and
professional bodies. As the term indicates, members of “bonding” social
organisations enjoy an extremely close relationship and a strong sense of
commitment to each other, based on an “exclusivist” identity, and it is not
considered acceptable to go against the rules and conventions. Some
researchers maintain that this model of membership can only be found in
institutions that imbue all their members with a feeling of solidarity and
equality, which inevitably produces a sense of mutual obligation and
commitment1. Examples include racial and tribal groups, religious and
women’s associations, race-based institutions, clubs and scientific,
academic and professional associations whose members comprise society’s
financial, cultural, scientific and academic elites. In some instances a “high
intensity” of bonding capital can lead to a breakdown in interaction and
dialogue between different social groups. This was noticed by one
researcher when observing the attempts of some religious establishments
with an Anglo-Saxon membership to prevent new members of African origin

1

Margaret Gilbert makes a distinction between personal commitment and a shared commitment
creating a sense of solidarity. In the case of personal commitment the source is an actual
commitment on the part of the person concerned; however, shared commitment is outside the
control of the group as individuals, while every person in the group has a right to a fair share of
support and to the information emanating from the institutional entity.
Margaret Gilbert: Sociality and Personality: New Essays in Plural Subject Theory, New York, Rownan
and Littlefield Publishers, 1999, P. 40, P. 87, Pp. 52-53.
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from joining them, despite the fact that they all belonged to the same
religious community1.
b - Bridging social capital
The word “bridging” applies to a situation in which people meet,
communicate and interact. Individuals mix with each other, as do groups
from different cultures, races, religions, sects and colours. As the term
indicates, membership of associations in this social capital category is
“open” and differences in the culture, social background and economic
circumstances of their members are respected. Examples include civil
rights groups, organisations that promote inter-cultural dialogue, youth
clubs, human rights organisations, etc.
While the first social capital category – the bonding model – offers
compatibility and homogeneity, the second – the bridging model – offers
“social diversity”, “cultural pluralism” and “integration” on a basis of
mutual respect. In other words, the first model offers strong ties that
provide its members with protection and a sense of common identity, while
the second consists of less “cohesive” ties, though it provides its members
with the opportunity to exchange information and meet socially.
According to Robert Putnam, who has studied both types of social
capital, modern societies need both of them. Woolcock, who has examined
the two types in combination, has tried to develop an analytical framework
for defining the degree of linkage and overlap between them, as well as the
role they play in modern societies2.
In this connection Cooke believes that a greater degree of both bonding
and bridging social capital (which represents the ideal situation) gives
society two things: firstly, cohesiveness and, secondly, social opportunities
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as a result of the volume and flow of information and the fact that there is
openness between different groups. This is precisely what modern industrial
societies require in order to cope with the rapid pace of life and the presentday trend towards materialism, which generates a constant need for factors
that can produce cohesion and harmony.
If there is a rise in bridging social capital and a fall in bonding social
capital, society becomes more open-minded. There are freer exchanges of
information and greater interaction between different social groups, yet at
the same time there is less social cohesion and there are a larger number
of what one might term “social rodents” feeding off the social fabric.
Narrow personal interests prevail at the expense of the wider public interest
and the individual feels isolated because the groups he would normally
turn to for help in time of need are unable to provide the necessary support.
This has been the case in most Eastern European societies during the
radical economic and political changes that began in the 1990s, and it is
also true in one form or another of several developing societies which are
still in the process of being transformed - economically towards a market
economy and politically towards a democratic system.
A fall in both bonding and bridging social capital leads to extreme
selfishness and a situation verging on social breakdown in which crime
rates soar and violence becomes widespread. This has happened in some
African societies as a result of the social disintegration produced by
structural adjustment policies in the 1980s and 1990s, which were applied
unthinkingly without taking into account the fact that there are cultural
differences between different societies.
Finally, a rise in bonding social capital and a fall in bridging social
capital leads to closed societies that exclude all but their own members.
While there are fewer social opportunities available, individuals feel a
strong sense of solidarity in their relations with each other, but it is a
negative kind of solidarity which harbours feelings of hostility towards
outsiders, or “the different others”1.

1 David Halpern: Social Capital, Cambridge, Polity Press, 2005, Pp. 19-22.
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2 - The awakening of ‘asabiyyah in the Arab world
In his important analysis Robert Cooke concludes that a rise in bonding
social capital at the expense of bridging social capital makes societies
introspective and leads to conflict between different groups and an
atmosphere of mutual suspicion.
In the Arab context the State is on the decline and civil society is
becoming weaker. Religious, sectarian and racial groups are on the rise
and this has had the effect of depriving Arab society of bridging social
capital while producing a surplus of bonding social capital, which frequently
has a negative impact. We find this in many societies where there are
clashes between majority populations and religious or racial minorities;
some societies have become fragmented as a result of “destructive”
racialism, as has happened in Somalia, while others are battling with the
pervasive problems of disintegration and division that threaten the social
fabric.
The basis of the relationship between the State and its subjects is
“citizenship”, while the basis of the relationship between civil society’s
institutions and their members is “free commitment”. Previously, the
relationship between the “traditional dominant element” and the individual
may be said to have been based on “compliance” or “allegiance”.
In Arab society the “traditional dominant elements” have been
religious, sectarian, tribal and clan groups. In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries – or more precisely, from the fall of the Ottoman Empire (1918)
and the decline of Western Imperialism (1940-1960) – the traditional system
began to break down and civil society organisations began to appear in the
form of “non-government associations”, “political parties”, “trade unions”
etc. After the end of imperialism these developed into what became known
as the “nation-state”, in which the relationship between its citizens was
based on “citizenship”. Consequently the dominance of traditional society
went into decline, but only for a time.
The modern nation-states made “equality before the Law”, regardless
of gender, creed, colour or origin, one of the cornerstones of their
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constitutions. However, tensions and clashes occurred in various countries
for a number of reasons and sometimes developed into armed conflicts
that have continued from the time of independence to the present day.
(Iraq, Sudan and Somalia are three examples).
If racism or ‘asabiyyah was not the cause of all these tensions and
clashes, then it was an accompanying factor or consequence. Individual
and collective human rights were violated to varying degrees, and expulsion,
murder on the grounds of identity, suicide attacks and mass bombings
became daily occurrences. They shocked the public at first, but as time
went by people got used to them, their psychological and emotional impact
abated and they were regarded as being in the same class as road accidents
or weather reports.
Society’s traditional institutions have come to the fore again in recent
years and the voices of the religious, sectarian and clan groups are
becoming more widely heard and listened to. There has been a decline in
the authority of the nation-state, which is based on the principle of
citizenship; while constitutions speak of citizenship, in reality there are
numerous glaring examples of violations of citizens’ rights.
The question is: What has caused this relapse? Why have citizens
reverted to the “dominant elements” of earlier times, while their sense of
affiliation to the State has become weaker?
●

The disintegration of the nation-state is not just something that is
happening at the moment. It has in fact been taking place in
several different stages, beginning from the failure of its
development efforts, then an inability to satisfy the population’s
needs, causing them to turn to their religious and sectarian
communities to meet those needs, then the spread of corruption,
rotting the bones of the State, followed by the abandonment of
half-hearted democratisation measures and, finally, measures to
dissolve the existing government structures.

