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“From Al Tasamoh
to Al Tafahom”
Abdulrahman al-Sālimi

S

cholars of usul al fiqh (the “roots” of doctrine/
jurisprudence) and Islamic theologians say
“La mushahah fi’l istilah” (“All terminologies
are incontestable”). By this they mean that words
and outward forms are meaningless in themselves so
there is no point in debating them, and that the actual
meaning of a thing lies in its content and substance.
Terminologies and styles may vary, but the important
thing is the intended meaning.
Variations in terminology are usually found when a
new school of thought is still in its infancy. Then later,
after it has become an established part of the cultural
scene and put down roots, it acquires a recognised
set of terms and expressions which become generally
accepted, with the result that differences in the
form and manner in which it is presented become
significantly narrowed and the focus of debate
becomes centred on the essential concepts rather than
the terminology in which they are couched.
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Even so, it may be argued that this view of differences in terminology
is not totally correct, since terms and expressions are a “diagnostic
manifestation” of a particular concept when it occurs within a particular
sphere of knowledge and a specific historical circumstance. Hence
they tend to reflect different approaches to understanding, evaluating
and judging concepts; this is exemplified par excellence in the words
“tolerance” (al tasamoh) and “mutual understanding” (al tafahom).
The term “tolerance” first appeared in Europe in the 17th century
during the religious conflict between the Protestants and Catholics
which led to several major wars and clashes. And when this religious
conflict paralysed that continent’s life in both the public and private
spheres, “tolerance” (as understood by John Locke) came to be seen as
the only appropriate and effective way of eradicating it from public life,
thereby enabling adherents of the different religious sects to continue
to follow their own respective creeds while co-existing with those whose
beliefs differed from their own. By opting for “tolerance,” people with
different ideas and beliefs were able to co-operate with each other in
the public sphere while establishing relations with their co-religionists
in other lands.
By modern times the “Age of Tolerance” had already become an
established reality as far as Muslims were concerned. For them the
Middle Ages had been a time in which numerous different theological and
doctrinal schools of thought were engaged in extensive disputes, though
these had gradually abated as their proponents turned their attention to
other religious questions. However, the problems and issues thrown up by
the modern age were such that it was difficult for Muslims to agree on
a common approach to tackling them. Moreover, as was the case with
other nations and cultures, challenges which began outside the nation’s
borders showed a strong tendency to become internal conflicts – and
escalating internal conflicts at that. Indeed, this was what happened
when the Muslim world found itself having to confront the challenges
of modernity; hence the need arose for a new kind of “tolerance” based
on the well-known maxim: “We co-operate where we agree, while at
the same time we grant each other latitude in those areas in which we
6
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differ.” As an expression of this principle, some people preferred to use the
word “al tasahol”(“indulgence” - or “leniency”) rather than “tolerance”.
Consequently, towards the end of the 19th century Muslim intellectuals and
thinkers generally adopted the term “al tasahol”, whether or not they were
familiar with the history of European thought.
When Al Tasamoh (Tolerance) magazine first came out at the
beginning of the 21 st century, the name was chosen for two reasons:
firstly, in recognition of the differences which exist between Muslims and
the need to go beyond those differences and find an accommodation
within the broad world of Islam; and, secondly, in view of the new
relationship between Islam and other faiths – particularly the different
sects and schools of the Abrahamic Tradition. Demonstrating its
commitment to the message of its title, the magazine published articles
and studies by Muslim and non-Muslim writers which reflected a
broad range of intellectual opinion. In addition to this, after the annual
symposium on fiqh (doctrine/jurisprudence) – a yearly event staged
by the Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs along with its
cultural season – it became Al Tasamoh’s practice to publish the texts
of all the lectures that had taken place, regardless of the intellectual
trends and religious schools they represented. In doing so, its intention
was to highlight the need for an open-minded attitude to the different
ideas generated by the changes taking place in the Sultanate, the Arab
world and beyond, showing that is possible – nay essential – to see
them as a source of benefit. At another level – that of Christian-Muslim
dialogue – the magazine sought to play a role in establishing a new and
more constructive relationship between the two great world faiths after
centuries of discord and conflict.
Reflecting the Ministry’s policies, Al Tasamoh also co-operated with
universities and churches and engaged in positive discussions on religious
studies and the philosophy of religion with groups and individuals in
the United States and Europe. The response was impressive; as well as
providing fertile ground for discussion in Muslim circles, the magazine also
helped change the way in which Christians view Islam and interact with
Muslims.
7
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As a decade has now passed since we first went into print, we have
decided to take a further step forward along the Qur’anic path of “ta’aruf”
(“getting to know one’s fellow man”) by renaming our magazine Al Tafahom
(Mutual Understanding). This change of name does not mean that there
are no longer any disagreements between different religions and schools
of thought. What it does mean is that we are seeking to create the proper
mindset for dialogue and discussion with the aim of achieving mutual
understanding, or at least agreeing on a set of common denominators.
When the Holy Qur’an says: “O mankind! We created you from a single
male and female, and made you into nations and tribes in order that ye
may know each other,” (Qur’an: Al Hujurat 13), it is telling us that a Muslim’s
piety and fear of his Creator should enable him to overcome any inclination
he may have towards hostility and discord, so that he can respond in
a positive way to the Qur’anic message of mutual understanding and
“ta’aruf”. This is the approach enjoined by the Holy Qur’an and the Mission
of the Prophet (PBUH). The Qur’an carries the message of the One Faith
and calls for Tawhid (monotheism) - a belief in One God which it shares
with the millah (way) of Abraham (PBUH), the Father of the Prophets. The
Prophet himself (PBUH) called upon the polytheists to turn to the One God,
just as he sought to highlight the common denominators of the One Faith
which Muslims share with the “People of the Book” (i.e. the Christians and
Jews) who believe in Tawhid. What was required of them and the followers
of the Prophet was that they should comply with the demands implied by
that principle: “Say: ‘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 adopt not from among ourselves lords and
patrons other than Allah.’ If they then turn back, say: ‘Bear witness that we
[at least] are Muslims [bowing to Allah’s Will]’” (Qur’an: Aal ‘Imran, 64).
There are People of the Book who enjoy the blessings of Guidance
and Light just as we do. And there are the “common terms” which form
the essential basis of Guidance, Light and the common denominator
which calls for mutual understanding on the principle of worship of the
One God. And there is the principle of equality before Allah and mankind
which allows for no vain triumphalism in matters of faith and relationships
8
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between individuals and communities. If others should insist on
disagreeing with us, we will not quarrel with them; rather, we shall point
out that we will continue to follow the path of Islam – the One Faith which
must inevitably bring us all together sooner or later.
In response to his teacher Habermas’s call for interaction through
dialogue, the modern German thinker Axel Honeth said: “That cannot
be a goal in itself, because it would become dialogue for the sake of
dialogue. We need to go beyond that - to mutual understanding or
reciprocal recognition. That is to say, the goal of dialogue should be mutual
understanding on a set of common denominators.”
In choosing “Mutual Understanding” as its title, Al Tafahom magazine
seeks to go beyond its predecessor’s objectives and identify the “goals
behind the dialogue”. To achieve this, its aim is to expand and deepen its
discussions as it intensifies its efforts to reach the goal (whether it is a
distant one or easily attainable) of a broad mutual understanding among
ourselves and with the wider world.

And success is from Allah
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THE HOLY QUR’AN,
THE ONE FAITH AND
THE MILLAH (WAY) OF
ABRAHAM
Ridwan al Sayyid

T

hree expressions occur repeatedly in the Holy
Qur’an to describe the One Faith: din (religion),
Islam and the millah – or way – of Abraham.

1 – The One Faith. The Qur’anic verses that refer
to the history and prophets of the One Faith and explain
what it actually means include Al Shura verse 3: “He
has established the same din (religion) as that which
He enjoined upon Noah – that which We have sent by
inspiration to thee – and that which We enjoined on
Abraham, Moses and Jesus: namely, that ye should
remain steadfast in the religion and make no divisions
therein: to those that worship other things than Allah,
hard is the [way] to which thou callest them. Allah
chooses to Himself those whom He pleases, and guides
to Himself those who turn [to Him]” and Al Baqarah 136:
“Say ye: ‘We believe in Allah and the revelation given
to us, and to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the
Tribes, and that given to Moses and Jesus, and that
Thinker and Academic from Lebanon, and editorial adviser to Al Tafahom Magazine.
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given to all the prophets from their Lord: we make no distinction between
one and another of them. And we bow to Allah in Islam.’”
The first of these two verses tells us that the True Religion has been
enjoined upon mankind by Allah, Glory be to Him, the Most High, while the
second states that this entails belief in Allah. Both verses list the prophetic
missions which confirm the One Faith, or explain that the call to embrace
it has occurred again and again throughout human history, so that no-one
can justifiably claim to have failed to understand it correctly or maintain
that the message failed to reach him. Both verses contain injunctions
against divisions or disagreements in understanding the religion or in
giving allegiance to its prophets and those who promote it. Both verses
also place Muhammad (PBUH)’s Mission in the context of the prophetic
missions that preceded him – from Noah to Abraham and his descendants
and from Moses and Jesus to the Last of the Prophets. Uniquely, the verse
in Al Shura also refers to those who worship other than Allah and who find
it difficult to accept the messages brought by the prophets; this difficulty is
not due to any lack of clarity or shortcomings in the way the messages are
conveyed, but because “the hearts are closed”.
Elsewhere, the Qur’an contains numerous other references to the
injunction to embrace the One Faith and mentions that successive prophets
have called upon people to do so over the ages. It also refers to the
central role occupied by Abraham and explains that the call to follow the
True Religion reached its zenith when the Messenger Muhammad (PBUH)
revealed it in its final and complete version.
2 – Islam. Referring to the din (religion) as “Islam” – or “al islam li
wajhi’llah” (“submission for Allah’s sake”) – is another way of describing
the One Faith and the Oneness of the Creator and, in the clearest possible
form, it encapsulates the missions and goals of all the prophets. Verse 19
of the Holy Qur’an’s Aal ‘Imran says: “Indeed, the religion in the sight of
Allah is Islam [submission to His Will],” while verse 85 of the same Surah
(chapter) says: “If anyone desires a religion other than Islam, it will never
be accepted from him and in the Hereafter he will be among the losers”.
This “loss” is due to the fact that a person who has not embraced the
One Faith – i.e. Islam – has fallen into the error of either polytheism or
12
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atheism. Such a person will be a “loser” on the Day of Reckoning because
it is acceptance of the Oneness of the Creator that provides protection from
punishment, and the blessing – or favour – bestowed by Islam is a belief
in the One God. In Al Ma’idah verse 3, the Qur’an says: “This day I have
perfected your religion for you and completed My favour upon you, and I
have chosen for you Islam as your religion.” Islam is a “favour” because it
is the religion, which means that it represents completion and the conferral
of “absolute and total blessing”. Moreover, it was the term applied by
Abraham (see the Holy Quran, Al Hajj, verse 78), though it had probably
been forgotten by the time of the Prophet’s Mission – a factor which led to
heated debate among the People of the Book (and not only the People of
the Book; the polytheists also contributed to the debate in no small way).
Essentially, the question posed by the debate was: “Why does the
Qur’an use the same word to describe the new Mission as the word that
was used to describe the missions of Jesus and Moses?” The Qur’an’s
response is that the prophets themselves applied this term. It was not
actually a new term at all because it was basically “non-specific” (though
later it came to be applied specifically to Islam). Rather than being just a
name, a word and a locution, it was itself a definition of the “substance”
or actual meaning of the concept: “al islam li wajhi’llah” (“submission
for Allah’s sake”). This meant that a Christian would be a Muslim if he
accepted the Oneness of the Creator in all sincerity and the same would
be true of a Jew. In other words, “Islam” was the bridge which led from
conflict to concord. The Qur’an expresses this clearly, though the refusal
of the majority of the People of the Book to accept the call to the One
Faith turned Islam – in their eyes and later in the eyes of the Muslims
themselves – into a third, and separate, religion.
3 – The millah (way) of Abraham. From the very first Surahs
revealed in Makkah, Abraham, the Father of the Prophets, is mentioned on
numerous occasions in the Holy Qur’an. Sometimes (as in Al Shura and
Aal ‘Imran) he is referred to in connection with the other prophets and
their missions; indeed, he is a primary source of the call to monotheism
ordained by Allah from the time of Adam and Noah. In Al Baqarah, verses
125-132, his name occurs in connection with the building of the Ka’aba as
13
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a Holy House and a place for the propagation of the Divine Monotheistic
Mission - a role it came to occupy in that barren land, where it prospered
on account of that Divine Mission from the time of Abraham, and from
where Ishmael (PBUH) later carried the Message to Palestine, and from
where his descendant – Muhammad – conveyed it to the world.
However, when Abraham is mentioned in the Qur’an on his own, his
name appears in connection with his “millah” (“way”) – that is to say, the
religion he believed in as well as the path he followed: “Allah has told the
truth. So follow the millah (way) of Abraham, being ‘truly pious’ [Arabic:
hanif].” (Aal ‘Imran 95).
The term “millah” occurs on numerous occasions in the Qur’an and
always in connection with Abraham. For example: “And who turns away
from the millah of Abraham apart from the one who debases his soul with
folly?” (Al Baqarah verse 130). And while the word hanif is found occasionally
in connection with the One Faith, as in: “And set thy face towards the
Faith observing true piety [Arabic hanif], and never in any wise be of the
polytheists” (Yunus verse 105), it usually occurs within the context of the millah
of Abraham, such as in “….and follows the millah of Abraham, the ‘truly
pious’ (hanif)” (Al Nisa’ verse 125) and “So We have taught thee the inspired
[message]: ‘Follow the millah of Abraham, the truly pious (hanif)’” (Al Nahl
verse 123). In addition to the term “hanif” we also frequently come across
the word “qayyim” – that is, “following the way that is straight,” which is
another feature of the millah of Abraham – as in “a way that is straight,
the millah of Abraham” (Al An’am verse 161).
According to the commentators, “hanif” is a word of non-Arabic
origin which has been given various interpretations. However, the fact that
it is associated with qayyim means that in the Qur’an it has the sense of
something that is straight, not slanting or crooked. Hence when the word
“hunafa’” (plural of hanif) was applied to a certain category of people
during the Time of Ignorance before Islam, it meant that they had remained
true to the millah of Abraham.
If “millah” means “way” - as in “The Jews and Christians will never
be satisfied with thee unless thou follow their way” (Al Baqarah verse 120), then
14
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the religion and millah that is “hanif” and “qayyim” is the “straight” millah,
which is unlike the other “ways”. The link between Abraham, the True Faith,
the Right Way and Islam is expressed unequivocally in the Holy Qur’an:
“…. It is the millah of your father Abraham. It is He who has named you
Muslims before….” (Al Hajj 78).
Thus the word “Islam” is applied as an Abrahamic term to mean
the Right or Straight Path: “Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian,
but he was hanif and a Muslim, and he was not of the polytheists”
(Aal ‘Imran verse 67). It was Abraham (PBUH) who established the True Path
and called upon the people to follow the hanif religion. Or, to put it
another way, he was the first Muslim. When the Holy Qur’an calls the
Final Divine Mission Islam, it is bringing mankind back to the religion of
Abraham – the man who established the first mission to propagate the
worship of the One God.
For us, as Muslims and the followers of the Final Mission, the link
between Islam, the One Faith and the millah of Abraham (PBUH) has
several implications:
– The periods between Noah (PBUH) and Abraham and the prophets that
were descended from him represent a progression from the “belief”
stage to the “historical” stage – or from “genesis to mankind and
universalism”, as determined by Allah’s Will and Wisdom, Glory be to
Him. During the time from Adam to Noah it was the One Faith, while
from Abraham to Muhammad it was the One Faith represented by the
One Hanif Way, and human societies united in sharing a single belief
in the Oneness of the Creator, high moral principles and the principle
of enjoining right thinking and right conduct and forbidding that which
was evil.
– The religion and millah of Abraham was the same as that of Islam –
the Divine Path followed by all the prophets and messengers in their
missions: “And strive in the cause of Allah as ye ought to strive. He
has chosen you and has imposed no difficulties upon you in religion;
it is the millah of your father Abraham. It is He who has named you
Muslims before….” (Al Hajj 78) The illusion of “difficulties” here arises
15
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from controversy over two issues – the relationship between the One
Faith and the millah of Abraham; and Islam’s relationship with the One
Faith and Abraham (PBUH). The Qur’an points out that following Islam
is the same as following both the One Faith and the millah of Abraham.
– There is a parallel between Abraham’s “historical” and “missionary”
lineages. While the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) is a descendant
of Abraham through Ishmael (PBUH), not all “Muslims” are blood
descendants of Abraham and Ishmael, which means that “descent”
in this sense is a spiritual concept with other religious and cultural
connotations. This is also the view of Orthodox and Catholic Christians
(rather than the Evangelical sects, who see descent through the line
of Jacob - i.e. Israel - the son of Isaac, the son of Abraham as being of
major importance), which means Abraham was the “father” of every
follower of the One Faith. According to the second half of Al Hajj 78:
“…It is He who has named you Muslims before and in this [revelation],
so that the Messenger may be a witness for you and you may be
witnesses for mankind. So establish Salat (regular Prayer), give Zakat
(regular charity) and hold fast to Allah. He is your Protector – the Best
to protect and the Best to help.” The Messenger bore testimony to
the people’s acceptance of the Abrahamic Mission, and the fact that
he was a witness to their acceptance of the Faith, the Message and
the millah means that he assumed responsibility for conveying those
blessings to mankind throughout the world.
– Finally, the building of the Ka’aba also establishes the same intimate
connection between Abraham and Muhammad’s Mission. The
Holy Qur’an tells us the history of how the millah of Abraham was
established in the land of the Arabs when the Father of the Prophets
set about constructing the Ka’aba and appointed his son to take over
responsibility for the task. It shows how the Ka’aba played a role in
promoting worship of the One God, how it became the point towards
which people turn in Prayer and how it brought prosperity to the
wastes of that sacred land, so that the Message spread out from it
until it reached all the corners of the earth, just as it was spread from
Jerusalem through Jesus (PBUH).
16
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Abraham (PBUH) entrusted his sons to continue with the Blessed
Mission: “O my sons! Allah hath chosen the Faith for you. Then do not
die except as Muslims” (Al Baqarah verse 132). Then the Qur’an instructed
Muhammad (PBUH), his descendant through lineage and the follower
of his religion, to convey this Message: “Say: ‘Verily my Lord hath guided
me to a Way that is straight – a religion of right, the Way (millah) chosen
by Abraham, the truly pious (hanif), and he was not of the polytheists”
(Al An’am 161). This “religion of right” was a “reminder” and a responsibility
entrusted to the Prophet and his people so that they could spread its
blessings to mankind, just as it was when it was entrusted to Abraham’s
family: “The [Qur’an] is indeed a Reminder for thee and for thy people;
and ye shall be questioned [about it]” (Al Zukhruf 44). Those who were chosen
(“Allah chose Adam and Noah, the family of Abraham and the family of
‘Imran above all people” (Aal ‘Imran verse 33) were chosen for their lineage;
more than that, though, they were tested to see if they were able to assume
responsibility for the task entrusted to them: “And remember that Abraham
was tried by his Lord with certain commands, which he fulfilled; [Allah]
said: ‘I will make thee a leader for the people.’ He said: ‘And also [leaders]
from my offspring?’ [Allah] said: ‘My covenant does not include the
wrongdoers’” (Al Baqarah verse 124). A wrongdoer – in this sense – would be a
person who has wronged himself by failing to follow the millah of his father,
while wronging others by failing to fulfil the mission and – consequently –
by failing to spread the message or set a good example for others to follow.
4 – Islam and the Common Abrahamic Family. The Holy Qur’an
points out repeatedly – from the first Surah revealed in Makkah to the last
Madinan Surah – that Abraham was a follower of the “way of true piety”
(millah hanifiyyah) and the One “straight” (qayyim) Religion, and that the
People of the Book – that is, the Jews and the Christians – share a common
spiritual descent with him. Originally the Prophet (PBUH) envisaged
co-operation with other followers of the One Faith as being – ideally –
“assimilation” into Islam (since Islam was the complete and true version
of the One Faith). However, if this were not possible for some reason or
another, it would still be possible, and indeed desirable, for interfaith
co-operation and mutual support to exist since the different Abrahamic
17
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faiths shared so much in common: “Say: ‘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 adopt not from among
ourselves lords and patrons other than Allah.’ If they then turn back, say:
‘Bear witness that we [at least] are Muslims [bowing to Allah’s Will]’” (Qur’an:
Aal ‘Imran, verse 64) . (“Adopting lords and patrons other than Allah” would
include the categories of creedal perversion as well as claims of “religious
seniority” within the Abrahamic faith community and within religion in
general.)
When the People of the Book failed to respond positively, the option
that remained was co-operation and mutual support. Sometimes this
was successful; at other times it failed. After the death of the Messenger
of Allah, both sides bore responsibility for this situation. When there was
co-operation, it did not take place out of conviction, but because of the
power of Islam and the fact that the Muslims involved Jewish and Christian
scholars and scientists in every aspect of their civilization and culture;
Andalusia and Baghdad are striking examples of this. When co-operation
failed, this was not due solely to the fact that the People of the Book were
unconvinced by the Muslims’ Abrahamic credentials; certain measures –
unpalatable to the Christian community and taken by the ruling authorities
of the Islamic state – were also another contributing factor. In addition, the
Crusades had a highly damaging long-term effect on relations.
This does not mean that relations – whether good or bad – were
dependent solely upon these external factors; scholars of the three
religions were in no way ignorant of each other’s creeds, and sometimes
they were extremely well informed about them. However, the main
preoccupation of each side was how to rebut the other side’s ideas and
discredit their beliefs and practices. Thus knowledge did not liberate (as
Christ maintained), since “liberation” was at odds with its possessor’s
interests.
While the relationship between church and state began to undergo a
transformation in Europe during the modern era and Orientalist studies
became significantly more widespread, this did not lead to a recognition
18

THE HOLY QUR’AN, THE ONE FAITH AND THE MILLAH (WAY) OF ABRAHAM

of Islam’s Abrahamic roots. Up to the time of the Second Vatican Council
(1962-65), Islam was not recognized as a religion that could provide the
path to Salvation. And although the Protestant churches had been ready to
engage in dialogue and cultural exchanges with Muslims since the 1950s,
their theologians proved even less willing than their Catholic counterparts
to extend that recognition. Meanwhile, Jewish theologians, who had had
a more positive attitude to Islam in the Middle Ages, totally rejected any
kind of recognition; this was largely due to the poisonous state of JewishMuslim relations after the Zionists seized control of Palestine in 1948.
Today, as we look back on over half a century of dialogue with
Western Christianity, we find that, although it has only yielded modest
results, it has led to recognition of one sort or another, as well as frank
and honest exchanges and a degree of mutual co-operation. Even so,
when you meet Western Christians today they expect you to condemn
certain positions or views before you can start talking to them. These
days they categorise us as either “moderates” or “extremists,” and as
far as they are concerned recognition is conditional upon our belonging
to the “moderate camp” in the sense that they understand the term.
Otherwise they will not recognize us. This attitude casts doubt upon
their willingness to recognize our religion at all; at the same time,
however, they recognize Judaism despite their fundamental differences
with several of its tenets – differences which are in fact greater than
their creedal differences with Islam.
However, while it may be incumbent upon Christians and Jews to
recognize Islam and accept that they share a common belief with Muslims,
it is also incumbent upon Muslims to “reawaken” their awareness of their
own Abrahamic roots, to recognize what this means and to understand
its practical implications for everyday life. Islam has long been a religion
with its own particular rituals, values and behavioural characteristics. And
since it is “the complete religion,” Muslims ought to be more aware of its
roots and show more willingness to act in concert with others. It is these
two factors which can generate true tolerance, broad-mindedness and
magnanimity and save Islam from extremism and bigotry, at one end of the
scale, or capitulation at the other.
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UNIFORMITY AND
DIVERSITY WITHIN THE
CONTEXT OF QUR’ANIC
“TAFAHOM” (MUTUAL
UNDERSTANDING)
Ahmidah al Naifar

“Muslims can never enter the modern world
without a new interpretation of the Holy Qur’an.
This is because the Qur’an holds the secret of
the Muslim Ummah (Nation)’s existence and
the key to the way in which it created history.”
Taha ‘Abdulrahman:
1

Ruh al Hadathah (The Spirit of Modernism)

“The hideous schizophrenia”

T

he revivalist movement in the Muslim world
today is commonly known as “al Sahwah” (the
Awakening) – a name which suggests that the
Islamic heritage is fully capable of confronting the
modern cultural hegemony being exercised by the
Centre (i.e. the West) against the culturally backward
1

See Ruh al Hadathah: al Madkhal ila Ta’sis al Hadathah al Islamiyyah, Dar
al Markaz al Thaqafi al ‘Arabi, Casablanca, 1st impression, 2006.

Academic from Tunisia.
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“fringes”. However, while the heritage is indeed significant, those who see
it as the only relevant factor are victims of a “historic schizophrenia”.
On the one hand they have failed to take note of the enormous
social, economic and cognitive changes that have taken place across
the world since the Industrial Revolution; these have accelerated to an
unprecedented degree with the arrival of the Knowledge Revolution. The
Islamic Revival’s refusal to acknowledge the intellectual background
and principal factors behind those changes has rendered it incapable of
adopting, adapting or developing them, despite its insistence that it has
no alternative to interacting with them - particularly where technology is
concerned.
On the other hand, the “Awakening Movement” has been able to
benefit from the religiously-orientated cultural climate that prevails in most
Muslim countries – a climate which ensures that a person who lives in
one of those societies is basically a religious being, even if he does not
appear to be so. Whatever the case, however, the nature of this religious
element in his make-up prevents him from making a serious contribution
to the cultural life of the contemporary world, since – in most cases – it
is ineffectual, superficial and emotional rather than firm and deeprooted. Indeed, not only does he seem to be almost unaware of his own
behavioural contradictions and shortcomings; he also shows a remarkable
lack of sensitivity to the social and intellectual demands and values
required by his faith in the world of today (which are just as important now
as they would be in any other time or place).
What we find instead is a sort of schizophrenia in which each side
of the split personality feeds upon the other. This creates a complex for
the Muslim psyche and leads some Muslims to conclude that Islam and
modern life are mutually incompatible.
This is the reality of the “hideous schizophrenia” – a schizophrenia
produced by a critical reaction that has failed to comprehend the
intellectual and objective basis that gave rise to it. To resolve it we need to
ask the following questions:
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– How can one escape from the sense of discontent with the modern
age? and
– How can “primitive religiosity” be transformed into something positive
and up-to-date?
To answer these questions we need to adopt more than one line of
approach. However, whatever approach we choose, we find that all the
lines converge to meet at one point – that is, “al Insan” (“Man”). What is
the nature of Man? What is his status in the universe? And how should he
express that status?
We have several options here. We may seek to express that status by
promoting a higher level of civic awareness and a better understanding of
the “social contract”; or by taking a critical look at ourselves and showing
a greater readiness to understand other points of view; or by focusing on
our religious faith and its impact on our view of the world and our attitude
to cultural and religious pluralism. However, whatever approach we choose,
we will find ourselves having to recognize that it is ultimately “al Insan”
– or “Man” – who needs to tackle the Muslims’ “cultural conundrum”.

