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GEOGRAPHY AND ISLAM’S
PLACE ON THE WORLD MAP
Abdulrahman al-Sālimi

ince the 19th century numerous treatises have
been published on a wide range of historical,
geographical, anthropological and religious
topics. Although their assumptions and ideas have
often been racist and discriminatory, the fact that
their approach is global has had the positive effect of
showing that the phenomena they explored were both
universal and human in nature. This led to a closer
examination of specific cultures and civilizations and
provided some Orientalists and geographers with
the material they needed for their theories about the
history of Islam from a geographical perspective.

S

The best known of these theories was put forward
by the French geographer Xavier de Planhol in his
proposition that Islam’s nomadic desert and semidesert character was inspired by the regions of the
world in which Islam had become widespread, as well
as their demographic and cultural features. In fact,
though, his thesis is more an impression than a theory
derived from historical reality.
5
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Islam emerged out of the desert environment of the Arabian Peninsula
and most of the peoples who embraced it belonged to the Turkic races
from the desert and semi-desert lands of Central Asia. According to de
Planhol, Ibn Khaldun – who wrote in depth about the nature of states and
governance in Islam – maintained that the culture of Muslim societies
had been shaped by nomadic tribalism when it moved out of the desert
and into the cities. However, Andre Miquel and Marshall Hodgson have
asserted that, although this view might be attractive, it makes no sense
– neither geographically nor from a human point of view – since the Muslim
regions with the highest populations lay along the coasts and the banks of
the major rivers, including the littoral zones of the Indian Ocean, East Asia
and the Mediterranean, and the Nile, Euphrates, Sayhun and Jayhun rivers.
They noted that coastal, river-based and agrarian societies can only thrive
in large, medium-sized and small settled communities and in a stable
environment – factors which are incompatible with a nomadic existence.
There are indeed deserts and nomadic peoples in the Islamic world
and these have played an important role throughout history; however, it is
not they who have determined the shape or destiny of Islamic societies;
this has been the role of the major settled communities. Hence it is
erroneous to peddle the stereotypical image of Islam’s Bedouin or nomadic
character (supposedly shaped by demography or geographical factors).
In order to comprehend the Islamic world of today we need to go
back to Islam’s creedal roots; at the same time we also need to look
closely at the development of the state and the growth of the towns, cities
and populations. Only then will we be able to understand how changing
situations have affected Islamic societies today.
According to the Qur’anic view of the world, mankind was originally a
single nation, since they sprung from a single origin. Then differences arose
and they became separate nations. However, from the time this separation
occurred they always felt a yearning to return to their roots and overcome
those differences. Later, ruling authorities arose in those nations and Allah sent
prophets and messengers calling upon the people to follow a single faith. Every
prophet was sent specifically to his own people; then Allah sent Muhammad
(PBUH) to the whole of mankind, starting with his own people and clan.
6
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When the Prophet (PBUH) emigrated to Madinah in the year 622 CE
he wrote a contract between its inhabitants and those who had emigrated
with him in which he considered them to be “one Ummah (Nation) to the
exclusion of all other people”. The Qur’an decreed that emigration to that
community and its dar (territory) was an obligation in order to reinforce
the new Dar al Iman (“Territory of the Faith”). This continued to be the
case until the Conquest of Makkah, when the concept of the all-inclusive
Ummah triumphed and it was no longer obligatory for Muslims to migrate
to Madinah. On the contrary, people were then required to go out, spread
the Message and endeavour to ensure that the Ummat al Da’wah (Nation
being called to Islam, literally, the “Inviting Nation”) became identical
to the Ummat al Ijabah (the Muslim Nation, literally, the “Responding
Nation”). In this context, “becoming identical” does not mean “becoming
united in a single state” since, according to the Qur’an, mankind will
continue to consist of separate nations and differences will remain. What
people are required to do, however, is to continue to work for reconciliation
and peace between the different nations (i.e. peoples and tribes) through
the medium of “ta’aruf” (getting to know one’s fellow man) – that is, every
side should recognize the other at both the individual and collective levels.
According to the Qur’an, Muslims are required to deal with each other, at
home and abroad, as follows: “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.”
(Al Mumtahanah 8).
The Caliphate, Islamic State and Conquests played a hugely important
role in the historical and human development of Dar al Islam (the “Territory
of Islam”). The State that was established in the Arabian Peninsula
changed the strategic balance in the region, which had previously been
dominated by the Byzantine and Persian empires, and the ensuing period
of conflict – known in early Islamic history as “‘Asr al Futuhat” (“the Age of
the Conquests”) – led to the fall of the Persian Empire and the contraction
of the Byzantine Empire. There was another Age of Conquests during the
Ottoman period between the 14th and 17th centuries CE, and this expansion
of the state (or empire) was one of the reasons behind the spread of Islam.
However, the main reason was the civilization and culture which the
7

Editorial

Muslims brought to the outside world through spreading the Message of
Islam, and the justice and goodwill which characterised the way they dealt
with the peoples of Asia and Africa, and later Europe and America, in the
Middle Ages as well as in more recent times.
Like the tides, the conquests had their highs and lows and in several
cases their fortunes were reversed; this happened in Andalusia, which had
contributed so spectacularly to human civilization. However, where the
Faith has remained firm today – i.e. the regions in which the Islamic faith
and culture are still predominant – this is due to the spirit of the civilization
and ta’aruf spread by the Islamic Ummah. The geo-strategic sea-change
that occurred when the Ummah and the Caliphate appeared on the scene
only became an established feature because there had also been radical
geo-religious and geo-cultural changes. The Crusaders invaded the Levant,
wreaked havoc and death and built their castles, then they disappeared
from the scene some two hundred years later. The Mongols and the Tartars
swept across the world, but they too only remained a power to be reckoned
with for two hundred years or so, while those of them who remained in the
areas they had conquered were able to do so because they had embraced
Islam along with its attitudes, manners and values.
Religious and cultural geography cannot be fully understood unless
it is seen in the context of human geography. The late Russian Orientalist
Ignati Krachkovsky wrote about the Muslim geographers and the way they
saw the Islamic world, its neighbours and the more far-flung regions. The
writings of the French scholar Andre Miquel – who wrote about the human
geography of Dar al Islam (the “Territory of Islam”) – are not only precise
and descriptive; they also provide a comprehensive picture of the nature
of human society in the Islamic world. He approaches his subject from two
different angles: firstly, he looks at the peoples within the borders of Dar
al Islam and their lives in the Middle Ages within the context of their own
cultures and the culture of Islam; then he examines the human and cultural
relations between Muslims and the human relations between the Muslims
and the outside world over a longer period of time. In his view, between
the 4th and 12th centuries AH the world of Islam represented a major world
culture and achieved a level of civilization and prosperity that the Asian
8
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continent had never seen before in its history. One of its offshoots was
“North African Islam” which provided Mediaeval Europe with the basis for
its scientific and cultural progress.
Marshall Hodgson preferred to divide the geography and culture of
the mediaeval Islamic world into six sub-categories which he regarded
as forming a single cultural entity. At the same time, he did not discount
specific geographical and human factors.
Dar al Islam was by no means a stagnant or static region. However,
the modern era has seen fundamental changes in its populations,
systems of government and cultures. Both linguistically and culturally it
has undergone significant deterioration and – to add to its woes – it has
suffered from the twin evils of political turbulence and subjection to foreign
domination. Muslims are not the only peoples to have been affected by
these developments, which have also caused pain and suffering in most of
Asia and Africa. There has also been a population explosion in the Muslim
world that was unimaginable before the modern era. Moreover, there are
now tens of millions of Muslims in Europe and America, half of them Arabs,
and in recent decades they have been the focus of tensions caused by the
strains in the relationship between Muslims and the West.
However, despite these tensions and despite talk of a clash of
civilizations and wars on terrorism, new horizons are opening up for Islam.
Today, the changing state – or status – of the world of Islam’s geography
is no less important than the recent shift of focus back to the Ummah,
its “geographical disconnection” following the decline of Dar al Islam
and the growing turbulence created by the belief that the Islamic Faith is
inextricably linked to geography or the Caliphate.
As the focus now shifts back to the Ummah and its cultural identity, its
human and cultural geography has shrunk in some respects, while it has
expanded in others. The major cultures and nations are not in decline, but
they are changing, while the notion of the Ummah is still very much alive in
many Muslim societies across the world.
It could thus be true to say that the world map of today’s Islamosphere
is the map of an Ummah that is in the process of renewing itself.
9

THE HIJRAH (EMIGRATION),
THE CONQUESTS, DAR
AL ISLAM (THE TERRITORY
OF ISLAM) AND THE
CHANGING SITUATIONS
An Appraisal of the Belief System,
Fiqh (Doctrine / Jurisprudence) and
Political Geography
Ridwan al Sayyid

A - The Jama‘ah (Group / Community) and the
Hijrah (Emigration)

A

ccording to Qatadah b. Di‘amah al Sadusi
(d 117 AH), for a period of time members of the
Muslim community continued to “inherit during
the Hijrah, while a Muslim desert Arab [who was not
a member of that community] did not inherit anything
from a Muhajir (Emigrant). Later, this was abrogated
when Allah declared in the Holy Qur’an: ‘But kindred by
blood…’1.”
After the Madinah Charter the Prophet sought
to establish his new Jama’ah – or build ties between
its members – based on two principles: firstly Hijrah
and secondly Mu’akhah (contracts between individual
Emigrants and residents of Madinah making them
brothers in Islam). However, when Mu’akhah was
1

Al Tabari: Tafsir, 6/3a.

Thinker and academic from Lebanon, and editorial adviser to Al Tafahom magazine.
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replaced by the Ummah (Islamic Nation or Community), this did not
initially lead to an abandonment of the principle of Hijrah as a basis for
establishing the new Islamic Jama’ah. The Holy Qur’an says: “He who
emigrates in the cause of Allah finds in the earth many a refuge, wide and
spacious…” (Al Nisa’ 100); and “Do not take friends from their ranks until they
emigrate in the way of Allah” (Al Nisa’ 89); and “As to those who believed but
did not emigrate, ye owe no duty of protection to them until they emigrate;
but if they seek your aid in religion, it is your duty to help and support
them…” (Al Anfal 72).
The first of these ayats (verses) sees the Hijrah as a way for Muslims
to escape from the tribulations, pressures, restrictions and constraints of
their own land which was still dominated by Kufr (Unbelief). Although it
does not specify where the Hijrah’s destination would be, it is understood
that it should be to a country where a Believer will find relief from his
troubles – which at that time was Madinah, since nowhere else was capable
of providing the Believer with a refuge from oppression and duress.
The other two verses add a further meaning – or to be more precise,
two new meanings or connotations: the connotations of “wilayah”, or
“taking friends”, and “nusrah”, or “help and support”. “Wilayah” entails
becoming a member of a Jama’ah with all the rights and duties that this
involves. As Qatadah b. Di‘amah al Sadusi observed, Hijrah “rights”
included a Muhajir’s right to inherit from his Mu’akhah “brother” on the
strength of his “act of emigrating”. At the same time, going beyond that
right and going back to the practice of giving priority to a blood relationship
did not mean that a Muslim who wished to emigrate but was unable to do
so would have no claims over his brothers in faith. If such a person were to
ask the Muslims for help so that he could emigrate to Madinah, the Muslims
would be under an obligation to assist him or fight on his behalf: “And why
should ye not fight in the cause of Allah and of those who, being weak, are
ill-treated? Men, women and children…” (Al Nisa’ 75) Ibn Ishaq interprets this
verse as follows: “I have made fighting lawful for you because they have
been oppressed; and their only sin is that they worship Allah…”1
1
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Al Suhaili: Al Rawdh al Unuf 4/47.
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Thus to be a member of the Muslim Jama‘ah it was not merely enough
for a person to believe in Allah and His Messenger; it was also his duty to
take steps to move to Madinah or the Dar al Hijrah (the territory to which
Muslims emigrate). There were several reasons for this. One of them was
political; at that time (around 624 CE) the Prophet (PBUH) changed the city
of Yathrib’s name to Madinah. Commentators and linguists are uncertain
about the origin of this name – that is to say, whether it was derived from
the verb “dana” (meaning “he ruled” or “he dominated”) or the verb
“madana” (“he resided in a settlement”). As far as Hijrah is concerned, in
the Sabaean language the verb “hajara” is known to convey the meaning of
residence rather than migration. However, the Northern Arabs are thought
to have understood it to mean migration for the purpose of residence.
On this basis, the word “madinah” carries the combined meaning of an
urban settlement and a place where the government and ruling authority
are located. This would mean that the Qur’an’s aim was to bring the
Muslims together in the city where they would be in a dominant position
and have a ruling authority. However, Abu ‘Ubaid al Qasim bin Sallam
(d 224 AH) maintained that the obligation to emigrate before the Battle
of Badr also had a bearing on the situation of the Muslims themselves in
Yathrib, who were in a weak position and needed to reinforce their numbers
with the Muslims who migrated to them.1 Thus there were two reasons for
Hijrah: escape from the oppression of Dar al Kufr (the territory of Unbelief),
and reinforcement of the Muslim side by joining them and adding to
their numbers. This latter aspect was particularly important because half
the Arabs in Madinah had not yet embraced Islam and the Jews were
the dominant community there; therefore it was essential to establish a
balance by increasing the size of the Muslim population so that they would
no longer be in the minority.
Ahmad bin Hanbal (d 241 AH) and al Nasa’i (d 275 AH) saw a link
between Hijrah, Bay‘ah (the pledge of allegiance), “hearing and obeying”
and the Jama‘ah, so that the Muhajir’s ultimate allegiance would not just
be to the religion of the Jama‘ah, but to the Jama‘ah’s social and political
1