●

For many decades the Arab State has exploited “religion” and
“sect” to legitimise itself with the public and offset its failures.
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Consequently the religious and sectarian groups became politicised
and found themselves major players in the political arena, since
the State had become weak and flabby.
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●

Many Arab States have been unable to achieve genuine national
integration between their different religious and racial groups. This
has led them to adopt “bad” policies for managing religious and
sectarian diversity which have helped exacerbate the problems
and historic hatreds and create new generations who feel
encouraged to defy the ruling elites – and possibly even challenge
the followers of the religions and sects to which those elites belong.

●

The rise of political Islam – as a religion-based political movement –
does not pose a challenge to the nation-state, though it (i.e.
political Islam) does face a challenge from other religious and
sectarian groups. One major reason for this is the Islamist attitude
(and here I include all the different Islamist groups) towards other
religions; this remains ambiguous and gives a religious flavour to
their concept of citizenship, which sees non-Muslims as secondclass citizens or dhimmis. Here it should be noted that in order to
attract support and acquire legitimacy as the representative of the
Muslim community, Islamists encourage religious minority
communities to play an active part in politics.

●

Political changes in the Arab world in recent years – particularly
since 2003 – have failed to produce any political elites or forces, or
any social groups, capable of producing a transformation to
democracy. All that has happened is that the weaknesses of the
political and social classes have been exposed, so that all that
remains is the State and the religious groups, in the broadest
sense.

●

The civil society institutions are of recent vintage and incapable of
mobilising the masses on the basis of “interest” rather than
“sectarian affiliation”. They have also been “corralled” by the Arab
regimes. This means that they have been unable to generate any
genuine social capital, while the sectarian forces have been able to
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create religious capital and mobilise their followers. On some
occasions the civil society institutions have become agents of
religious sectarianism; this can be seen in the behaviour of the
professional associations in Egypt.
●

One side-effect of what has been called the War on Terror has been
to give credence to the idea of the Western Global Conspiracy,
which is inspired by religious statements – mainly emanating from
America – against Islam and Muslims. This is bound to affect
relations between Muslims and Christians in Arab societies.

3 - Why has ‘asabiyyah been successful?
If the above gives some explanation for the rise of ‘asabiyyah and the
decline of the notion of citizenship in the Arab region, how should we
interpret the success of the “extremist” religious or sectarian groups?
The basic factor here is their exceptional ability to capitalise on the
traditional ties that existed in Arab societies before the age of modernisation.
They have also been able to benefit from the communications and
information revolution, helped by the fact that they are well funded, well
organised and accepted as legitimate by their members. Here a closer
examination would be appropriate.
Firstly, since their leaderships are accepted as legitimate, they do not
face any internal power struggles. Moreover, they are well placed to direct
and mobilise effectively.
Secondly, the organisations they control have deep roots. Despite
their structural and organisational problems they continue to be productive
and efficient. They are successful recruiters and able to respond effectively
at times of crisis.
Thirdly, the fact that they are well funded means that they are always
able to take the initiative and achieve their objectives, even if those
objectives are minimal. This has enabled them to retain the support of their
followers.
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Fourthly, they have a coherent religious discourse and know how to
get their message across to the public. One new element is their brilliant
ability to use globalisation for their own ends. This is demonstrated by the
following:
1. They have set up religious satellite channels which present programmes
that take an extremely hard line towards other religions. They also air
religious debates on creedal issues that attack other beliefs and
encourage people to insult each other.
2. They have set up thousands of internet websites that have proved to be
extremely cunning at circumventing legal publication restrictions.
These sites provide unreliable and intemperate religious information,
much of which takes a fanatical attitude towards other groups.
The question here is:
What has ‘asabiyyah done for the Arabs?
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●

It has given them a badge of social identity after the notion of
regional national identity lost credibility; this was due to the fact
that the nation-state suffered repeated defeats and there was a
rise in corruption and despotism and a widening gap between the
citizen and the State.

●

It provides them with a social safety net when responding to a
situation in which the State exists in theory but is absent in practice
(this is the case in several Arab countries) or where the State exists
neither in theory nor in practice (as is the case in Iraq, Somalia and
possibly Lebanon). One thing worth noting here is that the more an
Arab State suffers defeat when confronting challenges from outside,
the more violent it becomes towards its own citizens within its
borders. This inevitably gives rise to a need for a social safety net to
provide the individual with some protection.

●

It helps give people confidence in the future. If the world is falling
to pieces and the process of disintegration extends to the region
and a person’s immediate environment, then an Arab individual
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has the alternative option of reverting to a narrower set of
affiliations which have still retained their original status, rules,
sources of funding and inclusive discourse and whose
leadership – religious or sectarian – continues to be relatively
respected or revered.
So what is the price demanded of the citizen in return? Consider this:
●

Narrow loyalty to a religious or sectarian group and seeing it as
one’s future, one’s goal and the centre of one’s existence is not
solely a religious or sectarian loyalty. Although this may be the
declared loyalty, it is fundamentally a political one and reflects
political-sectarian affiliations ranging from the Maronite political
parties to the Shi’ah movements and the Qutbites in Egypt.

●

If people maintain a nominal link to the State, while at the same
time disengaging themselves from it in practice, it is not surprising
that the two main sectarian groups in the region – in the IslamicChristian context – should both reject the concept of “Nation”
even if they claim otherwise. One of them speaks of “Islamic
internationalism” which only recognises the “Islamic Nation”,
since Islam is both creed and country, while there are Christians
who see their “country” as merely a transitional stage towards a
“more profound” Nation – the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth. The
motives of the two groups may differ, but the goals are the same –
disengagement from the nation-state in the interests of
sectarianism.

●

Denying the right of others to religious or sectarian diversity,
either in one’s heart (covert hatred) or by incitement (overt
hatred) or insults (direct action), or through extermination
(physical denial) – all these are classic symptoms of
sectarianism. In brief, all that a “bigoted” citizen actually needs
to do is to give his allegiance to his religious or sectarian group
and declare that outsiders are it enemies.