Qur’anic Man and the modern age
When we look at the basis of Muslim culture and civilization as it is
set out in the Qur’an, we find that “al Insan” is central to it. In the Qur’anic
context “al Insan” is the key term linking all the concepts and dichotomies
that combine the different elements into a single integrated whole: Allah
and man, the Prophet and history, Shariah (law, way and system) and the
Ummah (Muslim Nation), the world and the ayat (Signs), Adam and Man as
Vicegerent…. All these terms are parts of a single conceptual system that
comprises the essence of the Qur’an’s discourse. However, the significance
of this system lies in the fact that it is greater than the sum of its parts, and
it is the modern Muslim’s preoccupation with the “individual parts” that
prevents him from confronting the major issues that concern him and the
rest of mankind in the world of today.
When we consider the concept of “al Insan” in the language of the
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Qur’an, we find that it includes a range of new connotations in addition
to the usual meaning of “Man”. The concept of “Man” in the Qur’anic
lexicon is qualitatively different from the meaning conveyed in either its
traditional or modern usage. While there is no conflict between the notion
of “Qur’anic Man” and other definitions of “Man,” “Man” in the sense that
he is understood in the Qur’an is not a derivation of the original definition.
According to the Qur’an, he is a being who receives Divine Inspiration. Indeed,
he is Allah’s Vicegerent on earth and imbued with the following qualities:
– He is a being with a distinctive status on the scale of creation. With his
will and the potential to understand the nature of his responsibility on
this earth, he is both a subject of knowledge and its source.
– By “unveiling” the Self, he can raise it to a higher plane than the mind
and soul of an ordinary individual. In doing so, he takes it beyond its
own earthly limits to the level of the Divine.
– “Qur’anic Man” has creative qualities that enable him to interact with
the world around him in the deepest possible way.
Or, to put it briefly, “Qur’anic Man” is a being who is constantly
renewing the way he looks at himself, others and the Infinite Cosmos.
So how can “Qur’anic Man” “lower himself” to adjust to the presentday situation? What are the main creedal and practical challenges he
would have to face?
How can he embody the principle of “Vicegerency” – as set out for him
in the Qur’an – in a modern social order based on equal rights and duties,
and with institutions and freedoms guaranteed under the rule of law?
How can “Qur’anic Man” resolve the questions and enigmas of the
modern age? How can we live together while accepting our differences?
Does Qur’anic discourse allow scope for a modern version of Islam
in which pluralism is an established fact of life that enables the Ummah
to flourish through the enriching experience of cultural, religious and
intellectual co-existence?
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Cultural disparity and compatibility
In answering the question “How can we live together while accepting
our differences?” the first thing we need to do is recognize the need for
a belief and thought structure which can accommodate concepts such as
compatibility and difference and counter the view which sees pluralism
as a “passing phase” that can be accepted temporarily as part of a shortterm political and social reality. Such a structure would see “al Insan” in
the contemporary sense as being organically linked to the issue of relations
with “the different other”.
Before we can achieve this the first thing we need to do is tackle the
phenomenon of “Arab-Islamic cultural narrow-mindedness”. This is the
product of a socio-cultural complex that must be understood before we can
consider the prevailing “revivalist” thought and the pivotal role of “al Insan”
in relation to the intellectual and creedal trends that are current in the Arab
Islamic world. Cultural narrow-mindedness is a huge obstacle to mutual
understanding between peoples. While it is not limited to our part of the world,
it is something that colours our cultural attitudes, our way of thinking and our
view of ourselves and others in a way that leads to stereotyping and prejudice.
We need to recognize this fact before we can start to look at questions
of belief and the principle of “Vicegerency” within the context of the
profound cultural changes that are taking place in today’s world.
In order to understand the meaning of pluralism within the Qur’anic
context, a close examination is needed of the Qur’an’s cultural and creedal
principles and scriptural injunctions. This should enable us to demonstrate
how diversity in modern thought and modern social and political values
shares the same roots as those that are to be found in Qur’anic discourse.
This in turn should enable us to ask the following questions:
– In the light of Scriptural Revelation, and in the cultural context we have
indicated above, how should we respond to the question of adaptation
to the modern age? How do the Qur’an’s ayats (verses) express the
concept of diversity? And do the Qur’an’s ayats offer us an actual
methodology for tackling this question?
25

UNIFORMITY AND DIVERSITY WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF QUR’ANIC “TAFAHOM”

If we begin by looking at the substance, we will find that the concept
of pluralism occurs in a wide range of contexts in the Qur’an, all of them
linked to the Creator’s intention and the issues of belief and rejection of
faith. It is referred to by implication in such terms as “ta’aruf” (“getting
to know one another”), “‘afuw” (“forgiveness”), “ikrah” (“coercion”) and
“tadhkir” (“reminding”), as well as expressions associated with the laws of
history and the movements of societies. Cutting across this extensive field
are a number of concepts which introduce a new set of values to the old
traditional societies that made no distinction between religious affiliation
and social, family and tribal ties.
The principle of “there is no coercion in religion” (Qur’an, Al Baqarah
verse 256) marked a decisive step in which the Qur’an laid down a
challenge to the prevailing cultural and religious order, whether it was
pagan, Christian, Jewish or some other belief system. This new principle
(new at the time it was revealed and then established for ever after) was
based upon the concept of “Man” in the role of Vicegerent, as well as
the human qualities of his Vicegerency which we referred to above. The
principle of “no coercion in religion” is linked to a set of new – or revived
– values that apply to both individuals and societies and reflect the basic
core concept of “haqq”(“truth”/ “right”/“justice”). We find that “haqq” is
a fundamental element of Qur’anic discourse in: “And say: ‘Haqq (Truth)
is from your Lord.’ So let him who will, believe, and let him who will,
reject.” (Al Kahf verse 29). Other instances in which support is given to the
principles of pluralism and respect for different points of view include:
“….and they ward off Evil with Good; for such is the attainment of the
Final Home” (Al Ra’d verse 22) and “And the servants of [Allah] the Most
Merciful who walk upon the earth in humility, and when the ignorant
address them they say ‘Peace’” (Al Furqan, verse 63). With regard to relations
between groups, the following ayats demonstrate that people are equal
whatever their beliefs, and thus support the principle of pluralism:
“….and there never was a people without a warner having lived among
them [in the past]” (Fatir verse 24) and “If it had been the Lord’s Will, all
those on earth would have believed. Wilt thou then compel mankind,
against their will, to believe?” (Yunus verse 99).
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The legitimacy of others’ beliefs and respect for them
The most important point established by the concept of “haqq” is the
idea that belief and adherence to the truth cannot be seen in isolation
from their historical context. The Qur’an explains this by referring to the
numerous Divine Messages that have been sent to mankind and their
organic link to the eras in which they were revealed. The following ayat is
a call to eschew “exclusivism” and sectarianism – “….and follow not their
vain desires, diverging from the Truth that hath come to thee. To each
among you We have prescribed a Law and an Open Way” (Al Ma’idah verse 48).
This is further confirmed in two Madinan ayats: “Those who believe [in the
Qur’an], and those who follow the Jewish [scriptures], and the Christians
and the Sabians – and those who believe in Allah and the Last Day and
work righteousness – shall have their reward with their Lord. On them shall
be no fear, nor shall they grieve” (Al Baqarah verse 62) and “Those who believe
[in the Qur’an], and those who follow the Jewish [scriptures], and the
Sabians and the Christians – any who believe in Allah and the Last Day
and work righteousness – on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve”
(Al Ma’idah verse 69).
So the Qur’an’s yardstick for endorsing the “plurality of the Divine
Messages” – ending with Muhammad’s Mission – is belief in One God and
the Last Day, accompanied by righteous deeds.
Two other Madinan ayats reinforce this position: “Not your desires, nor
those of the People of the Book [can prevail]. Whoever works evil will be
requited accordingly; nor will he find any protector or helper besides Allah.”
And “If any do deeds of righteousness – be they male or female – and have
faith, they will enter Heaven, and not the least injustice will be done to
them” (Al Nisa’ verses 123 and 124).
The Qur’an’s approach to the question of different religious affiliations
– particularly during the Madinan period – is determined by their religious
and social context. When considering the question of “haqq” at a time
when the Muslims had the upper hand, it recognized that “exclusivism” (a
disease nurtured by cultural narrow-mindedness which squeezed “Divine
Mercy” into a very narrow space) was a danger that could infect followers
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of all Divine religions without exception. The Qur’an saw that exclusivism –
with its associated excessive literalism and intolerance – was not a sound
way to tackle the question of “haqq,” because it excluded the possibility
of any interaction between “homogeneity” and “diversity”. By seeing
salvation and deliverance as the sole preserve of one particular faith group,
it ensured that the institution of Vicegerency could only look forward to
a future in a total vacuum – outside the pale of history and incapable of
playing an effective role in new historical eras.
Questions such as “homogeneity” and “diversity” in relation to the
concept of “haqq” – and the principle of Vicegerency as a pivotal role
of Man – did not only arise during the Madinan period. The Qur’an also
referred to these issues during its Makkan period when it spoke of “ta’aruf”
and showed respect for different creedal positions. In doing so it adapted
its approach to reflect the historical context and lives of the early Believers
and the situations they had to face; however, it was not anchored in
a particular time, since it also offered lessons to the Ummah on how to
confront the challenges it would have to face in future.
By demonstrating that “haqq” is not limited to a particular faith
group or sect, the Qur’an teaches Man the ability to continually reinvent
himself. In order to do so, he needs to develop a broad vision of himself
and his wider community – and of the human race in all its diversity –
so that mankind as a whole can work together to build an open, creative
civilization. This is the lesson we learn from the two stories of Adam and
his sons as they are told in the Qur’an. In the Qur’anic version, these
stories convey a distinctly different message from the one found in the
versions current among followers of the other Divine Missions. They tell us
about the creation of a New Man – a “responsible being” – endowed with a
system of values that enables him to comprehend the concepts of freedom,
equality and the human will.
From this we can see that the Qur’an regards the relationship between
“homogeneity” and “diversity” as being linked to the question of “haqq,”
insofar as it sees people as being equal and honours them all equally.
When it says “We have honoured the sons of Adam” (Al Israa’ verse 70), it is
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referring to the whole of mankind while rejecting “exclusivism,” which
refuses to accept that “diversity” can be acceptable as well as “uniformity,”
or that the principle of Vicegerency can be linked to Man’s cultural,
religious and intellectual needs.
From a creedal point of view, this means that the problem of “haqq”
can only be resolved by respecting another person’s right to choose his
own path to the Truth, by recognizing that this respect arises from Allah’s
“honouring of Man,” and by understanding that respect for differences is
in fact an expression of respect for the Will of Allah: “Thou wilt not [be able
to] guide every one whom thou lovest; but Allah guides whom He will and
He knows best those who receive guidance” (Al Qasas verse 56). From this we
can conclude that recognition of the legitimacy of others’ beliefs is the key
to “ta’aruf,” coexistence and mutual enrichment and is in accord with the
ethical, social and political standards of every time and place.

Belief in its cultural sense
We have already mentioned that the ayat “there is no coercion in
religion” is a fundamental Qur’anic principle. For the 7th century CE this
represented a drastic change in direction which posed a challenge not only
to the prevailing cultural and religious assumptions of that time, but also
to future generations since it saw “Qur’anic Man” as a mainstay of Tawhid
(monotheism) in its broadest sense – a sense that was equally valid for
every time and place. The principle of “no coercion in religion” affirms that
Man’s “inner world” is a world of freedom; that is, that although a powerful
man may be able to impose “physical coercion” upon someone who is
weaker than himself, he cannot control his will or force him to actually
believe in something.
So where the question of uniformity and diversity is concerned, the
Qur’an tells us that there can be no genuine spiritual life unless there is
freedom of choice, and that there can be no freedom of choice if religious
freedom is denied.
Nevertheless, some commentators maintain that this ayat is abrogated
by the ayat on qital (fighting). Abu Bakr Ibn al ‘Arabiy, author of Ahkam
29

UNIFORMITY AND DIVERSITY WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF QUR’ANIC “TAFAHOM”

al Qur’an (The Qur’anic Rulings), refers to this view; however, although
he did not endorse it, he was in favour of coercion in Islam and drew a
distinction between coercion to accept what is false and coercion to accept
the Truth – the former, in his opinion, being inadmissible and the latter
being obligatory.1
The question here, though, is: Can his view be regarded as compatible
with the position expressed in numerous ayats, including: “Therefore do
thou give admonition, for thou art one to admonish. Thou art not one to
manage [men’s] affairs” (Al Ghashiyah verses 21-2), “Whoever receives guidance,
receiveth it for his own benefit; and whoever goes astray doth so to his
own loss. No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another….” (Al Israa’
verse 15), and “O ye who believe! Guard your own souls. If ye follow right
guidance, no hurt can come to you from those who stray. The goal of you
all is to Allah; it is He Who will show you the truth of that which ye do”
(Al Ma’idah verse 105)?
This brings us back to the approach we should adopt in interpreting
the Holy Qur’an, particularly with regard to the question of homogeneity
and diversity. In this connection, it would be appropriate to ask: How, in
general terms, should we understand the ayats on the “honouring of
Man,” and what do they entail in respect of “ta’aruf” and recognition of
differences? And how do they relate to the ayats condemning the People of
the Book for falsifying the Scriptures and describing their conduct as kufr
(unbelief) and lack of faith? And to what extent does this require us to deny
the legitimacy of their beliefs?
The early commentators’ views on this subject are significant.
However, although they represent a wide range of opinions, their positions
may be boiled down to two: “fragmentary” (which includes Abu Bakr Ibn
al ‘Arabiy) or “composite”. The former selects and endorses certain specific
ayats while ignoring others, with the aim of achieving a certain consistency
1
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in the Qur’an’s semantic content; the latter believes that the Message of
the Qur’an should be looked at from a holistic point of view.
Some scholars in the “modernising camp,” such as Fazlur Rahman,
have opted for the second interpretation. In his book Islam and
Modernity1 he observes that the inefficacy of the intellectual tools used
to deal with the pitfalls of the present day is due to the “lack of a sound
methodology suitable for understanding the Qur’an itself”. He maintains
that the “composite” approach to interpreting the Qur’an has acquired its
legitimacy from the fact that Allah continues to safeguard the Revealed
Text. He notes that it is an interpretation with two dimensions: one of
these is its continued applicability - from the era and circumstances in
which it was revealed right up to the modern age - while the other is the
fact that it transcends specific events and situations and establishes
eternal values and goals for Believers to aspire towards. Hence the
“composite” interpretation approaches the Qur’anic text at more than
one level – one “time-related” (linked to the time and circumstances of
the Qur’anic Revelation) and the other universal (applicable to every time
and place).
So the Qur’an is historical in the way it approaches the circumstances
of its time, yet at the same time it is timeless in its applicability.
It is the Qur’an’s multiplicity of facets that provides the Ummah with
the material for the intellectual and social goals it seeks to embrace as
it progresses from one stage to the next in its history, thereby enabling
scholars in later eras to understand the logic behind the laws and
principles laid down at the time of Islam’s genesis and apply the Qur’an’s
teachings to new situations whenever the need arises.
If one approaches the question of homogeneity and diversity without
recognizing this, a likely outcome will be a violation of the sacred rights
of Man, who has been honoured by Allah the Most High. This can take
two forms: firstly, belittlement and disrespect for other people’s beliefs,
and secondly, Man’s abdication of his role as Vicegerent – a role which is
1 Tr. Ibrahim al Aris, Dar al Saqi, London, 1st impression, 1993.
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dependent upon dialectical interaction between the Believer and the world
around him, and between him and the Sacred Text.1.
The case of al Bahlul bin Rashid – a leading North African scholar in
the 2nd century AH – offers a typical example of the first type. When one
of his companions bought some oil from a Christian and the Christian
gave him more than he was entitled to in the hope of obtaining al Bahlul’s
blessing, al Bahlul asked him to return the oil to the Christian, saying: “I
am afraid of feeling goodwill in my heart towards this dhimmi (protected
subject of the Islamic Ummah).”
A contrasting view can be found in the works of al Wansharisi
– a scholar of Maliki jurisprudence from the Maghreb in the 10th century
AH – who demonstrated an alternative way of dealing with the “different
other” and stressed the importance of a holistic approach to understanding
the Qur’an, which he observed had had a positive impact on the cultural
and intellectual life of the Islamic West.2
Finally, let us note that, while zealotry and takfir (accusing other
Muslims of being Unbelievers) are historic symptoms and “treatable,” they
are invariably the product of concepts and interpretations that generate the
ideas upon which certain sets of beliefs are based. This can be seen clearly
in the context of pluralism and diversity and its close relationship to the
intellectual and creedal systems that comprise what is known as “religious
culture” – a phenomenon which is fundamentally different from religion
itself.
When it leads to a belief system which takes the believer along a
particular “path to Allah”, then we must conclude that such a system
cannot possibly encompass – let alone transcend – the infinite richness of
Allah’s Words, Knowledge and Mercy. Rather, it will represent the specific
cultural and psychological characteristics and values of the social group
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within which it thrives and, while it may be assumed that that very belief is
a gift from Allah, Glory be to Him, it will actually be an expression of Man’s
own choice and testimony.
In the context referred to here, it is also relevant to the question of
freedom – a fundamental value that is inseparable from an individual’s
right to differ in his or her beliefs, understanding, vision and interpretation.
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THE CULTURE OF
DIVERSITY AND MUTUAL
UNDERSTANDING IN ARAB
ISLAMIC THOUGHT DURING
THE “CLASSICAL AGE”
Said Bensaid al Alaoui

I – Introduction

T

he “Classical Age” – in the sense that we use
the term – refers to the period between the birth
of Arab Islamic culture and the stage when it
reached the pinnacle of its power and prosperity.
Today we usually describe it as the “Arab Islamic
heritage”. When we consider that heritage, we find that
– regardless of how dynamic and productive it has been
at certain times during the course of its existence – we
are unable to place it in a particular historical period.
For example, while we can say that “’Asr al Tadris” (the
“Age of Scholarship”) saw the birth and burgeoning
of numerous branches of Islamic knowledge – all of
them related to the Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah of the
Prophet (particularly Hadith) – it would also be true to
say that numerous other sciences associated with the
Islamic heritage did not reach their zenith until later,
when they began to emerge fully fledged in various parts
of the Islamic world.
Academic from Morocco.
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It would also be wrong to tie the heritage exclusively to “’Asr al Tadwin”
(the “Age of Literary Output”), since this would ignore the numerous
Islamic sciences that saw the light of day during the fourth and fifth
centuries AH, as well as the previously unrecognized centres of learning
– such as Cairo, Cordoba and Fez (to name but a few) – in which those
sciences came to fruition.
It would therefore be true to say that Arab Islamic culture evolved and
reached maturity over a relatively lengthy period of time, during which its
centre of gravity shifted from one major city to another. Hence we should
not focus solely upon “’Asr al Tadwin”; instead, it would be more accurate
to speak of a “flexible and itinerant Classical Age”.
To arrive at a clearer understanding of what the “Classical Age of
Arab Islamic thought” – or the Arab Islamic heritage – actually means, it
would be useful to clarify two points. Firstly, we have borrowed the term
“Classical Age” from the French philosopher Michel Foucault, who used it
in his studies of Western thought. However, this does not mean that we are
restricting it to the same parameters in our treatment of the Arab Islamic
heritage as he did in his “Archaeology of Knowledge”. (In Foucault’s view
the description “Classical” ought not to be applied to the seventeenth
century; in his book “A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason” he preferred
to use the epithet “Great” in recognition of the fact that the seventeenth
century saw the birth of modern philosophy and represented the essence
of Western European knowledge from the time of the Renaissance and the
Copernican revolution – developments which paved the way for the huge
transformation that Western Europe’s thought and society were destined to
undergo from the latter part of the eighteenth century.)
Secondly, although we regard “Classical Age” as a more convenient
term than “’Asr al Tadwin” (or “Age of Literary Output”) for helping us to
understand and analyse our subject (since “Classical” has the meaning of
“model,” “point of reference” or “yardstick”), we concede that these three
epithets cannot be applied solely to a particular era – in this case the
second and third centuries AH or even a shorter timescale than that, since
historically Arab Islamic culture continues through the “’Asr al Tadwin” to
some of the later periods.
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A proper survey of Arab Islamic culture, including its origins and
development until it reached its “final destination,” will take us through all
the historical stages leading up to the post-Classical period that has been
called “’Asr al Inhitat” (the “Age of Decadence”). In this connection, we feel
it would be practical to use the terms “point of reference” and “yardstick”
when discussing those aspects of the Arab Islamic heritage that we most
cherish and regard as supreme examples of Arab Islamic civilization.
In this introduction we should like to summarise the proposition that
we intend to put forward in this article as follows: It is our view that Arab
Islamic culture in the “Classical Age” was – first and foremost – a
culture based upon a recognition and acceptance of “differences”
and that it sought to enter into a dialogue with “the different other”
that was subject to precise rules and conditions. In fact, we could say
that the Arab Islamic “Classical Age” was the epitome of an interactive,
pluralistic and diverse culture that was not afraid to engage in debate.

II – Diversity awareness in the “Islamic Classical Age”
1 – It is well known that Abu ‘Uthman al Jahiz was infatuated with the
Arabic language and took great pride in his Arab roots. In fact, his passion
for the Arabs exceeded all bounds and he wrote several books championing
them and attacking shu’ubiyyah (hostility of non-Arab subjects to the
status of the Arabs in the Islamic Ummah). Of his many writings on these
topics, this extract from Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin (The Book of Eloquence and
Demonstration) may be of interest:
“It was our desire – may Allah preserve you – to begin this second part
of Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin by responding to the shu’ubiyah’s defamatory attack
on Arab orators on the grounds of the nature of their oaths and because
they relied upon the robust approach with stick in hand.”1 In al Jahiz’s view,
delivering a public speech with a stick in one’s hand and being prepared
to use it reflected a distinctive trait of the Arab character, and he devotes
a whole section of Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin to “the stick”. Indeed, it could
1 Al Jahiz: Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin: Al Futuh al Adabiyyah Press, Cairo, 1332 AH, Part 2, p. 2.
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be argued that the subject as treated by al Jahiz merits a semiological
study, since in such a case semantic analysis and semiology are more
effective tools for understanding the underlying meaning than language
and linguistics alone. However, that is not our purpose in this article. We
prefer to look at the text from another angle – that of the mentalities of the
people involved and the history of ideas – since in our opinion these will
give us a clearer picture of the way the Arabs saw the world and classified
its different cultures and peoples; after all, it was at a time when the Arabs
were saturated in the dominant culture, and at a critical juncture in the
genesis of Arab Islamic thought in the Classical Age.
In Kitab al ‘Asa (The Book of the Stick) in Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin we find
the following:
“To sum up, we are not familiar with any examples of rhetoric other
than that of the Arabs and Persians. As far as India is concerned, they
have sayings written down and bound books in volume form…. The Greeks
have philosophy and logic….and the Persians have orators. However, all
the words and ideas expressed by the Persians are about theories, ijtihad
(interpretative judgement) and Sufism...[while] everything the Arabs have is
spontaneous and improvised, their orators are more concise and what they
say is more straightforward.”1
As we see from the above paragraph, each (or most) of the major
peoples who were known at the time of al Jahiz were recognized as
having their own predominant character: India had its adages and ideas,
Greece had its philosophy and logic and Persia had its political literature.
One thing they all shared with the Arabs, however, was the quality of
their rhetoric and eloquence, though the distinguishing feature of Arab
rhetoric was its “spontaneity and improvisation,” while the Persians were
characterised by their high culture and far-sightedness; however, there
were considerable differences between those aspects of their natures that
were innate and those that were acquired. If we look at Part 1 of Al Bayan
wa’l Tabyin we find:
1 Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin, ibid. Part 1, p. 49.
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“Mu’awiyah bin Abi Sufyan asked a Bedouin man: ‘What is [the secret
of] your eloquence?’ He replied: ‘It is something that boils up in our
breasts, so they [i.e. our breasts] eject it onto our tongues’.”1
Although al Jahiz studied what the Arabs had to say about eloquence
and its practitioners, and despite the voluminous quantities of prose and
poetry he quotes, and his numerous references to pre-Islamic and Islamic
poets and orators (and the speeches of princes and men of letters),
he nevertheless continued to carry out his own investigations into the
essential concept of eloquence and the differences that existed on that
subject between cultures and peoples. In this connection, I should like to
ask the reader’s permission to quote another extract from Al Bayan wa’l
Tabyin:
“A Persian was asked: ‘What is eloquence?’ He replied: ‘Knowing how
to distinguish fasl (parting) from wasl (reunion).’ A Greek was asked: ‘What
is eloquence?’ He replied: “Verifying the aqsam (divisions) and selecting
the kalam (words/speech).’ A Byzantine was asked: ‘What is eloquence?’
He replied: ‘Keeping to the point when being spontaneous, and elaborating
when speaking at length.’ An Indian was asked: ‘What is eloquence?’ He
replied: ‘Lucidity of meaning, exploiting appropriate opportunities and
being clear in one’s intention.’ One Indian has described it as: ‘Combining
insightful reasoning with an understanding of where one’s opportunity
lies.’ Then he added: ‘Insightful reasoning and understanding where one’s
opportunity lies leads to clarity of expression and an ability to describe by
allusion.’ (…) He is also recorded as having said: ‘Combining aptness and
knowledge with timing and brevity in a way that succeeds in conveying the
meaning indirectly and distracting you from the words used to express it….’
Then he said: ‘With all these fine qualities, it should be comprehensive and
balanced, moderate in its language and pure in idiom. ….’”
If we recognize that what constitutes eloquence – in al Jahiz’s view –
varies from one people or culture to another, then the Persians, the
Greeks, the Byzantines and the Indians – not to mention the Arabs – can
1 Ibid. Part 1, p. 54.
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all be described as eloquent. The Arabs have their poetry, the Greeks their
logic; the Byzantines have their ability to understand how to deal with a
situation (sometimes being brief and sticking to the point while at other
times – where appropriate – speaking at length); and the Indians have their
clarity of expression and an ability to reason. It may therefore be said of
the author of Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin that he understood that different peoples
and cultures interpreted concepts in different ways, while at the same time
he was also aware of the fact that things could only be understood properly
if those differences were recognized.
2 – Another thinker – Abu al Rayhan al Biruni, who lived in the fifth
century AH – also understood the significance of cultural differences. A
perusal of his book Tahqiq ma li’l Hind min Miqulah Maqbulah fi’l ‘Aql aw
Mardhulah shows us that he had a good command of the Indian language,
since it mentions that he had translated two works into Arabic: “One on
principles and the attributes of created beings (…) and the other on freeing
the nafs (psyche) from its ties to the body.”1
As well as being a translator, al Biruni was a great traveller and
visited numerous countries – both Arab and non-Arab. Like many of his
contemporaries who were translators and men of letters, he probably
attended the gatherings and salons hosted by the Abbasid Caliphs and
the Buwaihid Sultans or other leading dignitaries. It is also not improbable
that he would have told those gatherings about his experiences and
observations of the countries he had visited, as well as the ways in which
their populations differed from the Arabs.
Of his book Tahqiq ma li’l Hind min Miqulah Maqbulah fi’l ‘Aql aw
Mardhulah he said that its aim was to inform and entertain: “It is a book of
anecdotes which describes India as it is; then it adds what the Greeks have
in similar measure so that a comparison can be made between them.”2
Hence his purpose in writing the book was to inform his readers about the
ideas and culture of a people who were different from us in every respect:
1

Abu al Rayhan al Biruni: Tahqiq ma li’l Hind min Miqulah Maqbulah fi’l ‘Aqlaw Mardhulah, Matbu’at
Dar al Ma’arif al ‘Uthmaniyyah, Hyderabad, 1958, p. 6.

2 Tahqiq ma li’l Hind min Miqulah Maqbulah fi’l ‘Aql aw Mardhulah, ibid. pp. 5-6.
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“The people differ from us in everything which nations share [as common
denominators], the first of these being language, even though there may be
similar differences between nations….Among these differences are the fact
they differ from us totally in their religion; nothing that we [believe in] can
be found in their [beliefs] and nothing that they [believe in] can be found
in our [beliefs]…. They also differ from us in their rusum (descriptions)
and customs, to the extent that they almost terrify their children with tales
about our dress and appearance and attribute devilry to us….”1
The point to note about al Biruni – and the general intellectual climate
at the time he wrote Tahqiq ma li’l Hind min Miqulah Maqbulah fi’l ‘Aql aw
Mardhulah – is his desire (and the desire of his contemporaries) to know
about the “different other”. Seen from an existential point of view, the
“other” is the “different opposite” which enables the self to define itself,
or – as we might say with Hegel – it is a negative definition of the self (an
Arab is not an Indian, not a Persian, not a Byzantine, not a Greek, etc.);
however, a desire to know the “other” is in one sense a refusal to recognize
its difference from the self, and – in another sense – an acceptance of that
difference.
3 – Abu Hayyan al Tawhidi presented the three parts of his book
Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah (Enjoyment and Intimacy) as a series of “night
time salons” at which the Vizier Abu ‘Abdullah al ‘Aredh relaxed after his
day’s labours. Each night a specific topic was discussed; sometimes the
discussions were extensive and branched out into various related subjects
requiring more than one night before they could be exhausted. The sixth
night was devoted to a comparison between the respective merits of the
Arabs and the ‘Ajam (foreigners, usually Persians) – a subject that was
often discussed in Arab salons, particularly among men of letters, who
tended to treat it in much the same way as al Jahiz did. As we know, the
term “‘Ajam” was commonly used by the Arabs to refer to the “other” – that
is, something that is different from, and contrary to, the Arab character,
thinking and customs.
1 Ibid. pp. 13-15.
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In Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah we find the following:
“Then I attended it on another night and the man who opened the
session began by asking: ‘Do you prefer the Arabs to the ‘Ajam or the ‘Ajam
to the Arabs?’ I replied: ‘According to the scholars, there are four nations
– the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Persians and the Indians. It is therefore
difficult to say that the Arabs alone are better than the other three, along
with the qualities they share in common and the differences between
them….The Persians have politics, literature, hudud (definitions) and
rusum (descriptions), the Byzantines have science and wisdom, the Indians
have intellectual qualities, vision, agility, magic and patience, the Turks
are courageous and intrepid, the negroes are long-suffering, hard-working
and merry, the Arabs are brave, hospitable, faithful, gallant, generous,
upholders of right and masters of eloquence and oratory. These virtues in
the aforementioned nations are not found in every one of their individual
members, but are widely found among them despite the fact that out of all
of them there must be someone who possesses none of these [virtues] and
may be criticised as having their opposites.’”1
When comparing the Arabs with the non-Arabs (i.e. the ‘Ajam) it is
clear that al Tawhidi has already prejudged the issue. In most of his book,
the author of Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah sticks to the same line as the one
laid down by al Jahiz – i.e. the Arabs are better than everybody else, since
such virtues as the non-Arabs possess are acquired and contrived, whereas
in the case of the Arabs they are the product of “inspiration, their pure,
unsullied natural disposition, their ebullient mentalities, their free spirits,
their noble lineage and their sound customs”.2
In the famous eighth night munadharah (debate) on Greek philosophy
between Abu Sa’id al Sairafi (who was a passionate apologist for the Arabs
and their language) and Abu Bashar Matta bin Yunus (“the Logician”),
the winner was the Arab grammarian, not the logician. According to
al Tawhidi’s version of the session, the latter was rendered helpless and
1

Abu Hayyan al Tawhidi: Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah, edited by Ahmed Amin and Ahmed al Zain,
Al Maktabah al ‘Asriyyah Pubications, Beirut (undated), pp. 70-74.

2 Ibid. p. 94.
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confused and the Vizier congratulated the winner with the words: “May
Allah’s Eye be upon you O Sheikh. You have bedewed livers, brought joy to
eyes and whitened faces.”1
The munadharah was an event of major importance and those who
took part in it were regarded with awe. Al Tawhidi portrayed Matta bin
Yunus as a powerful opponent whom people were afraid to challenge. On
the night of the session in question the Vizier asked: “Can’t you delegate
someone to debate with Matta on the question of logic. He says….” When
those who were present remained silent, the Vizier was angry. Even so, noone took up the challenge until al Sairafi put himself forward and the duel
began. Al Tawhidi’s sympathies were clearly with the grammarian as he
faced off against the logician in this battle – an event which is celebrated
even today in our Arab Islamic culture.
However, what we need to note here is the fact that it showed an
awareness of the difference and “otherness” which existed between the
Arabs and the Greeks. Disdainfully, al Sairafi asked: “If logic is something
concocted by a man from Greece in the language and idiom of its people
and in terms familiar to them, why should the Turks, Indians, Persians and
Arabs take it seriously and see it as judge and rule-setter for them and over
them? Should they not adopt what suits them and reject what does not?”2
At the same time, however, he recognized (implicitly at least) that the logic
of the Greeks had potential benefits. Moreover, Arabic was a more than
adequate tool for applying it, since it was the “equal of Greek logic” – at
least in the case of those who were well-versed in the language.
When an opponent was respected, this meant that he was also
recognized. A munadharah entailed the use of weapons which could only
be effective if one was familiar with the opponent’s ideas and history. The
contests portrayed in Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah offer us a perfect model of
Platonic dialogues in action, with two equally matched opponents, each
trying to unseat the other. Ultimately, though, such events can only be
1 Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah, ibid. p. 128.
2 Ibid. p. 110.
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successful insofar as the participants are familiar with the “different other,”
while at the same time observing certain specific rules and respecting an
agreed code of conduct.