Kitab al Amwal, pp. 296-297.
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unity.1 Hence Believers were expected to emigrate wherever they might
be – even if they were in a place where they did not suffer oppression –
in order to join the Jama‘ah and play their part in establishing it and
defending it. Thus a man like Sa‘d bin Khawla fought at Badr (which means
that he had emigrated) but, as he happened to die in Makkah, this meant
he was an unfortunate man for no other reason than the fact that “no-one
can enter Paradise but one who has emigrated”. 2 The early Muslims
regarded emigration as being such a virtuous act that they conceived
the possibility there might have been “Muhajirs” from among the Ansar
(Muslims who were original inhabitants of Madinah), since Yathrib was
originally in the Dar al Shirk (polytheist territory) category.3
“Emigration to Madinah” does not necessarily mean that the emigrants
came from Makkah. After the Battle of Badr there were Bedouin Arabs
from the desert near Madinah who embraced Islam, and the Bedouin were
unwilling to live in settled communities or move too far from their flocks
and pastures. Nor were they prepared to tolerate the hard life of Madinah.
Even so, the command to emigrate included them too.
Today we have more evidence from that period than we have from
the earlier time of the Emigration from Makkah, and this is why the term
al madinah (settlement/city/Madinah) is understood to be the antithesis of
al tabaddi (desert life) or al ta‘arrub (Bedouin life) in the same way as Dar
al Iman (territory of the Faith) is the antithesis of Dar al Shirk.
It is recorded in the Hadith that Buraidah bin al Husaib said to
Salamah bin al Akwa‘4, a Companion of the Prophet who had returned
to the desert: “You have relapsed; you have become a Bedouin again.”
Salamah replied: “I take refuge in Allah! By Allah, I am acting with
permission from Allah’s Messenger.” There is also a Hadith stating that

14
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Musnad Ahmad, 4/130 – Al Nasa’i: Sunan, 7/137-154.

2

Ibn ‘Abdul Barr: Al Isti‘ab, 2/587-588.

3

Al Nasa’i: Sunan, 7/1401: “…and there were Muhajirs from among the Ansar, because Madinah was
Dar al Shirk. So they came to the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) on the night of al Aqabah…” Compare
with Ridwan al Sayyid: Mina’l Shu‘ub wa’l Qaba’il ila’l Ummah (From Peoples and Tribes to Ummah),
in Al Ummah wa’l Jama’ah wa’l Sultah, 5th impression, 2010, pp. 67-73.

4

Al Bukhari: Sahih (Fitan/10) and Muslim: Sahih (Imarah/82).
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it is one of the kaba’ir (major sins) to become a Bedouin again after
emigrating1. And when al Hajjaj first arrived in Iraq to be its Wali, he quoted
a verse in the rajaz metre from the minbar (pulpit) in Kufa which included
the words2: “A Muhajir is not a Bedouin.” (The poem was not composed by
al Hajjaj, and neither he nor his father emigrated to Madinah.)
So the word “Hijrah” carried the meaning of “intending to settle in
an urban environment and abandon the desert life”. Thus the change of
Yathrib’s name to Madinah was an expression of this contrast between
Madinah (the city – i.e. the urban settlement with a law and a ruling
authority) and the desert. As well as urging Muslims to adopt a settled
existence, which they see as being essentially linked to the Faith, the
scriptures also show that in the early days of Islam the desert Arabs were
a highly disreputable class. Indeed, this is stated overtly in several verses
of the Qur’an.3 Moreover, the Prophet (PBUH) had some bad experiences
with them, since they were generally unreceptive to Islam. They allied
themselves with Quraish and the Jews and were guilty of treachery and
killing large numbers of Believers, despite sometimes pretending to be
Muslims.4
However, when there were no longer any problems with Quraish and
the Jews, the desert Arabs were less able to form alliances against the
Muslims and the Qur’an adopted a somewhat more indulgent tone towards
them: “But some of the desert Arabs believe in Allah and the Last Day”
(Al Tawbah 99) . It is also recorded that the Prophet (PBUH) felt goodwill
towards them and called them “badiyyat al hadhirah” (urban Bedouins)5.
Even so, when he (PBUH) died their rebellious nature reasserted itself and
they rose up in what became known as the Wars of Apostasy, which Abu
Bakr suppressed by force.
1

Ibn Sallam: Tabaqat Fuhul al Shu‘ara’, 1/127.

2

Compare with al Hajjaj’s khutbah (sermon) in Al Muwaffaqiyyat, pp. 94-98 and Al Bayan wa’l Tabyin,
2/307-308.

3

Surat al Tawbah, 90, 98, 120.

4

Compare with Ibn Hisham’s Sirah, 2/317-319 and al Waqidi’s Al Maghazi, 1/347.

5

Musnad Ahmad, 6/133.
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The dialectics of the relationship between the growing Jama’ah and
the reality of its situation (which led its leadership to abandon the principle
of Muwakhah that had been one of its basic elements) resulted in a softer
attitude towards the desert Arabs and, after the Conquest of Makkah, to the
abandonment of the principle of Hijrah. A Hadith states: “No Hijrah after
the Conquest” (or “after the Conquest of Makkah”), “but jihad and niyyah
(intention).” Other Hadiths say: “No Hijrah after the Messenger of Allah,”
and “No Hijrah today”1 – that is, no Hijrah; not at the present time nor in
the future.
The Hijrah was of vital importance to the Jama’ah when Dar al Iman
was synonymous with Madinah, though this ceased to be the case when
Dar al Kufr shrank significantly in the Arabian Peninsula and that region
became almost totally transformed into Dar al Islam. From then on
– according to the fuqaha (scholars of jurisprudence/doctrine) – Hijrah to
the community was no longer obligatory; however, a different kind of Hijrah
was ordained instead; an “inbound migration” to reinforce ties within the
Ummah, and an “outbound migration” in the form of jihad in order to
establish the “universal Ummah”.

B - The Jamā’ah and Dār al Islam
So according to the Hadiths there is a link between the Conquest of
Makkah and the annulment of the obligation to emigrate. Though Hijrah
still continued to be seen as a desirable act, those who emigrated after the
Conquest did not enjoy the same status as those who had done so before
it. Accordingly, although large numbers of Makkans who had become
Muslims on the day of the Conquest joined the community in Madinah
and the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) when he returned there after Hunain,
not one of them was entitled to be called a Muhajir. Even so, there were
just as many wars between Islam and its polytheistic opponents after the
Conquest of Makkah as there had been before – and just as many Muslim
losses. Moreover, the Muslims suffered two defeats during this latter period
and retreated on several occasions, though it was after the Conquest
(according to the most reliable reports) that the Messenger of Allah (PBUH)
1
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sent his letters to the emirs of Arabia and the kings beyond Arabia’s
borders.1
Thus Yathrib – later renamed Madinah – was a safe haven and a fortress
for the Believers before the Conquest of Makkah, while after the Conquest
it became the new capital of the Ummah, Islam and the Muslims. Not all
Believers necessarily understood that the Messenger of Allah regarded the
Conquest as marking the establishment of a new state in Madinah; after
all, many of them would have believed that it dated from the Madinah
Charter between the Muhajirs of Makkah, Khazraj and Aws in Madinah and
the Jews. The Charter’s political character was made abundantly clear in
its first paragraph, which stated that the different tribes and faiths formed
“one Ummah, to the exclusion of all other people” 2 The historian Fred
Donner maintains that the Ummah referred to in the Madinah Charter is
the Community of Believers, not a political community. However, my view
is that the Charter clearly has a political aspect, though this became more
prominent – indeed, the dominant feature – after the Conquest. When
the Ansar saw the generous way in which the Messenger of Allah treated
his own people and how he forgave their leaders after the Conquest, they
concluded that he wanted to see stability in Makkah, since he was now its
ruler. For his part, he strongly denied this and said: “Rather, blood is blood
and destruction is destruction. I am of you and you are of me.”3
As its new name indicates, Madinah was to be the capital of the
new state – or the capital of Dar al Islam – regardless of factors such as
geographical location or Makkah’s religious status as the location of the
Ka’bah of Abraham and Ishmael (Peace be upon them). Polytheism and
its associated nomadic desert culture came to an end, a new ethos – one
of trade and exchange – spread across the land, and Dar al Islam was
established. (This was the name given to the new state by all Arabs in
the Year of Deputations, when tribal chiefs came to Madinah from as far
afield as the extreme south of Arabia to pledge allegiance to its leader
1

Sirat Ibn Hisham, 3/113-114 and Tarikh al Tabari, 1/2421-2422; compare with Ibn Sa’d’ Tabaqat, 1/208.

2

Sirat Ibn Hisham, 2/501-504, Abu ‘Ubaid: Kitab al Amwal, pp. 290-297, and Ibn Sa’d’s Tabaqat,
1/198.

3

Sirat Ibn Hisham, 3/128-130.
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– not just out of loyalty to Islam, but also as a commitment to “hear and
obey” the ruler.)
The Messenger of Allah (PBUH) then proceeded to appoint or confirm
the Walis in the rest of the Arabian Peninsula and to send military
expeditions to the neighbouring regions ruled by the Byzantines and the
Persians; here his primary purpose was not conquest but to raise the
Ummah’s profile and, in principle, to establish the borders of the new state.
Consequently, Dar al Kufr, Dar al Harb (territory of war), Dar al Muhadanah
(territory of truce), Dar al Da’wah (“territory of proselytisation”), Dar
al ‘Ahd (territory of treaty/contract) and Dar al Muwada’ah (territory of
mutual peace) – all of them essentially political terms – came into being
as categories outside Dar al Islam. The intention was to open up channels
of communication and extend the Ummah’s reach to the outside world
through jihad, proselytising, treaties or contracts of mutual peace – in
contrast to the Hijrah to Yathrib, which was ordained so that Muslims could
take refuge in that city and reinforce the Muslim community there.
Until recently it was my opinion that the Traditions on “ending Hijrah”
proliferated after the death of the Messenger of Allah when the conquests
began. Interestingly, after the first two years following the death of the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH), Abu Bakr and ‘Umar did not muster the armies
in Madinah from across Arabia so that they could be sent to Iraq and the
Levant; instead, they assembled in the most convenient locations, as
ordered by the Caliph, whence they would be sent directly into battle; in
this connection, we never heard of anyone protesting that the “Virtuous Act
of Hijrah” had not been fulfilled on the grounds that they had not been sent
to Madinah first.
However, my present view – based on the same Traditions and the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH)’s Farewell Khutbah (address) in the tenth year
of the Hijrah – is that a major strategic change occurred during the eighth
year of the Hijrah and this led to the emergence of Dar al Islam, in which
the Ummah established itself as the antithesis of the other types of Dar
which were already in existence. In this respect, creed and propagation
were inseparable:-“to proclaim it over all religion” (Al Tawbah 33) and “when
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The Hijrah, The Conquests, Dar Al Islam and The Changing Situations

comes the help of Allah and victory” (Al Nasr 1). (This is also reflected in
Zahrah bin Hawiyyah’s words to Rustam at the Battle of al Qadisiyyah:
“Allah sent us, and Allah brought us so that we could release mankind
from worshipping Man in order to worship the Lord and Cherisher of Man,
and from the narrowness of the world to its spaciousness, and from the
injustice of [other] religions to the justice of Islam.”)1
The geo-political or strategic character of the new situation was
reflected in the fact that the great powers of the day found themselves
confronting a single state in the Arabian Peninsula during the first quarter
of the 17th century CE. This does not mean that Byzantium, Persia and the
pleasure-loving peoples of Mesopotamia had never before suffered from
raids on their territories by Arabian Bedouin; indeed, this was something
they were quite familiar with and they had sometimes responded by
pursuing them as far as their homelands in the north and south of the
Peninsula. However, in the face of this new Arabian threat, the first reaction
was a feeling that it represented a wave of Divine Wrath as a consequence
of the sins of the Byzantines and Persians, their religious and sectarian
disputes and the titanic conflicts that had taken place between those two
great states on the borders of Arabia, which had weakened them both and
released the fury of the “savage nomads”.
During the first two decades of the Conquests they realised that they
were facing a power that was full of zeal and imbued with a sense of
mission to an extent that they had never before witnessed from their Arab
neighbours. From the fourth century CE they had set up buffer statelets
to protect themselves from the anarchic semi-Arab and Arab tribes, but
these now melted away as soon as the “new Arabs” (no longer the nomadic
Arabs of yore) appeared on their doorstep. Abu Bakr (may Allah be pleased
with him) did not send desert Bedouin on military expeditions – particularly
those who had taken part in the Wars of Apostasy – though this policy
changed during ‘Umar’s reign. Even so, whatever else might have changed,
the vast majority of the leaders were always either Muhajirs or Ansar – that
is to say, men who had been steeped in the new Mission being propagated
1

Tarikh al Tabari: 1/2116-2117.
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by the new state, which called itself a Khilafah (Caliphate) in order to
distinguish itself from the Persian and Byzantine imperial systems of
government.