But what has actually been the effect of this ‘asabiyyah?
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Consider the following:
1. Usurpation of the public space and turning it into a battleground for
religious or sectarian disputes. This is the same public space that was
created to allow freedom of debate, critical thought and free discussion
such as one might find in British coffee houses and French salons. It
evolved in parallel with the development of the concept of civil society.
This public space is being hijacked in the interests of the ruling
authorities - who keep it restricted for their own benefit - and bigoted
religious or sectarian groups who seek to monopolise it for their own ends
or, alternatively, exploit it to adopt absolutist positions in the event of a
clash of views. Both these the rulers and the bigots have plenty of cannonfodder – i.e. the public.
2. Restricting freedom of expression so that the “sacred space” is
extended to cover not only religion or sect but also “religious” political
ideas and the “religious institutions” themselves, with the result that
criticising them becomes a no-go area. This transforms the sectarian
citizen into a political subject of the State as well as a religious
“subject” at the heart of the religious or sectarian body to which he
belongs.
3. Restriction of freedom of political action. The religious institutions I
have mentioned dictate the nature of the individual’s engagement in
politics so that he converts his religious or sectarian bigotry into
“political activity”, in the form of either opposition or support for a
particular political group.
The real problem is that Arab societies are infected with the virus of
disintegration. The force that breeds it is religious and sectarian
extremism, nurtured by a sectarian upbringing and fed by the media and
the educational system. In response, the “wounded” nation-state in the
Arab region has turned to the religious authorities in an attempt to gain
legitimacy and reinforce its power base, with the result that its citizens
find themselves being ruled by a sort of sectarian system by proxy, at the
expense of either the country’s domestic political forces or external
political factors.
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4 - Rebuilding the State
Yielding to sectarian pressure is “suicide par excellence” and will
kill the modern State. The only hope is to rebuild the State as a
democratic institution based upon the principles of citizenship and
freedom for all its citizens.
According to Peter Evans – a writer who has tackled the question of
strengthening the State’s role in society and examined the factors that help
promote a closer partnership between government and civil society in the
interests of social development – some researchers favour excluding any
role for the State in building up social capital. This is because they have a
firm belief that development can best be achieved through the “magic of
the market” – a view which has been popular since the 1970s. However, two
major changes have taken place since then that have caused this view to
lose some of its sparkle.
Firstly, many people in the industrial-capitalist countries – not the poor
developing States - have voiced strong criticism of the lack of strong social
relationships in their societies and the spread of a consumerist recreational
culture, and many of those voices have spoken of the need to enhance their
social capital. Secondly, South-East Asia’s development programmes have
been successful despite the fact that the State has been increasingly
involved in them. Countries like Taiwan and South Korea have achieved
high rates of growth; it is therefore unacceptable to persist in adopting a
negative view of the role of the State in generating social capital, since it
has played a direct role in enabling individuals and local communities to
release their potential and establish institutional and social relations based
on mutual trust, respect and solidarity1.
Other researchers have produced additional evidence of the importance
of the State’s role in creating social capital. In one of his recent books
Tuong Vu maintains that there is no evidence to support the belief which
prevailed during the last two decades of the second millennium about a
reduced role for the State. Following the end of the Cold War, the fall of the
1

Peter Evans: Introduction: Development Strategies across the Public-Private Divide, World
Development, Vol. 24, No. 6, 1996, Pp. 1033-1037.
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Soviet Union, the wave of democratisation and the new trend towards a
market economy in Eastern Europe, books written by apologists for
globalisation have been based on the general assumption that the State’s
sovereignty is on the wane and that it is playing an increasingly less
significant role, particularly in the light of the rise of major organisations
and institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank
and multinational companies such as McDonald’s, CNN and Microsoft that
are not bound by cultural barriers or international borders.
However, only a few years later there was a radical rethink on the role
of the State in even the most arrogant of the industrial-capitalist countries
in the wake of a succession of economic and financial crises. The State
found itself intervening to regulate the market and government bureaucracy
now has a major part to play in protecting industrial societies from
economic crises. Hence the concept of the “Development State” now
occupies centre stage once again – not in the old socialist sense, but in a
way that recognises the State’s pivotal role in society. Its new role is not
repressive, but operates under democratic rules based upon partnership,
accountability, transparency and respect for human rights. This is bound to
have positive consequences for the quality of people’s lives1.
Any discussion of the role of State institutions in building up social
capital must inevitable raise the fundamental question of consensus over
the extent to which State intervention can help achieve that process. At
present no such consensus exists.
At this point we need to take a closer look at the question of democracy.
The State needs to play a proactive part in developing social capital through
its ability to build a true democratic society. In this connection many
researchers have observed that autocratic governments destroy the
foundations of social capital by restricting the right to organise, spreading
a culture of doubt and suspicion among political, cultural and intellectual
circles (and sometimes even among members of the public), and mobilising
a broad section of civil society from among their supporters (including
1
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members of pro-government political parties, trade unions and nongovernment organisations); such bodies are easy tools for confronting
independent civil society organisations. The striking thing here is that,
particularly in developing countries, the State is usually seen in a negative
light, since it is regarded as a major factor in obstructing the growth and
development of civil society through its reliance on an arsenal of laws and
statutes that shackle individual initiative. This view may indeed be justified
with regard to developing countries. However, if it is, it is due to illegal
State interference in society’s affairs rather than to pervasive laws
regulating relations within the community. Evidence for this can be seen in
the countries of Scandinavia, where the State plays a major role in
supporting voluntary organisations and helping them to work alongside the
government in providing social welfare1.
The Scandinavian countries offer a perfect example of the State’s
contribution to the creation of social capital. In all of them the State’s
involvement in society’s affairs – by providing general services and benefits
for its citizens – means that it is able to respond to the people’s needs and
create a feeling of mutual trust and solidarity. This proves that “big
government” is not bad in itself, as some maintain; it all depends upon
whether or not it behaves in accordance with the principles of good
governance such as accountability, responsibility, transparency and a
commitment to the rule of law. According to the United Nations
Development Programme’s report for 2002 the Scandinavian countries
have the lowest levels of corruption, are the most committed to human
rights and respect the rule of law. These qualities have made them a prime
source of investment in social capital.
Francis Fukuyama believes that rebuilding the State is a top priority for
the twenty-first century, because failure or weakness on the part of the
State seriously exacerbates the major human problems such as poverty
and the spread of AIDS and terrorism. In his view rebuilding the State
needs to be the main political objective rather than a reduction in the role
of the State. If there are restraints such as financial considerations
1 Dietlind Stolle: The Sources of Social Capital, Op. cit. Pp. 30-34.
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hampering the rebuilding of the State, this should not allow us to be
diverted from structural problems in
the developing countries such as a lack of political creativity or a lack
of qualified people capable of putting good policies into practice.
There are four areas in which the State is ripe for rebuilding:
organisational structure, political legitimacy, good governance and –
finally – what Fukuyama calls “cultural and structural factors”. In this
connection we should consider the important part the State has to play in
enhancing social capital; in Fukuyama’s view there is a process of “mutual
sustenance” between the State and the formation of social capital’s basic
values. Firstly, social capital values help contribute to the rebuilding of the
State; Japan after the Second World War is a good example of a country
that owed its institutional effectiveness not only to the fact that it had a
strong technical or technological base, but also because of the dynamic
culture with which the dominant political and managerial elites infused its
public corporations and institutions. Moreover, effective State institutions
also contribute positively to social capital values, since the fact that public
bodies of this kind are accountable and transparent means that they help
promote positive values in all society’s institutions – both government and
non-government. Public behaviour also has an important role to play in
instilling social capital values1.
Also on this topic, Archon Fung believes that the social capital stocks
of any society are an essential condition for good government based on the
principles of accountability and participation by the people in public affairs.
This is because if there is no culture of participation in civil institutions,
this will be an obstacle to effective engagement, government accountability
and the development of a spirit of co-operation in relations between the
country’s citizens2.