III – The “culture of difference”
As we can see in Al Imta’ wa’l Mu’anasah, a munadharah is a debate
between two powerful, equally matched opponents – that is to say two
opponents, each of whom is as well versed in his intellectual discipline as
his opposite number. He must be familiar with his opponent’s ideas and
level of knowledge, and able to expose his weaknesses and failings. The
munadharah between Abu Sa’id al Sairafi and Abu Bashar Matta bin Yunus
is an excellent example of this.
With regard to al Tawhidi’s account of the debate when he says of
al Sairafi: “He was forty years old on the yawm (day) of the munadharah,”1
the point that is of interest to us is not the number (i.e. al Sairafi’s age)
but “yawm”. In Classical Arab culture’s rich vocabulary the word “yawm”
is applied to a very specific situation – yawm al dhullah (the Day of
Overwhelming Gloom) in the Holy Qur’an, ayyam (pl. of yawm) al ‘Arab
fi’l Jahiliyyah (the Days of the Arabs in the Time of Ignorance, “days” here
meaning “battles” or “skirmishes”), in which the extent to which the victor
is able to boast of his victory is determined by the strength and hardheadedness of his opponent. Whenever the word is used in this sense it
indicates a recognition and acceptance of the “different other,” with the
ultimate judgement on the matter being referred to a Higher Power.
Where Islamic theologians are concerned, ma’rifah (knowledge) falls
into two general classes. It is either “dhururiyyah” (necessary/inescapable
– that is to say, knowledge which a person has no option but to accept,
such as self-evident truths and direct information) – or “nadhariyyah”
(theoretical – that is, knowledge determined by theory or speculation, which
is dependent upon the intellect and intellectual proof). In theology ma’rifah
is established solely by means of theory and the application of the intellect.
1 Ibid. p. 129.
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Islamic theologians have various methodologies at their disposal,
two of which we shall consider here. One of these – the “negative track”
– entails demolishing the opponent’s arguments, while the other – the
“positive track” – involves the application of ijtihad in support of the
theologian’s ra’i (opinion). If we express these tracks in theological
terms we can say that the theologian is in the position of either a
“plaintiff” (in which case he is required to produce evidence) or a
“defendant” (who expects his opponent to produce definitive proof).
These methodologies have led to the development of certain rules
including – among others:
- Rule One: Following a system of “concentric circles” extending
outwards from khass (specific) to ‘aam (general). We can see one
example of this in Qadi Abu Bakr Mohammed bin al Tayyib al Baqillani’s
Tamhid (Introduction).
After an extensive theological preamble about knowledge, the
essence of reality and the transient things of this world, then a proof
of the existence of Allah (based on the premise that the first duty
imposed by Allah the Most High on a theologian is that he should know
Him), al Baqillani examines the claims of those who deny the Divinity
in any shape or form, then those who deny prophethood in principle,
then those who deny the prophethood of known prophets. From this
he proceeds to prove that Muhammad (PBUH) was indeed the Prophet
of Islam and rebut the claims of those who deny his Mission. He then
discusses Islamic theologians and comes up against a new type of
dispute – the dispute between the different Islamic schools. This
progression leads him to place the classes of opponents and disputes
into different categories, and consequently to the inevitable conclusion
that a thorough knowledge of the opponent’s beliefs and arguments is
essential so that they can be rebutted. It was on this basis that he and
other theologians adopted the formula: “If they say, we say” or “If a
speaker says, the response to him is”.
In his book Al Milal wa’l Nihal (Sects and Creeds) al Shahrastani
says that he also observes this rule: “We refer to their lords and
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masters and cite their references and sources…in the language in
which they are expressed, after examining their methodologies and
carefully scrutinising their principles and the consequences that arise
from them.”1 We also find the first al Ash’ari observing this rule and
ascribing a moral dimension to it; in his view it is by observing it or
flouting it that a good Muslim can be distinguished from a bad Muslim.
In his introduction to his famous work Maqalat al Islamiyyin wa’khtilaf
al Musallin (Discourses of the Proponents of Islam and the Differences
among the Worshippers) Abu’l Hasan al Ash’ari says:
“Anyone wishing to understand religions and distinguish between
them must have a knowledge of the different schools and their
discourses. In one narration [I have read] I found that when people
were talking about discourses and classifying religions and creeds they
were either inaccurate or wrong in the things they attributed to their
opponents, or – alternatively – deliberate liars seeking to besmirch
those who opposed them…This is not the way followed by the
spiritually upright or those who are truly intelligent.”2
- Rule Two: This rule, which complements and clarifies Rule One,
may be called the “Rule of Recognition” – that is to say, recognition of
one’s opponent and a readiness to listen to his arguments although
– or rather because – he is on the opposite side. As we have pointed
out earlier, this is something we find in the classification system
mentioned by al Baqillani; that is, Muslims – as people who believe
in One God – share some attributes with those who recognize the
prophethood of Moses and Jesus (peace be upon them). At the same
time, all of them belong to the wider “circle” of those who believe in
prophethood; moreover, they all accept that there is a Creator, unlike
those who deny the Divinity in any shape or form. Coming to the
smallest “circle” (where the opponents from the conflicting Islamic
schools are gathered), we find ourselves forced to concede that all its
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Al Shahrastani: Al Milal wa’l Nihal, edited by Mohammed Sayyid Kailani, Dar al Ma’rifah, Beirut,
1980, Part 1, p. 11.

2

Abu’l Hasan al Ash’ari: Maqalat al Islamiyyin wa’khtilaf al Musallin, edited by Mohammed
Muhiyuddin Abdel Hamid, Maktabat al Nahdha al Misriyyah, Cairo, 2nd impression, 1969, p. 33.
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occupants are theologians. This confirms al Shahrastani’s statement
– endorsed by the Islamic theologians – that “even though we may
find fault with our opponent, we cannot exclude him from the [‘circle’
of] Islamic theologians”. To put it another way, it would be true to say
that the rule for recognizing an opponent and accepting him as an
equal (and thus eligible for a theologian to engage in debate with him)
entails an acceptance of the fact that there are differences, as well as a
willingness to reach a mutual understanding over those points on which
there is agreement.
- Rule Three: This requires a distinction to be made between
“maqamat” (judgements based on reason) and “ahkam” (Shariah
rulings). There are recorded pronouncements on every “maqam” (sing.
of maqamat) while every “hukm” (sing. of ahkam) is governed by
specific conditions.
Consider this example from al Ghazali’s Al Mustasfa min Usuli’l Fiqh
(Conspectus of the Principles of Jurisprudence). According to al Ghazali,
the ruling that alcohol is haram (prohibited) is a Shariah ruling which
is only binding upon Muslims, while the judgement that it is a harmful
inebriant is a reason-based one based on experience and binding upon
all rational people.
We find a broader application of Rule Three in al Shahrastani’s
Al Milal wa’l Nihal, where he states: “Takfir (excommunication) is a
Shariah ruling, while taswib (denial of the possibility of error by a jurist)
is a reason-based ruling.” There is a great difference between takfir and
takhti’ah (the converse of taswib – i.e. admission of the possibility of
error by a jurist) and the rulings on this question are based on more
than one source.1
The fact is that, despite the ferocity of their language and the
violence of their discourse, with a very few exceptions the Islamic
1

Sources: a) Abu Hamid al Ghazali: Al Mustasfa fi ‘Ilmi’l Usul, edited by Sheikh Mohammed Mustafa
Abu’l ‘Ala, Maktabat al Gindi, Cairo, 1971, p. 65. b) Al Shahrastani: Al Milal wa’l Nihal, ibid. Part 1,
p. 203.
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theologians observed this rule and recognized the validity of
“theoretical knowledge” – i.e. the type of knowledge established by
the intellect. A striking example of one of these exceptions is to be
found in the chapter on the Batiniyyah (Ismaili sect) in ‘Abdul Qahir
al Baghdadi’s Al Farq baina’l Firaq (The Difference between Sects),
which states that in the case of the Ismailis khata’ (error) is no different
from kufr (unbelief).

IV – “Different otherness” and the adoption of foreign ideas
In the Classical Age Arab Islamic thought was the product of a
“culture of tafahom (mutual understanding)” – tafahom being an
interactive process that demonstrates a willingness to accept and
recognize the “different other”. In our previous paragraphs we have
tried to explain how that willingness manifested itself and show how
Arab thought in the Classical Age was “saturated” with the “difference
culture” – that is, how it was essentially pluralistic in nature. This meant
that Arab Islamic thought at that time was extremely open in its attitude
to other cultures and ready to adopt those of their ideas and practices
that did not conflict with the actual text of the Qur’an or the Sunnah.
Anyone with an interest in Arab Islamic thought in the Classical Age
will find that the adoption of foreign ideas and vocabulary was a normal
cultural practice – particularly during its earlier period. Examples of
Persian and Greek words finding their way into the Arabic language
are too numerous to mention, and a glance at the intellectual output
of the first four centuries of the Hijrah will show evidence of activity in
a wide range of fields of knowledge, in which the names of al Jahiz, Ibn
Qutaybah al Dinawari, al Tawhidi, al Miskawaih, al Mawardi and Ghazali
speak for themselves.
Al Fihrist (The Catalogue), by Abu’l Faraj Mohammed bin Ishaq
al Nadim (usually referred to as Ibn al Nadim; d. 380 AH), is a work
of leading importance for anyone with an interest in the history of
Arab Islamic thought. The author was a warraq (bookseller/stationer/
paper-seller) and his shop was a meeting place for writers and lovers
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of literature and the arts. According to one story told by Ibn al Nadim,
warraqs were people who travelled far and wide, and during the
course of their journeys they met people of various nations who spoke
a number of languages and bought books from them. People did not
only seek out the warraq so that they could buy books from him; they
also used to borrow books so that they could copy them, either for their
own personal use or on behalf of certain viziers and other dignitaries.
In this connection, Ibn al Nadim reported that al Jahiz was said
to rent the warraqs’ shops so that he could spend the night in them
browsing through their books, and that on one occasion he was almost
smothered under the books because, as he was an old man at the time,
he was unable to bear their weight.
The point that is relevant to us here is that warraqs used to
have large quantities of scrapbooks and registers in which they
catalogued the books and writers they came across. Al Fihrist contains
a comprehensive inventory of the biographies of Ibn al Nadim’s
contemporaries as well as information on the earlier periods and
extensive data about the original works and translations that were
commonly to be found in scholarly circles. It therefore constitutes
a rich source of what historians and students of the humanities have
described as “unintended testimony” (which also includes commercial
records, court rolls, registers etc.).
In addition to a number of well-known works translated from
Greek into Arabic via Syriac, there are eleven Arabic translations from
the Persian. While most of these consist of sagas about kings and
chronicles of ancient civilizations, they also include short pieces in
which the writer speculates on the reasons behind the rise and fall of
nations. Ibn al Nadim’s Fihrist also records seventeen books translated
from the Indian language and covering such topics as politics,
administration, biography and what the authors call “advice to kings or
mirrors of princes”.1
1 Abu’l Faraj ibn al Nadim: Al Fihrist, Dar al Ma’rifah, Beirut, undated, p.p. 331-441.
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In addition to these, there is a rich collection of other source
material which – for the reasons we have already explained – is certain
to prove invaluable for historians of the development of ideas since it
gives a picture of the intellectual climate of that period of the Islamic
Classical Age.
Elsewhere in the Muslim world, an examination of the many
original works and translations by jurists, philosophers and doctors of
medicine in Andalusia will reveal another aspect of that era’s readiness
to accept the “culture of the different other” as well as numerous
examples of cultural cross-pollination. In his ground-breaking
treatise on Ibn Miskawaih Mohammed Arkoun speaks of “al insiyyah
al ‘Arabiyyah” (“Arab humanism”) – a concept that inspired several of
our historians and thinkers (and a number of Westerners) to pay tribute
to Andalusia’s spirit of inter-cultural dialogue and its highly positive
attitude towards cultural appropriation, of which we can cite numerous
examples.1
This cultural appropriation, which we have described as “highly
positive,” was a model of successful adaptation. It made a creative
contribution to the intellectual output of writers in a range of different
fields, including works of literature such as ibn Qutaybah al Dinawari’s
‘Uyun al Akhbar (The Choicest Chronicle), al Jahiz’s Al Bayan wa’l
Tabyin, the works of al Tawhidi, Miskawaih and al Mawardi such as
Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (Worldly and Religious Literature), Tas-hil
al Nadhar (Simplified View) and Nasihat al Muluk (Advice to Kings).
Philosophical writings during this period include the works of al Farabi,
Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Ibn Rushd (Averroes), Ibn Baja (Avempace) and Ibn
Tufail, all of whom were destined to become celebrated names in the
history of world philosophy.
1 In particular we should like to refer the reader to:
Said Bensaid al Alaoui: Al Khitab al Ash’ari: Musahamah fi Dirasat al ‘Aql al ‘Arabi al Islami,
Muntada al Ma’arif, Beirut, 2nd impression, 2010, Part 2, pp. 215-290.
Said Bensaid al Alaoui: Dawlat al Khilafah: Dirasah fi’l Tafkir al Siyasi ‘inda’l Mawardi, Manshurat
Kulliyyat al Adab wa’l ‘Ulum al Insaniyyah, Rabat, 2nd impression, 2010.
Said Bensaid al Alaoui: Khitab al Shar’iyyah al Siyasiyyah fi’l Islam al Sunni, Dar Ru’yah, Cairo, 2009.
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In conclusion, we can say that Arab Islamic culture during its prime
– that is to say, during what we have called the Classical Age – was a
model of a “dialogue culture”. It was a culture of openness that was
happy to accept the “different other” and refused to submit to the
closed attitudes, intellectual restrictions and denial of freedom imposed
by black and white absolutes. Cultural dialogue differs from absolutist
ideology in the same way that openness differs from dogmatism,
freedom from slavery, and fertile creativity from sterile imitation. For
numerous reasons Arab Islamic thought during the Classical Age was a
shining example for us to learn from and follow.
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n 1977 the prehistory expert Jacques Cauvin
published a book entitled Naissance des Divinités,
Naissance de l’Agriculture (The Birth of the Gods
and the Origins of Agriculture) in which he posited
that religion was the factor that had led men to build
towns and cities, adopt a settled existence, engage in
agriculture and agree on a set of principles that would
enable them to live together, thus marking the start of
the Neolithic Revolution which launched the biggest
transformation in human history.
Cauvin’s hypothesis is quite contrary to the view
held by most historians of religion, who maintain
that it was agriculture and urban civilization that led
to the development of religion in the sense that it is
understood today. In Cauvin’s opinion, the prevailing
view was incapable of answering the question: “Why
did a group of human beings decide to abandon the
nomadic hunter-gatherer way of life, establish settled
communities and become farmers?” In other words, he
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had doubts about the materialist interpretation of religion and – by contrast –
proposed a culture-based explanation by posing the following question:
“What if it was a human desire to share communal activities – as expressed
through communal religious rituals – that led man first to establish temples,
then to build towns and cities?”
When the book came out excavations had been going on for two years
at the Turkish archaeological site in Gobekli Tepe, near the Syrian border. As
the dig progressed Klaus Schmidt, the German leader of the team, came to a
similar conclusion: that is, that it was man’s need for a religious faith that had
triggered the Neolithic Revolution rather than the reverse; this was because
he had discovered a temple at the site that – as far as we know at present
– was the oldest temple in history, built some seventy centuries before the
temples of Mesopotamia and the pyramids of Egypt; earlier, indeed, than
the date when man was first known to have settled in towns and taken up
farming. The discovery of this site lent additional support to the cultural
interpretation of religion in the context set out by Cauvin in his book.
It would seem that today we are standing on the threshold of a
“paradigmatic revolution” in the field of comparative religion which will
lead to a rethink about several issues. In doing so it will undermine the
materialist interpretation of religion in particular, and societal phenomena
in general, and recognize culture as the main factor – firstly in interpreting
Middle Eastern civilization, then when applying this interpretation to the
civilizations and cultures of the world as a whole.
One point that we should note here is that the role of religion was
fundamental in helping human beings to develop their community life on
a basis that was simultaneously spiritual and social. Religion itself, which
was a constant, was represented by the spiritual side, while the social
factor was liable to change – the changing circumstances having the
potential to reduce the significance of the social side as people began to
give themselves and their intellects an ever greater role in regulating their
community and its affairs.
A culture of tafahom (mutual understanding) cannot thrive unless
society accepts this dynamic, which began far back in the mists of
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time. It is therefore vital to free oneself from the attitudes that were
imposed during the time of the nationalist revolutions – attitudes which
meant that the relationship between religion and society became so
limited that it amounted to nothing more than a kind of “religio-political
interdependence”. From the beginning of history, religions have played
an important part in developing human societies, expanding beyond the
narrow confines of the clan and helping establish a system of contractual
relationships to include the wider community. Examples of these include
a collective acceptance of various rules of conduct such as refraining from
killing, defining prohibited behaviour in sexual relations and marriage, the
adoption of primitive systems for recognizing property ownership, etc.
We may therefore postulate that a dialectical relationship emerged
between the development of the role of religion and the evolution of
mankind’s social systems. Traces of the original communal religions can
be seen in the ancient Mesopotamian religion in Iraq and the Pharaonic
religion in Egypt; in both these cases we find that people were attracted
by water (the Nile in Egypt and the Tigris and Euphrates in Iraq). However,
they were not content to build primitive dams around the water sources
and springs, nor were they satisfied with merely being able to control the
water and use it for irrigation; in addition, they also built temples which
played a major role in regulating their societies. In the archaeological
evidence dating from that time – some 5,000 years before our present
era – not a single ancient city has been found without a temple, or indeed a
number of temples.
For example, the city of Ordu, which some archaeologists regard as
the oldest human settlement discovered to date, contains traces of the
first recorded mud buildings as well as evidence of primitive agriculture
and irrigation techniques. Its crop surpluses almost certainly created the
conditions for the first forms of human trade and the adoption of a barter
system for the exchange of goods and services. These new practices
gave rise to the first examples of writing and arithmetic to enable those
transactions to be recorded.
At the same time, however, we find that from that period man
also tended to turn to his gods, either in order to thank them for the
55

SOME HISTORICAL REFLECTIONS ON RELIGION

blessings they had bestowed upon him or to pray to them and offer them
supplications and sacrifices in the hope that their bounty to him would
increase. Archaeologists observed that although the people of those days
built their houses of mud, for their temples they used less commonplace
materials such as timber, which at that time was considered a rare and
precious substance. Their original houses were small and poky, since their
sole purpose was to provide shelter from the harsh climate, while their
temples were large and spacious and built on hilltops in their cities’ most
desirable locations. As well as being the reason behind the construction of
the temples, the community’s gods united the whole of the local population
in worship, while totemic family and tribal gods saw a decline in their role.
This development was significant because it meant that from that distant
era religion came to play a major role in human society, a role no less
important than that other main social institution – i.e. the state.
It was also during this period that the first royal dynasties appeared
in Syria, Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, China and Persia, and man began to
lay down rules stipulating how the Kingdom of Heaven and the Kingdom of
Earth should be governed. This led to the birth of a communal moral code
for human society to abide by.
Historians are agreed that the first laws were based on religious
beliefs and ideas. Prohibitions and obligations were seen as an expression
of the Will of God. This was the case with the Code of Hammurabi – one
of the oldest legal codes known to us today – though it was not the oldest
legal system in existence; there were others which were considerably
older, though no examples remain of them at the present time apart from
a few fragments. However, the Code of Hammurabi, which was engraved
upon steles, is indeed one of the oldest and can be seen today in the
Louvre in Paris. Dating from around 1750 BC it comprises 282 articles,
though only some of these would be classed as “laws” in the precise
meaning of the word.
Legislation in the “Hammurabi sense” is a combination of moral
guidance, legal opinions and decrees. They include the oldest decrees
devised by human society, including the principle of lex talionis, or
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retribution in kind – a law familiar to the Mesopotamian civilization
before the Ten Commandments in the Hebrew Torah’s Book of Genesis.
Nevertheless, what we should particularly note here is the fact that both
the Hebrew Torah and the older Code of Hammurabi ascribe their decrees
to the Will of God, not the will of man.
The arrival of the modern era saw the birth of the Enlightenment – a
philosophy which regarded man and society as being capable of setting
their own social rules and relying on their own intellects and efforts. This
led people to seek wide-ranging answers to the question of religion and
its role in the evolution of human society. The Age of Enlightenment gave
birth to two different schools of thought – the French School (represented
by, among others, the philosopher Diderot) and the German School (e.g.
Lessing). Followers of the first of these two schools looked to the past to
understand the present; this was exemplified in their observations on the
development of French national consciousness from the reign of Louis
XIV, one of the most significant features of which was the recognition of
an organic relationship between the royal establishment (the State) and
the religious establishment (the Church). These thinkers - who struggled
against their era’s religious despotism, though they were unaware of the
historical and archaeological evidence available to us today - saw the
past as a mirror image of their present; in their view religion was a tool
for conditioning people’s minds to accepting the status quo and ensuring
that they remained uninvolved in political, social and cultural affairs. This
became a firmly established hypothesis during the nineteenth century,
particularly with Feuerbach and Marx (both German), whose position was
embodied in the famous statement: “Religion is the opium of the people.”
This attitude fails to take several factors into account. Even if it is true
that religion was used to justify and uphold the status quo – particularly
in former times when there was no media and few people had access to
education – that does not mean that religion in every time, place and
circumstance only performed this social role and had no other function.
The German School did not totally reject the French School’s
hypothesis, but it gave it a lower priority in comparison with another
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factor which it regarded as considerably more significant: the power of
religion to determine the structure of human society. Followers of this
second school, such as Lessing, suggested that man had only been able
to progress from savagery to civilization because religion had played a
major role in taming him over the course of his long history. Although
religion had not been the only factor in this process – but rather a
component along with art, philosophy, thought and literature – its
function had been fundamental, particularly during that crucial phase of
man’s existence before the intellect had blossomed to the point of being
able to assume a guiding role in the development of human society.
Accordingly, followers of the second school did not consider the part
played by religion in human society from a narrow national perspective;
rather, they saw in more as a universal, cosmic phenomenon, and a
positive one at that.
Here we should point out once again that we are discussing the two
interpretations (both of which were derived from the same Enlightenment
philosophy) in connection with their relationship to the issue of mutual
understanding and the role of religion. At the same time, however, we
are also considering them within the context of two political climates that
differed substantially from each other in their relationship to national
attitudes. During that period the Germans did not form a single national
entity; instead, they comprised a number of separate principalities, some
of which were Catholic while others were Protestant. Indeed, it may well
be that the German School’s broad-mindedness and openness to mutual
understanding in the eighteenth century was due to the fact that its
thinkers at that time were not subjected to strong nationalist pressures.
On the other hand, the French School was more widely known and for
a number of reasons, including the fact that it was linked to the French
nationalist model which dazzled the world after the Revolution of 1789.
So what was the relationship between this model and mutual
understanding between different religious beliefs?
Nationalism is based upon the principle of “unity of society’s
principal elements”, such as geographical unity, the unity of its political
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institutions etc. In this scenario religion is classed either as one of
society’s main components, in which case there is only a single religion
(as in the case of pre-Revolutionary France; for this, see the treatises
of Abbe Poissier and the bitter persecution suffered by Protestants in
France at that time); or, alternatively, it is regarded as being outside
society’s remit and a personal matter, of concern to the individual rather
than the community as a whole (as with the post-Revolutionary French
model of laicite).
The modern Arab world has had some experiences with the second
model and steps have been taken to reform its religious institutions and
establish a new type of relationship between them and its newly emerging
states. This has created a completely new and unfamiliar situation in
comparison with the past, when the “Land of Islam” was a land of open
borders in which every Muslim enjoyed the same rights. For example,
some time after Kheireddine Pasha became the Grand Vizier of Tunisia, he
travelled to Turkey where he became Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire.
This was one of numerous instances which illustrate just how open borders
were before the creation of the modern nation-states. Equally, religious
scholars used to travel unrestrictedly, change their countries of residence
and teach new student groups as circumstances dictated; in fact, travel was
regarded as one of the conditions required of an aspiring scholar. During
his journey from Tangier to the frontiers of China, the famous traveller Ibn
Battuta had the opportunity to benefit from the knowledge and experience
of various networks of scholars and Sufis he encountered along the way.
However, this situation changed dramatically after new borders were
drawn where none had existed before and modern states were created.
This was true not only of the Arab and Islamic world, but of all five
continents due to two momentous events: the French Revolution and the
Industrial Revolution in England. The impact of these two events was not
just local, but global. Not only did they reshape Europe; they also redrew
the map of the world and for the first time in history Europe overtook
all the other human civilizations on earth to become the world leader.
Consequently, every other people found itself forced to adapt to the new
situation.
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Space does not permit us to list every event and development
that took place during that long and complex century which formed
a turning-point in human history, and in any case vast numbers of
volumes have already been written on the subject. However, we can
single out the highly significant date of 1815 – the year when the
Congress of Vienna redrew the political map of Europe in the wake
of the upheavals following the French Revolution of 1789 and the
Napoleonic wars which had engulfed huge areas of territory from
Europe to Egypt. After the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte at the Battle
of Waterloo in 1815, the royal families sought to restore their power and
authority and the Congress of Vienna was convened for that purpose.
However, it did not result in a return to the situation that had existed in
pre-revolutionary Europe, but tempered the old system by combining
it with some of the radical ideas that had triggered the French
Revolution. While asserting the principle of limited constitutional
monarchy as a compromise between absolute monarchy and popular
parliamentary rule, it also embraced elements of liberalism as a
means of steering a path between the old feudal system and the notion
of equality between all social classes. At the same time, it approved
the principle of territorial division on the basis of nation states as a
replacement for the “imperial model” which had ruled Christendom
during the previous era. In addition, it endorsed the Revolution’s
principles of universalism and human rights.
Thus Europe underwent a radical process of renewal. Its borders
were redrawn and its new systems of government were established
without the debilitating effects of revolutionary wars that would
threaten to halt its technical and scientific advances. The world was
stunned by its progress and its new political and social ideas such as
liberty, constitutional government, human rights, universal education
and the encouragement of individual enterprise. Urban civilization was
transformed, a new middle – or petty bourgeois – class emerged and,
like most of the changes that occurred in the wake of the Industrial
Revolution, this phenomenon began to spread from Europe to the
rest of the world. The Congress of Vienna brought an end to all the
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European regimes that had failed to adopt this new cultural model –
a model which also offered a guiding light to numerous non-European
peoples.
For the Arabs, modernisation in this new and changing world
led initially to a greater degree of openness and a readiness to accept
differences, though this was followed by a “relapse” as nationalism
began to dominate their cultural space and the “struggle” mentality
became more entrenched in their general thinking as well as their
political attitudes. We know that imperialism united the peoples in a
nationalist-inspired demand for freedom; however, what often happened
was that “national” boundaries were drawn according to the imperialist
territorial divisions.
One of the main reasons why the culture of mutual understanding
and acceptance of differences is so weak nowadays is the widelyheld view that someone who is “different” must automatically be a
stooge and servant of foreign interests. This type of thinking became
deeply engrained during the national liberation revolutions when the
stark choice was seen as: “You are either with the Nation or with the
imperialist coloniser.”
These days we find that political discussion in Arab countries often
slides into accusations of treason and selling out to the foreigner. This
kind of mentality could well be hereditary and derived from a belief in “al
Firqa al Najiyah” (the group destined for Salvation), which could easily
lead to accusations of zandaqah (heresy/atheism) being replaced by
accusations of treason.
The Arab nationalist experience has been quite different from
Europe’s. Modern states in the West grew initially out of internal
divisions; in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries there were wars
between Catholics and Protestants, both sects of whom were to be
found in all European societies. Then in the eighteenth century there
were bitter conflicts between the Enlightenment and the conservatives.
In the nineteenth century the main differences were centred round the
major ideologies of that time – socialism, liberalism, radicalism and
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nationalism. In every case the divisions were within a society rather than
between one society and an external party.
After a long period of “training” with massive tragic upheavals
those societies finally came to the conclusion that human beings
should coexist on a basis of mutual understanding and harmony, and
that differences of opinion were a positive thing and a source of social
enrichment rather than the opposite.
On the other hand, when difference is held to be a threat to
national unity and - a not uncommon attitude in Arab societies - a
symptom of treason, it becomes difficult to promote a culture of mutual
understanding and the result is that every side tries to impose what it
sees as “the truth” by force.
In such circumstances it has become essential that religion should
resume the function which it has served from the moment mankind first
appeared on the face of this earth – that is, that it should be on a higher
plane than nationalism and transcend political boundaries. This means
that religion should not be expected to play a direct role in politics – a
principle that became widely recognized during the days of imperialism
when Arab societies felt that their very existence was threatened. If we
regard acceptance of differences as a rule of life when existential issues
are at stake (regardless of whether or not a particular human group is
united around a particular nationalist project), then two factors must
inevitably come into play: the religious dimension based on difference
and mutual understanding, and national identity based on common
values and absolutes. At the same time, every effort must be made to
keep sectarian conflicts and religious pontificating to a minimum when
working out the rules for coexistence.
Sudan, which is currently heading for partition, could be an apt
example of the scale of the catastrophe which can occur when there is
a failure to make a distinction between religion and politics. There, the
unity of the country has collapsed because its leaders are determined
to impose a single religious vision, and this has led to a quasi-conflict
between Islamic Sudan and Christian Sudan. Yet originally it was
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claimed that the purpose of the Islamic nationalist project was to unite
Sudan and strengthen the cohesion between its people.
If every difference of opinion leads to division owing to the absence
of a culture of mutual understanding, Arab and Islamic societies will
become a mosaic of mutually hostile mini-states and the Arabs will lose
their standing in the international arena. Mutual understanding is not
just a philosophical matter; much more than that, it is an issue which
will decide the future of the Arab world.
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E

urope is really rather an odd place. Look at
the text of the draft constitution it put before
its citizens on 17 th and 18 th June 2004 with a
preamble referring to what – after an extraordinary
exercise in verbal acrobatics – it called “Europe’s
cultural, religious and human heritages”. A phrase like
that glosses over all the conflicts that have divided the
partners and turned them into separate entities. We
have Italy, Malta, Poland, Portugal, the Czech Republic
and Slovakia on record as demanding a specific
reference to the “Christian religion” in the preamble;
other voices clamour for a reference to “God” in the text
of the preamble(Germany and the United Kingdom),
while a third group wants a reference to the Trinity
(Greece and Ireland) and a fourth – France – calls for
explicit respect to be accorded to the principle of
secularism, or laicite, which it has long regarded as
tantamount to Holy Writ. With each group “rejoicing at
what it has,” it is almost as if some of them see these
Scholar and academic from Morocco.
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various versions of Europe as constituting a threat to secularism while
there are others – by contrast – who regard it as a favourable opportunity
for secularism that needs to be welcomed.1

-1The dichotomy between politics and religion – the subject of the
disputes in this preamble – has been at the heart of European thought
since the beginning of the Modern Age in Europe, and this is particularly
true of the nineteenth century when it was at its height. We therefore need
to examine it from the point of view of there being, as a matter of principle,
two “essential entities” – an “essential political entity” and an “essential
religious entity,” a “citizen” and a “believer”. For Europeans, the link
between the two has become a serious problem and raises the question:
Can a “believer” be a “citizen” or is his “believer country” not one of
those modern “citizen countries” that have been created in this ephemeral
world? Or conversely: Can a “citizen” be a “believer” or are citizenship and
atheism mutually inseparable?
It is a traditionally held belief borne out by reality that a state owes
its origin to the “community of its citizens” (unless we take the extreme
anarchist position), just as it is generally held, at least in the Western
tradition, that the “Church” – in its widest sense (except in certain isolated
and exceptional cases) – owes its origin to the “community of believers”.
This poses the inevitable question, which has been asked in Europe more
frequently than elsewhere: “What does the state represent where the
church is concerned?” (and of course: “What does the church represent
where the state is concerned?”) Does the church regard the state as its
“temporal partner”? And does the state regard it as its “religious partner”?
Since the “community of citizens” – or “political community” – believes
that it derives its authority from the people, while the “community of
believers” – or “religious community” – sees its authority as coming
from God, and since the “political community” is primarily a temporal
1
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community and the “religious community” is primarily an “otherworldly”
community, these further questions arise: “How can the two communities
coexist? By cooperating or by severing any mutual relationship they may
have had? And what form would this ‘mutual severing’ take? And what kind
of cooperation would there be?”