C - The relationship between fiqh (doctrine/jurisprudence)
and geopolitics
Although the different fiqh (doctrine/jurisprudence) systems did not
appear on the scene until after the 3rd century AH, fuqaha (scholars of
doctrine/jurisprudence) and ascetics were writing about jihad, siyar (issues
of war and peace), kharaj (land tax) and property as early as the second
century AH. This was relatively late, because the Islamic state was already
well on the way to becoming a mature institution by the second half of
the 1st century AH, so it was actually the chroniclers and historians who
recorded the geostrategic developments.
By the time the fuqaha were beginning to write about siyar, the Persian
Empire had already fallen, while the Byzantine Empire had seen its territory
shrink until it only held sway over the Levant, Egypt, North Africa, Sicily
and Spain. These were of course favourable developments as far as the
new state was concerned.
In their writings on siyar, the fuqaha also described how the conquered
lands were governed and administered, as well as the rules of warfare and
relations with other communities in times of war and peace. Other themes
such as matters of belief, allegories and the propagation of the Islamic
Message were to be found in the introductions to their books, alongside
explanations of the virtues of jihad. The best-known writers on siyar include
Mohammad bin al Hasan al Shaybani (d 189 AH), a pupil of Abu Hanifah,
while his older colleague Abu Yusuf (d 182 AH) wrote a book on kharaj. We
know that where siyar were concerned al Shaybani was a “follower”, not
an “initiator” since he was preceded by al Awza’iy (d 157 AH), the faqih
(singular of fuqaha) of the people of Greater Syria, whose writings provided
source material for ‘Abdullah bin al Mubarak and Abu Ishaq al Fazari. A
couple of decades ago I discovered that the oldest known books on siyar
were written by Mohammad bin al Hasan bin al Hasan (d 145 AH) – known
as “al Nafs al Zakiyyah” (the Pure Soul) – and al Tha’ir ‘Ali al Mansur.
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I am interested in the history of the books on siyar, because they give
a clear picture of the Two Dars – i.e. Dar al Islam and Dar al Harb – which
means that they show how the state came into being in the Islamic world.
That is why modern scholars such as Majid Khadduri class them as the
oldest known writings on International Law.1
Unfortunately, although I have managed to collect several
fragments of al Nafs al Zakiyyah’s book from various works on Zaidi
fiqh, I have been unable to locate its introduction (if indeed it ever had
an introduction). However, the thesis of the Two Dars does occur in
the versions that I have found. At the same time – as has already been
pointed out – apart from the introductions to some of the works on siyar
and a number of early letters on the virtues of jihad, the fiqh aspect
of this thesis always focuses on legal matters as opposed to political
questions or missionary work.
Abu Hanifah (d 150 AH) defines Dar al Islam as a territory in which
the jurisdiction of Islam prevails, which has common frontiers with other
Muslim territory and in which Muslims and Dhimmis (non Muslims under
Muslim protection) can enjoy peace and security.2 Thus his definition of
Dar al Islam comprises three elements: the imposition of Islamic authority,
a large Muslim population, and the existence of a legal situation which
guarantees the security of both Muslims and Dhimmis.
In the Shafi‘i view, a territory will continue to maintain its status as
Dar al Islam as long as it is under the rule of a Muslim imam, even if its
population does not include a single Muslim! The Maliki position is the
same, in that they see the political authority in the Dar as being more
significant than its social composition.3
1

Majid Khadduri: Al Harb wa’l Salam fi Shir‘at al Islam, pp. 228-232.

2

Al Shaybani: Sharh al Siyar al Kabir, 3/81-82. Compare with Wahbeh al Zuhaili: Athar al Harb fi’l
Fiqh al Islami, p. 153, and Abdul Karim Zaydan: Ahkam al Dhimmiyyin wa’l Musta’minin, p. 18.

3

Zaydan: Ahkam al Dhimmiyyin wa’l Musta’minin, p. 19; the Zaidi position is discussed in Al Bahr
al Zakhkhar, 3/301 and the Ibadhi position in Sharh al Nail, 10/405. Compare with Ridwan
al Sayyid: Al Dar wa’l Hijrah wa Ahkamuha ‘inda Ibn al Murtadha, in Al Ijtihad magazine, No. 12,
1991, pp. 213-240.
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These theoretical definitions were put to the test when conquered
Islamic regions such as Sicily and parts of Andalusia – and later the
Levant – began to fall into enemy hands after the 5th century AH. The
Hanafis took the view that a Dar would remain Dar al Islam as long as
Muslim worship still took place there and judicial rulings continued to
be implemented – that is, for as long as it had a proper social Jama’ah.
The essential difference here between them and the Shafi‘is and Malikis
was that the latter two schools insisted that Hijrah from territories that
had ceased to be under Muslim political control was obligatory, while
the Hanafis maintained that it was not obligatory unless Muslims were
unable to perform their acts of worship there. In the Hanafi view, priority
consideration should be given to the Jama’ah – or Ummah – since political
control was reversible, while as long as there was a Jama’ah (or Ummah),
matters would resolve themselves in due course. The practical results
of these differences over whether Hijrah was obligatory or permissible
(depending on the identity of the Dar or its ruler) gradually became
apparent in Sicily, Andalusia and India, then Algeria. When the Mogul
Sultan’s power waned in India, the Hanafi fuqaha issued a fatwa declaring
that Hijrah was obligatory, despite the fact that they did not define the
Sultan’s identity as being either Islamic or non-Islamic, because in their
opinion Muslims could no longer continue to perform their acts of worship
in freedom and security. This was also true with regard to guaranteeing
security and religious freedoms for Dhimmis or non-Muslims.1
As a result of the reverses suffered by Dar al Islam in recent centuries,
Maliki Muslims did not follow Asna al Matajir fiman Ghalaba ‘ala Watanihi
al Nasara wa Lam Yuhajir by the 9th century AH scholar al Wansharishi,
which stated that it was obligatory to emigrate from a territory that had
become Dar al Kufr.2 Instead, they went back to the sources on which its
advice was based, particularly Ahkam al Qur’an by Abu Bakr Ibn al ‘Arabi
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(d. 543 AH). Ibn al ‘Arabi had an unusual angle on the question, which he
expressed as follows:1
“There are six categories of Hijrah: firstly, from Dar al Harb to Dar
al Islam, which was obligatory at the time of the Prophet (PBUH) and will
continue to be binding until the Day of Judgement; when it was suspended
due to the Conquest, it was so that people could be with the Prophet
(PBUH) wherever he might be; secondly, from the Land of Bid’ah (heresy);
this was endorsed by Ibn al Qasim and disputed by Abu Bakr al Fihri;
thirdly, from a land in which Haram (forbidden things and forbidden
conduct) etc. prevails; fourthly, in order to flee out of fear of bodily harm;
fifthly, for fear of sickness in a neighbouring territory; and sixthly, fleeing
for fear of harm to property, since a Muslim’s property is sacrosanct just as
his blood is.”
On the basis of Ibn al ‘Arabi’s analysis we need to examine
three questions: When is Hijrah obligatory? When is it permissible or
recommended? And what are the consequences of failing to emigrate from
a “suspect Dar” such as a territory in which Haram prevails or one in which
a person is harmed and subjected to oppression? To this we could add a
fourth question: What would the ruling be in a case where a Muslim is able
to worship freely in a territory not ruled by Muslims?
We know that the Malikis and Hanafis disagreed over the case of
Algeria. The Malikis maintained that it was obligatory for Algerians to
emigrate from their homes because the ruling authority was not in their
hands, while the Hanafis called upon them to stay until matters improved,
either as a result of jihad or due to other factors; this was because in their
view the country was not in the Dar al Kufr category as long as Muslims
were free to worship there (indeed, their judicial rulings are still in force to
this day2); moreover, their continued presence there was fundamental to
the territory’s continued existence as Dar al Islam.
1

Ibn al ‘Arabi: Ahkam al Qur’an, published in Egypt in 1967 by ‘Ali Mohammad al Bajawi and ‘Isa
al Halabi, 1/484-486. Compare with al Qurtubi’s Tafsir, 5/349-350, transcribed from Ibn al ‘Arabi,
and Ibn Rushd (grandfather)’s Muqaddimat, 2/285.

2

Compare with Ibn Shahid’s letter in Mohammad bin ‘Abdul Karim: Hukm al Hijrah min Khilal
Thalath Rasa‘il Jaza‘iriyyah, Algiers, 1981, pp. 105-124.
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India’s Muslim population, as we know, are all Hanafis. Although the
British did not object to them practicing their religion, as we mentioned
earlier some of their ‘ulama (religious scholars) issued fatwas declaring that
they should emigrate - the last of these was in 1920; accordingly, thousands
of Muslims tried to leave for Dar al Islam in Afghanistan and were abducted
by robbers and highwaymen on the way, with the result that none of them
arrived at that remote destination.1 We also know that most of the coastal
population of the Levant (who were Shafi’is) left their homes when their
country was occupied by the Crusaders, not because they were expelled
or their land had become Dar al Kufr, but because they were fleeing from
humiliation and servitude.2 The most striking example was Andalusia, where
the Maliki fuqaha tended to call upon Andalusians to leave their houses
and lands whenever their town or village was occupied. In the end, Islam
disappeared from the region altogether when the Muslims became divided
into three groups: a third were killed fighting jihad or in rebellions, another
third renounced Islam and the last third were expelled by force.3
This choice – voluntary or imposed – between Hijrah and jihad in
the late Middle Ages is evidence of the critical situation in which the
Ummah began to find itself with respect to its conceptual identity, status
and geographical limits. Centuries later, the crisis was exemplified in its
most extreme form with the abolition of the Caliphate in 1924, marking
a fundamental change with the creation of a nation state in a new world
order of nation states.
❋

❋

❋

The establishment of Dar al Islam was a geostrategic earthquake that
turned the situation on its head in the region that has come to be known in
modern times as the Middle East, as well as in vast areas of Asia, Africa and
1
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Wahbeh al Zuhaili: Athar al Harb fi’l Fiqh al Islami, pp. 216-219.
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According to al Wansharishi in Asna al Matajir (ub. Hussain Mu’nis, 1957), p. 152: “The obligation to
emigrate still applies to those whose citadels and lands have been taken by the oppressors, unless
they feel unable to do so in any circumstances. Neither country nor property [is an acceptable
excuse for not emigrating]; all these things are null and void in the view of the Shariah…”.