1 Francis Fukutyama: State Building, Governance and World Order in the Twenty-first Century, London,
Cornell University Press, 2004, Pp. 39-41.
2
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SOME THOUGHTS
ON THE PROBLEM OF
MASHRU’IYYAH (LEGALITY)
AND SHAR’IYYAH
(LEGITIMACY)
IN CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIC
DISCOURSE
Salahuddin al Jurchi

C

ontemporary Islamic thought is dynamic rather
than static, even though it may be slow-moving
and sometimes inconsistent. We can see this
clearly if we compare what was written in the 1950s and
1960s with recent ideas and attitudes.
The dynamism I am referring to reflects the
comparative maturity of some Islamic intellectuals after
a period in which they feared that their identity was in
danger of being lost and replaced by the “Western
political model”. That is the reason why even today
many leading Muslim intellectuals are reluctant to take
decisive positions on a wide range of issues; some of
these are relatively trivial, while others are of
fundamental importance. This is particularly striking in
the way they approach the problem of mashru’iyyah
(legality) and shar’iyyah (legitimacy) in Islamic thought
in general, and particularly in the discourse of the
Islamist movements.

Scholar and academic from Tunisia.
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The problem of definition and overlap
Shar’iyyah (legitimacy) and mashru’iyyah (legality) do not mean the
same thing, but they intersect on the question of attitude towards the State
and political authority. The dictionary defines shar’iyyah as the “Social
State” – an entity which comprises “the foundations upon which the ruling
authority depends for the exercise of its authority, which is based on the
government’s right to exercise that authority and the subjects’ acceptance
of that right”. Mashru’iyyah, on the other hand, refers to the extent to which
individual or group activity complies with the legal framework which
regulates it. Accordingly, the prevailing view among political scientists is
that shar’iyyah is a political concept, while mashru’iyyah is a legal concept.
The former term seeks to determine the nature and foundations of the
ruling authority or understand it as a political phenomenon - as John Locke
and others sought to do – while the latter endeavours to determine the
proper response to opposition and attempts to bring about change. Despite
this, there is a degree of overlap between the two, since shar’iyyah is also a
feature of the constitution, which is designed to give the term a precise
legal meaning that restricts the ruling authority’s freedom of movement
and prevents it from slipping into absolutism or totalitarianism.
This distinction between the two is nothing new. Historically, there have
been extensive debates between political-legal scientists and Islamic
theoreticians over the correct attitude to adopt towards the State’s creedal and
political character, including the conditions that determine whether obedience
to it is obligatory and the general principles that justify armed resistance to
it - or acceptance of it, even if its rulers are unjust or highly corrupt.
In modern times there are still widely differing views and attitudes to
the two concepts. We shall try to examine these by looking at the changes
that reformist and activist Islamic discourse has undergone over the years.

The reformist phase
At the time of the “Awakening”, Islamic reformist discourse was mainly
preoccupied with the modernisation of the State or the improvement of its
institutions and performance. The reformists believed this was the proper
approach to reforming and reshaping the Ummah (Nation) since in their
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view the State was a pivotal element. This continued to be the case with
successive ideological and political trends and movements which sought to
bring about change and reform in the Arab world1.
The first example of an attempt to create a strong modern State
occurred during the time of Mohammed Ali, who sought to apply the
Western political model while resisting the designs of outside powers. The
second attempt took place at the heart of the Ottoman Caliphate and was
started by some of the younger Sultans who had been influenced by
Europe’s achievements, particularly in the social, military, administrative,
health and development fields. The process began with Sultan Mahmud II,
who abolished the Janissaries and embarked upon a reform of agriculture,
health and education as well as in some other sectors. The process moved
up a gear with the promulgation of the Tanzimat firman, which stated that
all subjects of the Ottoman Caliphate were equal and guaranteed their
property rights. It became no longer permissible to confiscate or requisition
people’s property or funds without a proper legal justification and a judicial
ruling. Attempts were made to rationalise taxation policy and make it fairer,
and steps were taken to prevent the powerful from exploiting their influence
and acting as if they were above the Law.
The third reformist initiative was introduced by Kheireddine Ettounsi as
a blend of reformist theory and political practice when he held several high
offices of State such as Navy Minister, President of the Legislative Assembly
and – more significantly – Prime Minister. The book “Aqwam al Masalik”
(“The Straightest of Ways”) summarises Kheireddine’s main reformist ideas.
In reviewing the situation in the European countries, the book sought to
identify the reasons for their impressive progress and determine what
reforms were needed in order to save the Tunisian State and the Islamic
Caliphate from complete collapse and from falling into the hands of
European imperialism.
Although Kheireddine was enthusiastic about Western-style
development, he was determined to ensure that there was no conflict
between his proposed reforms and the Islamic Shariah. This was why he
also called for the use of ijtihad (interpretative judgement) based on the
1 See Abdul Ilah Belqazeez: Al Dawla fi’l Fikr I’l Islami’l Mu’asir, Arab Unity Studies Centre.
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maqasid (goal-related) approach to the Shariah. To this end – and also to
dilute the power of the conservative religious forces – he sought to include
the Shariah as an element in the process of political reform. Insisting that
there was no contradiction between Islam and his belief that the State must
be based upon the principles of freedom, equality and justice between all
its subjects, he wrote: “Even if something comes from other than us, if it is
sound and acceptable – particularly if we were its source and it originated
from us - there can be no justification for rejecting or ignoring it. Indeed, it
is our duty to retrieve it and make use of it”.
Kheireddine believed that the more the Tunisian State of his day
embraced reform and progress, the more it could gain legitimacy and the
allegiance of its subjects. It did not need to win their trust through a
referendum or transparent democratic elections, but it could do so by
reviewing its options, agreeing to a minimal respect for their rights,
permitting the formation of certain institutions and reducing the power of
one-man rule by giving real powers to the Shura (Consultation) Councils.
His aim was to create a constitutional – or “limited” - monarchical system
alongside an elected representative Council with legislative and monitoring
powers over the executive authority.
The fourth venture into reform – and one which is usually ignored when
discussing the reformist phase – took place in Iran and was reflected in a
number of significant ideological developments in the Shia religious
establishment. Of particular significance was the protest movement led by
Mirza Hassan Shirazi when he issued his famous fatwa forbidding the Shia
to smoke tobacco in response to Shah Naser al Din’s decision to grant the
tobacco concession to a British company in 1890. The concession was
finally cancelled after two years of protest. The success of this movement
opened the door to what became known as the Constitutional Revolution of
1905 to 1911. The main focus of that revolution was the idea of a constitution
or Mashrutiyyat, as it is called in Persian political terminology.
This was a period of significant and radical transformation – doctrinal
as well as political – within the Shia reformist and revivalist school. The
book “A Wake-up Call to the Nation” by Hussain Na’ini is one of the most
significant voices of that transformation, which was destined to have a
long-term influence on contemporary Shia political thought.
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During this time there was a considerable cross-pollination of ideas
between the Sunni reformist school led by Jamal al Din al Afghani and the
Shia reformist school. Politically, the common aim was constitutional rule
and religious reform was used as a means for achieving it. A constitutionbased State would not be a revolution against the existing State but a means
of ensuring its long-term viability on condition that it complied with the
controls and mechanisms designed to prevent the danger of absolutist rule,
while allowing the people the opportunity to take part in public affairs
through elections and parliamentary representation. When Sheikh
Mohammed Abduh came up with a way of reconciling Shura with democracy,
he was merely trying to overcome a terminological and conceptual obstacle
which the conservative tendency and the rulers had relied upon to prevent
their citizens from exercising their right to political participation.