-2It is no secret that, because of its eventful and turbulent history when
compared to the rest of humanity, Europe has come to be regarded as
an experimental laboratory. Our main area of interest is the relationship
between the state and religion. In this respect, Europe has a wide range of
experiences:
Firstly, from the point of view of principle. Europe has examined, and
when possible tried, every conceivable type of state-religion relationship.
Erik Wolf (1902-1977) the German philosopher, legal authority and expert
on Church Law, educed the possible ties (in principle) between the state
and religion and found that – nominally, though not in reality – they could
be summed up as follows:
If we look at the question from the church’s point of view, we will find
that the relationship between church and state is either one of “exclusion”,
in which the church “excludes” the state – so that we find ourselves
looking at an “excluding church” and an “excluded state” – or an “identity
relationship” in which the church “absorbs” the state; in this case we are
looking at an “absorbing church” and an “absorbed state”; alternatively
there can be a “relationship of expediency,” in which case we are looking at
a “dominating church” with “indirect” authority and a supplicant, exploited
state. Another alternative is a “neutral relationship” with a “neutral” church
and a “neutral” state.
If we consider it from the state’s point of view we find the situation
reversed. The relationship is either one of “exploited supplicant” in which
the church finds itself the exploited party (a state church) subordinate to
a “dominating state”; alternatively it is an “identity relationship” in which
the state “absorbs” and the church is “absorbed” (the state taking on the
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role of a church), or an “exclusion” relationship in which the church is
“excluded” and the state “excludes” or persecutes.
The history of Europe offers numerous examples of these types of
relationships.1
Secondly, from a legal point of view. Europe has tried to translate
the state-religion configurations we have just listed into legal concepts.
There have been several approaches to classifying the national laws
governing relations between the state and religion in Europe. The French
academic Thierry Rambaud has found that, broadly speaking, they can
be classed from a historical-theoretical angle comprising three systems:
“subordination,” in which the church is subordinate to the state or vice
versa, “separation,” in which there are no links of any kind between the
two institutions, and “cooperation,” in which the state provides the
religious institution with financial and legal support. Alternatively, the
laws can be classified on a “nominal legal” basis. In such a case there is
a distinction between the “contract system” based on the concept of the
Concordat (a treaty between the Holy See and a sovereign state), and the
“state church system” based on the notion of religion protected by the
state and the state being affiliated to that religion. A further alternative
is a “difference system” with “pluralistic separation” rather than mere
straightforward secularism.
These are not the only legal options. Another possibility is the
“nominal voluntary” approach involving three possible models: “state
church”, “separation” (i.e. absolute separation) and “cooperative
separation” (i.e. “limited” separation). 2 Earlier, the academic Jacques
Robert had classified religion-state relations as either “amalgamated” (i.e.
a theocracy), or “loosely united” (i.e. mutual recognition and the state
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church system), or, finally, “separation” (including secularism in its specific
sense), which can take the form of “mutual non-recognition,” “mutual
hostility” or “mutual goodwill”.1
There are also five other major legal categories: “national religious
laws”, the law on recognized forms of worship, consensual law, the
“registered religions law” and “other systems that are not subject to any
specific legal codification”.
Europe has tried and experienced all these types of regulatory systems
and continues to do so.

-3Contrary to what many people believe, there are several types of
secularism, not just one. An objective assessment of French secularism –
were such a thing possible – would reveal that it is exclusive to France and
a highly specific product of that country’s history. This has been observed
by the French historian Rene Raymond2 and probably explains why the
French academic Micheline Milot noted that secularism – or laicite – is a
concept highly charged with ideological significance. Therefore, she adds,
if it is to be used “properly” (i.e. objectively), it is high time to take it out of
its French context.
The numerous forms of secularism share little in common apart
from the name and some attributes. A recent book on the subject lists
six different types, which it sees as owing their origins to geo-political
circumstances and the radical changes experienced by European society.
They are: “separatist secularism,” “authoritarian secularism,” “anticlerical separatism,” “civil belief secularism,” “recognition secularism” and
“cooperative secularism”.3 Another writer prefers a simpler, more black and
white system of classification: “hospitable secularism” and “confrontational
1 Jacques Robert: La Liberte Religieuse et le Regime des Cultes, Paris, PUF, 1977, p. 17.
2
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secularism”,1 while a third distinguishes between “closed (i.e. militant)
secularism” and “open secularism”.2 Of the attributes which the different
types of secularism share in common, some consider that there are two:
state neutrality towards the different religions and mutual independence of
the two institutions. In this context, “neutrality” means that the state may
not express an opinion on the truth or otherwise of a particular creed, since
this is a matter for the individual citizen to decide for himself or herself.
“Mutual independence” means that the state – which has now been
liberated from the tutelage of the religious institutions – makes its own
independent decisions regardless of whether or not they conform to the
principles and teachings of the church; this being the case, the state alone
is responsible for determining how the individual should live under a system
of “administrative contracts” in which their religious beliefs are irrelevant.3
Others list four types of secularism: guarantee of freedom of belief,
equality (between citizens), non-discrimination (by members of one belief
system against another), separation of politics from religion, and state
neutrality towards all belief systems.4
French secularism differs from other versions in four ways:5
1. In the confrontational relationship between state and church – following
the French Revolution and throughout the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries – over the role of religion in France. This has led to divisions
and schisms within the country, to the point where France has been
described as “split into two camps or two nations”.
2. Ideologically. The ideological aspect is more intense than any that
are to be found in other European countries. This is due to the critical
– and even vindictive – philosophical and political attitudes towards
religion. (Atheism, rationalism, Marxism, Freemasonry etc.)
1

Salvador Gomez de Arteche: Les Relations entre le Pouvoir Politique et le Pouvoir Religieux: les
Reponses de l’Histoire, op. cit.

2

Henri Madelin: Colloque: Nouveaux Enjeux de la Laicite, Collection: Questions en Debat, Paris,
Centurion, pp. 144-145.

3 Claude Proeschel: L’Idee de Laicite: Une Comparaison Franco-Espagnole, Paris, L’Harmattan, 2005.
4 Jean Bauberot and Micheline Milot: Laicite sans Frontieres, op. cit.
5 Jean-Paul Willaime: Laicite, Religions et Construction Europeenne, op. cit.

70

RELIGION, SECULARISM AND PLURALISM

3. In the belief that the state should have a strong, centralised, dominant
role in its relationship with civil society; this is due to the country’s
heritage of a “centralised unitary” state – a heritage inspired by its
tradition of “Liberte” and “Enlightenment”.
4. In its strong aversion to public expressions of cultural or religious
identity and a tendency to regard religion as a private matter.

-4Now let us take a look at Europe on the eve of France’s vote on the
law on the separation of religion from the state (1905) – an event seen as a
landmark in the history of secularism in Europe. What is the situation today
over a century later?
Before the French parliament held its debate on the separation of
religion from the state, the French minister and diplomat Aristide Briand
(1862-1932) produced a huge report on the situation with regard to the
relationship between church and state in Europe at that time. The report
proposed classifying the systems for regulating that relationship in three
categories, which would then be introduced into law as three degrees of
“evolution” or “development” that would lead the country in stages from
the old theocratic system to full secularism.
1 – Category One – the lowest on the “ladder of evolution” – included
those states (whether Catholic, Orthodox or Protestant) that were still
subordinate to the established church. In this category – described as
“theocratic or quasi- theocratic systems” – one religion was dominant and
the state only accepted “social institutions that conformed to the principles
of that religion”. This model was the direct opposite of secularism.
The report covered Catholic states like Spain and Portugal, Orthodox
states like Russia, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria and Serbia, and Protestant
states like Sweden and Norway.
2 – Category Two – the second stage on the road to full secularism –
included states that the report was hesitant to describe as “quasi-secular”.
States in this category recognized freedom of belief and the freedom
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of different religions to practise their own religious rites. Despite this,
however, the state itself regarded some religions as public institutions
which it recognized, financed and supported; this had been the situation in
France throughout the nineteenth century under a system described as the
Concordat. This category could be best described as “a system of recognized
forms of worship,” and the new separation law proposed to abolish it. At that
time there were still systems in Europe – in the German statelets, AustriaHungary, Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands – where relationships – some
close, some not so close – existed between church and state.
3 – Category Three – the third and final stage on the way to full
secularism. In this category we find states that are completely neutral
and secular while recognizing the equal status and independence of all
faiths. In these states the churches are separate from the state. The report
was unable to find any states of this kind (of which France was possibly
destined to be the sole example), except outside Europe; that is to say, in
the United States of America, which the author of the report described as
having its “own vision” of secularism, and Mexico (particularly Mexico);
here he was of course referring to Mexico before the revolution of 1911.
Generally speaking, then, the proposed models submitted to the
French deputies of 1905 for their consideration comprised:
1. “Anti-secular systems,” in which the state gives absolute priority to one
religious denomination and excludes others.
2. “Semi-secular systems,” in which the state does not give preference
to a particular religious denomination rooted in its own history,
but recognizes several different denominations to which it provides
material support.
3. “Fully secular systems,” in which the state opts not to choose any
religion or denomination and prefers to allow both religion and the
state to operate in complete freedom.
What is the situation in those states today, more than a century after
the French deputies first read the report and approved the 1905 Law on the
Separation of Church and State?
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After completing his research into this question Yves Bruley, the French
academic and historian of secularism, made the following observations:1
1 – If we consider the first category of this classification we will find
that – as far as Europe is concerned anyway – it no longer exists unless
we include the Vatican. There are no longer any theocratic or religiously
or temporally-based totalitarian systems. Religious freedom has made
real advances over the course of the century. For example, under Spain’s
constitution of 1978 the state ceased to be subordinate to any religious
creed whatsoever, while at the same time endorsing the necessity of
“cooperative relations” between the state and religions. It was on this
basis – i.e. cooperation, not subordination – that agreements were
signed with the Holy See in 1979; these were followed by agreements
with representatives of the Jewish and Islamic faiths… Moreover, some
years ago the then Spanish Prime Minister Zapatero held negotiations
with the Spanish Catholic Church on replacing the state payments to the
Church with an income tax (maximum rate 0.7%), which the state would
pay into the Church funds provided that the individual Spanish tax-payer
submitted an official request to that effect. In Portugal the separation of
church and state was declared at the same moment that the country’s
Republican Constitution was approved in 1911, though this did not prevent
the Portuguese dictator Salazar from signing a Papal agreement with the
Catholic Church in 1940 under which the Church was to receive financial
support. Following the enactment of the Law of 2001, which brought it more
into line with its neighbour Spain, Portugal recognized religious equality.
Now let us leave the Catholic countries and turn to the situation in
the Protestant ones. In a “velvet secular revolution” Sweden declared the
separation of the state from the Lutheran Church in the year 2000 and
religious affairs came under the Ministry of Culture’s remit. However, the
Lutheran Church continues to receive financial support from the state. In
Denmark “Lutheranism” is the “National Church” and in that capacity it
enjoys state support under Article 6 of the Kingdom’s Constitution. The
1
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Church is under the supervision of the Ministry of Church Affairs, the
clergy have the status of employees and citizens pay a religious tax. Other
religions and denominations are free to set up their own associations.
As far as the Orthodox states are concerned, Greece has continued to
maintain its strong, exclusivist link with the Orthodox Church and those in
charge of Orthodox religious affairs have the status of employees. Religious
education is compulsory in schools and (one of the anomalies of the modern
Greeks) the propagation of other faiths is prohibited. Even so, however, the
Greek regime could not in any way be described as theocratic; indeed, such
a term would be more applicable to the Danish political system.
2 – What about the second category – the one which is “neither this
nor that”; i.e. neither outright anti-secular nor totally secular?
Italy concluded a new agreement in 1984 which ended the Catholic
Church’s status as the state religion, though it affirmed that: “Catholic
principles form a part of the Italian people’s historic heritage.” Under the
Italian Constitution the state may enter into agreements with religions that
have acquired a “new status” (that is to say, that have acquired the status
of being “recognized religions”). Italians may allocate 0.8% of their taxes
to the “recognized religion” of their choice. This is similar to the Spanish
system.
In Germany the churches are recognized as “public rights institutions,”
while the state has recognized what its calls the “general mission” of the
churches which receive support and are beneficiaries of their share of the
religious tax. Citizens who declare their affiliation to a particular church
may pay religious taxes to that church via a fund set up by the state.
In Belgium the state, regions and local communities support
recognized denominations (Catholic, Reformed, Jewish, Anglican, Muslim
and Orthodox). The situation in the Netherlands is quite different in
that any transfer of funds to “religious groups” was deleted from the
Constitution in 1983 and the state stopped paying the clergy’s stipends.
However, an annual grant from the state is split between the different
denominations and there are other financial privileges.
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Other cases could be described as “one-offs”. In the United
Kingdom the Queen is the head of the Anglican Church, while the Prime
Minister appoints the bishops, who are entitled to sit in the House of
Lords. However, apart the “established church,” other religions and
denominations are independent of the state and are free to organise
themselves in accordance with the law on associations. In Ireland the
Catholic Church ceased to be the “official established church” in 1978 and
was no longer funded by the state. However, the Constitution still refers to
the Holy Trinity.
3 – Finally, it would be erroneous to say that the French version of
separation between church and state should necessarily be taken as
a template for Europe as a whole. Even though it is true that religious
freedom has spread to a large number of countries, it is also true that in
most member states of the European Union there are agreements between
the state and various religions or denominations, including agreements
with the Holy See - a situation that does not pose any “coexistence
problems”. Whether or not it entails public funding or guarantees equal
status for all religions, the “recognized faiths” system operates in several
countries.
Generally speaking, most European countries grant the churches
financial privileges in that they allow the taxpayer to support them if he
or she wishes to do so. If we compare the situation in France with the rest
of Europe, however, we should note that the majority of European states
prefer to regard religion as playing a useful social role; hence they consider
it perfectly legitimate to grant the different faiths special privileges,
whether in the form of direct financial support or by redirecting a portion
of the state’s income tax. In Europe, the public funding of religious
institutions is able to coexist with temporal laws, particularly in such areas
as public morality and taxes.
To conclude, in most European countries the religious aspect of
national identity is not an issue that creates tension – or certainly not to
the same extent as it does in France, where it was crucial throughout the
nineteenth century until it was finally settled in 1905 in favour of laicite,
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or secularism. This could possibly be the reason behind the French
representatives’ hostility to the reference to “Christian roots” in the
preamble to the Constitutional Treaty.

-5Some legal experts see Europe’s standard religious codification system
as being simultaneously complex and fundamental.1 It operates on two
distinct levels:
1 – The basic level. This includes procedures for protecting individual
and collective religious beliefs so as to guarantee basic rights in the
religious sphere. These include freedom of belief, freedom to practise (or not
practise) religion, and equality and non-discrimination on religious grounds,
all of which are written – with some differences in the way in which they are
expressed – into the constitutions of the European states and the European
Convention on Human Rights, as well as the Universal Declaration on
Human Rights. Although the Declaration is not binding, the European
Convention is binding and enforceable by a judge with mandatory powers.
2 – The second level. This level pertains to the regulation and
organisation of religious practice – that is to say, the organisation and
activities of religious groups. Freedom of worship is enshrined in Germany’s
Basic Law as well as in the Belgian, Irish, Italian, Polish, Portuguese and
Slovak constitutions; this reflects the fact that European states enjoy a
cooperative relationship with the churches and religious denominations,
in which each side assists the other in achieving its economic objectives
through the creation of legal systems that are designed for that purpose.
At the same time, while the nature of the links between the state and the
churches varies widely from country to country, overall they are clearly
harmonious; this is reflected in the general principles governing the
European systems’ links with religion, which include freedom of worship,
neutrality on the part of the state, autonomy for different religious groups
and the principle of cooperation.
1
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Anyone who examines the way in which freedom of worship is
guaranteed in Europe (which includes the right to belong, or not belong, to
a particular faith, as well as the right to practise, or not practise, religious
rites, and the right to express, or not express, religious beliefs) will find
it exemplified in Article 20 of the Belgian Constitution, which states: “No
one can be obliged to contribute in any way whatsoever to the acts and
ceremonies of a religion, nor to observe the days of rest.” While it may
be true that religion plays a useful role in forming a person’s character,
it is also true that no-one can be forced to believe in a faith. Hence the
need to distinguish on the one hand between an individual’s belonging
(or not belonging) to a religion and, on the other, the question of religious
worship. Worship – and this is undeniable – occupies an important place
in the “public space” and is practised publicly. However, whether or not an
individual belongs to a religion is a private matter and is thus protected.
Hence the European laws on religions are significant in that they succeed
in fusing citizenship with religious affiliation.
Today, guarantees of religious freedom are of fundamental importance
since they determine the status of worship and the nature of the laws on
religion and religious practice. In doing so, they include the presumption
that the state has no religion and that it is neutral on religious issues and,
moreover, that the state – an institution based on the will of its citizens –
is not subject to any religious oversight. A further presumption is that the
principles and values of European legislation have not been dictated by any
religious authority but rather, that the modern laws dealing with religion
are designed for another purpose – that is, to safeguard religious freedom
and define the relationship between religion and the state.
The fact is that the principles of independence and the right to regulate
and define the nature of religious practice follow on logically from the
principles of state neutrality and religious freedom. As the state is nonreligious – and consequently “non-theological” – it would be inappropriate
for it to become involved in the nuts and bolts of religious issues. Therefore
it does not oversee the religious denominations within its borders or
interfere in their internal affairs, regulations and laws, nor has it a role in
appointing members of the clergy.
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Freedom to organise and regulate religious practice can take a
variety of different forms depending on the nature of the state concerned.
Nevertheless, there are two main common elements:
1 – Religious groups are able to define their own belief systems without
any interference from the state. This is something which is respected in all
European countries, though it was not the case in the nineteenth century;
for example, Article 4 of the old French Law stipulated that it was forbidden
to publish or promote any denominational or creedal decision until
permission to do so had been obtained from the government.
2 – In addition to denominational independence, religions also have the
freedom to organise, which means that a religious institution has the right
to organise itself in accordance with its beliefs and its internal laws and
statutes. This principle is applied throughout Europe, despite the fact that
national differences between its peoples are sometimes highly significant.
Cooperation between state and religion takes place within a framework
of religious freedom and state neutrality. The public authorities do not
negotiate with religious groups according to their denominational or
theological positions or views, but because religion – as an element of
the nation’s culture – plays an important role in the life of the community.
Cooperation between state and religion falls within the broad context of the
ties which exist between the public authorities and the different sections of
society; however, this cooperation is relative and tailored to fit the size of
the relevant confession’s congregation, its standing in the country and the
nature of its activities.
Article 16c of the European Union Treaty provides for a regular
dialogue to be held between the European Union institutions and the
churches, religious associations or communities. This recommendation
is also stipulated in the constitutions and legislative provisions of several
European countries, particularly Article 16 of the Spanish Constitution,
which states that: “The public authorities shall take into account the
religious beliefs of Spanish society and shall consequently maintain
cooperation relations with the Catholic Church and other confessions.”
Article 25 of the Polish Constitution stipulates that the goal of cooperation
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is to serve the “common good,” while Article 4 of the Slovenian law on
religious freedom (2nd February 2007) recommends that the state should
cooperate with religious communities with the aim of serving the common
good. Similarly, the Portuguese law on the same subject (22nd June 2001)
states that “the state will cooperate with the churches and religious
communities established in Portugal, taking into consideration their
representativeness, namely in view of the promotion of human rights, of
the integral development of each person and the values of peace, freedom,
solidarity and tolerance.”

-6What do Europe’s different confessional systems have in common?
European legislation on religious practices is designed to support and
regulate religious beliefs while reinforcing cooperation between religion and
the state; meanwhile, each state is free to decide on its implementation.
Where funding is concerned, several states provide generous assistance,
while others are more restrained, yet at the same time, this assistance may
be extended to certain faiths and withheld from others. Religious systems and
laws are expected to conform to the constitutional principles dealing with the
freedom to practise or not practise a religion, as well as the neutrality of the
state and its non-religious character, equality between faiths, and freedom for
the different religions to organise their religious affairs.
The principle of “religious independence” – and the freedom for
religious communities to organise themselves as they wish and regulate
their own affairs – is linked to the principle of “state neutrality”. This is
a pivotal element of contemporary law on religions and it is enshrined
in the constitutions of several member states of the European Union.
In several other states the law guarantees freedom of worship and
the freedom for different denominations to organise their affairs
independently of the state in accordance with their own particular
beliefs, laws, rules and regulations. Hence in most member states of
the European Union the clergy are not subject to the Labour Law, the
Civil Service Law or other similar laws.
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Freedom to organise is also covered by a special law on religious
institutions. In France, for example, the parish communities are subject
to a special law and operate under the authority of the bishop in coordination with the Holy See and in accordance with the constitution
of the Catholic Church. In Germany the religious communities enjoy
full autonomy in the way they organise themselves and manage their
personnel affairs, and the principles of freedom of worship and the
freedom to organise provide the legal basis for the religious education
programmes and the appointment of teachers of religion in the public
preparatory and secondary schools, as well as in the faculties of
theology in the state universities. However, some Christian confessions
carry more weight that others.
The support and spiritual comfort provided by the churches in the
armed forces, hospitals and prisons is also based on guarantees of
religious freedom and freedom of worship. The state makes every effort
to ensure that freedom of worship is respected for all individuals who
live in closed environments, such as soldiers, hospital patients and
prisoners.
The funding of religious institutions is also based on the principle of
religious freedom. At the same time, in view of the role played by religious
activities, it is also aimed at serving the public interest. Religion is regarded
as a social phenomenon that helps develop and form the character of
the individual citizen by promoting the values of altruism, unselfishness
and solidarity. Funding takes various forms and can include payment of
the clergy’s stipends, allocating a proportion of income tax for religious
institutions, tax exemptions, church taxes collected by the financial
administration, and annual subsidies.

-7What are the national features of the European laws on religions?
In an earlier section we mentioned that some constitutional studies
class the laws governing relations between religion and the state in Europe
as falling into five categories:
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1. National laws on religion:
These are represented by the laws governing the national churches.
Either they are purely national (the Nordic countries), or they take the form
of “established churches” (the United Kingdom), or they are “dominant
churches” (Greece). These laws were introduced by the temporal
authorities, either in the wake of the schism between the Eastern and
Western Churches (as in the case of Greece), or after the Reformation
(Denmark), or as a result of conflict between the Monarch and the Pope
(the British Isles). Although the wording of these laws has been amended
from time to time over the years, in numerous cases no consideration has
been given to the position of the religious minorities.
One distinctive feature of the national churches is a relative lack
of independence where creedal issues are concerned. This is because
relations between church and state are so close that the two bodies have
become fused together and preference is given to the church as the only
institution that truly belongs to the state and the community. One possible
exception is the United Kingdom, where the public authorities nevertheless
provide strong economic support.
Historically, what distinguishes a national church from other churches
is the fact that the populace belong simultaneously to a particular
nation and a particular faith or confession, on the principle: “As the
Monarch is, so is the Faith.” This type of regime was prevalent in Europe
during the eighteenth century and a hybridised version of it still exists,
particularly in the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom and Greece. One
of its shortcomings is the fact that it is incompatible with the principle of
“religious pluralism”; that is why Sweden abandoned it on 1 st February
2000 when the Law on the Separation of the State from the Church (1998)
came into force and replaced it with a system of registered religious faiths
similar to that in ex-Communist Eastern Europe. For example, Article 40
of the Estonian Constitution affirms that “there is no state church,” while
Article 14 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation declares that the
state’s secularist character is derived from the principle that all religious
organisations “shall be separate from the state and there shall be no official
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state religion”. While Article 3 13 of the Bulgarian Constitution recognizes
the Orthodox Church as the “traditional religion of the Republic of Bulgaria,”
because of its cultural and historical role, the next paragraph of the same
Article asserts that there is a “wall” separating the church from the state.
2. The system of “recognized faiths” – which has its origins in the
eighteenth century – is incompatible with “state church” laws, and “a state
with a religion” needs to accept the principle of freedom of worship for
minority faiths as a first step towards constitutional recognition of religious
pluralism. The distinctive feature of such a system these days is that the
state should be committed to meeting the religious needs of the local faith
groups (financial support for those responsible for administering religious
affairs, places of worship, etc.), while granting the different faith institutions
their legal status in the community. In Belgium today – for example – most
of the major religions now enjoy precisely the same privileges as those
enjoyed by the “recognized religions” at the beginning of the nineteenth
century. In Austria, by comparison, we find that although that country has a
long-standing tradition of agreements with the Catholic Church, today it has
granted legal status to its religious minorities (Protestants, Jews, Muslims,
Orthodox etc.). However, little has been done to update the procedures for
remunerating those whose job it is to administer religious affairs.
Luxembourg finally abandoned this system in 1797 in favour of a
“convention” system.
3. The “convention” system
This system is designed to rationalise the relationship between
the state and religions through a mechanism for establishing bilateral
agreements. It was gradually adopted in the Catholic countries – its
original aim was a contractual agreement specifically between the state
and the Catholic Church – though by the end of the twentieth century
it had been expanded to include the non-Catholic minorities in Italy,
Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Hungary and Poland. (It had already been
introduced in Germany by the beginning of the twentieth century.) It is
written into the constitutions of several European states; Article 22 of the
Luxembourg Constitution (17th October 1868) includes the statement that:
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“…relations between church and state are subject to conventions …”
Although this only applied to the Catholic Church, it was later expanded
(1997) to cover all recognized faiths following the success of its introduction
on an experimental basis (1982). In conformity with the country’s oldestablished tradition, Article 25 of the Polish Constitution (2nd April 1997)
states that “… relations between the Republic of Poland and the Roman
Catholic Church shall be determined by international treaty concluded with
the Holy See, and by statute” and that “…relations between the Republic of
Poland and other churches and religious organizations shall be determined
by statutes adopted pursuant to agreements concluded between their
appropriate representatives and the Council of Ministers.” Article 7 of the
Italian Constitution (22nd December 1974) speaks of the independence and
sovereignty of both church and state and allows agreements to be made
between them through a negotiating mechanism. Article 8 provides for
agreements with non-Catholic religions. Compare this with the situation in
Germany, Spain and Hungary.
4. Registered faiths
Registers were introduced in Europe – particularly during the last thirty
years or so of the twentieth century – for registering what were described
as the “minority religions” or “religious organizations”. This approach
differs from the “recognition system” which stipulates an advance vote on
the relevant law or the publication of a decree. Generally speaking, with
a few exceptions (Estonia and Lithuania) registration consists of a formal
declaration and the administrative authorities are not entitled to oppose
it unless the details on file (name of denomination, aims, legal rules, list
of supervisors etc.) are incorrect or the file is incomplete. Procedures for
registration were established in Spain in 1980, Poland in 1989, Hungary in
1990, Lithuania in 1995, Sweden in 1998, Portugal and Slovakia in 2001,
and Estonia and the Czech Republic in 2002.
The difference between this system and the previous one is that it
does not entail state recognition of religious communities; however, a
religious organization may acquire the status of an independent legal entity
consistent with the aims it has registered for itself.
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Contrary to the prevailing belief that Europe’s religious laws are a
“chaotic mosaic,” this actually means (again generally speaking) that
Europe’s essential unity owes its existence to the common principles
derived from the legal systems of the individual states, and to their shared
constitutional traditions which guarantee freedom of religion (individually
and collectively), in addition to state neutrality and freedom for the
different confessions to organize themselves as they wish.
At the beginning of this article we mentioned the strange reference to
“Europe’s cultural, religious and human heritages” in the preamble to the
Constitutional Treaty. This pluralistic recognition of “heritages” does not
specify the religious heritage by name, and when it speaks of religion it
does not refer to a single “religious heritage”; had it done so, it would have
meant the Christian heritage, and if it had added a second one it would
have meant the Jewish heritage as well.
The fact that it does not name any particular religion allows other, nonChristian, faiths, particularly Judaism, Islam and Buddhism, to be regarded
as belonging to Europe’s “religious heritages”. Moreover, alongside the
religious heritages there are also cultural and human heritages; this means
that we should not only be considering the non-religious philosophical
element as well, but also the fact that Europe has always been a
battleground between religion and religion’s critics.
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A

c ademics around the world have become
increasingly interested in Asia’s experience of
modernization, particularly in Japan, China, India
and South Korea – an interest reflected in their efforts
to discover the secrets behind the sustained economic
growth now taking place in most Asian countries.
In doing so, they have expanded the scope of their
research to include the philosophies of those states,
in addition to their religions, politics, culture, heritage,
traditions and social life. Some observers attribute
those countries’ successes to a decline in the liberal
values associated with Western capitalism – American
as well as European – after US-led globalisation started
to embrace far-reaching and controversial notions such
as the End of History, the Conflict of Civilizations and
the War on Terrorism. While this was happening in the
West, the Asian countries, particularly China and India,
were continuing to grow and prosper – a process which
they had begun some two decades earlier; at the same
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time, however, Japan and certain other states in that region were suffering
from one political and social crisis after another, including the problem of
ageing, a fall in the birth rate, inflation, high unemployment and illegal
workers; in addition to all this, in 2010 Japan’s public debt was over 200%
of GDP.
The governments of some Asian states have adopted a policy of
tafahom (mutual understanding) and openness towards the outside world
as a way of protecting their nations’ achievements over recent decades and
averting the economic, political and social crises that have plagued some
of their neighbours. Chinese, Japanese, Indian and Korean leaders (among
others) have visited each other’s countries in order to safeguard their
regional and global interests and counter the historic causes of tension
between them – such as the legacy of the Japanese occupations and North
Korea’s threats to attack South Korea and Japan with nuclear weapons.
The positive results of these exchange visits have included reconciliation
and détente in South-East Asia, leading to a series of signed agreements
between Japan, China, India and Korea with the aim of reinforcing bilateral
relations and making mutual understanding one of their diplomatic
priorities; all these developments have taken place against a background
of respect for each other’s individual political systems and an acceptance
of the principle of putting Asia’s wider strategic interests above narrow
territorial and regional disputes. Consequently, today it would seem that
there are positive prospects for the normalisation of relations between the
Asian states, accompanied by joint political, economic and cultural cooperation and – eventually – Asian unity based upon sound democratic
principles in which every effort is made to ensure that the 21st century is
quintessentially and pre-eminently an Asian century.
The philosophy of mutual understanding between the Asian countries
is based on pragmatism, in which the overriding principle is the protection
of common interests and the avoidance of long drawn out crises that could
lead to military conflicts in which the only winner would be the United
States of America (as the leader of the current phase of globalisation).
Most, if not all, the Asian states have developed their own style of
“modernisation” based primarily on their inherited traditions and – in the
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case of the Japanese, Chinese, Indians and Koreans – their ethical and
human values and attitudes, which generally differ significantly from those
of the followers of the Divine religions.
As this article does not plan to examine every single event that has
taken place during the Asian Renaissance, let us touch briefly upon two of
its most representative experiences:
- The first of these – that of Japan – is the oldest. It has had the
greatest impact upon the outside world as the first successful example of
modernisation outside the European orbit. At the same time, it has suffered
from acute internal problems which have hampered its progress over the
past decade and in 2010, after several decades as the world’s number two
economic power, its ranking dropped from second place to third.
- The second – China – is more recent and its rise only began in 1978.
Today, however, it has become the most attractive prospect from a global
point of view, leaping up the ladder to become the world’s second largest
economy and a hot competitor for first place.