The Hijrah, The Conquests, Dar Al Islam and The Changing Situations

Europe. The Persian Empire collapsed, the Byzantine Empire shrank in size, and
the conflict continued between the two sides for almost another thousand years
until Byzantium fell to the Ottomans when its capital was occupied in 1453.
In the 20 th century CE Libya was occupied by the Italians in 1911.
However, because circumstances had changed fundamentally, nobody
issued a fatwa ordering the Libyans (who are Malikis) to emigrate; instead,
the people turned to jihad and lost hundreds of thousands of martyrs.1
Eventually they were not liberated by Hijrah or jihad, but by Italy’s defeat
in the Second World War; after that the prime motivating force in the region
was the ideology of anti-imperialist struggle.
After decades of armed struggle, the Palestinians are still seeking to
achieve liberation and establish their state in Palestine, but through civil
action. Half of them have left their country or been forcibly expelled, but
when it was time to fight, it was the émigrés and expellees who initiated the
struggle and the population living under occupation who responded. Now the
Palestinian President is seeking international legitimacy and attempting to
force the Occupier to withdraw so that an independent state can be set up.
Despite the fact that for the past two centuries the world order has
not been based on religious entities or Jama’ahs, the Israelis established
a state (or entity) in the land of Palestine and expelled over half its
population in 1948 and 1967. So has the world order in this part of the
world been established on the ruins of Dar al Islam? It is no longer possible
to understand the situation in these terms, but Palestine is undeniably
occupied territory and must be liberated. The world has now emerged from
the imperialist era under the systems and arrangements put in place after
the Second World War – apart, that is, from Palestine.
In the 20th century geopolitics was characterised primarily by power
and legitimacy, while in the 21st century the same will be true of religion.
After all, is Jerusalem not the city where the Holy Places of the three
religions are to be found, and will it not also be the political capital of the
post-independence Palestinian state?
1

Compare with Ridwan al Sayyid: Dar al Islam wa’l Nidham al Duwaliy, in Siyasat al Islam al Mu’asir,
p. 95.
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THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE
ISLAMIC WORLD AS SEEN
BY IBN KHALDUN
(732-808 AH/1332-1406 CE)
Ilyas Balka

I

bn Khaldun’s historical works have been extensively
studied, as have his writings on economics and
demography, though to a somewhat lesser degree.
On the other hand, we find that this towering figure’s
contribution to geography has been largely ignored,
which is why Henri Chamussy (among others) has
called for him to be accorded the recognition he
deserves on the grounds that “today it is not possible
for a geographer interested in the history of ideas to
underestimate the importance of this major thinker.”
Chamussy notes that it was Lacoste – France’s
leading scholar of political geography – who introduced
Ibn Khaldun to modern European geographers.1 In an
article on the subject, he endeavours to highlight some
of Ibn Khaldun’s contributions in that field, while at the
same time noting that he cannot be seen as a substitute
for a proper academic study of the subject.
1

Henri Chamussy: Ibn Khaldun, article in Hypergeo.

Professor of Islamic Studies at the Islamic World Studies Institute at Zayed University, Dubai.
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The geography of the Islamic world – location and distinctive
features
Where the Islamic world is concerned, geography is important for three
reasons:
Firstly, the Islamic world covers a large area. In Ibn Khaldun’s day
– that is to say, before the discovery of the Americas – it amounted to half
the known world. Indeed, even today the Islamic world still covers about a
quarter of the world’s land area.1
Secondly, our Islamic world lies within a zone that is generally
regarded as having a temperate climate. According to al Khaffaf: “This
area covered by the Islamic world is in the eastern hemisphere, and most
of its main area is within the warm tropical zone…It lies alongside the
vast deserts which occupy the northern part of Africa and South-West and
Central Asia.”2
Thirdly, the Islamic countries occupy an important strategic region
of the globe. It was even more important before the later geographical
discoveries, though even today it is still of major geopolitical importance.
Al Khaffaf writes: “The Islamic world lies in a geographical location in the
‘heart of the world’, since it is the land bridge linking Asia with Africa; it is
also very close to the continent of Europe [because of Europe’s proximity
to] the Anatolian peninsula and the countries of the Arab Maghreb. It links
the Black Sea and the Mediterranean to the Red Sea, the Arabian Sea
and the Arabian Gulf, which open onto the Indian Ocean.”3 Its exceptional
importance in the field of contemporary geopolitical studies has probably
been highlighted most recently in Zbigniew Brzezinski’s book The Grand
Chessboard.4

28

1

Abd ‘Ali al Khaffaf: Jughrafiyah al ‘Alam al Islami, Dar al Shuruq, Amman, 1st impression, 1998, p. 29.

2

Ibid. p. 11.

3

Ibid. p. 13, particularly on Eurasia and the Eurasian Balkans.

4

See Zbigniew Brezinski: Le Grand Echiquier (The Grand Chessboard), Hachette, Paris, 1977.

The Geography of The Islamic World as Seen By Ibn Khaldun (732-808 AH/1332-1406 CE)

Muslim geographers
Muslim geographers have approached their subject from a number of
different angles. They wrote about “‘ilm al atwal wa’l ‘urudh” (the science
of longitudes and latitudes), or “‘ilm al taqwim” (the science of estimation),
in which they devised imaginary lines – longitude and latitude – in order to
pinpoint the geographical locations of cities and regions. They wrote about
“‘ilm al masalik wa’l mamalik” (the science of roads and kingdoms), the
prime purpose of which was to describe road links. They also wrote about
“‘ilm al aqalim” (the science of regions) or “‘ilm al buldan” (the science
of countries) in which they described specific regions such as – among
others – the Arabian Peninsula, Persia and Andalusia. They classed
astronomy as belonging to the “‘ilm al hay’ah” (science of form) category.
The geographical term or branch that would be most familiar to
geographers today was “surat al ardh” (the image of the earth), which
was also the title of one of the most famous and significant books on Arab
geography - a collective effort produced by a large team of geographers
headed by al Khawarizmi. Our tradition of dividing the world into seven
regions, based on their degrees of latitude from south to north, dates from
al Khawarizmi.
However, Muslim geographers did not all adopt the same system for
dividing the regions. For example, al Istakhri divided the Islamic world
into twenty regions based on each region’s geographical character, while
Ibn Hawqal divided it into twenty-two based on political and administrative
factors. Al Maqdisi divided it into seven Arab and eight ‘Ajam regions, also
on an administrative basis.
Later, al Sharif al Idrisi reverted to the practice of basing the terrestrial
divisions on the seven celestial regions. This was the system adopted by
Ibn Khaldun in his Muqaddimah (Prolegomena).1
1

‘Abdul Rahman bin Mohammad bin Khaldun: Al Muqaddimah, edited and indexed by Abu ‘Abdullah
al Sa’id al Manduwah, Mu’assasat al Kutub al Thaqafiyyah, Beirut, 4th impression, 1426/2005,
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Reasons behind the Muslims’ interest in geography
All this raises the question: What is the reason behind the Muslims’
interest in every branch and aspect of geography, to the extent that no
other human civilization has produced so many books on the subject?
Indeed, with the exception of the modern era, about half the Muslim
world’s literary output has been on geographical topics, and Europeans
found the Islamic geographical heritage highly useful when they set out on
their own voyages of exploration.
The reasons may be summed up as follows:
– While urging Believers to look at the heavens, the planets and the stars,
the Holy Qur’an also exhorts them to travel through the earth, explore it
and populate it.
– References include – among others – “Those who travel [for the
Faith]” (Al Tawbah 112); believing women are described as “travelling [for
the Faith]” (Al Tahrim 5), while other examples include “It is He who has
made the earth manageable for you, so traverse ye through its tracts
and enjoy of the sustenance which He furnishes; and unto Him is the
resurrection.” (Al Mulk 15). This encouragement to travel is also clearly
implied in the stories of some of the prophets and Dhu’l Qarnain, so
it is for this reason that our heritage has produced a huge number of
books on travel, and from a range of different angles.
– The Islamic Conquests created a need for Muslims to acquire a proper
understanding of the lands they planned to occupy. Then after those
lands had been conquered, there was an even greater need for precise
and accurate knowledge so that the new territories could be administered
efficiently; this included raising funds and taxes, sending walis (local
governors) and state employees to their postings, establishing garrisons,
regulating the trading seasons and protecting trade routes.
– The Hajj pilgrimage requires every Muslim to travel to Makkah if he (or
she) is able to do so. This obligation encouraged Muslims to acquire a
better understanding of geography – in both theory and practice – to
enable them to perform this act of worship which is one of the Five
Pillars of Islam.
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– Travel became widely understood as a means of acquiring knowledge –
a concept best exemplified in the activities of the Hadith scholars.
Other scholars of religion, literature, language and the natural sciences
also recognized its importance in this regard. 1
– Curiosity and a desire to know about “the other” was another factor.
Professor al Difa‘ maintains that the Muslims excelled as geographers
because they had travelled to China and Africa. This was something
the Romans had never done.2
These and other factors gave the geographical sciences a new basis for
their status in Islam, following which they evolved to an extent that had no
historical precedent.

Geography in the life and travels of Ibn Khaldun
The Maghrebis’ interest in geography may be partly due to the fact that
their countries were a considerable distance from the Arab East. One of
these people was Ibn Battuta – a contemporary of Ibn Khaldun who spoke
highly of him.
Ibn Khaldun grew up in a Maghrebi environment which always looked
towards the East. We can conclude from what we know of his life that he
travelled widely. Thus he had extensive experience of North Africa including its
inhabitants, terrain and geography; his knowledge of the subject, therefore, was
not gleaned solely from books since he was personally familiar with much of the
civilized world of that time. This enabled him to acquire a deep understanding
of geography and its impact on human life and society.3 Hence Kratchovsky
says: “When we look at him in the light of his origins and life, we find that Ibn
Khaldun represents an unusual blend of the cultures of that time.”4
1
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Ibn Khaldun himself has recorded details of those journeys in his
unique autobiography, known as Rihlat Ibn Khaldun Sharqan wa Gharban
(Ibn Khaldun’s Journey Eastwards and Westwards). It is not a geographical
text, but an account by the author of the main events in his life. Thus
although Kratchovsky comments: “Ibn Khaldun’s ideas on geography
require clarification, on the basis not of his Journey, but of his massive
historical output,”1 the way Ibn Khaldun describes his journeys in this
autobiography gives us a clear idea of his geographical and scientific
background.
Ibn Khaldun grew up in Tunis. The fact that it is in the central part of
North Africa was significant in that it meant he was within relatively easy
reach of the lands to the east and the west. His first journey was to Fez,
where he lived for a time before moving on to Andalusia where he visited
Seville, the land of his Bani Khaldun forbears. From there he travelled to
Bejaiya and Biskra – both of which are cities in the central region of the
Maghreb. Then after long years of travel and engagement in politics he
went into seclusion for four years in Qala’at Salamah to the west of Tunis,
where he wrote his historical encyclopaedia with its famous Muqaddimah.
During this phase of his life Ibn Khaldun acquired his extensive
experience of the Islamic West.
The next phase began when he moved to Egypt and lived in Cairo,
where he divided his time between teaching and the administration of
justice. From Egypt he performed the Hajj Pilgrimage and visited the Hejaz
before travelling on to Syria and Jerusalem.
Ibn Khaldun’s life was a graphic demonstration of the fact that the
cultural, emotional and human geography of the Islamic world was a
single indivisible whole, despite its political divisions. This was why he
(and others too) were able to travel unhampered from Andalusia to Egypt
and Syria and take up residence in all those countries for extensive
periods of time.
1
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Geography in the Muqaddimah
Geography appears – though in substance rather than name – in
several sections of the Muqaddimah, including Books Two, Three, Four
and Five. Book Six, which is devoted to the sciences, does not mention
geography as such, though Ibn Khaldun refers to a branch of it called
al jughrafiyah al falakiyyah (celestial geography) during a discussion on
‘ilm al hay’ah.1
This does not mean that he did not recognize “the science of
geography,” since it was not his intention to include all the sciences;
indeed, he does not even mention ‘ilm al ‘umran (the science of ekistics)
despite the fact that he himself invented it.
In the early books of his Muqaddimah Ibn Khaldun discusses what
is referred to in modern geographical terminology as the “astronomical
position” of the Islamic world.2 In the postscript to Book Two he describes
the seven regions one by one and lists the main features of each region
including its peoples, tribes, islands, mountains, seas and rivers. He also
notes that the earth’s central regions have the most advanced civilizations
because of their temperate climates; thus – in his view – the civilized
peoples in those temperate regions are basically the peoples of the
Islamic world, Byzantium, India and China.3 These are the major historical
civilizations, with the Islamic countries located at their centre.
Thus Ibn Khaldun was aware of the Islamic world’s strategic
significance.
After describing the geography of the world in brief, Ibn Khaldun
concludes: “Our main interest is in the Maghreb, which is the country of
the Berbers, and in the Arab countries in the East.”4 This would suggest
that the geographical region he was interested in was limited to the areas
between Iraq in the east and Morocco in the west; that is to say, the Arab
world (more or less).
1
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In Kitab al Tarikh (The Book of History) Ibn Khaldun does not arrange
his material in chronological order, but according to the ruling states
in each region – in other words, he gives priority to geography over
chronology.