The revivalists: Attempts to rescue and modernise the State
The reformist leaders did not adopt the slogan “Establishing an Islamic
State”, because they were not calling into question the religious legitimacy
of the Ottoman Caliphate – or, to put it another way, they did not disagree
with it on religious grounds but for political, social and cultural reasons. To
begin with they tried to keep it alive, but in view of the extent of the crisis
that was overwhelming the entire body of the State, all attempts at reform
were doomed to failure. That was why Jamal al Din al Afghani did not
discount the need for a revolution in order to impose a minimum level of
reforms such as happened with the Orabi Revolt. Even so, his main
objective, and the one to which he devoted the greater part of his struggle,
was Muslim unity and the formation of a broad front against imperialism,
which at that time was making inroads into the body of Islam and beginning
to divide it up and reshape it geographically, economically and culturally.
When the Caliphate was abolished by Kemal Ataturk, the reformist
movement became split between the supporters of a “reconstructed”
Caliphate (Rashid Rida was at the forefront of this group) and those who
believed it was a waste of time and gave priority to improving conditions in
the regional or local States; those States, after all, had a historical
provenance and had become the sole refuge for societies that had lost their
actual and organic link to the symbolic centre represented by the Ottoman
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Caliphate and whose political systems were facing the West’s imperialist
designs and bearing the brunt of the historic crisis that had overwhelmed
the Ummah in its entirety.
For a long time the reformists avoided calling for the delegitimisation of
the hereditary political system, despite the corruption that had rotted it to its
very bones and its inability to perform its basic functions. Instead, they did
everything within their power to persuade “those concerned” that it was vital
that they should take over the levers of power as had happened in Europe. The
reformists still believed that this was possible and that, if it could be done, it
would lay the foundations of a new political legitimacy without the need for
violent, revolutionary change or a complete departure from the political
process that had given birth to the original Islamic Arab State. However,
although this was what they wanted, and despite the fact that some reforms
were introduced here and there, the ruling elites lacked historical awareness,
their regimes were flabby and ineffective and the balance of power was
strongly in Europe’s favour. Consequently, these and other factors prevented
the reforms from achieving their aims; in fact, they had the opposite effect and
accelerated the fall of the Caliphate and most of its velayets (provinces).

The activist phase
The growth of the Islamist movements, which took place thanks to the
appearance of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab world and Al Jama’ah
al Islamiyyah in East Asia, triggered a change in the relationship with the
State. Activist discourse now began to raise doubts about the legitimacy of
the nation-state that had replaced the Caliphate. This was not made
completely clear by Sheikh Hasan al Banna, who had cautious dealings
with the tottering monarchy and did not cast doubt on its legitimacy. At the
same time, however, he was the first to adopt the slogan “Islam: Religion
and State”, thereby paving the way for an “Islamic State” as a step along
the road to the creation of a Caliphate State; this has been Hizbut Tahrir’s
strategic goal ever since it was established, though al Banna went no
further than affirming that it was important, while focusing on change by
stages – first in Egypt, then in the rest of the Arab world.
According to Hasan al Banna: “The Brotherhood believes that the
Caliphate comes from Islamic unity… that it is a religious institution that
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Muslims must attach importance to, and the Caliph is entrusted with
responsibility for numerous laws and rulings in the religion of Allah…
Therefore the Brotherhood has put the Caliphate and its restoration at the
top of its agenda”. We can infer from this that al Banna belonged to that
class of Islamists who believe in what they describe as the “Faith State” – a
State with a mission that covers every area of life.
Although he made the creation of an Islamic State one of his
movement’s goals, al Banna maintained that it was legitimate to work within
the liberal political system, the Egyptian version of which suffered from
serious shortcomings. During the liberal period the country had a multiparty system in which there were regular elections and the parliamentary
majority was instructed to form a government. There was also a small
degree of press freedom. However, the system and its institutions were
frequently subjected to pressure from the Palace and British intervention.
Although Hasan al Banna was a strong critic of the political parties
and did not see them as offering Egypt any chance of salvation, he was
sometimes close to the Palace and well-disposed towards King Farouq,
even at the expense of the patriotic and popular Wafd party. During this
period his main concern was the protection of his movement, which had
grown rapidly and was facing numerous challenges as well as strong
opposition from some quarters. Despite playing for time while he waited for
his movement to build up its strength and become unassailable, because of
the Brotherhood’s high-profile participation in the Palestine War, its secret
department’s involvement in the assassination of certain leading political
figures and its growing public appeal, the British, the Palace and various
other parties realised that it was in their vital interests to undermine it.
They therefore did this by assassinating its leader and thousands of its
members and attacking its institutions.
That painful confrontation had ideological and political consequences
that were destined to escalate. The first of these was the political
delegitimisation of the monarchy in Egypt when Brotherhood members in
the military began working closely with the Free Officers group who were
preparing to overthrow King Farouq and abolish the monarchy. The Free
Officers received full political and logistical support from the Brotherhood
after the latter decided that a military coup was legal. This was the first
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example of an alliance between the Islamists and the army with the aim of
overthrowing a regime by force. The same scenario was later repeated in
Sudan; General Zia al Haqq also received significant backing from
Al Jama’ah al Islamiyyah in Pakistan despite the fact that he had carried
out a coup against Bhutto and later executed him. The failure of those two
ventures and their negative aftermaths may be the reason why several
movements which – historically, at least – could be regarded as offshoots
of the Muslim Brotherhood, have become more wary in their dealings with
the military. One such example is the Mauritanian Islamists, who refused to
back the recent coup which overthrew the legitimate President.
The Muslim Brotherhood did not only support the Free Officers. They
were also prepared to renounce political pluralism when they backed the
Revolutionary Command Council’s decision to dissolve the political parties,
with the exception – that is - of the Brotherhood. However, they later
regretted having dome so and withdrew their support, although their stance
had been in line with the Hasan al Banna’s previous strong criticism of the
party political system. This was not only for tactical reasons or due to
circumstances such as the corruption in the Egyptian party political body;
the attitude of the Brotherhood’s General Guide actually had more to do
with the type of political culture he had absorbed during the years of his
religious and political development, which he had instilled in the minds of
his supporters and his group’s members. It was no coincidence that
al Banna rejected the description of his movement as a political party.
Instead he deliberately preferred to call it a Jama’ah, or Group. The name
Jama’ah has consequently had a particular resonance in traditional and
present-day Islamist terminology.
Jama’ah is derived from the root jam’ (bringing together) and implies
non-acceptance of plurality and difference. It also has the connotation of
movement towards identifying oneself with the community, the Ummah and
the State. Moreover, in Sunni culture it also means being in possession of
religious truth, returning to the pure, original sources and living in
accordance with the historic practices of the early days of Islam. It may be
because of the overlap between all these meanings that the leadership is
still wary of the notion of the Brotherhood becoming a political party,
despite the fact that this is what many of its members want.
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The ambiguous position of many Islamists over the legality of party
politics in a so-called Islamic State explains why there is so much
inconsistency in certain of their leaders’ attitudes, despite the fact that
they have made significant progress towards greater ideological and
political moderation. An instance of this is the distinguished lawyer
Mohammed Salim Al Awa who believes that “this day let no reproach be
cast on the Islamic State if it should permit party political pluralism. It is
permissible; nay, it is obligatory. However, the parties must adhere to the
values and rules of Islam. If they do that, then let them call for political,
social, economic and other programmes”1.
This “conditional pluralism” is just another example of what America’s
Carnegie Endowment report describes as the “grey areas” in the discourse
of the Islamist movements who have shown some readiness to accept
democratic values2.