The role of religion and culture in Japan’s renaissance
According to their ancient chronicle Kojiki (The Record of Ancient
Matters), the Japanese believe that Creation began when the Upper
World was populated by a profusion of gods and goddesses, two of
whom (a male and a female) married and gave birth to the Islands of
Japan. After giving birth several times, the wife died and descended
to the Nether World where the souls have their final resting place.
Subsequently, her husband longed to be reunited with her and he too
descended to the Nether World where he begged her to return and give
birth to the rest of their offspring. However, she was unable to do so
and the husband returned to the Upper World after purifying himself
from the stain of the Nether World with water from the river. When he
cleansed his left eye, the goddess Amaterasu (or the Sun) was born.
Then he cleansed his right eye and the Moon god was born. Then he
cleansed his nose and the god Susanoo was born. The father then
distributed the world among the three of them, giving the sky to the
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Sun, the night to the Moon and the seas to Susanoo. However, Susanoo
pined for his mother, so his father became angry and drove him out from
the Upper World to the Nether World, though before he (Susanoo) left
he smashed up his sister’s property. Terrified by her brother’s violent
behaviour, Amaterasu, the Sun goddess, hid in a celestial cave and
darkness covered the face of the world. Then after the other gods had
intervened and persuaded her to leave the cave, the light returned.
Consequently, the gods commanded that Susanoo should be punished
and driven into exile on earth.
This and other legends have provided the basis for the beliefs and
rituals of countless generations of Japanese, and confirm that the Islands
of Japan were created by the gods and not by man. Accordingly, the Land
of Japan is sacred and the Emperor is sacred and the Spiritual Father of all
Japanese, who are ready to sacrifice themselves for the sake of their Land
and their Emperor. This explains why no invaders ever set foot on Japanese
soil until the end of the Second World War, after the Americans had used
nuclear weapons to force the Japanese people to surrender and compel the
Emperor to abandon his Divine status.
It is these religious beliefs that have given the Japanese a sense
of collective solidarity and motivated them to defend their sacred
symbols, and it is because of them that Japan is still the “Empire of Rites
and Rituals” whose people have a sense of being racially unique and
homogeneous with a distinct Japanese identity. The Japanese regard
themselves as being one family under the leadership of the Emperor, who
symbolises the unity of the nation and its people. This has led to a kind of
fusion between individual identity and Japanese nationalism based on ties
of blood, earth, language, homogeneity and a rejection of concepts such
as social division or class struggle. Hence the famous Japanese novelist
Murakami rejects the idea that there is a crisis of identity in Japan. In his
view the Japanese have no sense of such a crisis except in relation to the
“different other,” while within Japan they feel that they are all alike and live
together in harmony and solidarity, practising their traditional rituals. They
feel no need to devise new values but prefer to keep their inherited rituals
and traditions alive and observe and practise them collectively.
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Japanese studies have revealed a wealth of interesting information
about that country’s traditional religions including, among others,
Buddhism, Taoism, Zenism and Shintoism. In Japan today there are
thousands of religious groups whose leaders and followers train themselves
to keep their minds and bodies in good health. At the same time they work
to conserve their natural environment and promote respect for traditional
Japanese values and morality, while seeking to safeguard national unity and
protect their country from social divisions, religious conflicts and civil wars.
Religious rites in Japan are a bit of a mixture. Some are of native origin
while others have been imported from Korea, India, China and other parts
of the world. Some, such as Christianity and Islam, are relatively recent.
One striking thing about the Japanese is that they do not show
much zeal for any particular faith or religious practice but prefer to
adopt an attitude of “positive neutrality”. This means that no fanatical
religious group has been able to attract a large following in Japan, and
Japanese society as a whole firmly rejects bigotry and sectarianism or the
exploitation of religion for political ends.
The end of the Second World War brought radical changes to Japan’s
political system and cultural ethos. The country showed itself a willing
host to the imported Divine religions, though its intellectuals warned of the
dangers posed by fundamentalist beliefs imported from the Middle East
– Islamic as well as Christian and Jewish – which they saw as a potential
threat to the unity of a Japanese society which had never suffered from
religious or sectarian conflicts.
On the cultural side, the Meiji Reforms dragged Japan out of the feudal
age and into an era of dynamic modernisation that coincided with the
massive changes taking place in the rest of the world. At the same time, it
also benefited hugely from the strict Bushido code that guided the conduct
of the Samurai – a system of moral training designed to instil obedience,
respect and sacrifice on behalf of the Emperor, who symbolised national
unity and was the spiritual father of all Japanese. Japan’s reformers did
not cut their ties with the values and traditions of the past, but opted for
a process of gradual development in line with the ethical principles which
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emphasised harmony, concord and mutual understanding between the
individual and the wider community, while placing the higher interests
of Japan above the interests of the individual citizen. Consequently,
Japan was able to embark upon a programme of sound and systematic
modernisation in which it wholeheartedly embraced technology and
modern science along with Western ideas and policies such as democracy,
socialism, liberalism, secularism and other concepts. However, while doing
so it still preferred to retain its old Imperial system, though in a somewhat
amended version following its defeat in the Second World War.
Japan would not have been able to make a speedy recovery from the
ruination and destruction after the war without the direct assistance of
the Americans, who also provided it with a military umbrella which would
guarantee its security. As a result, the Japanese were able to achieve
economic domination over all their Asian neighbours and became the
world’s second most powerful economy. This required their leaders to come
to an understanding with the United States, despite their bitter memories.
The horrors of the 1945 nuclear attacks on the defenceless Japanese
populations of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were still fresh in the minds of the
nation’s people, and this was a major reason why the American occupation
authorities found themselves in conflict with traditional Japanese culture
at a number of different levels; it was brought home to them that the
Japanese were staunchly committed to their national independence on
their own islands, that there was no way in which they could be weaned
off their traditional culture, that demographically they were “resolutely
homogeneous”, and that they had an unquenchable thirst to learn from
others - whether the “others” were Chinese (as had historically been
the case) or Western. Other features of this modern Japan included a
central role for the state, a protectionist policy (which the state applied to
production as well as the markets), the rise of an enlightened Japanese
bourgeoisie, a deeply ingrained belief in thrift (at both individual and
community level), a policy of compensating for the acute shortage of
natural resources by investing vigorously in the country’s manpower, and a
practice of maintaining a stiff upper lip in the face of adversity and natural
disasters such as earthquakes, volcanoes and typhoons.
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The Japanese leaders needed to reach an understanding with the
USA over the 1946 Constitution - announced by General MacArthur, the
Supreme Commander of the American forces which occupied Japan
after the country’s defeat in the Second World War. After a brief period
of disagreement, the Japanese agreed to promulgate a new constitution,
which came into force in May 1947 and was sold to the public as being
“more progressive” that the previous Imperial Constitution of 1889. It
included several democratic ideas that had been fought for by Japanese
reformers, including a number who had died in the Emperor’s prisons
because they had demanded constitutional changes, though it was also
clear that in its application it bore no resemblance to US-style democracy;
on the contrary, the entente that existed between the country’s political
elites gave birth to a kind of consensus democracy with a distinctive
Japanese twist. The Liberal Democratic Party ruled Japan continuously
from 1955 to 1993, following which it shared power with the Socialist Party
between 1993 and 1996. The situation changed with the decline of the
Socialist Party and the return of the Liberal Democratic Party, which then
ruled without any other contenders until 2009, when the Democratic Party
came to power. At present, however, that party is suffering crisis after crisis
which may result in a revival of the Liberal Democratic Party’s fortunes.
This kind of phenomenon - in which a single party holds the reins of
power continuously for several decades, while at the same time observing
the practices followed in the world’s most advanced nations, respecting the
public’s choice and protecting the country from internal strife - is virtually
unknown in the European and American democracies.
Japan had to reach an understanding with her Asian neighbours,
particularly China and the two Koreas, which would enable them to come
to terms with the bloody history of her occupation of those countries and
the Japanese army’s atrocities against their peoples. When China launched
its policy of “reform and openness” in 1978 it called for the resentments of
the past to be forgotten and a new page to be opened that would lead to
the creation of Asian unity. Following this, Japan withdrew a considerable
amount of its capital investment from Europe and America and began to
establish closer ties with its fellow Asian states, so that by 2009 it had over
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200 billion dollars invested in China. And despite occasional local protests
against some of the Japanese missions based in Chinese and Korean cities
(because of Japan’s inflexible attitudes or refusal to apologise explicitly
for the atrocities carried out by its armed forces on those countries’ soil),
significant progress has been made towards greater mutual understanding
between Japan and the other Asian countries, which could lead ultimately
to Asian unity on the European Union model.
Here we should note that Japanese society is still largely homogeneous
and, while courteous to non-Japanese, it is reluctant to assimilate them.
The Japanese individual is an organic part of the group, while the country’s
urban society is overwhelmingly middle class – a factor that provides a
safety-valve for preventing internal crises. As highly involved members
of a multi-functional group, the Japanese have developed a wide range
of communal voluntary activities, though successive governments have
endeavoured to wean them gradually away from their “ant-colony,”
workaholic attitudes and lifestyles by setting up sports, arts and leisure
centres and encouraging them to travel abroad; this was something that
very few of them were willing to do until the 1980s, though by the first
decade of the 21st century over twenty million Japanese tourists were visiting
foreign countries.
Education and vocational training are among Japan’s top priorities
and Japanese families are prepared to make huge sacrifices so that their
children can get a good education. As well as providing direct support or
bursaries to enable Japanese students to complete their higher education,
private companies and state organisations also guarantee them jobs.
Japan gives a higher priority to education and research than any other
country and invests a large part of its budget in centres for technological
development. Government and financial institutions are committed to
ensuring that the country’s research institutions are supplied with sufficient
funds and the scientific research budget is explicitly ring-fenced to
guarantee that it will always be protected against any potential downturn
in economic circumstances. This means that those employed in scientific
research are assured of financial and job security, as well as long working
hours and high productivity.
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Seen from a non-Japanese perspective, the Japanese educational
system is demanding in the extreme. Students are subjected to intense
competition and the pressures can drive some of them to suicide. From
their side, the Japanese regard it as one of the best educational systems
in the world. It gives the student the longest school year and its course
syllabi are accompanied by a range of other educational activities. Its focus
is on the modern sciences and every year it produces increasing numbers
of students who have achieved distinction in advanced disciplines in which
a suitable balance is maintained between the theoretical and the practical.
Moreover, recent UNESCO reports rank Japanese students as best in
the world in mathematics and several branches of the applied sciences,
particularly physics, chemistry, astronomy, pharmacology and medicine,
to name but a few. In addition to this, the Japanese have established
special research centres and universities for top-grade students, including
the world-famous University of Tsukuba, which run courses at a different
level from those taught at other universities and organise tailor-made
programmes to enable the most brilliant students to discover and develop
their talents, skills and potential.
There can be no doubt that the amount of money spent by Japan’s
official bodies and private companies on education, research and cultural
activities, the arts and other creative pursuits is equal to, if not greater
than, that spent by any of the other advanced countries in the world. A
top Japanese researcher or scientist receives unlimited support from state
institutions as well as private companies, and this, along with Japan’s
striking advances in modern science and technology and its stunning
achievements in the fields of creativity and invention, explains why the
country’s research centres are among the best in the world.
With their state-of-the-art communications systems, Japanese
researchers are able to pursue their research projects and liaise closely
with their colleagues in similar institutions around the globe. Some
sections of the Japanese media have pointed out that the impressive rise
in the numbers of Japanese who have recently won Nobel Prizes in science
reflects a world-wide recognition of the quality of the country’s educational
system and the role of its research centres in advanced technology,
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particularly the development of robots. Japanese governments have issued
clear instructions to the effect that talented Japanese scientists of all age
groups and across a wide range of disciplines need to be supported so
that they can achieve the necessary standard to win international prizes,
particularly Nobel Prizes.

The role of religion and culture in China’s Renaissance
Along with a number of other countries in South-East Asia, China has
embraced the precepts of Confucian philosophy which provide the basis for
mutual understanding, or “the Golden Rules of upright governance”. These
comprise the general principles governing human relations such as youth
respecting their elders, women respecting men, pupils respecting their
teachers, servants respecting their masters and citizens respecting their
rulers. They also stipulate uprightness and diligence in one’s work and respect
for ethical and human values, and define the duties of the good shepherd
towards his flock, as well as those of the subjects towards their ruler, the
legitimacy of a just state and the qualities of a “good shepherd”. They stress
respect for the laws, an upright attitude to work, good and harmonious social
relations, preservation of traditions and conventions, and respect for the souls
of the ancestors. The way the Chinese observe religious rituals appears to be
an expression of close and warm social relations rather than observance of the
strict rules followed by devotees of the Divine religions.
Islam, which is widespread in China, is the leading religion of several
of the autonomous national groups, who embraced the Faith following the
first Islamic conquests. Over the years, Muslims have played a major role
in strengthening China’s relations with the Arab region, particularly through
the Silk Road, which has been extensively studied. There are also small
numbers of Christians and Jews in China.
The Chinese “mutual understanding philosophy” lays emphasis on
respect for all religions and strong ties between the country’s different
national groups, and forbids the clergy from engaging in politics or
proselytising with the aim of recruiting members of other religions to their
own particular faith. It calls for the younger generation to be educated in
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good conduct, even-temperedness, diligence, social conformity, harmony
with their natural environment and patriotism, and it seeks to promote
national unity so that a new China can be built that will be capable of
confronting the challenges of globalisation. As a primary element in
safeguarding the internal cohesion of the country with the world’s largest
population, the philosophy of mutual understanding between China’s
different national groups has succeeding in creating strong links between
the members of that vast human society, which comprises sixty-five
nationalities and numerous different religions.
By respecting national and religious differences, and promoting
positive interaction between cultural pluralism and religious diversity, the
philosophy of mutual understanding has developed into an ethical system
practised by all Chinese as a practical application of the slogan “Internal
harmony and compatibility with the Globalisation Age”; this has been the
cornerstone of China’s policy since the launch of its programme of reform
and openness in 1978.
Over the past three decades the Chinese Communist leadership has
wholeheartedly embraced reform and openness to the outside world
and abandoned some of the slogans of its old hard-line ideology. It is
reinforcing the ties between its different communities by rejecting war and
applying the principle of mutual understanding as a means of confronting
the challenges of globalisation and establishing Asian unity. This raises
numerous questions about the underlying reasons behind the leadership’s
decision to reject the notion of war despite its massive military and
economic capabilities.
The answer is that China desperately needs more time to resolve the
economic and social problems it has inherited – problems which affect
millions of poor people within its borders. Another factor is that the return
of Hong Kong and Macao to the motherland has proved that success
can be achieved through diplomacy, mutual understanding and peaceful
means. This has encouraged the leadership to exercise patience in its
efforts to recover Taiwan by diplomatic means, despite the rising calls for
independence or separatism by some Taiwanese political parties.
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The ongoing global financial crisis which hit most countries of the
world in the autumn of 2008 has left China in a strong economic position.
It has maintained its high rate of growth of between seven and ten per
cent per year for over a quarter of a century, thereby demonstrating that
the Chinese leadership is endowed with sufficient wisdom to manage the
country’s economic upsurge through the application of China’s traditional
philosophy.
China attaches particular importance to the cultural values promoted
by the philosopher Confucius, who continues to be the most important
influence on contemporary Chinese political thought. It cracks down harshly
on the corrupt and those who spread corruption, some of whom have
been given the severest of punishments. In 2010 China issued sentences
on over 140,000 officials, including people who had held high positions
in the Party and the State administration. With its policy of accountability
and transparency - and despite the economic and social problems
plaguing some of the rural areas (when compared with the tremendous
growth and rise in personal incomes in the major cities) - the country has
seen its economy grow in a way that can only be described as “sensible
and rational”, and it is for this reason that China’s policy of sustainable
development is likely to lead to a gradual resolution of its outstanding
domestic crises. Its current programme recognizes that the Chinese have
the ability to solve a range of historic problems that have persisted over
several centuries and affected millions of peasants across the country.
On the monetary side, its policy is to encourage saving by individuals
and official and private institutions, and it is aware of the importance of
setting aside large cash reserves to counter any severe, high-risk, global
economic crises in future. Today China’s reserves are helping to relieve
economic stagnation both at home and abroad and are enabling new
lifeblood to be pumped into the world economy in order to pull it out of
its slump and boost the international financial indices. This wise policy
reflects the Chinese vision and philosophy of harmony and mutual
understanding and the close dialectical relationship between – on the one
hand – sixty-five different nationalities in a country with a population of
1.34 billion and – on the other – the development of the world economy.
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Since embracing the policy of “reform and openness” in 1978,
the Chinese leadership has recognized that China’s own economic
development is dependent upon two major factors – mutual understanding
between its different national groups, and Chinese support for sound
global economic growth. Today it is clear that China’s style of economic
management for the benefit of its peoples has been a highly effective
counterweight to the global economic financial crisis – a crisis which
was caused by administrative and financial chaos and corruption,
compounded by a lack of transparency and legal accountability. Today
China is demanding that the laws on global economic management
be radically reformed in favour of the productive forces rather than the
financial speculators. In this, the Chinese administration, along with some
other Asian countries, has shown more wisdom and sound common sense
in managing its domestic economy and protecting it from global crises
that the Western (European and American) powers have done in their
management of the world economy.
On the cultural side, China attaches major importance to educating
its people throughout the length and breadth of the land, and to training
as many of its nationals as possible, since human development provides
the essence of the human/cultural capital which must accompany its
economic upsurge. The first decade of the 21st century has seen a radical
transformation from “quantitative capital” to “human/qualitative capital”
capable of coping with the massive explosion that has taken place in
the age of technology and the revolutions in knowledge, productivity, the
media and communications. Like other major Asian states, China has given
particular priority to the teaching of science and mathematics with the
aim of expanding its research base in all the scientific fields, particularly
physics, chemistry and the natural sciences. Today the haemorrhaging
of many of its finest minds to Europe and the United States has stopped
and increasing numbers of “emigrant brains” are now returning to
work in China. The Third Cultural Report, issued by the Arab Thought
Foundation in Beirut in 2010, referred to China’s success in dealing with
its scientists in Western countries, while noting that the largest numbers
of Chinese expatriates were in the United States. Of the million-plus
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Chinese professionals resident in that country, some 62,500 were doctors
of engineering working in the USA in 2003. The report added that in 2007
32,000 Chinese students obtained their doctorates in the United States.
China has recognized the vital (and growing) role of information and
communications technology, which it has used with considerable success
as part of a scheme to attract young expatriates back to the motherland.
The thousands of young Chinese scientists who have returned have been
welcomed with open arms and those who are highly qualified are provided
with high-income employment and a host of other privileges.
The combination of a philosophy of mutual understanding at
home, and – abroad -harmony and compatibility with the demands of
globalisation, has reinforced China’s status as a model of social stability,
economic growth and highly advanced, sustainable technological progress.
Outside China there is considerable interest in understanding how the
country’s culture has contributed to its impressive economic development
and there is a growing demand for Confucius Institutes to be set up in
countries around the world to provide facilities so that citizens of other
nations can study the Chinese language, literature and philosophy.
Meanwhile, the Chinese leadership uses “soft power” to promote the
principles of its philosophy of mutual understanding. This involves
propagating Chinese philosophical and moral values which embrace
the principle of balance and harmony as a means of rejecting all forms
of violence; nurturing a culture of peace and conciliation among its own
national groups and across the Asian continent; and seeking to achieve a
more humane and just version of globalisation.
By embracing a “soft power” policy China has succeeded in using the
Confucian heritage, traditional moral values and Chinese wisdom as tools
in its campaign to spread the Chinese ethos among all those seeking to
understand the secret of China’s success. While the policy is strictly
cultural in its aims, it is not designed to impose Chinese cultural values
upon other peoples at the expense of their own cultures. The Chinese
leadership does not see democracy as being the exclusive province of
the West, but as a product of human progress for each society to apply
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according to its own particular circumstances. The form of socialism China
has embraced has a specific Chinese character and its basic features
include an affluent state and democracy with harmony. In the Chinese view
no form of democracy can be universally applicable.
The type of democracy a state may choose to adopt must be
determined by its economic and cultural conditions and it is not something
than can be imposed by force. The Chinese leadership has little interest
in the Western democratic model, because it believes that democracy can
only be successful if it is able to solve the people’s basic problems such
as poverty, hunger, unemployment, illiteracy and desertification. It is proud
of the economic, social, educational and cultural advances that China has
achieved in a very short time, and today it is promoting “democracy with a
Chinese face” as a central plank of its programme for the future.

Some final observations on the philosophy of mutual
understanding within the Asian context
In the age of globalisation, the Asians understand “mutual
understanding” to mean a readiness to embrace every possible kind of civil
modernisation under a political regime that seeks to develop individuals
who will tolerate, recognize and accept the “different other” (as in the
case of India), work together as a cohesive group in order to maximise
productivity (Japan and South Korea), or live under a Party leadership
(China and North Korea).
While the Asian countries share the aim of a modern – and
modernising – educational system, their philosophy of mutual
understanding seeks to develop “civil citizenship,” in which the individual
is an active participant in those of his civil society’s institutions that are
primarily responsible for improving his level of knowledge, investing in
digital technology and making a sound contribution to the knowledge
and communications revolutions that have changed the face of the world
and made it a global village – a village in which the knowledge economy,
the genetic revolution, high levels of productivity and competitiveness
and free trade – including the free movement of goods and capital – reign
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supreme. Where the Japanese and Chinese are concerned, one result of
the global village and the digital revolution has been a heightened level
of national and cultural consciousness, accompanied by an open attitude
towards other peoples and their multiplicity of cultures. Alongside
this, however, they are also intensely aware of the dangers of cultural
globalisation and apprehensive about its possible impact upon their
own culture and daily lives. They have long recognized that neglecting
their national languages and allowing them to be replaced by other
languages (whether for general use, education or cultural activities,
under the false pretext that this is something required by globalisation)
will inevitably lead to cultural subjection (if not enslavement) with all its
damaging consequences, including a weakening of the cultural output in
their mother tongues. This is why they regard it as vital to safeguard their
own languages for the survival of their national identity and culture. For
them, their language continues to be the “safe repository” for all their
nations’ intellectual and cultural output, just as it has always been over
the centuries.
Japan and China are two examples of successful modernisation and
respect for the national language – a combination that has produced
social progress, human development and sustainable economic growth. A
national language is a tool for ensuring that a community retains its ties
with its heritage. At the same time, it does not exclude access to other
national cultures and traditions, because the cultural and literary output of
other nations can be made available in translation.
As a state that has been disarmed and forbidden to take part in
military activities beyond its own borders except under the flag of the
United Nations, Japan has embraced a policy of non-violence and
crisis resolution by diplomatic means. Meanwhile, China has adopted a
philosophy of mutual understanding and internal harmony as a means of
solving its domestic crises and averting the dangers of military conflicts
with neighbouring countries.
At this juncture it might be appropriate to raise a few questions about
the role of the “philosophy of mutual understanding” in strengthening the
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position of the Asian states under the new world order. Has any Asian state
benefited from the West and then succeeded in modernising itself on an
Asian model which differs radically from the Western one? Are those states
studying how the countries of Europe have succeeded in establishing their
European Union through persuasion and democratic action rather than
force, so that they themselves can build an Asian bloc based upon internal
harmony and cordial coexistence with each other, leading – ultimately – to
a more humane form of globalisation than the Western one (which is based
on a brutal neoliberalism that shows signs of collapse)?
It would be hard to deny that the Asian countries’ current cultural
and moral principles have helped them develop economically, while
at the same time affording them protection against excesses. They
have promoted the values of compatibility and harmony between their
numerous national groups and ensured sustainable human and economic
development for all their peoples. They boast well trained and qualified
manpower and enjoy a high reputation internationally. Moreover, in
confronting a barbaric globalisation unfettered by any moral restraints,
they are endowed with huge resources to enable them to propagate their
cultures outside the Asian region and help create a more humane form
of global system. The Asian countries have a rich legacy of moral values
and inherited customs that will help them maintain a balance between
tradition and modernity as they seek to temper their economic growth with
humane and ethical principles.
Since the beginning of the 21 st century there has been a series of
annual conferences on dialogue and mutual understanding between the
Asian states. The leaders of the participating states have agreed on a raft of
general principles aimed at reinforcing entente and mutual trust in order to
safeguard their common interests. Over the past ten years numerous joint
agreements have been signed and there has been a significant increase
in reciprocal financial investment and trade. Asian leaders have espoused
a common-sense policy designed to further their collective interests and
upgrade relations between Asian states in order to bolster their ability
to tackle America’s cultural and economic hegemony and establish an
alternative form of globalisation.
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The main focus of the discussions on mutual understanding has been
on: strengthening partnership and co-operation and boosting investment
between the participating states in a wide range of fields; expanding
security co-operation and military training; encouraging broader cultural
exchanges between Asian researchers by setting up research projects and
joint training courses; and increasing media contacts and exchanges of
technical and technological expertise.
Most Asian countries belong to the developing world and see central
roles for their state institutions, while giving priority to improving their
economic structures and providing training programmes in the techniques
of sound domestic development. They share similar stances on critical
regional and global issues and put forward collective proposals on ways of
resolving complex and chronic international problems that threaten world
peace and security. Their economic development policies, which are hugely
beneficial to the peoples of the developing world, have given a boost to
joint projects in the developing states and helped lead to the relocation
of the centres of production outside the advanced countries. They look
forward confidently to a future of positive dialogue, mutual co-operation
and development that will benefit all the peoples of Asia, with the leaders
of their countries adopting rational and humane stances in the interests of
Asian and global prosperity, peace and security.
The leaders of the Asian countries have repeatedly stressed that
the military might exercised by the United States against what it calls
“international terrorism” has not only failed to produce solutions to security
problems, but has exacerbated them. Their policy is to reject the principle of
violence and the use or threat of force, which they see as counter-productive
and a threat to world peace. Their rational approach is designed to ensure
lasting peace and sustainable development in Asia within the framework
of a long-term programme of co-operation in the economic and cultural
fields as well as in energy, tourism and other areas. Today Asia is one of
the most economically dynamic regions of the world; its huge markets
have enormous potential and have played a major role in global economic
development for several decades. With the big disparities between the
different Asian countries’ markets, accumulated reserves and industrial
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enterprises, it would seem that the best course of action for the future
would be integration. As well as encouraging economic co-operation and
exchanges of technical and technological expertise, this would also enable
them to build a powerful Asian trading and financial investment bloc, which
in turn would promote dialogue rather than conflict between the world’s
civilizations and help create a new form of globalisation – a diplomacy- and
UN-based globalisation – to replace the present American one.
The philosophy of mutual understanding in the Asian countries is
inspired by firm cultural and ethical principles. These include sustainable
development, modern education, a clean environment for a better life,
cultural diversity, free but responsible media, an understanding of other
cultures and respect for the differences between them (with the aim of
strengthening ties between them), broader cultural exchanges, rejection
of war in all its forms as well as interference in other countries’ affairs,
prevention of the spread of nuclear weapons, which should be placed
under effective UN control, support for UN-sponsored diplomatic solutions,
and participation in funding and supporting international institutions so
that they can carry out their global role effectively.
The Asian countries are also endeavouring to tackle urgent global
problems that threaten the future of mankind such as – among others –
weapons of mass destruction, environmental pollution, desertification,
the greenhouse effect, scarcity of water resources, the liberation of
women so that they can play their part in the production process, issues
affecting the younger generation, emigration and unemployment. Their
efforts have led to fruitful co-operation in a wide range of fields over the
past ten years and they are taking effective measures to cope with the
rapid changes taking place in their region and across the world in a highly
critical phase of mankind’s existence which is crying out for a new, multipolar world order and a more humane global system. The philosophy of
mutual understanding between the Asian nations has helped reinforce
mutual trust between neighbours based on the principles of respect for
national sovereignty and individual states’ political decisions. This is turn
has fostered a kind of Asian esprit de corps and a collective demand for
the liberation of the entire Asian region from any foreign military presence;
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instead, the goal is a union of Asian countries with their own effective
military forces (on the European Union model) and an ability to confront
the challenges of globalisation. This would help their states – particularly
Japan and South Korea – to rid themselves of the American military
umbrella which has been protecting them since the end of the Second
World War; this US presence has continued because those two countries
are apprehensive of China’s rising military influence in their neighbourhood
and its refusal to take punitive measures against North Korea for its
continued provocation of its neighbours.
For its part, the West – both Europe and America – has been afraid
of the rising power of the “yellow race” since the rise of Japan in the late
19th century, followed by China during the last quarter of the 20th century.
Today those two nations are ranked second and third on the scale of global
economic powers.
The Western leaders have expressed concern over the growing entente
between the Asian countries, particularly China and India – the world’s
two largest states with a combined population of nearly two and a half
billion. In the past, Western statesmen used to say: “When China awakes,
the world will tremble.” Today they recognize that the entente between
China, India, Japan, Korea and the rest of Asia means that the 21st century
will be an Asian century par excellence. The rise of the Asian nations –
guided by their traditional values and driven by the steps they are taking
to promote mutual understanding and avert conflicts – has put them in a
strong position to become the major players in the global economy, and
this is why the Americans and Europeans are doing everything they can to
drive a wedge between them and exploit the bitter memories of Japan’s
historical treatment of China and Korea, as well as North Korea’s insane
policies towards its neighbours. However, with its common-sense political
practices Asia is creating the right conditions for its states to form a united
front capable of curbing North Korean extremism and drawing its people
into the mainstream of the region’s drive for progress. By raising the profile
of their philosophy of entente and mutual trust, the rising Asian nations are
becoming a pivotal element – or indeed perhaps the leading force – of the
new world order.
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W

hen the first Muslims arrived in Europe
during the last century in search of a
livelihood, the Europeans never imagined
that, as their circumstances changed over the years,
those immigrants would start demanding to be
treated as full citizens, or that their somewhat halfhearted attachment to their religion would eventually
turn into the nucleus of a European Muslim identity.
To begin with, not many of those millions of Muslims
performed their prayers in the mosque or showed
other outward signs of religiosity. However, since
the 1980s there have been developments that noone could have predicted, with the result that
today attendance at regular prayers and collective
celebrations of the Islamic identity are the norm,
along with other visible signs of Muslim piety.
Perhaps the most far-reaching of these are to be seen
in the realm of culture, the media and the arts.