His geographical sources
Ibn Khaldun took his material from several geographers. Those
whom he names include Ptolemy (from his book The Geography) and
al Idrisi (whom he describes as “author of the ‘Book of Roger’”)1. However,
sometimes his information is more detailed than al Idrisi’s, such as his
account of the islands of the Atlantic Ocean or deepest Africa.2
Al Idrisi’s geography is important because it is the most complete
work produced on the subject at that time. His book Nuzhat al Mushtaq fi
Ikhtiraq al Afaq (The Pleasure Trip of One Who Desires to Journey Through
The Climes) contains seventy maps and divides every region into ten
longitudinal sections with a map for each section. These maps were put
together by the German Orientalist Muller to form a single map with an
area of approximately two square metres, which was the most accurate
map produced before the beginning of the modern era. Idrisi’s maps were
drawn on the basis of the earth being round.

Geography and history: Ibn Khaldun’s theory on the impact
of the environment upon civilizations and states
In his postscript to Book Two of the Muqaddimah Ibn Khaldun
attributes the higher level of Civilization in the northern quarter of the earth
– compared with the southern quarter – to the former’s temperate climate.3
In Book Three he also wrote: “The civilized part of the known area of the
earth is its centre, due to the excessive heat in the south and the excessive
cold in the north,”4 which meant that the people of this central region
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were the ones who could boast a civilization and a history. They were the
ones with religions, literature, arts and crafts etc. Their neighbours, too,
enjoyed nearly the same levels of civilization and temperateness of climate.
However, “as for the others – the inhabitants of those corrupted regions
to the south and north – religion is unknown to them and knowledge is
lacking in their case, and all their conditions are far removed from the
conditions of [civilized] mankind and close to the conditions of dumb
animals. ‘And He creates [other things] of which ye have no knowledge.’”1
In Ibn Khaldun’s view, the core civilizations in those temperate regions
are the civilizations of Islam, Byzantium, India and China. 2 The Arab
countries lie in their centre, so geographically the Arab/Islamic countries
comprise “the centre of the centre”: “It is well known that historians of
ancient history and archaeologists assert that our Arab nation – which
forms the heart of the Islamic world – is the cradle of civilizations… It
was this region that was familiar with writing and produced the earliest
recorded history, as well as the first human settlements that engaged in
agriculture, domesticated a large number of plants and animals and
invented the wheel. This part of the world was also the birthplace of the
three religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam.”3
This notion of a relationship between civilization and the
environment was highly advanced for its time. Few people had suggested
it before and nothing like it appeared in the European intellectual
heritage until Montesquieu wrote De l’Esprit des Lois (The Spirit of the
Laws). According to Malkaoui: “Some Ibn Khaldun scholars – including
‘Ali ‘Abdulwahid Wafi, the editor of the Muqaddimah – maintain that Ibn
Khaldun believed the influence of environment on culture and civilization
was inevitable, which would mean that he and Montesquieu shared
an identical view…However, a closer examination of Ibn Khaldun’s
observations on this subject will reveal that, while he affirmed the
impact of climatic and environmental factors on the characteristics that
1
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distinguish one people from another – as well as phenomena such as
human progress, civilization and development – he did not state that
this impact was an inevitable and predetermined fact. Evidence for this
can be seen in his references to the nature of civilization in the different
regions; these amounted essentially to a description of something that
lay at the boundaries of what was known about the true nature of that
civilization, based on observation and corroborated reports.” This is
because “civilization is a progressive, graduated process which acquires
from what is there, rather than holding back from it. Accordingly, Ibn
Khaldun attributed much of human development and progress to
causes that bore no relation whatsoever to the environment…One thing
that clearly illustrates his position on this issue is his insistence on the
significance of a specific factor affecting civilization and development
when taken in isolation from other factors.
“The reality is that the culture of any society is influenced by a
combination of interlocking natural, political, economic and social factors.
Anyone who makes a close study of the entire Muqaddimah will see that
the author wishes the reader to understand that the book is about human
development or civilization, and that the numerous factors which influence
that civilization include region, politics, religion, education, economics,
customs and traditions.”1
It was Ibn Khaldun who wrote the first academic work on a branch of
human geography that came to be called social geography - a discipline
which studies how the world’s human societies are distributed and the
impact of natural phenomena such as soil, climate and water upon
people, their customs, their ethics and their arts and crafts, as well as
factors affecting the demographics of cities, towns and villages. It also
includes other areas which are covered in considerable detail in the
Muqaddimah.
1
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Ibn Khaldun and the political geography of the Islamic peoples
Scholars believe that the earliest writings on political geography are to
be found in ancient Chinese books on military strategy such as The Art of
War, as well as in various Greek texts, particularly the works of Aristotle.
When Ibn Khaldun appeared on the scene, he developed a number of
important ideas on the subject. Comparing the state to a human being, he
asserted that states and civilizations have a lifespan just as humans do.
They are born, then they reach their full strength, then they grow old and
die. In his view the first sign of the collapse of a state is when it becomes
divided against itself: “I know that the first indication of senility in a state is
when it becomes divided…the division gives rise to more than two or three
states…”1
Ibn Khaldun wrote extensively about the nature of the state and its
affairs and his writings on that subject have been studied at length.
He had many ideas on the roles played by some of the major Islamic
peoples. For example, he recorded some of the Arabs’ negative traits,
particularly at the end of the second chapter of Book One; his observations
include the claim that when the Arabs conquer countries, those countries
quickly go to rack and ruin, and that the Arabs are the “furthest of nations
from the politics of governance”.2
These observations are reflected in the decline of the Arab role
in the history of Islam and the rising importance of the Turkish, Persian
and Amazigh (Berber) peoples. This is a striking example of historical
progression, in which the first Arabs established genuine states and
created a great civilization; for evidence of this we need look no further
than the Ummayyad and early Abbasid periods.
Writing of the roles of the Turkish, Berber and Kurdish peoples in
Islamic history, Ibn Khaldun asserts that they were savages. In Chapter 21 he
explains that when a nation is in a state of savagery it succeeds in imposing
1
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its rule over a larger territory than would otherwise be the case, since such
nations are able to wage war upon other peoples and states, as well as
having an inclination to migrate and move from place to place. “Thus they do
not limit themselves to ruling their area and the adjacent countries, nor do
they stop at the far edges of their horizon; rather, they advance in leaps and
bounds to far distant regions and conquer remote nations.”1
Another of Ibn Khaldun’s geopolitical observations was that the Arabs
only dominate flat lands. This is indeed the case and explains why the
plains of the Arab world became Arabised while it took longer to Arabise
the mountain areas – if indeed they were ever Arabised at all. This can be
seen in the mountainous regions of Morocco and Algeria as well as the
Kurdish mountain areas.
As a general rule, however, this could apply to any military conqueror,
since it is easier to dominate the plains. That is why the Romans in North
Africa limited their rule to the coastal plains.

Demographics and their effect upon the size of a state’s
geographical area
Among Ibn Khaldun’s penetrating observations in this regard is his
recognition of a correlation between a state’s geographical size and its
religious or political legitimacy. An empire – as a kind of “great realm”
(which he describes as “duwal ‘aamah”, or “general states” in his
terminology) – needs a moral basis, rather than repression or tribalism, in
order to be able to rule and enjoy stability.2
However, regardless of how strong they might be, all states (including
empires) are limited by geographical boundaries. Ibn Khaldun attributes
this to demographics, since expansion requires manpower in the form of
soldiers, garrisons and administrators of public affairs. When there are no
longer any of them left, the state’s ability to expand ceases. This, in Ibn
Khaldun’s view, was the reason why the Islamic Conquests stopped: “Look,
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too, at the situation of the Arabs in the early days of Islam. When they had
ample troops, see how quickly they conquered the neighbouring countries
of the Levant, Iraq and Egypt. Then they went further – to Sind, Abyssinia,
Ifriqiyah and the Maghreb. Then to Andalusia. But as they became dispersed
across kingdoms…and their numbers became more thinly spread, their
conquests ceased, Islam’s mandate came to a halt and they did not pass
beyond those borders. In some cases the state declined until Allah declared
its extinction; and such was the situation of the states subsequently. Every
state’s condition is determined by the numbers of people – whether great
or small – who sustain it. When the numbers become exhausted through
dispersal, they can no longer conquer and take possession; that is the
Law of Allah for His Creation.”1 This was one of the main reasons why the
Rightly-Guided Caliph ‘Umar Ibn al Khattab refused to divide the lands of
Iraq between the Arab conquerors – i.e. his intention was to ensure that
the drive towards further conquests did not stop as a result of the soldiers
settling in the conquered territories and becoming farmers.
Ibn Khaldun observed that one of the main driving forces behind the
Islamic states in their early stages was population growth. This was because
“when tribal people acquire possessions and luxuries, their birth rate goes
up. Their numbers increase, they acquire more servants and material objects
and their later generations grow up in an atmosphere of ease and comfort.
In such a situation they add numbers to their numbers and strength to their
strength because of the rising number of men under their command.”2
For this and other reasons Ibn Khaldun states in Chapter Eight that
a state’s greatness, the extent of its authority and the length of time it will
continue to exist are determined by the numbers of people – whether great
or small – who sustain it. The Fatimid State existed for the longest period
and held the greatest area of territory because it enjoyed the commitment
and loyalty of the Kutama tribes. The Almohades were less strong than them
because the Masmoudah tribe was less numerous. After them came the less
numerous Zenatah tribes with a still smaller state… and so on and so forth…3
1
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However, Ibn Khaldun’s genius was such that he refused to accept this
fact without attaching an important caveat, which he deduced (as usual)
from his study of history rather than from mere Greek-style philosophical
speculation. He explained that a big population in itself might not
necessarily enable expansion to take place if it is not homogeneous;
indeed, a lack of homogeneity could pose a threat to a state’s stability and
cohesion. This is the topic he tackles in Chapter Nine: “Territories with
numerous different tribes and tribal loyalties rarely enjoy the conditions
in which a state can become firmly established.” This was the situation
in the countries of the Maghreb because of the large numbers of Berber
tribes and their widely differing allegiances; on the other hand, the peoples
of Syria, Egypt and Andalusia lived in towns and settled communities, so
when they were conquered they tended to be docile and pacific.1

Human migrations and their role in the formation of the
Islamic states
The Arab migrations were a major factor in determining the role of
Islamic history in helping to shape the world’s political geography. The
location of the Arabian Peninsula and its surrounding lands meant that it
formed a bridge between the three continents and between east and west.
This encouraged the Arabs – particularly post-Islam – to engage in trade
and seafaring activities, and that is how they came to be found in many
different parts of the world. They reached as far as China and the Malay
archipelago – particularly Java – as well as East Africa and the Sahara.2
Ibn Khaldun refers to this on numerous occasions, in the Muqaddimah
and in his History, and he writes of the contradictory evidence on the arrival
of the Bani Hilal and Bani Salim tribes in the countries of the Maghreb.