Alliance with the military and attitudes to pluralism
The honeymoon period between the Brotherhood and the Free Officers
did not last long, particularly after Mohammed Neguib was removed and
Abdel Nasser took control of the Revolutionary Command Council. The
prospects for genuine coexistence between the two sides were in any case
somewhat remote, because it is not feasible to have a government with two
heads, each vying with the other for supremacy. Moreover, the military had
come to power in order to rule. As they saw it, they were accepted by the
public because they were in power and they believed they had become the
representatives of the Egyptian people by virtue of having removed the
former regime and thanks to their declarations justifying the transition from
a military coup d’etat to a revolution. From the beginning they had taken
steps to suppress any dissenting voices that might disturb their absolute
1
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control. They had made an exception of the Muslim Brotherhood because it
was so powerful, not because they believed that it really had a role to play.
In any case, the military leadership could not tolerate an influential
body like the Muslim Brotherhood, whose members were drawn from the
military as well as the civilian population and had combat experience. A
clash between the two sides was therefore inevitable. It would not be a
clash between two democratic forces that believed the people were the
ultimate arbiters, but a political struggle between two opposite poles. One
of them held a monopoly on power and did not accept any partners, while
the other regarded itself as the origin and source of religious and political
legitimacy. The Brotherhood did not deny that it had formed an alliance
with the military in order to change the system of government, but it
believed the Officers’ role would end as soon as the situation stabilised and
that it would itself have the last word since it had supported the coup;
moreover, it had provided the popular base that had helped mobilise public
support for the process of political change. All things considered, the
Brotherhood represented the community and was the source of legitimacy,
while the Officers were merely individuals who had carried out a successful
operation. It was now time for them either to return to their barracks and
hand over power to the Brotherhood or involve the Brotherhood as a full
partner in governing the country.
That was how the two sides viewed each other’s role in relation to
government. The views of the public were seen as irrelevant, since power
was in the hands of those who controlled the security services and the
media.