Academic from Tunisia.
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European Islam and secularism
It is worth noting that, while the Muslim presence in European
countries today does not pose a challenge to their secular-based social
philosophy, it is a challenge to the exclusivist right-wing and narrowminded religious ethos – whether Catholic or of another hue – which claims
to be the sole representative of those countries’ national identities and
maintains that the national churches are the custodians of their peoples’
collective memories.1
The yardstick for defining secularism in the West varies from country
to country and there is no standard model. Although some countries see
themselves as representing the “original” secular model against which
all other secular models should be compared, a close examination of the
situations and legislation of the different Western states will reveal that
secularism exists in several different forms, as do the relationships between
religion and the state. These range from the head of state being regarded
as the supreme representative of the Faith (as in the Scandinavian
countries and Britain, where the Lutheran and Anglican churches are part
of the state structure and their relationship to the respective monarchies
is enshrined in law, which states that the monarchs are the guardians of
the Faith and responsible for appointing the bishops and archbishops)
to a total separation between the “religious and temporal councils” (as
in France; this is specifically stipulated in the French Constitution, which
states: “France is an indivisible, secular, democratic and social republic”).
However, in addition to these two Western extremes there is the
unique example of an essentially religious state (the Vatican) within what
is basically a civil state (i.e. Italy). Modern Italy is founded on a secular
identity – both social and political – derived from the statesman Giuseppe
Garibaldi (1807-1882); Garibaldi was never hostile to religion, but he was
often at odds with the clergy. In a letter he wrote in 1867 he stated: “We are
in favour of religion which is right and proper, and that is what we wish to
see replacing the religion of the bogus clergyman.”
1 Enzo Pace: Islam in Europe, translated by Ezzeddine ‘Anayah, Kalimah, Abu Dhabi, 2010, p. 26.
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Despite the legal and institutional distinction between the two states
(Italy and the Vatican), there is a rare type of interaction between the forms
of authority they wield within the social sphere, particularly in the fields
of education, the media, science and health. Essentially, this interaction
consists of what may best be described as a kind of “flexible intermingling”
of the structures of the secular state and the State of the Holy Church.
Under this system of “intermingling” the Church has not only sought
a legal monopoly over moral issues. It also uses the pretext of trying to
exercise its authority over this legal prerogative to justify its attempts to
dictate how the political, cultural, scientific and educational sectors should
be run - or, to put it briefly, how society should be run. It does this not by
interfering directly in politics, but through what is known as “the Church’s
social code,” which means that the Church plays a crucial and wideranging strategic role.
So despite occupying an area of not more than 44 hectares, the
Vatican’s influence extends across the entire secular state of Italy.
Since the Lateran Treaty of 1929, known as the Concordato, between
Fascist Italy and the Vatican, the relationship between religion and politics
– or rather, between Catholicism and the Italian state – has been a unique
one, of a type summed up by Count Cavour (1810-1861) as: “A free Church
in a free state.” This, essentially, describes the relationship between the
Vatican and the Italian state.
Italy’s special situation has given rise to an ongoing dialogue between
secularism and the majority religion. This has had a negative impact on
other faiths, which are treated as intruders, or outsiders, and not as part of
the original social fabric.

Muslims and the “remodelling” of the European identity
Today, while it is true that many European states continue to
retain their largely Christian character, the European identity has been
“remodelled” following the demographic changes produced as a result of
the numerous migrations that have taken place. Muslims have played a
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major role in this process, while the prevailing Catholic religious mentality
has shown itself unable to adapt to it and accept it.
It was American sociologists who were the first to coin the expression
“religious market” – a reflection of the view that the social space occupied
by religious activity is a kind of market-place subject to the laws of supply
and demand, commodities and competition, as well as monopolies where
activities are concerned1; in this respect they have turned a critical eye
towards Europe, since in most European countries the religious market is
dominated by one single Catholic or Protestant tradition; Italy is probably
the European country where the market is most clearly dominated by a
single religious establishment.
With the arrival of a large Muslim element, efforts have been made
to break the Church’s monopoly hold on Europe’s religious space. In
response, Catholic religious activists have resorted to every possible
means in order to maintain the status quo ante, including attempts to
arouse feelings of apprehension and suspicion about this new competitor.
The Church has pursued this course unrelentingly and in doing so it has
tried to awaken the Europeans’ hitherto dormant religious feelings and
plant doubts and fears in their subconscious. However, they do not appear
to have been very successful, because “lukewarmness” is an ingrained
European character trait where religion is concerned and cannot be
activated through inspiring terror of the “different other” – particularly
when much of that “different other” enjoys the same citizenship rights
and claims as the original population. While it may be possible to exploit
fears about national security, allegations of threats to the citizen’s identity
(based on his or her Church affiliation) have no impact at all, particularly
since a person’s sense of identity comes from within himself rather than
from outside influences.2
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Robert B. Ekelund-Robert, F. Hebert-Robert, D. Tollison: Il Mercato del Cristianesimo, Universita
Bocconi Editore, Milano, 2008.

2

Many nominal Catholics today say: “I am not a Catholic, but I am a believer” or “My son has not
been baptised; he will decide if he wants to be when he is older”. Another common phenomenon
is “religious tinkering” in which a person develops his or her belief system without belonging to an
established church. This all indicates that the Church has lost its control of the social space.
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Now that Italy has over a million Muslims, where does this “new
phenomenon” stand within the Catholic/secular reality in which there
are undefined virtual boundaries? The textual definition of Italy’s secular
identity dates from the reign of the Christian Democratic Party (founded
in 1942 and an active force till around 1994), which formally adopted the
authoritative text on the subject with the approval of the Communist Party
(led by Palmiro Togliatti). Consequently, Chapter 7 of the Constitution
states: “The State and the Catholic Church are each independent and fully
sovereign.” Then the second paragraph of the same chapter adds that “the
relationship between them shall be in accordance with the Lateran Pacts” –
that is, based on the Treaty of 1929 between the Vatican and the Italian
government headed by Benito Mussolini, whom the then Pope described as
a “man under the care of Divine Providence”.
On the basis of these arrangements the Church in the West usually
claims that it is fundamentally committed to a separation between the
religious and temporal realms, and that the only threat to that separation
comes from outside – from Islam. This has given rise to a widely held
view in the West that religions other than Islam in the Arab and Islamic
countries are persecuted because those countries do not separate religion
from politics and civil life.
One of the numerous changes that have taken place in Europe over
recent decades has been the “awakening” of millions of Muslims as they
have emerged from their long years of hibernation and marginalisation
and sought to gain respect for their religion and culture. In response, the
Church has tried to project an image of itself as the protector of Western
values and the European identity from the challenges of Islam.
Following the unification of Italy in 18611 (which the Church opposed),
the Church lost much of its power and authority over the Italian kingdoms
and statelets. However, after the Second World War its fortunes were
revived by the Christian Democratic Party.
1

Following what became known as the “Breach of Porta Pia” on 20th September 1870 – when the
Italian unification forces sought to seize control of Rome – a law was promulgated on 13th May 1871
delineating the borders of the Vatican (and thus the temporal space occupied by the Papal authority).
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As well as making a significant contribution to Italy’s reconstruction
after the fall of Fascism (both by helping establish the foundations of the
state and by shaping its liberal character through the Christian Democratic
Party), the Church also played an active part in preventing the country from
joining the Socialist bloc. With these achievements to its credit, it saw itself
as entitled to dominate the Italian social space.
However, with the Church assuming a dominant role after the fall of
Fascism, the state found itself deprived of an opportunity to develop a
clear policy towards other minorities. This caused the religious groups
– particularly the Islamic ones – to feel deeply uncertain about how to
present their demands. Should they apply to the Italian civil state, which
publicly declares itself to be secular, or the Vatican statelet, which rules
on the religious status of the groups that have emerged out of the social
changes of the past three decades?
In reality, we find that the Islamic community needs to satisfy the
demands of both sides – the secular Italian state as well as the Vatican.
One example of this is the fact that its application to build a mosque in
Rome was only recognized legally when the Vatican had approved it after
exhaustive negotiations, despite the building’s location being outside the
Vatican and within the Italian state’s geographical area.1
Today, any discussion on secularism in Italy is subject to daily
social pressures from the Italian Episcopal Conference and the Apostolic
See. The Church does not merely speak for its adherents when it exerts
that pressure, but in the name of the community as a whole regardless
of differences of race or creed. In other words, it continues to be the allpowerful dominant force despite the changes that have taken place in the
social fabric.
Therefore, most aspects of Islamic religious affairs in Italy are
determined by the Vatican, which continues to put pressure on the
1
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secular state in order to restrict the Muslims’ freedom of movement. If
this is not the case, why is it that followers of the second religion are still
refused licences to build their prayer facilities out in the open and are only
allowed to perform their religious rites underground in cave-like converted
storerooms or car-parks beneath the basements of high-rise buildings?
This is the case with Rome’s second mosque which, like the country’s other
Muslim prayer facilities, is not legally recognized. In fact, only two actual
mosques have been legally recognized in the whole of Italy – the main
mosque in Rome and the Milan Mosque. Other Muslim places of worship
have the status of community associations.
Muslims are not only denied the right to build visible places of worship.
They also find that attempts are made to exclude them from the media,
which is totally dominated by the Catholic Church. Some 98% of religious
programmes on Italian state TV are the preserve of Catholicism, while other
faiths enjoy virtually no presence at all. (And this is despite the fact that
Islam is Italy’s second religion, followed by the Jehovah’s Witnesses and
other Protestant sects, then, finally, the Jews.) Islam is occasionally given
a slot in which its traditions, practices and legal system are discussed
superficially and highly critically in the sort of terms summed up in the
Italian myth of “the Mahometan Miracle”1.

The Church and its monopolisation of the religious space
There are no challengers – whether ideological or political – to the
Church’s dominant position in Italian society. Following the Second Vatican
Council the Church opened its doors wide to those whom it described
as “lay believers” – that is to say, individuals or groups who had strong
links to the Church but were not members of the priesthood. This new
open-door policy was inspired by a sense that there was an urgent need
to control those “unattached” members of the wider community who
were not directly subject to the Vatican’s authority or jurisdiction, and
1

According to the proverb, one day a crowd of people pressed Muhammad (PBUH) to produce a
miracle, as Allah had promised him that he would move a mountain. He sat before the mountain and
began to pray, but the mountain did not move, so Muhammad stood up and, facing the mountain,
said: “If the mountain will not come to Muhammad, Muhammad will go to the mountain.”

111

ISLAM IN EUROPE: TAFAHOM (MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING) AND MUTUAL HOSTILITY

the lay believer was one of the Church’s tools for dominating the secular
component of that community. The old idea of society consisting either
of “men of religion” or secularists now seemed inappropriate in the new
social circumstances since - among other things - it did not enable the
Church to enjoy a pervasive enough presence.
In this connection, the late Pope Karol Wojtyla’s support for Catholic
community work was designed to restrict society’s freedom of action and
bring it under control (politically and legislatively) in order to reinforce
the influence of the Church. While his popular image was that of a broadminded Pope who was open to ideas from the outside world because of
his calls for dialogue and ecumenicalism, he was basically a traditionalist
conservative committed to the reestablishment of Rome’s (i.e. the
Vatican’s) authority.
It was against this background that the Community of Sant’Egidio
rose to prominence. Because of its Vatican connection the Community
– the Vatican’s “secular arm” established by the Rome University professor
Andrea Riccardi (nominated last year for the Nobel Prize) and described
by The Times newspaper as one of the most powerful global institutions,
with branches across Italy and beyond the country’s borders – is a highly
effective instrument for exerting pressure on Italian domestic politics and
influencing the policies of the countries in which it has a presence. Within
the Arab context it extended a warm welcome to the Algerian opposition
conference in November 1994.
As well as seeking to exercise control over society, the Church
also aims to exert its influence over the younger generation. The Ora di
Religione – or “Religion Hour” – in Italy’s government schools is designed
specifically to promote Catholic teachings to the exclusion of all others;
all the teachers involved in it are members of the clergy appointed by a
Christian Church body, though they receive their salaries from the Italian
state, not from the Church. Despite the growing numbers of Muslim pupils
in the government schools, the authorities still refuse to allow “Religion
Hour” to be changed to a “Religions Hour” in which other, non-Catholic,
religions can be taught, and administrative obstacles are put in place to
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prevent the appointment of teachers from other faiths for that purpose. The
Church is determined to be the sole custodian of the religious sphere, even
when non-Catholics are involved.
So this educational policy continues to deny (or virtually deny) other
faiths. Non-Catholic Christian sects such as the Protestants and the
Orthodox – or Judaism – may not be radically affected by it, but it has a
major impact on Muslims, who represent the country’s second largest
religion after the Catholics.
With regard to the question of the crucifix being displayed in
classrooms, in 2003 an Italian judge ruled that it would be legal to remove
it at the request of the pupils’ parents. This aroused the ire of the Church,
which claimed that it was a violation of the Lateran Pacts and their
stipulation that Catholicism is the state religion. However, these days the
expression “state religion” is an anachronism since the state’s subjects
now include Muslims, Jews, Hindus and Confucians.
Within Italian society the Church dominates every aspect of the
“religious realm” and only recognizes the legitimacy of the Jews, while
Muslims are treated as dubious characters and intruders. Despite this,
however, the Church is making every effort to establish closer ties with
Islam and Muslims in the Arab states as well as the Islamic world in
general. Here its aim is to serve its own interests by penetrating the social
fabric of those countries while concealing its practices back in its own
homeland.

Spain and Islam
Unlike other European Catholic states – where the Church continues
to influence their social policies and educational programmes – Spain’s
recognition of Islam is unique within Europe. Historical factors may help us
to understand why this should be so.
Islam’s present public image may be traced – to some extent anyway –
to the tensions and “historical residues” stored in the collective memory
of a world that seems to us far removed from the centralised Europe of
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today. In this section we should start by considering two things: firstly, the
provisions of Spain’s new post-Franco constitution of 1978 and, secondly,
the Law of Religious Freedom promulgated in 1980.
The Constitution affirms the secular character of the state and
guarantees religious freedoms. The state upholds the citizen’s freedom
to choose his or her religious affiliation and from time to time it signs
agreements with religions that have an established presence in Spanish
society. The new 1980 Law of Religious Freedom approved the creation
of a special body within the Ministry of Justice with responsibility for
implementing the principles of the Constitution and establishing the
conditions for recognizing the different faiths and, uniquely, we find that
this body includes representatives of Spanish Islamic associations.
It took the body more than ten years to draft a co-operation agreement
between the state and Spain’s resident Muslim community. This was
followed by the ratification of the Law of 1992 after a series of meetings
between government representatives and a coalition of Spanish Muslim
associations entitled the Comision Islamica de Espana – the Spanish
Islamic Commission.
There is more than one pivotal element here. Most paragraphs of the
text refer to “the Spanish Muslims” – an indication of a desire (on the part
of both the government and the Islamic representatives) not to regard
followers of the Islamic Faith as being foreigners, but rather as citizens with
the same status as anybody else, who are members of a religion recognized
by the state in view of the role it plays in Spain’s history. A second factor is
that, in recognizing the Islamic Faith, the state sees it as a belief system
rooted in the Spanish historical identity. Paragraph 39 of the agreement
states: “The State and the Comision Islamica de Espana will co-operate
in protecting and developing the Islamic historical, artistic and cultural
heritage in Spain; this provides fertile ground for contemplation and study
for the benefit of every member of Spanish society.”
With this recognition the agreement enabled all outstanding issues
concerning the free practice of the Islamic Faith to be resolved.1
1
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The latent identity conflict
The West’s preoccupation with Islam is essentially about the
demographic impact of Europe’s rising Muslim population over the coming
decades, which has crucial implications for the future of the European
identity. On the other hand, European politicians’ current concerns about
the Muslim presence are the result of an obsession with security issues,
despite the fact that, generally speaking, their fears are essentially based
on a perception of a threat rather than any actual danger.1
Despite the fact that – in the worlds of an Italian sociologist when
speaking of the West’s current situation – “today we cannot speak about
Islam and the West [as two different and separate phenomena], since
Islam now exists right here in our own house and Islam has emerged in
the West as a result of this new infusion. Indeed, is this not a common type
of historical development? The fluidity of today’s change is – ultimately –
liable to become an established reality, even if it is still at the early stages.
We do not really know what it will ultimately lead to. What usually happens
is that the further away something is in time, the more clearly it can be
seen. We see what is actually happening around us in our immediate
vicinity through a sort of mist, because it is too near to allow us to define
our surroundings precisely.”2
The strongest pressure faced by Muslims usually arises when they
want to practise their religious rites. Religious freedom in a secular society
is relative and we can put it to the test by seeing the extent to which
Muslims feel the need to hide their identities at work, in the home, or
1

The secular state sometimes tries to interfere and lay down its own rules for what is or is not
acceptable as far as the Muslim community is concerned. When an imam of the Rome Grand
Mosque (Imam Abdel Sami’ Mahmoud, a graduate of al Azhar) declared marriage to Jewesses
to be prohibited (although this is actually permitted under the Shariah, since a Jewess would be
one of the People of the Book), the Italian state intervened by exerting pressure until the imam
was removed from his post and expelled. And when a Muslim – Abdel Karim al Jaza’iri – called
for prayers to be said for the soul of Sheikh Ahmed Yasin after his assassination, the security
authorities intervened and expelled him from Italian soil on the grounds that his conduct posed a
threat to Italian security.

2 Stefano Allievi: Islam in Italy: a Journey through the Realities of the Second Religion, p. 17.
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even in the street for fear of being snubbed or harassed.1 When a Muslim
Arab is asked about his religious affiliation, he usually describes himself
as a “moderate Muslim” or “secular”. And when he is asked if he is a
“conservative” in the practice of his religious rites, he usually denies that
he prays or fasts regularly. This kind of camouflage has a strong impact
on a person’s personality; it is probable that the popularity of the name
“Sarah” among Muslim newborns in the West is one symptom of this
“disguise,” since it is unlikely to mean that expatriate Muslim parents are
disproportionately fond of Sarah, the wife of the Prophet Abraham (PBUH);
rather, it is designed to enable the girl to hide her identity when she goes to
school.
We also come across many Arabs who give their sons Arabic names on
their birth certificates but call them Francesco, Giovanni or some similar
Italian name in the street. This kind of social evasiveness has been devised
by the outcast to enable him to fit into the community. Where jobs are
concerned – particularly in restaurants, cafes and other establishments
owned by people of Arab origin – it is rare to find people prepared to use
their Arabic names; usually it is the proprietor who orders them to adopt
Italian names to avoid (or so he will claim) driving the customers away.
It is hard for Muslim girls who wear the hijab to find employment in
government posts or private companies or establishments, even if they are
Italian-born. Because of negative media attitudes, people tend to shy away
from a woman who wears a headscarf. Some Muslim girl students in Italian
universities cover their heads or wear Islamic dress, though the freedom
they find within their university compounds (which allows a girl to dress
as she pleases) quickly evaporates as soon as they come face to face with
the realities of life outside or try to find jobs; “unconventional” dress is a
major obstacle to finding employment, so they have to either remove it or
be content to stay at home and look after the children.
It may be less of a problem for a religious man who allows his beard
1
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to grow, because there are also plenty of bearded, non-Muslim Italians.
However, he will probably receive a hostile reaction from the public if he
shows any outward signs of Muslim piety or declares openly that he follows
the rules of his faith.
The impact of this politically-driven public hostility has affected
sections of the Muslim community who had previously felt more or
less immune from it and it has influenced attitudes to immigrants from
the Islamic world, who tend only to be considered for employment in
non-sensitive or junior positions – whether in universities, the media,
educational institutions in general or other organisations – except when
circumstances dictate otherwise. Students at European universities are
discriminated against and treated differently from their native European
colleagues; this is just as true of citizens whose parents or grandparents
are from Arab and Islamic countries as it is of overseas students who are
themselves from that part of the world.
So life in a Catholic/secular country is not easy if a person openly
declares that he (or she) is a Muslim, and the fact that a society is secular
is no guarantee that an individual will be able to practise his or her faith
without being harassed in some way. Hence most Arabs conceal their
religious identity.
Although this unfortunate situation – in which members of different
religions and sects had to pretend to be something that they were not –
reminds one of the Middle Ages, it can still be seen today in advanced
countries which claim to uphold human rights and freedom of conscience.
This state of affairs has caused overt manifestations of Islam to be
regarded with suspicion in the West, whether they concern the Muslim
style of dress, the visible presence of Muslim houses of worship, or
the five daily prayers or other Islamic rites. In the midst of this highly
charged atmosphere, in January 2000 the Italian Episcopal Conference
demonstrated its opposition to all forms of integration and called for
Muslims to be deprived of the opportunity to perform any acts of worship
on parish property. It also warned the clergy and lay members of the
Church against the dangers of mixed marriages with Muslims.
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Summing up the Church’s position, Cardinal Biffi, the Archbishop of
the Italian city of Bologna, has stated that Islam poses a threat. In the year
2000 he declared on several occasions that the main question at issue
was the defence of the Italian state’s Christian identity. He added that
Catholicism was the religion of the vast majority of Italians and the secular
state could not ignore this historical fact under the pretext of protecting the
rights of minorities. Moreover, anyone who opposed the Catholic Church
(here he was referring to the secular nature of the modern state) was
unconsciously undermining the foundations of Western civilization.
The equation “Catholicism=the Italian national identity=the values of
Western civilization” has led to the emergence of an ideological position
that has been widespread in Italy for years and dates originally from the
political conflicts of the Cold War and the period between 1948 and 1979.1
Theoretically, and according to the common Abrahamic legacy, Catholicism
and Islam should coexist happily in Italian society; in fact, however, there is
a mutual aversion which could almost be described as open hostility.

European Islam and the “difficult birth”
Europeans are afraid of Islamic religious movements, most of which
they regard as being indistinguishable from each other (i.e. “they are all
radical and extremist”). Generally speaking, they use their fears to justify
their rejection of the Muslim communities living in the West and their
objections to allowing them to exercise their rights – particularly their right
to express their cultural identity. (The issue of Halal meat is one instance of
this.) Consequently, it is not the Muslims who refuse to become integrated
into European society; rather, it is the Europeans’ politico-religious
attitudes and their vision of a single all-dominating belief-system that
prevents Muslims from integrating.
As well as these obstacles, there is one other overriding stumbling
block where Muslims are concerned – the fact that Muslims have failed to
produce an independent, European Islam. The reason for this is that there
1
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is a shortage of Europe-based thinkers and religious leaders, with the result
that European Islam looks to the Arab countries or the wider Islamic world
for its inspiration and doctrinal guidance.
What Dr. Abdul Majid Najjar refers to as the European Muslims’
“cultural partnership” is not much in evidence, because there is a serious
dearth of Muslim cultural activity in the West; moreover, any religious or
cultural activities that do exist are directed at local Muslim communities
rather than Western society as a whole, with the result that it is not
possible to speak of a “cultural partnership” in this context.1
In the capital city of world Catholicism we find that the main Islamic
institution – the Rome Mosque, which may well be the biggest mosque
in the Western world – still imports its imams and scholars from the
Arab countries. Moreover, while it aims to represent the Muslims who
live in Italy, it is controlled to a large extent by the official diplomatic
establishment and its Council is comprised of embassy representatives
from the Islamic countries (which Muslim expatriates find highly offputting for a number of reasons – political and religious to name two).
Consequently, at the popular level Islam in Rome is better represented by
the city’s smaller prayer facilities and Muslim associations, particularly
UCOII (Unione delle Comunità e Organizzazioni Islamiche in Italia), the main
Muslim umbrella organization.2
Today, as Italy’s new generation of Muslim immigrants acquires a
more stable legal residential status, Islam in that country is beginning to
adopt a similar organizational approach to the one found in other European
countries, though at a more rapid pace. 3

Conclusion
While Muslims recognize that the religions of Jesus and Muhammad
are one and the same, Catholic Christianity in Europe still refuses to accept
1 Fiqh al Muwatanah li’l Muslimin fi Uruba, Al Majlis al Urubi li’l Ifta’ wa’l Buhuth, p. 24.
2 Stefano Allievi: Islam in Italy: a Journey through the Realities of the Second Religion, p. 46.
3 Ibid.
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that this is so. Despite the fact that theologians in Catholic universities are
coming up with some bold ideas about the need to adopt a new attitude to
dealing with the “different other,” they have failed to have any impact on
the Church establishment. Although the Church recognizes Christianity and
Judaism as being Abrahamic religions, it excludes Islam - the third member
of the Abrahamic family.
Since the relationship between Islam and Catholicism is so limited
in Italy, Muslims have to rely on the state’s secular laws to safeguard the
Islamic identity within the social fabric. While the Church seeks to prevent
Muslims from playing their part as full members of Italian society, it is
unable to exclude them from civil society altogether, because this would
be incompatible with the socio-political philosophy upon which European
social values are based.
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volution, development, progress and growth are
facts of life; this is just as true of the mind as it
is of the body. Similarly, there is no difference
between the evolution of prophethood and Divine
Revelation and the evolution of the human intellect.
Revelation has progressed from stage to stage,
prophethood has evolved from prophet to prophet and
human perception has advanced from the physical
senses to the intellect and from direct experience to
deductive reasoning.
The process of conceptual development from
tasamoh (tolerance) to tafahom (mutual understanding)
is a natural one; “tolerance” represents the act of
knocking at the door, while “mutual understanding”
is the act of entering the house. “Tolerance” is a
beginning and “mutual understanding” is an end;
“tolerance” is a means, while “mutual understanding”
is a goal. “Tolerance” points the way, while “mutual
understanding” comprises the inner substance.