Ibn Khaldun contemplates the role of the sea in Islamic history
The Islamic world lies on six seas which – taken together – form the
shape of the letter Z in the Latin alphabet, connecting the Mediterranean,
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the Arabian Sea and the Red Sea with the Indian Ocean to the east and the
Atlantic to the West. This placed it in an advantageous position to become
a great maritime power.
As Ibn Khaldun points out, this was true of the mediaeval Islamic
world. According to Christophe Picard, an expert in the maritime history
of the Western Mediterranean during the mediaeval period, Ibn Khaldun’s
writings on the subject comprise the most precise and comprehensive
material that has come down to us from a historian who lived through
some significant periods of the Islamic world’s seafaring history.1
Ibn Khaldun classes “command of fleets” as being in the category of
“royal posts”2 and begins by saying that this applies particularly to Ifriqiyah
and the Maghreb; he attributes this to their connection to “al Bahr al Rumi”
(the “Sea of Byzantium”) and to the fact that the coastal inhabitants
around the shores of that sea were skilled and experienced seafarers as
both fighters and merchantmen.
In Ibn Khaldun’s view there is no difference between land-based power
and naval power. Where the sea is concerned, the state passes through the
same stages of birth, full strength and senility. Initially it builds up its naval
forces; this happened during the early Islamic period and was followed by
Islam’s domination of the sea during the reigns of the major Ummayyad
and Fatimid Caliphates. The third stage was one of steady decline in
Muslim naval power in favour of the Latins.
Ibn Khaldun begins by discussing the Islamic state’s early connection
with the sea during the reigns of ‘Umar and Mu’awiyah. He notes that
initially the Arabs were reluctant sailors owing to their Bedouin traditions;
however, as they became more firmly established in power and began to
rule seafaring nations, they learnt the arts of seamanship, built up naval
fleets, established harbours and became a maritime nation.
He takes a close look at the leading Islamic states with notable naval
fleets, particularly those in the Islamic West – that is to say, the ‘Ubaidis
1
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(or Fatimids), the Aghlabids in Ifriqiyah and the Ummayyads in Andalusia
(particularly during the era of Abdul Rahman al Nasir). Of the eastern
states he singles out the Ummayyads of Syria for particular mention.
That was a time when Islam ruled the waves. According to Ibn
Khaldun: “The Muslims at the time of the Islamic State conquered this sea
from all its sides and their assaults on it and power over it became ever
greater, to an extent that the Christian nations with their fleets were never
able to achieve before…”1 At that time Europe only held some of the northeastern coast.
Ibn Khaldun praises the Ummayyads for their success in capturing the
Byzantines’ naval installations at Acre, and for establishing the first naval
fleet on Mu‘awiyah’s orders. The other name he mentions is that of the
Caliph ‘Abdul Malik, in connection with his policy of setting up shipbuilding
facilities. Ibn Khaldun also refers to ‘Abdul Rahman al Nasir in Andalusia,
who built a powerful fleet at his base in Almeria. The Fatimids’ capital at
al Mahdiyah was also a naval base.
The Almohades in the Islamic West were another naval power
mentioned by Ibn Khaldun. His deductive, practical mind led him to
observe that the builders of naval forces in our civilization were mainly the
same people who established the Caliphal states, which means that the
possession of naval forces is primarily a political decision taken by larger
states which can boast significant human and material capabilities. Hence
when Ibn Khaldun noted that Islamic naval power in the east had been
waning from a relatively early time (since “the fleets in the states of Egypt
and Syria grew steadily weaker until they ceased to exist; [those states]
did not give them any attention, while the attention that had been given to
them in the ‘Ubaidi state exceeded all bounds”2), his explanation for the
loss of naval supremacy was “a lack of attention to the naval fleets and
their [combat] readiness by the states of Egypt and Syria during that era
and the one following it...”3

42

1

Muqaddimah, p. 269.

2

Muqaddimah, p. 270.

3

Muqaddimah, p. 271.

The Geography of The Islamic World as Seen By Ibn Khaldun (732-808 AH/1332-1406 CE)

Thus the Islamic state’s naval supremacy passed from the east to
the west: “all traces of it disappeared there while it remained specifically
in Ifriqiyah and the Maghreb, so that during that period the western end
of this sea was full of fleets firmly endowed with power and strength, safe
from violations or attack by any enemy.”1
At this point Ibn Khaldun points to the pinnacle of Islamic naval power
during the Almohade era, particularly in the reign of the Caliph Yusuf bin
‘Abdul Mu’min, when “the Muslims’ fleets were of a size and quality that
they never attained either before or after, as far as we are aware.”2 This
explains why Salahuddin al Ayyubi sought the help of the Almohade navy
against the Crusaders.
The Almohades lost their maritime supremacy to the Marinids, whose
navy was less powerful than that of their predecessors had been, though
they were able to maintain a naval balance of power with the Christian
kingdoms.3 “Then the Muslims’ naval power declined due to the weakness
of the state and maritime revenues were overlooked due to the high
volume of Bedouin revenues in the Maghreb and the loss of revenues from
Andalusia, where the Christians reverted to their religion…and the Muslims
became like foreigners.4”
Another significant element in Ibn Khaldun’s thinking – and one
which is referred to by Picard – is that, contrary to what is sometimes
believed, he did not see that decline as being due to the coastal peoples
of Southern Europe (particularly the Venetians and Genoans) enjoying
any innately superior seafaring skills. In his view sea power was not the
specific province of the peoples of a particular country. Rather, it was
determined by the state itself – i.e. whether or not it had a naval policy
and whether it had the will to develop an effective naval force. Secondary
to this was the question of seafaring experience and marine expertise.
This approach indicates an advanced level of awareness on Ibn
Khaldun’s part.
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Islands and their strategic importance
Ibn Khaldun was highly knowledgeable about islands and recognised
their importance. Writing about the “Mediterranean and the Levant”, he
comments: “It has numerous large inhabited islands such as Crete, Cyprus,
Sicily, Majorca and Sardinia.”1 He regarded the islands of the Mediterranean
as being of exceptional strategic importance and in his view the Muslims’
gradual loss of those assets had contributed significantly to the decline
in their power, since they formed a kind of first line of defence for their
mainland territories. So when the Muslims controlled the Mediterranean,
they “held its islands that were separated from the coasts such as Majorca,
Minorca, Ibiza, Sardinia, Sicily, Corsica, Malta, Crete and Cyprus…” 2
Conversely, when the Islamic navy lost its power in the Islamic |East, the first
thing they lost was those islands: “The Christians reached out their hands
towards the islands in the sea to the east such as Sicily, Crete and Malta,
and took control of them.”3 Then when the Islamic West’s naval power also
declined, they lost the islands at the western end of the Mediterranean.4

Ibn Khaldun’s unique qualities as a geographer
While Ibn Khaldun’s contributions to human knowledge were many and
varied, scholars are agreed that his most valuable work was in the fields of
human population and development and the interpretation of the history
of the Islamic states. Professor Malkaoui states: “However much scholars
may differ in their assessments of Ibn Khaldun’s genius, they are all agreed
that the pivotal element of his creativity was in the theory of social history,
or the theory of population and development. To put it very briefly, it is a
holistic vision designed to understand how human society operates and
how it develops from one stage to the next and from one state of civilization
to another; it also seeks to show the factors which influence the birth of
states and the rise and fall of civilizations, with particular reference to the
causal relationships and laws governing social phenomena.”5
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Where Ibn Khaldun’s particular contributions to the field of geography
are concerned, we can endorse Abdel Fattah Wahibeh’s view that “although
he was not a geographer, his Muqaddimah contains new ideas on the
relationship between the environment, man, the geography of human
development and economic geography that were unknown to Europe
until several centuries later.”1 According to Kratschovsky: “None of these
questions about the influence of climate and geography upon human life
were investigated in a methodical manner before Ibn Khaldun. In this
respect he must certainly be regarded as an innovator. Moreover, ideas
such as these only appeared in Europe several centuries later, beginning
with Montesquieu.” 2 Another area in which Ibn Khaldun demonstrated
striking creativity was in his thoughts on Muslim naval history.
It was because of the significance of his ideas that many people
saw Ibn Khaldun as the founder of human geography. In fact, Yves
Lacoste regards him as that discipline’s true father,3 while Professor
al Difa ‘ says: “Historians and geographers concur that Ibn Khaldun
was the first person to adopt a clear scientific approach towards
environmental phenomena and their positive and negative effects upon
the lives of different peoples, including their political, economic, moral
and intellectual systems.”4

French imperialism turns to the Muqaddimah to understand
history and geography
It is not surprising that the French used the Muqaddimah as a tool
for colonising North Africa. Ibn Khaldun was the leading thinker on
the history of that region and the main historian of the Amazigh – the
inhabitants of that extensive territory that the French were seeking
to colonise. This is why that great work was translated into French by
Noël Desvergers in Paris as long ago as 1841 – that is to say, before it
1
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was first printed in Arabic by the Bulaq Press and before its first partial
translation into English.
In 1847 a better and more accurate version appeared. Translated by
Baron de Slane and printed on the orders of the French Minister of War, its
purpose was to provide France with information about the western Islamic
region so that it could be conquered and colonised.
Some Western scholars – such as Gabriel Cross – still maintain today
that the Muqaddimah is a useful tool for understanding the underlying
social systems and structures of contemporary Arab/Islamic societies.1
It would be generally true to say that the question of Europe’s
acquaintanceship with the Muqaddimah is one that requires an
independent study. I hope such a project will be undertaken by Ibn Khaldun
scholars or students of the Orientalist heritage.

Conclusion
Reflecting their region’s general decline, the Muslims’ contributions to
geography began to wane after the 5th century AH. According to Professor
al Difa ‘: “The Arab and Muslim geographers reached their peak in the 3rd
and 4th centuries AH…Unfortunately, the 6th century AH was a time of
increasing anarchy which shook the Islamic State’s power and authority.
This more or less brought the era of geographical discoveries to an end,
with the result that Arab and Muslim geographers had to rely on what their
predecessors had written on the subject. And this marked the beginning
of the age of dictionaries and encyclopaedias.”2 This brought Ibn Khaldun
into even sharper relief, since it was he who was able to place geography
and its relationship to history and civilization within a completely new
methodological context.
Our Arab and Islamic history has produced no other geographer like
him, and this is something that we all need to acknowledge.
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THE UMMAH (NATION),
AS SEEN FROM THE
PERSPECTIVES OF
GEOGRAPHICAL HYPOTHESIS
AND POLITICAL REALITY
Mohammad al Haddad