Casting doubt on the legitimacy of the nation-state
The security crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood was harsh and
massive. The Nasserist regime sought to uproot them politically and
ideologically, without taking into account the future consequences of such a
course of action. Those consequences occurred as an ideological – or more
precisely, creedal – reaction. Sayyid Qutb did not merely deny the Islamic
nature of the State that existed in Egypt and the other countries of the Arab
and Islamic world. He went much further than that and described them as
Jahiliyyah (pertaining to the Time of Ignorance before the arrival of Islam)
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and hostile to Islam and those who preached it. Hence the nation-state lost
its legitimacy in the eyes of the Islamists, not because it was nondemocratic - and thus not the result of the people’s free and conscious
choice in fair, transparent elections - but because it did not apply the Islamic
Shariah and did not rule according to the Book of Allah and His Sunnah.
This meant that the State – as an authority and system of government,
along with its executive, legislative and judicial institutions – was in the
same class as an unbelieving enemy, even if those in charge of it fasted
and prayed. In this context Hakimiyyah (rulership – in this case on Divine
principles) became the criterion for determining the existence or otherwise
of both legality and legitimacy. According to this, allegiance to the nationstate was no longer acceptable and it was the people’s duty to oppose it by
any means, including breaking its laws and resorting to armed force, which
the groups that had seceded from the Brotherhood regarded as “legally
justifiable jihad”. These groups were soon battling open-endedly not only
against their own regimes, but also against the West. That is to say, they
found themselves in revolt against all forms of legitimacy and legality.
What is significant here is that when it was set up, the Brotherhood –
one of the region’s main Islamist movements – did not give democracy a
definite strategic dimension in its ideology or political programme. Its aim
was to establish an “Islamic State” (though what precisely that State would
consist of was unclear), with some elements of a modern State grafted on to
it, though without going into details about its ideological or political
structure. This lack of a firmly rooted democratic dimension in the
Brotherhood’s political culture encouraged an important writer like Sayyid
Qutb to look for an alternative theory; this led him to envisage a mutually
antagonistic ideological and creedal relationship between Islam, as he
understood it, and democracy as he understood it. The Brotherhood’s politics
and ideology were destined to have an impact on its branches in the region,
as well as on those movements that had been influenced by it. This not only
retarded the development of those movements and their interaction with
demands for political reform; it also had the effect of making their attitudes
to basic questions such as constitutional legitimacy and peaceful democratic
change uncertain and unclear, and that is still the case today despite the
developments they have undergone over the past two decades.
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Theoretical obstacles
Nobody can deny that Islamist political discourse has changed,
particularly since the 1980s. This is due to the fact that there are fewer
pressures on most of the Islamic movements, as well as a greater degree of
political freedom and openness which has encouraged many of them to
become involved – if only to a limited extent – in multi-party political
activities. Indeed, some of them have even taken part and won seats in
elections and entered parliament in several Arab countries such as Jordan,
Egypt, Kuwait, Yemen, Lebanon, Algeria, Morocco, Palestine, Bahrain,
Mauritania and Iraq.
Some research is needed in order to understand the effect those
experiences have had on those who took part in them. At the same time,
however, several problems (particularly in the past, but also today) have
hampered the development of a democratic Islamic discourse that is
prepared to pronounce clearly and finally on the problems of mashru’iyyah
(legality) and shar’iyyah (legitimacy). Let us now summarise them in brief.
The problem of the Islamic State: After the fall of the Ottoman
Caliphate and its abolition at the hands of Kemal Ataturk, many Islamic
circles felt that they had lost their “legitimate State”. Despite the fact that
that Caliphate had existed as such in name only and was founded on
injustice and one-man rule, it was as if it had been a symbol of a historical
period that had gone for ever, never to return. When the nation-state was
established to fill the gap, some people had doubts and apprehensions
about its legitimacy. And although this type of “State” – which was set up
in several Islamic countries after they gained their independence – only
adopted some of the trappings of a modern State while retaining its original
“Sultanic” autocratic character, it was accused of being “Western in
conception and inclination”. Accordingly, the Islamist movements put the
creation of an Islamic State at the top of their agenda and declared that
they were prepared to sacrifice everything to that end. The problem was,
however, that these movements had put the cart before the horse and had
decided on their goal before working out the kind of government they
intended to establish.
More seriously than this, some groups that had seceded from those
movements decided to engage in a bloody all-out confrontation with the
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ruling regimes, which crushed them mercilessly. The groups did not try to
overthrow the regimes in order to reform and democratise the State, but
(and they are still doing this) to replace it with an undefined type of State
that would adopt the slogan of “Islam and the Shariah”. However, in the
absence of a clear political alternative the State these groups have been
trying to set up is bound to be despotic in its nature and methods, as well
as extremely traditional in its discourse and outward appearance, in view of
their declared hostility to the “modern state”.
The notion of an “Islamic State” was adopted as an alternative to the
existing State models, including the “democratic State”, which those
groups regard as anti-Islamic and an unfeasible proposition in Islamic
societies. A long period of struggle and uncertainty may still lie ahead of us
before some of the leaders of those movements begin trying to defuse the
tension between Islam and democracy – a tension which has no justifiable
basis. Although the word democracy has entered the political discourse of
numerous Islamists – and this is a step in the right direction – the term
Islamic State is still in vogue and it looks as though the State they are
seeking is a religious State; like all religious States throughout history, its
relationship with democracy would remain uneasy and full of pitfalls.
Abandoning the slogan “Islamic State” – a slogan which is not justified
on either religious or historical grounds – will help significantly to break
down the illusory barriers between Muslims and the democratic State model.
If the State ceases to be based on creed, this will open up opportunities for
movement towards a civil State in which the institutions have their origins in
the people and the government consists of individuals who have no right to
separate themselves from, or lord it over, those who have elected them and
entrusted them with the responsibility of running the country. Adding an
Islamic character to the State could encourage its leader to claim or act as if
it is his duty to “protect Islam” and govern in its name – a situation that
would gradually lead to despotism in the name of religion, which, in
al Kawakibi’s view, is the most dangerous kind of despotism.
Ditching the “Islamic State” slogan will also help overcome the sense of
ideological alienation which the term inspires in Islamic communities in their
relations with the existing State. Instead of seeking to undermine the existing
State on the grounds that it has no religious or historical legitimacy, more
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effort could be made to reform it and take steps to see that it functions in
accordance with the rule of law and becomes more respectful and more
representative of the wishes of its citizens. Such an approach will lead to a
more mature attitude to reform, discourage support for violent coups d’etat
and help promote a democratic consensus. If it could be adopted, there would
no longer be a conflict between the right to take part in political activity and
respect for the rules of the game as defined by the democratic system.
Whatever the case may be, it is not acceptable to justify or sanction a
religious State on Scriptural grounds, since this could lead its apologists to
believe that they have a licence to rule people in the name of Divine
Authority. That kind of State was imposed on numerous societies in the
past and it should not be granted Islamic legitimacy, because it is
incompatible with the spirit, the letter and the historical experience of the
Prophet’s State, which was a civil State by any reckoning.
Hakimiyyah (Rulership) from Allah or from the people: The term
Hakimiyyah has been an ideological, political and religious problem and it
has given rise to bitter disagreements about what precisely it entails, to the
point that it has prevented – or impeded – any serious dialogue or
interaction with democracy. We hardly find the term at all in the writings of
the leaders of the Arab Awakening such as al Afghani, Abduh or Kheireddine
Ettounsi, but it became widespread with the rise of the contemporary
Islamist movement, particularly after Sayyid Qutb came under the influence
of the writings of Abu’l A’la al Maududi.
The term Hakimiyyah was designed to give a political connotation to
the Qur’anic verse “The Command (Hukm) rests with Allah”. The modern
Islamists understand “Command” here to mean “State” or “political and
legislative authority”; in their view this State or authority must not be in the
hands of human beings, but is Divinely revealed as being the province of
Allah. However, this is actually nothing more than “a true word which is
intended to promote a falsehood”. Allah does not exercise authority directly
or intervene in regulating political and social processes, which are the
province of mankind and mankind alone. Allah spoke to mankind through
the Qur’an in the tongue of the Messenger Muhammad, and these people
(i.e. the modern Islamists) interpret it according to what they personally
believe to be both correct and in their interests.
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In fact, the whole political process from A to Z is a purely human affair
and subject to trial and error, revision and accountability. The ruling
authority is therefore either freely chosen by the Nation according to a
particular political and social programme (in which case it can boast
popular legitimacy), or it is appointed or self-imposed by force (which
means that it is a usurper that has no legitimacy, regardless of any slogans
it might adopt, religious or otherwise). That is to say, where governance is
concerned, legitimacy is not derived from the style of its ideological or
religious discourse, but from the manner in which the ruler came to power –
i.e. by coup d’etat or as a result of the people’s choice. This is contrary to
what many Islamists believe. In their view, “legitimacy must be religious; in
this sense it is indivisible and absolute, total and all-embracing. It
comprises numerous elements and applications – moral and social, and
also legal and religious”1.
This interpretation is not limited to the Sunni Islamist movements.
Indeed, we can see it more clearly in many Shia activist and intellectual
circles. The position of one of the contemporary Shia political schools on
the question of the Velayat-e-Faqih (Guardianship of Islamic Jurists) under
strong pressure from Imam Khomeini is a striking example. The idea
developed from being just an idea in his book “Islamic Government” to a
practical application in a powerful State with a growing regional role. The
Velayet-e-Faqih theory has generated furious debate in Shia circles.
Despite the well-known and obvious differences between the Sunnis
and – more specifically – the Ithna’asheri (“Twelver”) Shias over the
question of the Imamate, there is also a degree of overlap between the
statements of their followers, particularly their political and activist
Islamists, and particularly over the issues of Shar’iyyah (legitimacy) and
Mashru’iyyah (legality).
According to Mohammed Javad Larijani, university academic and
former head of the Iranian National Security Council’s Foreign Policy
Committee: “Western political culture does not care about the concept of
Haqqaniyyah (legitimacy/equitability), because Westerners believe in a kind
of pluralism. Therefore the idea of Haqq (right/justice/entitlement) does not
1 Mafhum al Marja’iyyah: Islam Online website.
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exist; indeed, everybody is in the same boat when it comes to Haqq. That is
why they do not speak about Haqq in relation to governance, but about
Mashru’iyyah. And it is Mashru’iyyah that justifies the authority which is
held by some of them”. In contrast to this Western approach, Larijani
believes that “the basis of Mashru’iyyah for an Islamic government is
Haqqaniyyah, and the basis of Haqqaniyyah is a belief in Allah, a belief that
creation has a purpose and a belief in human accountability”. In his opinion,
“Mashru’iyyah is not derived from the Ummah (Nation), nor from any other
created being or thing, but from Haqq. The source of that Haqq could be the
people, but its basis is not the Nation but Haqq”. Then he sums up his view
by saying: “Democracy believes that the basis of [government] is
Mashru’iyyah invested by the Contract (i.e. the Social Contract), while Islam
says that people must accept the jurisdiction of legal rule in accordance
with the Contract”, because the people “under an Islamic system are the
ground needed to allow authority to become manifest, although they are not
the source of its Mashru’iyyah. If the people choose a virtuous leader, then
cease to obey him after a time and rebel against him, and if the virtuous
leader has the power to deter them and return them to the right path, then
it is his duty to do so, as happened with the Imam Amir al Mu’mineen (the
Prince of the Faithful)”1 – i.e. Ali bin Abi Talib.
This shows that the problem of Mashru’iyyah is still a subject of fierce
debate in contemporary Islamic thought as a whole and not just in one
particular section of it.
In our opinion, it is the people who should be the source of
governmental authority and determine whether or not it is legal. They
choose the ruler as well as those who will represent them in an elected
parliament. It is parliament’s function to draw up legislation and hold the
executive authority to account. Allah – Glory be to Him, the Most High –
does not intervene in any of these processes, either directly or indirectly, in
order to appoint this or that group or to bestow any kind of legitimacy upon
it. The game and its rules are determined by the people. It is they who
manage and control it according to their understanding of the Holy
Scripture and its general Message, and also in accordance with their
1
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interests and what those interests tell them in the light of realities on the
ground and the balance of power.
To illustrate this, the following shows the relationship and sequence of
political concepts and institutions and their impact upon the government
structure:
Ruling bodies including “intermediary institutions”,
parliament, government and leadership
*
*
*
*
Political and religious culture inspired by an understanding
of the Scripture and a recognition of interests
*
*
*
*
Interests of the different social groups
*
*
*
*
Groups in receipt of the Scriptures
*
*
*
*
Revelation
*
*
*
*
Allah
205