Thinker, scholar and academic from Egypt.
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Concepts evolve through trial and error after they have been tested
against the reality of the world around us. A concept is not just an abstract
idea in a vacuum but a product of the “demands of reality” that evolves
and changes just as the demands evolve. Reality is inseparable from the
time in which it occurs and a concept is an ideational representation of
it. Or, to put it another way, a concept exists “in tandem with” experience
even if it may appear to be independent of it, and it follows on from it even
if it may appear to precede it.
Despite all this, however, the relationship between concept and
experience is not necessarily an “automatic” or “mechanical” one, since
intuition is also a determining factor where both these elements are
concerned. Experience is a product of the senses, perceptions and vision
(initially, at least, though not in the final analysis), while a concept is an
idea derived from experience without being an exact replica of it. This
enables it to play a creative role in a wide range of disciplines including the
natural sciences, humanities and mathematics.
The terms tasamoh (tolerance) and tafahom (mutual understanding)
– both of which refer to reciprocal rather than unilateral actions – do not
occur in the Holy Qur’an or the Sunnah of the Prophet, but are modern
Western imports which have their roots in specific historical circumstances.
“Tolerance” originates from the time of the religious wars between the
Protestants and Catholics and the St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre of the
Protestants by the Catholics in 1572, while “mutual understanding” dates
from the rise of Western rationalism.
Even so, if we consider these words from the point of view of their
actual meaning rather than as mere lexical items, we will find that they
do indeed exist in the Book and the Sunnah, though they are expressed
in other terms such as ‘afuw (forgiveness), ukhuwwah (brotherliness),
fadl (magnanimity), ihsan (benevolence), husna (kindness), ta’awun
(co-operation), ulfah (affection), mahabbah (love), dhimmah (protection),
nusrah (support), shura (consultation), jidal (discussion), hiwar
(dialogue), ‘adl (equity), qist (fairness), hadith (discourse), haqq (right),
hukm (judgement), da’wah (invitation), hikmah (judiciousness), ra’fah
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(compassion), rahmah (mercy), shukr (gratitude), safh (forgiveness),
nasihah (counsel), ‘ahd (commitment), qurba (affinity), kalimat sawa
(common terms) and amanah (trustworthiness). They are also implied
through negative qualities such as ikhtilaf (disagreement), shiqaq
(discord), ‘adawah (enmity), ‘udwan (aggression), ikhraj (expulsion), dhulm
(injustice), tughiyan (tyranny), taghut (false deity), naqd al ‘ahd (betrayal),
ghurur (arrogance), ghaflah (negligence), khiyanah (treachery), kidhb
(lying), kayd (plotting) and laghuw (nonsense/error).
Each of these qualities can be related to either tolerance or
mutual understanding. Some, like forgiveness, affection and love, have
connotations that are closer to tolerance, while dialogue, discussion and
consultation are closer in their connotations to mutual understanding. The
Holy Qur’an also contains concepts that are the opposite of tolerance and
mutual understanding; these are also relevant, since a positive can only
exist if there is a negative and negation is a step towards affirmation.
“Tolerance” implies “discovery of that which is different,” “departure
from the circle of selfishness, narcissism and self-love,” and “inclusiveness
of the ‘other,’ the wider world other people and the broader cosmos.” The
“other” is the “twin brother” of the self, and “one” becomes “two” after it
has given birth to another “one” (as happened with Adam and Eve). That is
why some ancient peoples adopted dualism – or duality – as a philosophy
or rational creed in response to the concept of oneness – or unity.
Tolerance is the “opening up of the self to the other,” enabling it to
discover its “natural associate,” which does not necessarily have to be
the Devil. Indeed, that is the function of faith. A Believer’s relationship
with Allah is a representation of the self’s relationship with the “other”
– or the “I” with the “not-I”. The self is not essentially a closed entity –
closed upon itself; if this were the case, it would be empty, a vacuum.
In phenomenological terms, “every feeling is a feeling of something”;
moreover, that “something” is a “different other,” which is not necessarily a
“natural thing”.
It is at this point that dialogue begins, since dialogue requires the
participation of two parties – the self and the other. Hence the Greco-Latin
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term dialogos (or dialogue) means a dual discourse, not a discourse with
the self, which would be a monologue. Dialogue with the self or hadith
al nafs – a Sufi practice – is called munajat (soliloquy), whereas dialogue
with the “other” is tafahom, or mutual understanding – a process of give
and take, “transmitting” and “receiving”.
“Tolerance” includes the implication of “mutual understanding”. If
this were not the case, it would be no more than a temporary manoeuvre
designed to dilute hostility to the “different other” and conceal a covert
conflict between two “closed selves,” each of which refuses to recognize
that the other self is a part of itself (and that it is a part of the other self),
like two sides of the same coin. Tolerance is the outward expression of
mutual understanding and mutual understanding represents the theoretical
essence of tolerance.
Before it can bear fruit, tolerance needs to fulfil certain prior
conditions. Tolerance towards oneself must necessarily precede tolerance
towards others. Tolerance is a “self-oriented” value; thus tolerance with
oneself is only possible if one is able to understand oneself, know the
limits of the self’s rapacity and congeniality and overlook its shortcomings;
this has been the practice of the ascetics, mystics and Sufis as they seek
to draw nearer to Allah and restrain the nafs (self/lower soul) from hawa
(vulgar passions).
The idea of impeding the nafs is a misinterpretation of the Hadith:
“Your worst enemy is your nafs which is between your flanks.” Scholars and
Sufis have written disparagingly about hawa in the strongest terms, but
hawa is not the same as the nafs. Hawa is a component of the nafs, but
it is not the nafs in its entirety, since the nafs also contains the potential
for goodness, tolerance and forgiveness, as well as consideration for others
and a readiness to sacrifice oneself on behalf of other people.
The preconditions of tolerance include avoiding suspicion – “for
suspicion in some cases is a sin”. Suspicion entails doubt and doubt
arouses fears which are an obstacle to tolerance. For how can a person live
in a world of doubts, suspicions and fears in which it is impossible to trust
anybody? Absolute certainty about oneself and absolute suspicion of the
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rest of creation generates inflexibility, intolerance, narrow-mindedness and
a refusal to engage in dialogue, interact or co-operate with other people at
any level. For how can it be possible for truth to co-operate with falsehood,
certainty with suspicion, good with evil and right with wrong. When you
have two opposites that are incapable of meeting, tolerance can have no
psychological structure; instead, you will have “absolute truth” on the one
side and “absolute falsehood” on the other.
Even if tolerance should succeed in recognizing the rights of others
to the same extent that it recognizes the rights of the self, the problem of
practical implementation will still remain. Calls for tolerance are usually at
their loudest when two religious, tribal or ethnic groups become involved
in unfortunate incidents which lead to bloodshed – such as occurred
after the Christmas bombing of the Saints’ Church in Alexandria, the Nag
Hammadi massacre and the attack on the train in Upper Egypt. These were
followed by widespread condemnation of extremism and fanaticism and a
reaffirmation of Muslim-Christian unity, accompanied by reminders that
Muslims and Christians have always lived together in peace and harmony
since the early days of Islam. It was noted that Islam had been welcomed
by the Copts of Egypt and that both communities had taken part in the
national revolutions and worked together side by side for the sake of their
country’s progress and development.
However, after the crisis was over, all these warm words failed to
produce positive action, nor did the message of tolerance put out by the
press, radio and television lead to any change in the social reality that had
caused the outbreaks of inter-communal violence. Instead, “tolerance”
showed itself to be no more than a media phenomenon aimed at improving
the country’s self-image at home and abroad. Meanwhile, the leaders of
the two faiths met and exchanged messages of goodwill – either in the
churches at Christmas and Easter or at fast-breaking time during the
month of Ramadan.
Tolerance succeeds when its conditions are met and when the causes of
religious fanaticism or racial prejudice are eradicated and replaced by national
harmony – a harmony which ensures that citizenship is recognized as the
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common denominator uniting all the people of the nation and that the state
treats all its citizens equally, regardless of their race or religious affiliations.
Tolerance is an appeal from the heart, an aspiration of the soul and a
goal of society and the state, and it cannot be achieved without a change
in the social situation which caused its absence. This explains why there
have been so many declarations and conferences, so many new magazines
have been founded and books written about tolerance, yet all the time
fanaticism and bigotry are still widespread. Religious, sectarian and
racial conflicts continue to threaten the unity of nations. School curricula,
satellite TV programmes and conservative religious cultures remain the
same, as does their impact upon the relationship between the “I” and the
“other”. Not surprisingly, therefore, communal incidents continue to occur
from time to time, since the wellsprings of ill-feeling have not ceased to
flow and the infrastructure has not changed.
Although tolerance is a general concept with no specific religious or
philosophical character (neither historically nor today), its connotations
have always been religious and associated with sectarian strife. This has
reduced its impact upon societies seeking to move on from the stage in
which religion plays a dominant role in public and private life to one in
which the state and religion are separate entities and all citizens enjoy
equal rights and obligations regardless of their religion or race.
The concept of tolerance is still associated terminologically – and in
both the religious and philosophical senses – with Western culture. That is
why its appeal has been so limited in Islamic countries. The circumstances
which led to its emergence in the West – the wars between the Christian
sects – are not the same as the ones being experienced by the Arab and
Islamic world today. There have been no sectarian massacres between
the different Islamic groups like the ones that happened in the West. The
current incidents between Sunnis and Shias in Iraq are more political than
religious, and the conflicts now taking place in Yemen, Somalia and Sudan
are also political in nature.
Political conflict will not be resolved through tolerance, but through
political change involving a transformation from sectarianism to
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citizenship, from tribe to state and from ethnicity to human rights. There is
no use in two sides having a bilateral dialogue if neither side is prepared to
make any kind of compromise or change its position in any way. A dialogue
of this kind is basically fruitless and does no more than – at best – provide
temporary relief from the violence inflicted by each side upon the other.
(That is to say, it acts as an anodyne rather than a cure.)
Only when the proper conditions exist for the two sides to live
together in a pluralistic relationship at every level – religious, racial and
national – will it be possible for them to genuinely accept and recognize
(rather than merely tolerate) each other. True coexistence requires that all
citizens without exception should enjoy equal political and social rights
and obligations. An inter-sectarian coalition government on the Lebanese
model is not enough. (There the Head of State is a Maronite, the Prime
Minister is a Sunni and the Speaker of Parliament is a Shi’ite.) Such a
system, which institutionalises sectarianism through a fair allocation of
political posts, can sometimes be successful, though it is liable to lead to
an explosive situation that can quickly escalate into civil war.
There is nothing new about appeals for tolerance. They are a familiar
phenomenon, particularly when leaders of different groups find themselves
talking to the media. Kisses and kind words are exchanged, as if they in
themselves are enough to resolve inter-communal conflicts. Tolerance
is pointless if it is merely an outward show of goodwill while the basic
situation remains unchanged. Tolerance is something that must exist in
deeds, not words. There needs to be fundamental social change so that
there are no animosities between religious groups.
Mutual understanding is a “deeper” notion than tolerance and
demands a greater degree of conceptual awareness. It requires an
appreciation of the social conditions in which all the different groups live,
as well as an understanding of the underlying causes of religious or racial
strife. The first stage is “understanding”; this is the first step towards
“mutual understanding,” which in turn is the key to comprehending why
social violence takes place – a necessary precondition of any appeal for
mutual tolerance.
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Thought needs to precede action. Mutual understanding is the key
to tackling inter-communal strife and entails an objective analysis of
its causes. This is a job for the social scientists, not the speechmakers,
preachers, missionaries and clerics with their calls for tolerance. Mutual
understanding is derived from the intellect and knowledge, while tolerance
comes from the heart and the emotions. Mutual understanding is an
existential recognition of the “different other” and leads to an effort to
understand the other’s situation before reaching a state of empathy with it.
Mutual understanding requires a recognition of difference before arriving
at a declaration of unity – a recognition of the right to differ before an
attempt is made to reduce that difference. Mutual understanding involves
recognizing individual characteristics before trying to establish common
ground within a general system shared by all the parties concerned. If
social differences create division, intellect-driven mutual understanding
produces unity. Mutual understanding does not deny the existence of the
other, but affirms it, since two distinct, differing parties have to exist before
mutual understanding can take place between them.
While tolerance is an appeal for the “other” to be socially accepted,
even if it continues to be psychologically and intellectually rejected, mutual
understanding has no “outward” and “inward” aspects – an “outward” one
calling for tolerance and an “inward” one in which difference is still deeply
ingrained. Mutual understanding is a single, straightforward discourse, not
a double one, and it requires no manoeuvring or subterfuge.
The term “mutual understanding” indicates a willingness to understand
without rejecting, and a readiness to change one’s position rather than sticking
doggedly to it and reinforcing it. First and foremost, mutual understanding
takes place with the nafs and seeks to rescue the nafs from hawa, distractions
and short-term interests: “The Day whereon neither wealth nor sons will avail,
but only he [will prosper] who brings to Allah a sound heart.” It is when the
nafs is unsullied that the “different other” becomes manifest, and it is then that
dialogue takes place with it. This is what Ricoeur calls “le soi comme un autre”
– “the ‘I’ as an ‘other’” – in which the “I” and the “other” are equal in principle,
and when affirmation of the “I” is an affirmation of the “other” and affirmation
of the “other” is also an affirmation of the “I”.
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Mutual understanding may also be considered as a “historical
psychological accumulation” – that is, a legacy from generation after
generation of evolution and development – that defines a person’s or a
community’s vision and behaviour. Peoples who still maintain strong links
with their past find this is an obstacle to mutual understanding, particularly
since memory is selective. If the present is happy, the memory is not
prompted to recall past times of mutual understanding and coexistence,
while if it is sad, it only remembers the days of communal strife in order to
justify what is happening in the here and now; in doing so, it conveniently
chooses to forget Andalusia’s Golden Age of communal harmony, when
different cultures exchanged the best they had to offer and there was a
genuine dialogue between the civilizations, or the Madinah Charter when
every sect and school lived in a single community that recognized the right
to hold different views – an age of diversity in unity and unity in diversity.
Mutual understanding also means recognizing the realities of the
present day without engaging in hostile confrontation on ideological
grounds. Present-day reality is the result of an accumulation of past events
and influences – positive as well as negative – comprising people’s dayto-day lives and experiences, both sad and happy. Mutual understanding
within the context of the present day demands a recognition and
acceptance of reality so that it can be improved upon. It does not entail
ignoring inconvenient truths; on the contrary, it strips the truth bare of its
garments.
Recognition of the truth is a virtue. While tolerance may consist
solely of alleviating present-day religious, racial and national conflicts,
mutual understanding looks ahead to the future and sets out a vision of
how communities should live together in the years to come. Its aim is to
galvanise reality and guide it along a “historical path” towards a common
goal of peaceful coexistence that serves the interests of the whole of
mankind.
Mutual understanding is the opposite of religious or political
isolationism and inflexibility, whether dogmatic or ideological, and
demands a return to that innocence and clarity of intellect referred to by
the philosophers.
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The Holy Qur’an tells the story of a man who had ninety-nine ewes,
while his brother had only one, and it shows that at that brother’s request
an intuitive intellectual position was taken. Elsewhere in the Qur’an, Allah
heard a woman’s discussion with the Prophet (PBUH): “Allah has indeed
heard [and accepted] the statement of the woman who pleads with thee
concerning her husband and carries her complaint [in prayer] to Allah. And
Allah always hears the arguments between both sides among you; for Allah
hears and sees [all things].” Discussion (or dialogue or argument) requires
a combination of intuition and a sound intellect: “He said to his companion
in the course of a mutual argument: ‘More wealth have I than you, and
more honour and power in [my following of] men.’”
Faith is an intuitive quality, while unbelief is a form of blindness.
Mutual understanding endorses differences, while seeking to achieve unity.
Moreover, in accepting mankind as it is, it seeks to guide it towards a single
common goal.
Where either tolerance and mutual understanding are concerned,
one might ask the following three questions: “Tolerance or mutual
understanding with whom? And about what? And in what way?” In neither
case is it sufficient merely to repeat well-known arguments and facts from
the Islamic heritage about the dialogues that took place between the
different Islamic schools or between the theologians and Caliphs in their
diwans, because those times belong to the past, whether we look back on
them with pride or nostalgia, or quote them to show how intellectuals and
Sufis were persecuted in those days; there are numerous instances of the
latter, from al Ja’d bin Dirham, al Hallaj and Ibn Rushd in the more distant
past to Sayyid Qutb and Shahdi Atiyah in recent times. The past can offer
numerous examples of tolerance as well as bigotry, not to mention both
mutual understanding and a complete lack of any such thing.
Nor is it sufficient to cite – or pick and choose – from Western or
Eastern sources (usually Western sources, since the West is geographically
closer to the Arab world; moreover, we have had political and cultural links
with it for over two hundred years). If we have pro-Western views we will
cite examples of dialogue, mutual understanding, freedom of expression
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and a willingness to countenance other opinions – either as established
Western practices or as concepts promoted by Western thinkers such as
Martin Buber (in Dialogisches Leben), Emmanuel Levinas and Gabriel
Marcel. On the other hand, if we are anti-Western we will point to the many
religious conflicts in the West beginning from the time of Christianity’s
founding fathers – such as Arius and the Arians (who the Prophet was
probably referring to in his letter to Heraclius; “you bear the sin of
[persecuting] the Arians”) – and through the Middle Ages (Abelard, Siger of
Brabant etc.) to more recent centuries (Spinoza, the Freethinkers and the
Young Hegelians).
In the Arab Islamic context we can consider the question of
confrontation or mutual understanding in the light of the relationships
between political ideas and ideological trends such as Salafism and
secularism, fundamentalism and modernism – or indeed the relationship
between individual thinkers regardless of whether they are Islamists or
secularists. We can examine their impacts on people’s daily lives and
identify precisely the historical period when bigotry gave way to tolerance,
confrontation was replaced by mutual understanding, and “al Firqa
al Najiyah” (the “Group destined for Salvation”) and the imposition of
a single view and a single path was transformed into an intellectual and
creedal pluralism accepted by all. (“For the one who is wrong there is one
reward and for the one who is right there are two rewards.”)
Let us go back to the first question – “Mutual understanding with
whom?” There are two types of mutual understanding – “internal” and
“external”. By “internal” we mean applying it to all the intellectual,
ideological and political trends in the national culture including the
Islamic and secularist movements. As an integral part of the popular and
cultural heritage with a long history and roots in the Book and the Sunnah,
the Islamic movement is a movement with huge numbers of followers
throughout the Arab and Muslim worlds which calls for the implementation
of Shariah law. Although the people, who are tired of unjust laws and
despotic regimes, regard the Shariah of Islam as fair, just and equitable,
the Islamic movement does not know quite what it wants to achieve, with
the result that its focus is on slogans and the outward and visible signs of
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worship rather than on issues of substance and the people’s actual needs –
i.e. freedom, justice and equality.
The main focus of dialogue with the secularist movement (which
is drawn from the elite class of society) is on socialism, liberalism or
nationalism. National liberalism was the dominant trend before the latest
Arab revolutions, with national socialism coming a close second. Now it is
the turn of “comprador” liberalism, which has closer ties with international
capitalism than it does with national liberalism. The secularist movement
knows what its goals are (i.e. freedom, democracy, political pluralism and
social justice), but it does not know how to achieve them. Consequently,
it has resorted to the Western ideologies of liberalism, socialism and
nationalism.
The function of mutual understanding, therefore, is to establish a third
way which knows what it wants (like the secularist movement) and how to
get there (like the Islamic movement).
By “external” mutual understanding we mean mutual understanding
with both East and West rather than with just the West (unlike previously,
when the focus was overwhelmingly on Western culture and models). These
days the level of “misunderstanding” between us and the West may best
be characterised as confrontation and alienation, or even open hostility.
The main reason for this is the stereotypical images each side has of the
other as a result of academic Orientalism, evangelisation, imperialism and
cultural arrogance. The West has developed a superiority complex towards
other cultures, while from our side we suffer from an inferiority complex
towards the West, and currently the relationship between us is one of the
“centre” with the “fringes, in which the “centre” creates and originates,
while the “fringes” copy, interpret, expound and digest what the “centre”
says and embrace its culture with open arms.
The West has coined various anthropological terms to express the
contrast between what it regards as its own “logical deductive mind” and
the “magic, myth-oriented mind” found in other cultures (and in order
to compare its own progressiveness with non-Western backwardness).
However, despite its assumption of superiority, one manifestation of
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Western civilization was Nazism, while the “Roman Empire” mentality is
deeply rooted in the West’s psyche and a “psychological affiliation” with
Judaism is buried in the Western subconscious.
In reality, civilizations follow a cyclical pattern in which they start from
nothing before rising to a pinnacle of achievement, after which they decline
and fall. This was the case with the civilizations of the past such as China,
India, Babylon, Assyria and Canaan, as well as Ancient Egypt, Greece and
Rome. It is probable that this will be the fate of the modern West which
began its rise over five hundred years ago and is now showing signs of
break-up and collapse; this thesis has been put forward in numerous works
of literature such as Spengler’s Decline of the West, Lukacs’s Destruction of
Reason and Husserl’s Crisis of the European Sciences.
In recent decades the “misunderstanding” between us and the West
has intensified and the West has begun to link Islam with terrorism.
Islamophobia, or fear of Islam, is growing, although it was Islam that built
the civilization of Andalusia and produced seminal works on mathematics
and the natural sciences that were translated into Latin and contributed
significantly to modern Europe’s Renaissance. The spread of Islam in
Europe – through Arab and Muslim immigrants and European converts –
is a positive phenomenon and today it is Europe’s second religion after
Christianity. The West needs new blood to help it overcome its crises and
enable its civilization to begin a new cycle, and Islam could well provide
that blood. In any case, Islam is not an alien culture where Europe is
concerned, but an integral part of it, while Europe has been an integral part
of Islamic culture since the early Muslims translated books from the Greek;
indeed, this relationship lasted till the “Second Translation Age” some two
hundred years ago and it has continued in one form or another up to the
present day.
As I mentioned above, the term “external” mutual understanding
also applies to the relationship between Islam and the East, particularly
since Islam began to spread eastward into Central Asia during the time
of the Fourth Caliph. There are strong Persian and Indian elements in
early Islamic culture - e.g. Miskawayh’s Al Hikmah al Khalidah (Eternal
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Wisdom) and al Biruni’s Taḥqiq ma lil Hind min Maqulah Maqbulah fi ‘Aql
aw Mardhulah (Al Biruni’s India). In his illuminist philosophy and Mantiq
al Mashriqiyyin (Logic of the Orientals) Ibn Sina tried to combine Eastern
and Western wisdom.
Today dialogue with the East is vital in view of the resurgence of
the East – particularly China, Japan and Korea – and the eastward shift
in civilization’s centre of gravity, as Anwar Abdul Malik points out in
his book Rih al Sharq (The East Wind); the same theme can be seen in
Joseph Needham’s Science and Civilization in China. Even so, we are still
modelling ourselves on the West and turning to them for our defence, our
development and our culture, despite the fact that mutual understanding
may well be easier to achieve with the East than it is with the West.
Confucianism is closer to the ethical teachings of Islam and it is quite
possible that Confucius was a prophet sent to carry the Divine Message to
China: “And there never was a people without a warner having lived among
them.” It is of no importance that he is not referred to in the Holy Qur’an,
since the Qur’an only tells us the stories of the prophets of the Children of
Israel who were familiar to the people of the Arabian Peninsula: “There are
some whose story We have related to thee, and some whose story We have
not related to thee.” Buddhism could also be closer to the spirit of Islam
in such matters as asceticism and restraining the lower passions. In fact,
some scholars regard Islamic Sufism as being Indian in origin.
So we should not limit our dealings with China, India and Korea to the
economic – and possibly military – spheres. Our mutual understanding
with them ought to encompass the realms of culture, ethics and values,
rather than mere reciprocal interests. China has become the main investor
in Africa, the East is nearer to the Gulf than the West is, and the eastern
end of the Arab world extends further towards the East than it does to the
West.
There is also mutual understanding between North and South, just as
there is between East and West. Africa is the richest continent on the globe
in terms of natural resources and the western end of the Arab world is in
North Africa. The Nile – the world’s longest river – passes through Egypt and
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Sudan. Islam was spread peacefully in Africa by the Sufi tariqas when it was
at its weakest and today it is just as well established there as it is in Asia.
Now let us go back to the second question – “About what?” The
mutual understanding or dialogue referred to by the question would not
be about purely theoretical issues, despite the importance of theoretical
propositions, since if it were we would be left with a kind of mutual
understanding devoid of substance. The dialogue should be about the
present state of the Arab nation and the Islamic world and the main
challenges they face such as the liberation of the Occupied Territories in
Palestine, Iraq and Afghanistan; the liberation of their peoples from every
form of social, political and cultural oppression; social justice, in view of
the huge gap between rich and poor; the unity of the Ummah (Islamic
Nation) and the dangers of disintegration along racial and sectarian
lines as is currently happening in Iraq, Sudan, Somalia, Yemen and –
perhaps in future – in the Arab Maghreb; self-sufficiency and nationally
generated development to ensure that Arabs and Muslims have no need
to import their food and weapons from abroad; protecting the national
identity against the dangers of Westernisation in public and private life
(language, customs, dress, architecture, education and outlook); and,
finally, mobilising the people to promote the Ummah’s interests at home
and abroad.
Mutual understanding is not just something that occurs between two
sides or two cultures. As the world as a whole is a party to it, it can also
take place between a culture and its context or between people and their
environment. Topics within this category in a global context include the
New World Order, globalisation, the unipolar world, the global economic
crisis, the information revolution and the knowledge society.
When considering topics for mutual understanding the most important
thing is: Who is setting the agenda? The Western agenda includes
topics such as women, minorities, human rights, pluralism, democracy,
globalisation and the clash of civilizations – that is to say, it expresses the
West’s priorities and reflects the other side’s weakness (in view of the fact
that the other side is suffering from severe crises in these areas).
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We should also be aiming for an agenda that reflects our historical
relationship with the West and covers such areas as domination,
hegemony, power and control, imperialism, arrogance, the superiority
complex, the Eastern sources of European knowledge, the future direction
of Europe’s knowledge and understanding, cultural interaction, the
centre and the fringes, transfer and creativity, historical cycles etc.. What
is needed is a common agenda for mutual understanding that is not set
solely by the stronger side and acquiesced in by the weaker side without
the opportunity to discuss it or propose alternative options.
Going back to the third question – “How (and under what conditions
can mutual understanding be achieved)?” – we should note that mutual
understanding is not a static state existing between two stagnant parties,
but a dynamic process between the past, present and future. Each party to
it is a product of its education and upbringing and the stereotypical images
it receives of itself and the “different other”. In Egypt, for example, Copts
and Muslims are taught religion separately in the schools, where Copts
learn the basics of Christianity and Muslims learn the basics of Islam. This
encourages a feeling of “difference” at the expense of a common sense of
citizenship. It should be possible for Muslims and Copts to be given lessons
together about the values shared by the two religions such as love, piety,
faith, brotherhood and co-operation, because morality lies at the heart
of religion. Despite this, Muslims are brought up with the idea that the
other side – the Christians – are idolaters or Unbelievers who believe in
a multiplicity of gods and the Crucifixion, neither of which are compatible
with Muslim beliefs. Meanwhile, from their side Christians are taught
from childhood that Islam is a Judaeo-Christian sect that originated in the
Arabian Peninsula, that Muhammad (PBUH) did not receive revelation from
Allah and that his ideas were taken from Judaism and Christianity – i.e.
from the faiths that were around during that time. When a Christian child
grows up, he continues to retain that stereotypical image put out by the
media, Orientalists, sociologists and anthropologists about the other side’s
propensity for violence, its inflexibility and its refusal to engage in dialogue,
as well as its obstinate insistence on maintaining an identity that is at odds
with general global trends – including such features as the hijab, the niqab
136

FROM TASAMOH (TOLERANCE) TO TAFAHOM (MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING)

and minarets, as well as its reactions to the Danish cartoons and offensive
novels and newspaper articles about the life of the Messenger.
Therefore there is a need for mutual understanding so that a start can
be made in breaking down prejudices.
From our side - as Muslims - children learn lessons at school about
how the other side are Unbelievers and idolaters. As they grow up, they
learn how Western civilization is materialist, secular, atheistic, nihilistic and
depraved and, on the basis of that stereotype, they see it as despicable.
They are unaware of its intellectual achievements, its declarations of
human rights and its citizens’ charters, its respect for the values of
freedom, democracy and the concept of equal rights and obligations for all
citizens, and its adherence to the rule of law and the constitution. Instead,
they put the whole of the West into one basket, making no distinction
between the imperialist West and the anti-imperialist West, which supports
the peoples’ independence movements and their struggles for freedom.
Mutual understanding is not the final goal, but a means of coexistence
and co-operation aimed at enabling peoples to realise their aspirations
towards freedom and justice (in our case) and new values (in the case of
the West). It is a means of establishing common ground between two sides
and enabling them to judge truths and falsehoods by applying a common
yardstick instead of double standards: “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 take not, from among
ourselves, lords other than Allah.”
Mutual understanding can only be achieved within a framework of a
general national renaissance in which one of the fundamental principles
is entente with other parties. Mutual understanding is not merely the
fulfilment of an obligation; most appeals for it come from the other side,
which also funds it. To be serious, mutual understanding needs to express
the “rebirth” of a party that is trying to remove obstacles to its progress
that are caused by the other party’s failure to understand the nature of its
rebirth, so that there can be co-operation between the two sides. If mutual
understanding is unable to achieve a genuinely positive result, it can at
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least take steps to prevent injustice, arrogance and rejection or contempt
of the other side.
This phenomenological analysis of tasamoh (tolerance) and tafahom
(mutual understanding) aims to identify the areas in which they coincide
and differ. In doing so it seeks to examine the theories behind the two
concepts as well as the way in which they are actually applied in the
contemporary Arab and Islamic context. Such an undertaking demands
intuition and shared experience, rather than an exclusive focus on pure
theory. Although there may be a variety of different analyses, the only truly
objective one must reflect the experiences of the greatest possible number
of people.
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RELIGION AND POLITICS
AND THEIR IMPACT ON
CIVILIZATION-BUILDING
IN ISLAM AND THE WEST
Seif el Din Majdi

1 – Introduction

I

t might be appropriate to begin by asking this crucial
question: Are religion and politics consecutive? That
is to say, did one of them come before the other or
are they overlapping and inextricably linked?
This question will determine the angle from which
we approach our subject and the substance of what I
have to say. When I look at Western history I find myself
forced to conclude that it would be more accurate to
regard them as consecutive, since Christianity entered
the West’s political arena as a “welcome guest” of the
state (which at that time was the Roman Empire). When
it arrived, Rome already had a long political tradition
and well established and effective political institutions,
so the fusion of religion and politics was something that
occurred subsequently.
However, when I look at Islam I find that the two
are inseparable because in the environment in which
Professor of Usul al Din at al Zaytuna University, Tunis.
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Islam was revealed no state existed, nor were there any effective political
institutions. In fact, it was Islam itself that was destined to establish a state,
so the relationship between religion and politics was founded on the premise
that religion was the basis of an ideal existence in this world and the next, and
accordingly, that it was the framework for all the institutions established by
Muslim civilization, as well as the yardstick for all Muslim behaviour. Although
da‘wah (spreading the Faith) lies at the core of Islam, anthropological and
historical evidence indicates that conversion to Islam has never been a purely
religious matter. It is also a political one.1
The first Islamic community in Madinah had certain distinct features which
may be described as political. The alliance between the Muhajirun (Emigrants)
and Ansar (Helpers) represented a new departure which combined political
with creedal elements. It did not come into being in a vacuum, nor was it solely
the product of Divine Revelation. Rather, the conflicts out of which it was born
were a necessary consequence of the geopolitical events in which the Muslims
found themselves engaged from the moment of their Hijrah (Migration) to
Madinah. A dynamic Islam had come into being and needed to protect the
Muhajirun and the Ansar who had chosen that religion, and this coincided with
the revelation of the Qur’anic texts which regulated the daily lives of the early
Muslims and established the framework of their culture. Consequently, aided
by Divine Revelation, they began to build a new civilization.
In this dynamic Islam it became impossible to separate the spiritual
from the temporal, because Islam represents the religion of this world and
the next. The Holy Qur’an says: “But seek, with the [wealth] which Allah has
bestowed on thee, the Home of the Hereafter, nor forget thy portion in this
world.” (Al Qasas, 77) and “Say: ‘Truly, my prayer and my service of sacrifice, my
life and my death, are [all] for Allah, the Cherisher of the Worlds.’” (Al An’am,
162). When Islam became firmly established, the Qur’an issued a wide range of
laws on general matters in Surahs (Chapters) such as al Baqarah, al Ma’idah

and al Nisa’, as well as numerous others. These laws covered several
areas which were profoundly political. Indeed, the Qur’anic texts show
clearly that Islam calls upon its followers to accept it as the authority
1
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governing every aspect of their lives. Since it is so broad in its scope, it is
impossible to separate religion from politics in an Islamic context, except
on the grounds that politics is temporal, governed by historical and cultural
circumstances, and based on the principle of providing an easier life for the
people. Despite these grounds, however, an absolute and total separation
between politics and religion is something that does not, and cannot,
exist in Islam, since politics will always remain inexorably linked to the
fundamental principles of the Shariah.

2 – Religion and politics in the West: Origins
Rome “held the entire Mediterranean region under its sway. In Western
Europe its borders extended along the Rhine and the Danube; there were
legions of Roman soldiers based in Britain. The Romans called their
territories outside Britain provinces; the provinces were administered by
Roman governors and protected by Roman garrisons and the inhabitants
of those provinces paid taxes to the Roman state treasury.”1 Most of the
Middle East at that time was subject to the rule of Rome.2
The point that concerns us here is that this august realm, founded by
the Etruscans,3 who built the city of Rome and made it their kingdom’s
capital, was an advanced civilization with a long and powerful reach.
However, it collapsed after the revolution led by the Roman nobility, who
overthrew the kingdom and declared a republic4 in 509 BC.
Historical evidence confirms that religion and politics came together
to build the great edifice that was Roman civilization. Anyone who has
studied the relationship between the religious and political aspects
of that civilization will have observed how the two elements became
inescapably wedded to each other. The Roman Empire claimed Divine
attributes for itself alongside its political symbolism; for example, the
1

A. S. Svenskaya: The Early Christians and the Roman Empire, Tr. Ihsan Mikhail Ishaq, 1st impression,
Dar Ala’uddin, Damascus, Syria, 2006, p. 7.