T

he current Arab revolutions and upheavals have
given the notion of Ummah (Nation) a new lease of
life as it seeks to re-establish itself on the world’s
politico-cultural map in the wake of an unprecedented
identity crisis that has lasted for over half a century.
By this I do not mean that it has not existed as a real
and active concept over recent decades. Indeed, it has
featured constantly in speeches and public discourse,
though it has always done so in a somewhat “flabby”
form – i.e. as an expression of intention or wishful
thinking rather than as a serious strategic approach.
That is to say, it has failed to reflect reality or the
situation in which its peoples actually live and feel and
have their being.
At the time of the Ottoman Empire the term
Ummah was an expression of identity with that Empire
and allegiance to its authority. Contrary to what some
people may believe, it was a concept that was both
Scholar and academic from Tunisia.
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political and religious, since the Empire encompassed a multitude of
different faiths and ethnicities while remaining a Sunni, Islamic state.
Some of its subjects gave their allegiance to it on religious grounds,
while others recognized its authority because it served their interests
and – when it was at the height of its powers – offered its non-Muslim
residents a wide range of privileges. (This was before its “Age of Crisis”
which had negative repercussions for its minorities and caused a seachange in relations between the centre and the fringes; after than,
Ummah acquired a more strongly religious flavour.)
The dual politico-religious character of the Ummah was the dominant
feature of the Empire’s era of prosperity. This was despite the fact that
there were as many Christians as Muslims in the Caliphate’s capital
during the 18 th century, while administrative positions in the state
were awarded primarily on the basis of loyalty to the ruling authority.
“Ottoman secularism” – if such a term is acceptable – was different
from the secularism that appeared in Europe during the same period,
though the two shared one basic principle in common; both drew a clear
distinction between religious and civil competence. While recognizing
that religious knowledge and integrity were necessary qualifications for
religious positions, positions in the state were governed by a different set
of criteria in which – while they might be acceptable as options – religious
considerations were not seen as mandatory.
It was here that the difference between the two “secularisms” was
most manifest. The European version evolved to a point where the concept
of Nation (the European equivalent of an Ummah) lost all its religious
connotations. This was caused by a deep schism at the very heart of
Christianity which was incapable of resolution through traditional means;
theological debate between the traditionalists and reformers was unable to
restore the unity of the Church and excommunication orders from the Head
of the Church failed to prevent the princes and feudal lords from supporting
reformist ideas. Consequently the West experienced two centuries of
bloody religious wars. Thousands died and there was growing political
pressure for a separation between the religious and civil spheres – i.e.
between faith and politics – with the result that the concept of a Nation
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became a purely political one with allegiance to the head of state taking
precedence over all other forms of allegiance.
The nation-state aimed to free itself from all forms of outside
“trusteeship” so that sovereignty could be vested in the people. This now
“rejected trusteeship” included the control exercised by the Head of the
Church, not only in his capacity as the power that bestowed legitimacy
upon the governing authority, but also with respect to his practice of
interfering in the political process through the powerful and highly inflated
religious establishment of that time. The Church was responsible for
education, the civil registry and the Nation’s spiritual and moral guidance,
while the cultural scene was also overwhelmingly religious.
Accordingly, secularism was something that grew out of differences
over the interpretation of the One Faith. Westerners gradually ceased to
associate the Nation with religion; religious affiliation came to be seen
within the context of the Church, while allegiances multiplied along with
the numbers of churches in the land. The process reached its zenith in
North America, where religious freedom was accepted as an “absolute
freedom” and any group was able to set up its own independent church; at
the same time, however, there was no dispute over the idea of the Nation in
its political sense.
It was because of secularisation that the Church became a “social
institution” and its relationship with the state (another “institution”)
became a contractual one. The state was seen as an “expression” of the
nation, because it united the people on a common civil principle; the
churches, on the other hand, reflected the multiplicity of the different faiths
and belief systems.
Here it would be appropriate for us to correct a common
misconception. The Church was not basically an institution in the
administrative and legal sense, and this is still the case today. For
Christians the Church has always been the body and spirit of Christ and
the Believer’s road to salvation, while its administrative aspect is of far
less significance when compared with this primary role. That was why
the reformers demanded the abolition of the “fee-based Church” and the
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restoration of the “spiritual Church,” accusing the Popes of charlatanry on
the grounds that they gave priority to Church taxes over spiritual matters
while according to their own persons the status that should be rightfully
given to the Redeemer.
Despite this, the realities of history proved inescapable and matters
turned full circle. Eventually the reformers set up their own churches
and governments and states began to treat them as social institutions,
regardless of the underlying metaphysical factors that identified them with
their followers. This undermined the religious concept of the Nation in
the Western Christian context, paving the way for a new set of principles
(“People,” “Patriotism” and “Nationalism”) to replace the traditional
Church-based notion of allegiance based upon religion.
“Ottoman secularism” was quite different. By accepting religious
diversity as an integral part of the Ummah’s body, the concept of Ummah,
or Nation, was reinforced, not weakened. It included diversity within the
Islamic religion itself (different schools of fiqh, or doctrine/jurisprudence,
and Sufi tariqahs), as well as a multiplicity of belief systems within the
Abrahamic faiths as a whole. And while Islam enjoyed a higher status,
other faiths were not excluded.
As the years went by, the concept of Ummah came to occupy a central
position, while the state became part of it, not a separate entity. Where
allegiance was concerned, it was not limited to a single faith, though all
were bound to give their allegiance to the Sultan and obey him.
When the Islamic Caliphate entered its critical period, this seriously
undermined the concept of the Ummah and severed the link between
political and religious allegiance. Hitherto, it had been assumed that
political allegiance meant submitting oneself to the Sultan’s authority in
exchange for religious freedom within a system inspired by the spirit of
Islam. However, this option now became less attractive to certain minorities
who sought to end their status as members of the Ummah and become
separate nations in their own right; these now declared independence and
set up their own national religions in place of the old system under which
they had been tolerated and recognized.
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Religious allegiance in the Ottoman context was based on the
assumption that obedience to God entailed obedience to the Sultan,
whatever the latter’s actions and policies might be. This was also
considered the point at issue by those who called for a return to the basics
of the religion with a view to establishing a separation between Allah
and the Sultan and between the Qur’an and the Firman (Royal Decree).
According to this principle, Sunni Muslims were no longer required to
pledge allegiance for religious reasons – only for political ones when
required to do so by the Sultan – with the result that the line between the
Ummah’s political and religious personas became blurred and the Nation
as such became hard to define. Consequently, it ceased to be a “natural
and human geographical reality” and became merely a “hypothetical
geographical entity”.
When the Ottoman Empire collapsed and broke up into a number of
separate states, the concept of Ummah became even more confused and
confusing. Although the new states all had their own defined borders, they
did not dare to regard themselves as “nations”. At the same time, although
the great Empire was no more, the Ummah continued to be cherished
as a fond memory, while other concepts such as “the People” came to
be associated with the states which had taken its place. Eventually, the
question arose over where the individual’s allegiance should lie; should it
be to the Arab Ummah or the Islamic Ummah – both of which are mental
constructs, not realities, and aspirations rather than facts?
Throughout this period the word Ummah continued to be a term
generally recognized in common parlance, while the gulf between
“hypothetical” and “actual” geography continued to grow.
At this point it might be appropriate to refer to two terms which are
to some extent conceptually related to the idea of the Ummah. The first
of these – Jama’ah (group/community) – is an old expression that has
acquired a new meaning, while the second – Hawiyyah (identity) – is new in
every sense of the word.
Today the word Jama’ah is understood by some people to mean the
nucleus, or hard core, of an Ummah seeking to restore its old borders and
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the power it enjoyed in the past. The Jama’ah is like DNA in its relationship
with a body which is on the point of disintegration yet with the capacity
to resurrect itself. Hence the Jama’ah finds itself “tailored on the same
pattern as the Ummah”; it is headed by an Amir, just as the Ummah was
headed by a Sultan, while its members are bound to obey their leader in
the same way that the Sultan’s subjects pledged allegiance to their ruler in
former times.
The term Hawiyyah is an odd neologism. Linguistically, it really ought
to be Aniyyah, from ana (“I”) rather than Hawiyyah, from huwa (“he”), since
it is a term designed to identify the “self” rather than the “other”. Some
people see it as a relatively “unassertive” alternative to Jama’ah and an
oblique way of referring to the “aspiringly resurgent Ummah”. However, it
is more probable that the person who first coined the word was seeking to
promote a term that could describe the Ummah itself while freeing it from
its traditional connotations. Even so, new language does not necessarily
lead to new thinking, with the result that today “defining Hawiyyah” is
discussed in the same terms as “defining the Ummah” was in the past and
people are unaware that they are dealing with a hypothetical situation rather
than a political reality. They fail to realise that a constitution’s primary
purpose is to provide the state with a system based upon Muwatanah
(citizenship) rather than to provide the Ummah with a system based upon
Hawiyyah. A constitution is a legal text, not a philosophical one, and its sole
function is to lay down the rules for coexistence within the community.
However, the most important issue concealed behind the differences
in terminology is this: Who is qualified to speak on behalf of the Ummah
today and represent it?
We pointed out earlier that the Ummah’s claims to be considered
synonymous with the Watan, or Nation (in a more secular sense), have
become somewhat muted in the Arab world – to a point where they have
almost fallen silent. One no longer hears talk of an Egyptian, Tunisian
or Iraqi Ummah; these days the terms Watan, Bilad (country) or Dawlah
(state) are used instead to describe an entity based upon geography and
Muwatanah. However, the legitimacy of that entity must necessarily be
weak as long as Ummah is a stronger concept than Watan and Hawiyyah is
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stronger than the concept of Muwatanah. These days, with the revolutions
currently taking place in the Arab world, such an entity is liable to be
subjected to strong pressure to place itself under the trusteeship of the
Jama’ah (as representative of the spirit of the Ummah and Hawiyyah),
regardless of its fragility due to the multiplicity of competing Jama’ahs and
conflicting interests.
Meanwhile, the supporters of an Arab Ummah are losing ground
to those who believe in an Islamic Ummah. “Arabdom” has become
subordinated to “Islam” and “Arab Islamic” has emerged as an acceptable
alternative to the disputed terms and concepts of the recent past, while
today the word “Islam” is used more in a religious and sectarian sense
than as a description of a culture. In previous decades the word “Islamic”
referred to Muslim civilization and its achievements, including its nonreligious ones; today, however, the crisis of our modern society has given
people a narrow and limited vision of what society was really like in earlier
times. While “Muslim” was traditionally a word used to describe a person’s
religious affiliation and “Islamic” was the term for the civilization that was
created after the appearance of Islam, “Islamic” in the present meaning
of the word is a relatively novel concept which the Islamic (or Islamist)
political groups have adopted as their own; in other words, a previously
general term has acquired a specific meaning – a meaning that has
become even more limited when seen within the context of the Ummah’s
past and present legitimacy.
The “Jama’ahs” are definitely the main beneficiaries of the present
confusion between “Muslim and “Islamic” for two reasons:
Firstly, every civilization created by the Ummah of Islam is now
seen solely in a religious context, whereas previously it had comprised
philosophy, literature and the arts and had offered all members of the
community (not just adherents of the majority faith) the opportunity to
develop their creative talents.
Secondly, by virtue of belonging to these Jama’ahs, the Islamist
has come to embody the “spirit of the Ummah” par excellence, while the
ordinary Muslim is seen as failing in his duty to the Ummah if he does not
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become an Islamist. As we have pointed out, just as coexistence between
different members of the community is becoming a less and less feasible
prospect, so too is the Ummah’s history being increasingly seen as a
replica of today’s Ummah with its violence, strife and rejectionism.
With the concept of the Ummah being so cramped and restricted that
it becomes synonymous with the Jama’ah, and the Jama’ah becoming
limited to al Firqah al Najiyah (the Group Destined for Salvation), a serious
conflict over the identity of the Ummah itself has arisen between the
different factions that are seeking to set themselves up as society’s “true
representatives of the Faith”.
All this, essentially, is a reflection of what we might call “cultural
Islam”; that is, a phenomenon embodied in the beliefs and behaviour of
the majority of those Muslim individuals for whom the Faith is an inherited
social culture – an Islam of traditional institutions representing the different
fiqhi (doctrinal/jurisprudential), Sufi and Islamo-political trends.
From “cultural Islam’s” point of view the Ummah is an a priori, selfevident “given” that does not need to be formally defined. Its members
have a powerful sense of allegiance to it and feel deeply involved in the
issues affecting it, and this is something we find reflected in the way
that every event which takes place in the Islamic world has global
repercussions. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 had an impact upon every
Islamic society. That was also the case when the Justice and Development
Party came to power in Turkey in 2002; moreover, today we can see how the
uprising by Tunisia’s youth has ignited the flames of revolution in several
Arab countries, while the injustices suffered by the Palestinian people
continue to be at the forefront of Arab and Muslim minds everywhere,
despite the corruption and strife that has existed in the Palestinian political
arena over recent decades.
All these developments reflect the fact that the feelings shared by
societies across the Arab and Islamic worlds are the product of a common
history, culture and sense of destiny. However, they do not in themselves
demonstrate a political consensus. In this context the culture is an
anthropological phenomenon which produces similar ways of thinking and
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behaving between certain human social groups, though without fusing
those groups into a single community.
Institutional Islam’s fiqhi and Sufi trends are reaping the benefits from
those feelings and are trying to translate them into a set of general creedal
and behavioural principles. Nevertheless, it is worth noting here that, while
institutional Islam formalises those principles, it also shows considerable
realism and flexibility in its attitude to the way people implement them.
Even so, present-day institutional Islam is first and foremost the latest
incarnation of a discourse that has been transmitted to us from one
generation to another over the centuries, and like every discourse that is
repeated over a significant period, it has evolved from a mere feeling to
something much more structured and established.
At the same time, institutional Islam is also a result of real-life
experience – and experience tells us that “unity of feeling” does not always
mean an acceptance of political unity. Even when Islam is the established
religion of the Ummah, neither religion nor Ummah are necessarily
capable of functioning properly within an entity as limited as a single
state. Institutional Islam – of the traditional type – sees itself in the role
of the state’s guide, or helmsman, rather than as its “trustee”, but with
responsibilities extending beyond the boundaries of the Watan to include
the Ummah as a whole.
The “open Ummah” transcends the geographical and political
borders of the existing states, which comprise no more than parts of it.
Nevertheless, over the centuries institutional Islam has inherited a realistic
outlook which has forced it to recognize that the “part” has specific
features that cannot be imposed upon the “whole”, while characteristics
pertaining to the “whole” cannot be imposed upon the “part”.
Flexibility and realism are not eternal absolutes. If the state finds
itself in a crisis, institutional Islam responds by taking measures to protect
itself from the consequences of that crisis and this includes giving greater
prominence to the concept of the Ummah. On the other hand, if the
Ummah finds itself in a critical situation the opposite approach applies and
the focus of the discourse is on ensuring that the Watan does not find itself
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having to bear the Ummah’s burdens. As the crises affecting the Watan
tend to be the more frequent, the Ummah usually dominates the discourse.
It is probable that the Arab revolutions will boost supply and
demand for the term/concept of Ummah in the “terminology and concept
market”, since periods of revolution encourage people to look for ways of
formally measuring their significance – either with the aim of preventing
revolutionary violence or as a way of giving substance to the revolution’s
demands. This generally results in a greater role for the traditional
institutions in directing public affairs, since the public sphere is really the
province of the Ummah rather than the state.
Finally, we come to the highest level at which the Islamic political
movements engage with the Ummah and the state. These movements are
not content for the Ummah to be merely a “spontaneous feeling”; nor do
they accept that there should be a separation between the concept of the
Ummah and the reality of the state, or that Islam should be “religion and
Ummah” as opposed to “religion and state”.
These movements regard cultural affiliation as a negative factor unless
it provides for a transition from what has been inherited to that which is
seen as the desired goal – from what is “recognized” to that which has
been enshrined in law by the “trustees”.
This gives rise to a question which preoccupies all fundamentalists:
Are we truly Muslims? Are we fit to belong to the Ummah of Islam?
This question assumes that there is a clear line between Muslims
and non-Muslims and between one affiliation and another. It means that
the Ummah of the hypothetical past was the preserve of the Jama’ah and
the Ummah of the future will belong to the Jama’ah. As far as the present
day is concerned, there is no Ummah, since its defining structures and
principles no longer exist.
Contrary to institutional Islam’s “Ummah versus state” dichotomy,
in political Islam no such dichotomy exists and the issue is seen in linear
terms. The Jama’ah will establish the state and under its guidance the
state will restore the Ummah.
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So there are three contending views on the concept of the Ummah, and
these will have a major impact on the future destinies of the countries of
the Muslim world. The Duwal al Islam al Thaqafiy (“cultural Islam” states)
are inclusive of everyone – even the non-Muslim minorities. The Dawlat
al Islam (“Islamic state”) – in the standard sense of the term – makes
a distinction between Muslims and non-Muslims, and even between
members of the different Muslim sects; such a state may either model
itself on the old Millet (confessional communities) system or break up into
different confessions and sects. Finally, we come to Dawlat al Muslimin
(“the state of the Muslims” – in the fundamentalist sense). In this state the
Firqah al Najiyah impose a single system and set of values on the whole of
the community.
It is probable that the next few decades will provide a clearer picture of
the course the Arab revolutions are destined to take – in the countries that
are currently undergoing their own revolutions as well as those other states
which also form part of the Ummah and are bound to be affected by events
within its borders.
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RELIGION AND THE STATE:
HOW THE BOUNDARIES WERE
DELINEATED AN EXAMINATION
OF THE CALIPHATE, THE OTTOMAN
SULTANATE AND THE EVOLUTION
OF THE CONCEPT OF THE TWO
DARS (“HOUSES”)
Mohammad ‘Afifi