SOME THOUGHTS ON THE PROBLEM OF MASHRU’IYYAH

Within this framework the religious factor manifests itself in the
character of the prevailing or hereditary culture. It is a “bottom-up culture”
that rises gradually through a series of interacting psychological, cultural,
economic and social stages, all of which are influenced by the different
interest groups. In the process it shapes public opinion and guides it
towards supporting a particular political position without necessarily
bestowing religious credentials on any of the competing political forces,
whether they be those in power or the opposition.
It therefore seems to us that the term Hakimiyyah is liable to confuse
the issue, create uncertainty in the political system and encourage those in
power to imagine that they are ruling in the name of Allah. This will of
course not only undermine the democratic political system (if it exists), or
prevent such a system from becoming established (if it does not). It will also
open up the possibility of a repressive religious authority wielding power in
the name of Allah and destroying the people’s freedoms and institutions in
the name of Islam. This will inevitably create a conflict (theoretical as well
as practical) between the slogan “Hakimiyyah from Allah” (with all the hints
of obscurantism and sanctity it implies) and the demand for “Hakimiyyah
from the people” based on a democratically elected parliament.
Shariah and the State: The link between the concept of an “Islamic
State” and the slogan “Hakimiyyah from Allah” is a demand for the
implementation of the Islamic Shariah. Those who support this goal believe
that for the State to acquire Islamic credentials and be “legitimate” it must
commit itself to implementing the Shariah and adopt it as its constitutional
and legal frame of reference and ensure that it is binding on all its
authorities and institutions, since they represent the legal substance of the
term “Hakimiyyah” that we touched upon in the previous paragraph. Many
people see Shar’iyyah, or legitimacy, as being inextricably linked to
Hakimiyyah “as long as the State is ruled by Shariah Law. Thus religion is
the unifying factor between the religious and the political”1.
So the conflict between activist discourse and the modern State
begins when doubt is cast on the legitimacy of a State based on positive
law (i.e. man-made laws).
1 Ibid.
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If we consider the question from the structural and organisational
angle, we can say that an insistence of implementing the Shariah is not in
itself an obstacle to establishing a democratic State based on the principle
of the separation of powers and in which there are free and fair elections to
choose the country’s president and the members of its parliament. Even so,
however, there can be a conflict between the two – i.e. between democracy
and the Shariah – if, for example, those calling for Shariah claim that
elections are haram (forbidden in Islam) or that Islam does not sanction
representative councils. A conflict will also arise if there is discrimination
between citizens and some of them are deprived of their political rights on
the grounds of gender or creed. While those who maintain that elections
are haram may not represent mainstream Muslim opinion, even among
Islamists, the voices of the opponents of political rights for women and
non-Muslim minorities are still relatively loud.

“Procedural” democracy and actual democracy
These days most Islamist tendencies and movements accept the
“technical” aspects of the democratic system. They are prepared to take
part in the election game and have no fundamental objection to most of its
rules. Some people call it “procedural democracy”1. However, accepting
democracy as a mechanism for resolving disputes and conflicts, and not
objecting to it from the “technical” point of view, does not mean that there
are not some points which require clarification, because there is a close
connection between democratic procedures and democratic legitimacy.
Democracy is a system in both the broad and the narrow sense; that is to
say, it is a mechanism for regulating government and the peaceful transfer
of power, while at the same time it is based upon a set of values and basic
rights which infuse the “technical” processes with their cultural, social and
ethical content.
Democracy is closely tied to the concept of citizenship, and citizenship
means that all inhabitants who share an affiliation to a particular country and
an allegiance to a particular State have equal rights and obligations. This in
1
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turn entails individual and collective freedoms in which everyone – without
exception or exclusion – is permitted to engage in political and civil activity.
The right to form political parties must be guaranteed in the country’s
constitution and laws and this right must include non-Believers and secular
parties, whatever their political platform. In the democratic system opposition
is a universal right. Hence the creedal distinction between Believers and nonBelievers – or between Muslims and the People of the Book - which occurs in
most Surahs of the Qur’an bears no relation to the political distinctions and
divisions produced by the conflicts and clashes of interests which are found
in every human community. Confusing the two will inevitably lead to civil war
or repression of minorities by the majority.
What is required, therefore, is a reinterpretation of the Qur’anic
Scripture so that the distinction between the two types of differences can
be clearly understood – i.e. the creedal level, which demands intellectual
debate and dialogue and respect for religious and sectarian differences,
and the political level, which concerns matters such as influencing public
opinion, attracting the masses and operating in the realm of the law, the
national institutions and the ballot box.
If this distinction is clearly understood, it will become difficult to
separate democracy as a mechanism for resolving political conflicts over
who should govern from democracy as a system of basic values safeguarded
by the State on the basis of its human rights guarantees. The only way
these two aspects of democracy can achieve their respective goals is by
recognizing that each is dependent upon the other.
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