2 For example, Greater Syria was a Roman province.
3 Abdul Satir Labib: Al Hadharat, 2nd impression, Dar al Mashreq, Beirut, 1971, p. 184.
4 Ibid. p. 184.
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fact that “Augustus” – the title of one of the Caesars – was an attribute
only assigned to gods1 is proof that politics did not exist independently
of religion, but rather that it was a “legal instrument” for safeguarding
the religion; it was the state’s function to uphold the principle of respect
for the gods – the gods of Rome. Moreover, in addition to its purely
political role the Senate – the Roman state’s leading institution – was also
responsible for religious affairs.
It was this ideological melding and harmony between politics and
religion that gave Roman civilization its momentum. The state was able to
harness a pagan religion to reinforce its unity and bolster its status and
culture.
The pagan religions began to lose their influence under the combined
impact of Greek philosophy, religious ideas from the Middle and Far
East, Jewish monotheism and Christianity, which was brought to Rome
by Christian missionaries. As Roman politicians came to realise that the
people of Rome and its provinces were beginning to turn away from the
pagan religions and embrace Christianity, they sensed that their state’s
situation was fraught with danger. Consequently, the wiser ones among
them concluded that a godless Empire would be no more than a soulless
and powerless political corpse, and that Christianity would be “able to
infuse new blood and a new spirit into the body of the state”.2
It was for this reason that the Roman state adopted the Christian
religion and introduced it to the West from the fourth century CE. This
took Western Europe into a new phase of its history in which religion
and politics came together to create a force which was so dynamic that
“the prevailing view in Byzantium was of a single world-wide Christian
community led jointly by the Church and the Empire.”3
1 Ibid. p. 200.
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3 – The theoretical basis for this fusion
The fusion between State and Church was founded upon a solid
theoretical basis. The teachings of the Messiah (PBUH) called upon
humanity to channel its mental, psychological and physical energies
into both love of God and love of mankind. They also appealed to people
to strive to establish goodness, probity and peace upon earth,1 and gave
particular focus to personal salvation. According to the Christian scriptures,
this goal had God’s blessing and was therefore achievable, since the
Kingdom of God begins here on earth. Moreover, in order to achieve that
Kingdom no more is required than a “struggle inspired by the Messiah”
– the Messiah being the symbolic striver who sacrificed himself in order
to promote those precious values. His story and teachings gave unending
support and succour to those striving for the good of humanity, so therefore
a Christian could not be considered a sincere Believer unless he strove to
achieve this goal on earth. It would seem that this Christian principle was
seen as a major priority by those peoples who were seeking “peace and
security in a turbulent and increasingly unfeeling world.”2
The Christian message had a startling effect on the peoples of the
Roman Empire, and as they began to embrace the new religion, the fervour
of the masses was further aroused by the great sacrifices made by several
leading figures in the Christian community. Meanwhile, Rome’s politicians
came to realise that this religion had considerable political and cultural
value and favoured the idea of a fusion between Church and State. They
saw that not only did Christianity reject pagan beliefs; it also refreshed the
soul and promoted respect for humanity as well as the values of morality
and peace, and therefore it was an ideal instrument for reinvigorating the
state with new blood and a new spirit.3
Rome, which had extensive experience in the administrative, military,
judicial, economic and social fields, showed itself able to enlist Christianity
1 For confirmation of this, see the Gospels.
2

Kevin Reilly: The West and the World: a History of Civilization, Tr. Abdul Wahhab Mohammed
al Masiri and Huda Abdul Sami’ Hijazi, ‘Alam al Ma’rifah Series No. 90, Kuwait, 1985, p. 164.

3

A. S. Svenskaya: Secrets of the Gods and Religions, Tr. Ihsan Mikhail Ishaq, 2nd impression, Dar
Ala’uddin, Damascus, Syria, 2006, p. 464. Also see ibid. p. 255 and p. 259.

143

RELIGION AND POLITICS AND THEIR IMPACT ON CIVILIZATION-BUILDING IN ISLAM

for its own political ends, while at the same time spreading the Christian
message in all sincerity. The consequent harmony between Christianity and
the Roman state served the common interests of both parties.

4 – How have religion and politics benefited the West?
From the moment it was first adopted Christianity was able to save the
Roman Empire from collapse and provide it with an ideology that enabled it
to renew and improve itself.
When the Empire disintegrated in the Middle Ages and its provinces
cut their ties with it, its power and influence waned. However, despite
this, and despite the theological disputes which led to schisms within the
Church, the Christian religion continued to play a major part in shaping
the European identity and determining the character of its culture. I
do not intend to go into detail here, because that is really a job for the
cultural historians. However, I can say that throughout the Middle Ages,
the Renaissance and the modern era politico-religious coexistence has
been a remarkably constant feature of Western civilization. From the
earliest times till around the beginning of the 19th century CE the West
never considered the possibility of a total separation between religion
and politics. Even Rene Descartes (1596-1650) was close to the spirit of
Catholicism when he posited the existence of a Perfect Supreme Being;
indeed, he claimed to be able to prove it and asserted that belief in such
a Being was an obligation which served the interests of the individual and
mankind as a whole.1 Then the French School of Western culture tried to
reconcile Christian rationalism with Cartesian theory by filling in the gaps
in Descartes’ philosophy with “creedal elements” that Descartes had
seriously overlooked.2
This line was taken up by numerous leading thinkers in the 17th century
including Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) and Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715).
Pascal put forward an argument in the form of a “wager” that “religion,
1
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2 Ibid. p. 103.
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together with the morality, wisdom and virtues inspired by it,”1 was a more
likely proposition than not. He regarded placing one’s bets against religion
as a form of rebellion leading to the direst of consequences; accordingly, in
his view the West had no option but to remain true to the Christian Faith in
its Catholic version, “because of its vital usefulness”.2 A clearer defence of
Christianity was put forward by Malebranche, who proposed a combination
of Christianity - particularly in the form in which it was understood by Saint
Augustine (354-430) - and Cartesian theory and methodology. Malebranche
saw the importance attached by Descartes to reason as a kind of
“Revelation from within”.
In Malebranche’s view, it is the Christian scriptures (the Gospels and
the Epistles) that provide us with the “Revelation from without”. There is
no difference in status between the two forms of Revelation, since they
complement each other. In his book Dialogues on Metaphysics and Religion
Malebranche writes: “I do not believe that true philosophy is incompatible
with religion or that the best philosophers differ in their feelings from
true Christians…Truth speaks to us in numerous different ways, but it is
certain that it always says the same thing. Therefore we should never set
philosophy up in opposition to religion.”3
These words indicate that a fourth member – Revelation – should be
added to the Cartesian trinity of intuition, deduction and experience, since
a philosopher must “not think unless he knows beliefs”4. “Beliefs” here
refers to Malebranche’s beliefs, which would mean that Revelation – i.e.
the Christian Scriptures – also extends into the cultural sphere, including
politics; this in turn would mean that it is not feasible to develop a political
vision in isolation from religion, since the Christian religion was revealed to
promote a “politics of mankind” at two levels – from “within” as a “gift to
1 Ibid. p. 191.
2 Ibid. p. 100. See also pp. 92-93.
3
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men’s hearts,”1 and from “without” in order to set up systems that would
regulate behaviour, strengthen ties between members of the community,
establish justice, promote peace and protect lives and property. From
“without” the politics of mankind affirmed that “Christianity is the religion
in which there is a growing orientation towards life and the world”.2
As far as the “from without” aspect is concerned, throughout the 17th
century Catholicism was very much a living faith in France and the rest
of Europe and it was the element that imbued politics with its ethical
content, while continuing to ensure that Western civilization remained
charged with vitality.

5 – The trend towards critical thinking
From the 18th century the relationship between religion and politics
began to cool. Indeed, it showed signs of breaking down altogether,
particularly after the critical English philosophical theses published by
Francis Bacon (1561-1626) in his Scientific Works, Isaac Newton (1643-1727)
in Philosophiæ Naturalis and John Locke (1632-1704) in An Essay Concerning
Human Understanding.
Meanwhile, in France there were a series of attacks on Church dogma
in which doubts were raised about the historical value of the Bible3 and
religion’s ideological and social roles were belittled. This critical trend
marked a volte-face in comparison with the views of Pascal, Malebranche
and the Church Fathers. Voltaire (1694-1778), Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) and Paul-Henri Holbach (1723-1789) were all ardent advocates
of liberation from Christian dogma. However, despite this trend’s weakness
from a philosophical point of view, its literature was highly effective in
promoting critical thinking and its influence extended to Germany. In 17944
1 Ibid. p. 130.
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Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) published his Religion within the Bounds of
Bare Reason. Georg Hegel (1770-1831), though somewhat influenced by
religion, wrote extensively about the mind and reason and was one of the
thinkers who paved the way for Karl Marx (1818-1883). Nor should we forget
here that the critical approach also found its way to Scotland, where David
Hume published The Natural History of Religion in 1757.1
These developments proved highly threatening to the ties between
religion and politics, and the philosophies they represented shattered every
accepted theory on religion, science, nature, morality and politics. That
was why Andre Cresson – a writer on philosophical trends from the Middle
Ages to modern times – wrote: “18 th century philosophy was to a large
extent a subversive philosophy”.2

6 – A question on critical philosophy
From the 18 th century a change could be clearly observed in the
relationship between religion and politics in the West. However, it would
not be appropriate to make categorical pronouncements on this matter.
Instead, one should pose the following question: Did Christianity withdraw
from its role as a partner in Western civilization? That is to say, did it
separate itself totally from politics?
My reply would be as follows: Although the philosophies of the 18th
century produced convulsions, the West had learned from the earlier
generations whose civilization represented the outcome of combining
religion with politics. France, and not only France but the whole of Europe,
was aware that its forefathers had been simultaneously at ease with their
Faith and builders of their civilization, and that Christianity had given work a
sanctity that it had not enjoyed before. The monks of the Benedictine Order
described the Christian attitude in this connection as: “Work is worship”
and regarded “congregations of workers as being equal in importance to
1
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congregations of worshippers. In fact, the guilds were originally religious
fraternities and they never lost their religious character. The merchants’ and
artisans’ guilds served the interests of their members and the interests of
consumers by guaranteeing the quality of their products, setting fair prices
and working for the economic prosperity of their cities. At the same time,
however, they attached equal importance to producing and performing
religious plays for the people of their towns and cities and built schools,
churches and assembly halls for the citizenry. They also arranged insurance
for their members, as well as pageants and carnivals…”1
Another function of religion was as a school of art. It supported
aesthetic education; this was reflected particularly in the architectural
styles of Western cities, in their paintings and sculptures and in the
elegance of their dress… Indeed, Christianity was able to underpin and
sustain the city and supply human society with its members’ needs.2
Those who applauded criticism of the “destructive tendency that never
ceased to seduce 18th century thinking”3 strongly believed that Christianity
contained certain elements that could never be destroyed because they
were eternal truths with the power to imbue us with faith, hope, power and
morality - qualities which provide the impetus for civilization building and
human progress. A leading proponent of this view was Francois-Rene de
Chateaubriand (1768-1848), who attacked supporters of the notion that
Christianity should be eradicated from the life of the community in his
book Genie du Chretianisme (The Genius of Christianity). In this he was
more vehement than the Baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755), who adopted
a more diffident approach in his treatise on political theory - L’Esprit des
Lois (The Spirit of Laws). While Montesquieu merely appealed for a positive
attitude to some religious principles when devising laws, Chateaubriand
demanded that Christianity should be the sole source, describing it as
the “most poetic of faiths, the most humane and the most compatible
1
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with freedom, the arts and literature. The modern world is indebted to it
for everything, from agriculture to the pure sciences and from the refuges
built to provide shelter for the destitute to the houses of worship built by
Michelangelo and adorned by Raphael.”1 In his book Essai sur l’Indifference
en Matière de Religion (Essay on Indifference in Matters of Religion)
– published in 1823 – the French thinker Felicite Robert de Lamennais
(1782-1854) insisted that the West’s embrace of Christianity and its
acceptance of the Church’s authority had created “that wondrous spiritual
communion” as well as “that perfect social system”.2
The prevailing current of opinion in France was that a total separation
between the Christian religion and politics would probably not be wise. This
current, which then spread to Italy, Britain, Germany and the United States
of America, felt that the best course would be a return to the West’s earlier
model based on an accord between its religious and social elements.
However, would the West be receptive to this idea?

7 – From Auguste Comte to the beginnings of secularism
Auguste Comte (1798-1857) was critical of those who supported the
idea of a return to an understanding with the Church. In his view Christian
philosophy was generally not “appropriate for an age that was capable
of giving full rein to the intellect”3 and whose aspirations were towards
progress and development. He rejected the idea of fusing religion with
politics on the Catholic model, in which the king was the ultimate symbol
of both temporal and spiritual power. Nor was he impressed by the
proponents of the English system, who held that the king’s authority should
restricted through a system of control and partnership.4 His view was that
a “rational sociology” should be developed (with the blessing of “science”)
1 Ibid. p. 282.
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and that this sociology should lead to the creation of a temporal authority
capable of establishing the framework for the different aspects of social life
on a rational and scientific basis.
The Comtian position, then, demanded that the West should abandon
the linkage between the Church and politics and embrace the positivist
approach in which science took the place of the Church. Science would
provide us with the political systems we needed.
Positivism has played a significant part in changing the Western
political mentality and, although Comte’s ideas have been subjected
to much criticism, they caused convulsions in the historic alliance
between the Church and politics which had existed ever since the 4th
century CE. They became popular in England and Germany after
evolutionism became a more acceptable notion in those countries;
there was also a rise in scientific and historical criticism of the Jewish
and Christian scriptures in France, Germany and Britain. A further
factor in the separation of religion from politics in the West was the
emergence of a trend known as Naturalisme Scientiste (Scientific
Naturalism) 1 which called for a vision of the world that was totally at
odds with the one depicted in the Christian scriptures. Here we should
also bear in mind that the emergence and spread of Marxism gave a
further boost to calls for the separation of religion from politics in the
West.

8 – Freedom versus restraint
No student of the subject can state categorically that there has been
an absolute separation between religion and politics in the West. It is true
that the West came to resent the oppressive custodial role assumed by
the Church in its attitude to the Christian faith as well as its assumption
of the right to control the intellectual and political spheres. 2 However,
1 Ibid. p. 389.
2

‘Abdul Rahman Taha: Ruh al Hadathah, 1st impression, Arab Cultural Centre, Casablanca, Morocco,
2006, p. 194.
Tariq al Kahlawi: Al Sardiyyat al Shumuliyyah li ‘Ilaqat al Din bi’l Dawlah wa Tarikhaniyyatiha,
Al Adab magazine, Year 55, Nos. 6,7,8,9, Beirut.
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history tells us (and this is still true today) that Western politics has never
rejected Christianity, nor has it been able to eradicate the political role of
the Church establishment. And despite Max Weber (1864-1920)’s work on
secularism, which has been regarded as an authoritative source1 since the
end of the Second World War, the West has never given in to the notion
of a separation between religion and the state. Our evidence for this is as
follows:
Firstly: The British version of secularism does not endorse a total
separation. In the mid-1990s, as a result of pressure on the government
from British religious groups, a plan to amend the “Common Law” in favour
of full secularism failed and the law was never promulgated. In fact, the
Conservative government at the time accepted those groups’ proposals for
a politically backed multifaithism.2
Secondly: The French separation model appears to be more radical,
but achieving it was a long, hard slog. In this connection, we should not
ignore the influence of Christianity on the French Right; nor should we
forget that the state found the Church useful when devising its French
imperialist theory. The imperialist government used Christianity to help
it impose its will on its colonised peoples; in fact, the poet Victor Hugo
(1802-1885) – a leading figure of the Humaniste (Humanist) School – gave
a speech at the Elysee Palace in which he applauded the alliance between
the state and the Church and asserted that colonising the “savage” peoples
of the southern Mediterranean was a “civilizing act”.3
Thirdly: The Catholic and New Thomist trend has become a powerful
force in Poland, particularly since the fall of the country’s Marxist
leadership in 1990.4
1 Lubnan August/September 2007, p. 13.
2

Ibid. p. 16, taken from T. Modood (ed): Church, State and Minorities, Policy Studies Institute,
Londion, 1996, p. 5.

3

See Victor Hugo: Oeuvres Completes, Collection “Bouquins”, Robert Laffont, Paris, 2002, pp. 10091012.

4

See Didier Julia: Dictionnaire de la Philosophie, translated into Arabic by Francois Ayyub and others,
1st impression, Maktabat Antoine, Beirut, and Dar al Andalus, Paris, 1992, p. 382.
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Fourthly: Other Western states, including Malta, the Principality of
Monaco and some Swiss Cantons, still regard Catholicism as their “official
faith”. There are also European countries that enshrine other “official
faiths” in their constitutions. In Greece and Greek Cyprus the Orthodox sect
is the official state religion, while Lutheranism enjoys a similar status in
countries such as Denmark and Norway.1
Fifthly: The West still has the Vatican – a religious state par
excellence; moreover, it still holds the symbolic status of the Vatican in the
greatest respect and continues to believe that the Vatican is a reflection of
Catholic Christianity’s political and religious role and the capital of world
Catholicism.2
Sixthly: It is no longer possible for us to speak “ingenuously about
America’s experience of secularism, since there is a growing acceptance
that it is time to take a new look at the ‘mythology of secularism’ in that
country – a mythology based on an incorrect interpretation of Article
One of the amended US Constitution of 1791 known as the Bill of Rights.”
This Article contains the proverbial sentence about “Congress not having
the power to promulgate any law on the establishment of a religion or to
suppress the freedom to practise one. Scholars and researchers are under
no illusions regarding the total separation of religion from the state in
that country, since it seems clear that progressive moves towards greater
democracy take precedence over full secularism.”3
Seventhly: Liberation theology – a movement that emerged particularly
in Latin America – calls for a new understanding of Christianity involving its
alignment with humanitarian causes, the poor and peoples suffering from
marginalisation or colonialism.4
1 Tariq al Kahlawi: Al Sardiyyat al Shumuliyyah li ‘Ilaqat al Din bi’l Dawlah wa Tarikhaniyyatiha, p. 17.
2 ‘Awaidat, Beirut, Lebanon, 1st impression, 1996.
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For further information see Muhsin bin Isma’il: Al Insan wa’l Hurriyyah fi Lahuti’l Taharrur, a
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Eighthly: We should not forget that the modern West was partly created by
clergy from the Renaissance era. In Italy [Surely this should be Germany?
Tr.] the Protestants played a prominent role in the Reformation and they were
the driving force behind the emergence of Western capitalism.1
We mentioned earlier that the precursors of Western modernity
“such as Descartes, Newton, Kant, Hegel2 and many others showed clear
evidence of religious influences in their ideas and academic disciplines.”
For this reason we cannot say with certainty that religion in the West has
become totally separated from politics or that it has ceased to play a part
in its civilization.

9 – Religion and politics in Islam
a – Context
Islam and the West differ radically from each other where the
relationship between religion and politics is concerned. In Islam, state did
not precede religion, nor did religion precede state.
Islam appeared on the scene as a “timeless” faith based upon a belief
in the One God, and its political character was imposed upon it by the
reality of the situation. At the same time, politics in Islam has never been
in any way theocratic in character. In Islam the Caliph does not say: “I am
Allah’s Khalifah (Caliph/Successor),” but rather “I am the Messenger of
Allah’s Khalifah.”
The Arab environment in which the Qur’an was revealed was already
prepared to accept the fusion of religion and politics. The Arabs were more
than ready to embrace monotheism despite the fact that they worshipped
idols,3 and they suffered from a permanent state of political turbulence.
1

Abdul Rahman Taha: Ruh al Hadathah, 1st impression, Arab Cultural Centre, Casablanca, Morocco,
2006, p.49.

2 Ibid.
3

The Arabs did not suffer from spiritual poverty. Their worship of idols did not preclude a belief in
the existence of Allah as the Creator and Arranger of the universe. The Qur’an mentions this in
numerous verses and points out that when an Arab is asked why he worships idols he replies: “We
only worship them so that they can bring us closer to Allah” (Al Zumar, 3).
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This was because their tribal system did not enable them to create a state
or establish a proper form of government; nor did it train them to live within
an institutionalised structure or enjoy the kind of political power enjoyed by
other nations such as the Persians, the Byzantines and the Abyssinians.
So when the Qur’an was revealed it was able to respond to the Arabs’
state of turbulence and steer their culture in a different direction. This did
not entail copying the Byzantine or Persian models, but the adoption of a
new philosophy that sought to free mankind from the snares of ignorance,
poverty, paganism, bondage, subjugation, tyranny, racism and arrogance.
Islam placed the Arabs in a position that enabled them to convey its
Message to mankind and convince them to embrace the new Faith whose
Qur’an and Hadith scriptures championed and promoted humanity’s
eternal values. These were values of a kind that all rational individuals
needed for their benefit and guidance, and in order to show them the way
when they created the institutions needed for their civilization.
b – Religion and politics in Islam – origins and realisation
• Origins
Islam’s focus was on man and his activities on earth, and the Qur’an
was revealed to empower man to fulfil his destiny on the basis of a
philosophy which called upon him – as a Believer – to perform his role as a
builder of civilization and leave his mark on history. The Holy Qur’an says:
“It is He who hath produced you from the earth and made you to become
settlers therein” (Hud 61) and “Then We made you heirs in the land after
them, to see how ye would behave.” (Yunus 14) Most commentators interpret
these verses as meaning that developing the land is not just an option but
an obligation and, moreover, that the status of being an “heir” carries with
it the need for a system of rules to be introduced to provide Muslims with a
new general framework for social behaviour. This was something that had
hitherto been completely unfamiliar to the Arabs. The Arabs – particularly
the Arabs of the Hejaz – did not understand what such concepts as a state
or a system of government meant before Muslim society came into being in
Madinah. Later, however, when that society took shape and became a visibly
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distinct community,1 a legal system needed to be devised in order to provide
Muslims with the regulations and structures on which their community
would be based. An examination of the Qur’an and the Hadith will reveal
that these structures and regulations are not only concerned with spiritual
matters – “the province of religio-psychological sanctions”2 – but also the
political side, particularly the creation of a ruling authority (the Wali al Amr)
who would be given responsibility for enforcement in such areas as:– Judgements and rulings: The Qur’an says: “But no, by thy Lord, they
can not be [real] Believers until they make thee judge in all disputes
between them, and find in their souls no resistance against thy
decisions, but accept them with the fullest conviction.” (Al Nisa’ 65) and
“O ye who believe! Obey Allah and obey the Messenger, and those
charged with authority over you.” (Al Nisa 59).
– Justice: “Allah commands justice.” (Al Nahl 90) and “And when ye judge
between people, that ye judge with justice.” (Al Nisa 58).
– Mutual consultation: “…who conduct their affairs by mutual
consultation.” (Al Shura 38).
– Safeguarding freedom: By eradicating the causes of slavery and making
manumission one of the most virtuous of acts of sacrifice for the sake
of Allah: “And what will explain to thee the path that is steep? [It is]
freeing the bondman…” (Al Balad 12-13).
– Protecting the community: “What is the matter with you that ye help not
each other?” (Al Saffat 25) and “And those who, when oppressive wrong is
inflicted on them, help and defend themselves.” (Al Shura 39).
– Providing security and the conditions to allow virtue to thrive: “…and
He forbids all shameful deeds, and injustice and rebellion...” (Al Nahl 90),
“When he turns his back, his aim everywhere is to spread mischief
through the earth and destroy crops and cattle. But Allah loveth not
mischief.” (Al Baqarah 205), “…and do no evil or mischief in the land.”
1 Ibn ‘Ashur: Usul al Nidham al Ijtima’iy fi’l Islam, 2nd impression, Dar Sahnoun, Tunis, 2006, p. 109.
2 Ibid. p. 115.
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(Al Baqarah 60),

“Why were there not, among the generations before you,
persons possessed of balanced good sense, prohibiting men from
mischief in the earth…?” (Hud 116) and “…and seek not [occasions for]
mischief in the land.” (Al Qasas 77).

– Seeking to acquire wealth, and safeguarding the Ummah’s (Islamic
community’s) property and ensuring that it is distributed fairly:
“Wealth and sons are allurements of the life of this world…” (Al Kahf 46),
“And those in whose wealth is a recognized right for [the needy] who
asks and him who is deprived.” (Al Ma’arij 24-25) and “Come not nigh to
the orphan’s property except to improve it...” (Al Isra’ 34).
– Relations with other parties in peace and war: “Allah forbids you not,
with regard to those who fight you not for [your] faith nor drive you
out of your homes, from dealing kindly and justly with them; for Allah
loveth those who are just. Allah only forbids you, with regard to those
who fight you for [your] faith, and drive you out of your homes, and
support [others] in driving you out, from turning to them [for friendship
and protection]. It is such as turn to them [in these circumstances]
that do wrong.” (Al Mumtahanah 8-9).
This linkage between religion and politics showed the early Muslims
that the creation of a ruling authority (i.e. a government) to administer the
community’s political affairs was a “matter in the vital necessity class”;1 it
was something dictated not only by the demands of their situation and the
logic of the geo-political climate at that time, but also because it was the
only way they could safeguard themselves and their essential identity. As
they recited the verses revealed to them from the Holy Qur’an, it became
clear to the Companions of the Prophet (PBUH) that it would be impossible
to set up the kind of Ummah sought by the Messenger Muhammad (PBUH)
unless it had a government, which meant that embracing Islam was not
merely a religious requirement but a political one as well.2 Indeed, history
demonstrates the truth of this assertion; that is to say, as the strength of
1 Ibn ‘Ashur: Usul al Nidham al Ijtima’iy fi’l Islam, 2nd impression, Dar Sahnoun, Tunis, 2006, p. 199.
2
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the Muslims in Madinah became recognized, the Arab tribes began to
embrace Islam on a creedal basis; however, at the same time there were
also political factors involved, since the tribes saw that the alliance between
the Muhajirun and the Ansar had made them a powerful political force.
• Realisation
In the light of the preceding paragraph, it would be fair to say that
Islam appeared to mankind as a Divine Way which reconciled the spiritual
with the temporal and the religious with the political. From the early days
of Islam the Muslims realized that their religion did not exclude politics,
but rather that politics accounted for a significant part of man’s duties as
vicegerent and, moreover, that mankind would be “incomplete” without
it. The Messenger Muhammad (PBUH) recognized this and the religious
revolution associated with the name of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
endorsed the structural establishment of a new state.1 As directed by Divine
Revelation, Muhammad (PBUH) transformed tribal, ethnic and regionalbased political allegiances into the state creed, assigned the state a political
capital and defined the borders of the state as extending across the length
and breadth of the Arabian Peninsula. In doing so, he preferred to exercise
his political programme from a settled community – Madinah – which
became the centre of most of the political activity, while his capital also
controlled Arabia’s other administrative centres. He established a regular
army and a judicial authority, regulated money transactions and laid down
the rules for managing and handling property (prohibiting usury and trade
in forbidden goods, setting the Zakat rate etc.). He also appointed Amirs,
sent ambassadors on missions and messages to kings, decreed respect for
other religions and concluded treaties. In Madinah he issued a constitution
known as the Sahifah and promoted a concept of citizenship which included
allegiance to the nation and respect for religious and cultural pluralism.
Muhammad (PBUH) was able to achieve something for the Arabs that
was completely new to them – “the realisation of the concept of a state”.2
1 Ibid. p. 226.
2 Ibid. p. 227.
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This enabled men with political ambitions to find justification for their
aspirations in the text of the Qur’an, but in a form that they had never
dreamed of.
Muslims were inspired to embrace Islam because of its eternal human
principles, but their enthusiasm increased further when they saw that
this religion was able to place limits on the ruler’s power in the interests
of the community. This was summed up by ‘Uthman bin ‘Affan (may Allah
be pleased with him) when he said: “Allah restrains the ruler in those
things in which He does not restrain him with the Qur’an.” Indeed, the four
Rightly-Guided Caliphs faithfully observed the linkage between religion and
politics, which they regarded as being of the very essence of Islam, and it
was they who perfected the “state of Islamic custodianship in respect of
homage, justice and equality”.1
That was the time of the Islamic conquests which helped people free
themselves from paganism, ignorance and despotism: “and Mu’awiyah
bin Abi Sufyan was in no way inferior to the four [Rightly-Guided Caliphs]
except insofar as he initially followed a different line from that of the
fourth Caliph [i.e. ‘Ali bin Abi Talib] because of the way he applied an
ijtihad interpretation; our ‘ulama (scholars) reckoned that this ijtihad was
incorrect until the point where matters were set straight when al Hasan
waived [his claim to] the Caliphate; [after this,] he [i.e. Mu’awiyah]
continued to better the condition of the Muslims throughout [the rest of]
his life.”2 Mu’awiyah continued his civilization-building mission over the
course of his reign, with the result that every corner of his state was able to
enjoy progress and prosperity.
Although the style of government followed by the Rightly-Guided Caliphs
was henceforth replaced by a hereditary monarchy with many shortcomings,
the interdependence between religion and politics continued to form the
basis of the law that determined the course of the state’s civilization-building
and guided the ruling dynasties from the Bani Ummayyah era to the fall of
1 Ibid. p. 202.
2
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the Ottoman Caliphate. In fact, the Muslims’ role as a civilizing force only
waned with the decline of the Ottoman state in Turkey, the Safavids in Iran
and the Mogul Empire in India during the 17th century CE. The decline of
these states was due to domestic factors and European pressures.1
The situation deteriorated further and by the beginning of the 19 th
century the Muslims’ civilizing role collapsed when “other major Muslim
regions came under European colonial rule. The Dutch took possession
of Indonesia and Egypt fell to the British,”2 while the French, Italians and
Spanish became the dominant powers in North Africa and the Levant.3
c – Going back to the roots: cautious optimism
Now that Islam has again become an issue of importance for Muslims
everywhere, the Islamic world is trying to return to the Islamic principle of a
system in which religion and politics are interdependent. Despite the deep
impact Western imperialism has had on the Muslims’ intellects, psyches
and culture, as well as on their social, economic and political situation, and
despite the iron fist of anti-religious military and secular fundamentalism
which has ruled over most of the Islamic regions, a new Islamic vision has
now appeared which recognizes the possibility of Islam playing “a major role
in political modernisation”.4 This is not just due to the fact that Islam is the
most fundamental symbol of the Ummah, but rather because of the dynamic,
humane and flexible nature of its scriptures that deal with political questions.
This suggests it is possible to develop a sound and cogent Islamic political
process, provided that it applies ijtihad in a rational manner that takes
current situations into consideration as well as eternal values, and makes a
critical assessment of our political heritage, both Sunni and Shi’i.
1

Ibid.

2

Ibid.

3

Ibid.

4

Ibid. p. 355. This process began when Iran’s ‘ulama took part in the Constitutional Revolution and
the reform movement, which called for ijtihad on political questions. Later contributors include the
present-day Islamic movements in Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Turkey and
Iran. Also the movement in Turkey is mature and sound, the other movements still need to develop
a proper understanding of the nature of politics.
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