T

he destruction of Baghdad – the seat of the
Abbasid Caliphate – by the Tatars (otherwise
known as the Mongols) in 1 256 CE brought
an end to that city’s role as the capital of the Muslim
world. Up till then, it had continued to enjoy this status
despite the Caliphate’s weakness and impotence in
its final years when its authority extended no further
than the borders of Iraq (and perhaps no further than
Baghdad), and the Islamic region found itself ruled by
a patchwork miscellany of Sultans who formed the real
power in the land. Even in those difficult years of the
Abbasids’ decline, however, legitimacy had continued
to be vested in them as the natural successors to the
original Caliphate dating from the Khilafah al Rashidah
(the Rightly-Guided Caliphate).
The Caliphate’s status had been most clearly
exemplified in the attitude of the Mameluke Sultans in
Egypt. There the Sultans (who were originally slaves)
needed support in order to bestow legitimacy upon their
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Sultanate in Egypt and Syria, and this was why Sultan Aybek constantly
reaffirmed his allegiance to the Abbasids in Baghdad during his struggle
with the Ayyubid Sultans.
With the fall of Baghdad in 1256 Sultan Baybars saw that the revival
of the Abbasid Caliphate in Egypt could be an ideal way of legitimising
his accession to the throne after Qutuz’s assassination. Consequently,
in 1261 Emir Ahmad, the son of the Caliph al Nasir li Din Allah Ibn
al Mustadhi’, was installed as Caliph in Cairo. Ahmad then appointed
Sultan Baybars as ruler over “the Islamic territories and whatever
is added to them, as well as those lands of the infidels that Allah will
conquer by His Hand.”
According to al Suyuti, Baybars was given the title “Qaseem Amir
al Mu’minin” (“Partner of the Prince of the Faithful”) – a title that had never
been bestowed upon anyone before him.

The Ottoman conquest of Egypt: Sultan and Caliph
The Ottomans’ power in the Islamic world grew significantly in the
early 16th century. Consequently it was inevitable that there should be a
clash between them and the traditional Islamic powers of that time – the
Safavids in Iran and Iraq and the Mameluke Sultans in Egypt and Syria.
What particularly concerns us here is the Ottomans’ conquest of Egypt
in 1517, which was to bring the Hejaz under Ottoman rule and force them to
confront the issue of the Abbasid Caliphate in Cairo.
From the moment of Selim I’s victory over the Mameluke Sultan
al Ghawri at the Battle of Marj Dabiq in 1516, instead of Selim declaring
allegiance to the Caliphate, it was the Abbasid Caliph al Mutawakkil who
submitted to Selim’s authority.
According to Ibn Iyas – a contemporary chronicler of the Ottoman
conquest of Egypt – the Abbasid Caliph in Cairo was happy to acquiesce in
the authority of Sultan Selim, while the Sultan was able to use the Caliph
and his spiritual status as a means of pacifying the local populace and
restoring stability to Cairo:
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“On a Friday in the year 922, the Amir al Mu’minin Mohammad
al Mutawakkil ‘Ala’llah entered Cairo, accompanied by the ministers of Ibn
‘Uthman (the Ottoman Sultan) and a large number of his troops…When the
Caliph entered, he entered through the Victory Gate and passed through
Cairo; in front of him were the torchbearers calling upon the people to [feel]
security and peace of mind and [continue with their] selling and buying
and taking and giving, [and declaring] that no-one should disturb any of
the populace and that the door of injustice had been closed and the door of
justice had been opened.”
This demonstrates the “public relations” and political role played by
the Abbasid Caliph on behalf of the Ottomans in order to create the kind of
climate that would encourage the Egyptians to accept their new conqueror.
Ibn Iyas’s chronicles clearly illustrate the differences between the
status and powers of the Abbasid Caliph and the Ottoman Sultan Selim I.
The Caliph was a symbol with religious connotations from whom the Sultan
acquired the benefit of Barakah (Divine Blessing) – an asset which he used
to oil the wheels of the new Ottoman government system. At the same
time, the true power and influence in the country was reflected in the titles
used to describe the Ottoman Sultan in the first Friday khutbah (address)
after the Ottoman conquest. According to Ibn Iyas:
“On that day a khutbah in the name of Sultan Selim Shah was
delivered from the pulpits of Cairo…It included the words: ‘O Allah, grant
victory to the Sultan, son of the Sultan, King of the Two Lands and the Two
Seas, Breaker of the Two Armies, Sultan of the Two Iraqs, Custodian of the
Two Holy Sanctuaries, the Victorious King Selim Shah. O Allah, grant him a
mighty victory and a manifest triumph.’”
The above extract shows that Selim I had inherited the same de facto
status and authority that had been enjoyed by the Mamelukes before
him; at the same time, symbolic authority remained the preserve of the
Abbasid Caliph, thereby maintaining the long historical continuity of the
Islamic Caliphate. It also shows that the title “Custodian of the Two Holy
Sanctuaries” was given to Sultan Selim I following the conquest of Egypt
and after the Hejaz had been declared as being subject to his authority.
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This meant that the title (of Custodian of the Two Holy Sanctuaries) had
no connection with the Caliphate; rather, it was an indication that the
Hejaz had become part of the Ottoman State and that the Sultan was now
responsible for the pilgrim caravans and other Hajj affairs.
Although Ibn Iyas lists “Custodian of the Two Holy Sanctuaries” as
being among Sultan Selim I’s titles, he does not suggest in any way that
the Caliphate had passed from the Abbasids to the Ottoman Sultan.
This point leads us into a long historical controversy which is still
continuing to this day. I am referring here to the dispute between historians
over the account of the Abbasid Caliph ceding the Caliphate to the
Ottoman Sultan.
Let us begin by taking a look at the latest Turkish studies on the
subject. History of the Ottoman State and Civilization, published by the
Islamic History, Arts and Culture Centre in Istanbul in 1999 (edited and
preface by Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu), is one of the main reference works
representing the Turkish angle on this controversial subject.
The book supports the view that the Caliphate passed to the Ottoman
Sultans after 1517 – that is to say, the year of the conquest of Egypt.
However, it does not specify a particular year or event indicating when this
took place and it defends its point of view by criticising those who reject
this version on the grounds of a lack of solid information or record of a
ceremony to mark the transfer of the Caliphate to the Ottoman Sultan. It
adds:
“Therefore the question of whether or not there had to be a specific
ceremony is irrelevant.”
At the same time, however, the book makes an important point, which
could be seen as lending support to its position, when it mentions that
several debates took place over whether the Ottomans were eligible to
assume the Caliphate during the reign of Sultan Suleyman the Lawgiver
(“Suleyman the Magnificent”). The book draws from one of the main
Ottoman sources on this question – a letter written in Arabic and Persian
by the scholar and vizier Lutfi Pasha, entitled Khalas al Ummah fi Ma’rifat
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al A’immah (The Nation’s Deliverance is through Knowledge of the Imams),
which was later translated into Turkish. The fact that it was written in these
languages suggests that it was designed to be propagated throughout the
world of Islam and not just the Turkish world.
In this letter Lutfi Pasha discusses the Caliphate, its status and its
significance. After presenting a brief history of that institution, he examines
an issue of huge importance that has provoked widespread controversy
in Islamic literature – the view that the Caliph must be from Quraish.
There had been virtual consensus about this since the time of al Mawardi
(d. 1058 CE), though Lutfi Pasha rejects it and endeavours to prove that it is
incorrect, or at least not viable or sustainable from a historical point of view.
In his opinion, if this were indeed the case, then Muslims would have had
to be without a Caliph when the Abbasids disappeared from the historical
scene – a situation that would be incompatible with Islamic interests.
Lutfi Pasha champions Sultan Suleyman the Lawgiver as Caliph of the
Muslims:
“It is no wonder that the Ottoman Sultan (Suleyman the Lawgiver) – as
the protector of Islam and the Muslims against the Christian West, and the
fighter in the Cause of Allah – should be the most suitable person and the
best qualified to bear the title of Caliph.”
This does not mean that Sultan Suleyman the Lawgiver was the first
to hold the title of Caliph, but at least it confirms the “merging” of the
Caliphate with the Ottoman Sultanate.
In fact, Lutfi Pasha was not the first person in the Turkic world to
tackle the question of whether or not the Caliph necessarily had to be from
Quraish. At a relatively early period the renowned Hanafi faqih (jurist/legal
scholar) Sadr al Shari‘ah (d. 1346 CE), who was one of the leading scholars
of Turkestan, maintained in his work Al A’immah min Quraish (The Imams
from Quraish) that such a condition was not invariably applicable:
“Among the conditions mentioned … [there are] conditions which are
absent and no longer exist; the condition of ‘Quraishness’ is absent in our
time and no longer exists.”
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This indicates that from an early era Sadr al Shari‘ah opened up
the prospect of the Ottoman Sultans assuming the position of Caliph,
on the grounds that they were the leading Sultans of the Islamic world
after the fall of Baghdad to the Mongols in 1256 CE and the collapse of
the Abbasids’ power and authority. (So that the way was now clear for the
Sultan to take on the role of Caliph).
Now let us return once more to Lutfi Pasha’s letter. This letter,
written in the 16th century, confirms that many scholars in the east and
the west had long accepted the idea of a “merging of Sultanate and
Caliphate” and that the Caliphate should devolve upon the man with the
power, regardless of his origin or nobility of lineage. Thus it makes an
important point about the “intermingling” of the actual authority (the
Sultan) and the symbolic authority (the Caliph), and about its becoming
an established reality:
“And so the Ottomans revered the Sultan as the Caliph, who was by
right entitled to hold this title by virtue of his sword.”
On a similar theme, another Turkish historian – Ahmet Aq Kondoz –
asserts that, during the reign of Sultan Selim I, the Sultan accompanied
the Abbasid Caliph al Mutawakkil from Egypt to Constantinople and
received the Caliphate from him at a grand ceremony in the Mosque of
Aya Sophia. The ‘ulama (religious scholars) granted Selim permission to
do this, particularly since Makkah and Madinah were now under his rule.
Moreover, as he was the leading Sultan in the Islamic world, he was in any
case eligible to hold the title of Caliph.
Kondoz states that the Ottoman Sultans held the title of Caliph
from the reign of Sultan Selim I right up to the time of the last Caliph,
Abdulmecit Efendi, in 1924. He also notes that Sultan Selim adopted the
title Khalifat Allah (Allah’s Caliph) after the conquest of Aleppo - a term
which occurs in the 1516 preamble to the Sanjaq of Semendere’s laws as
well as in the preamble to the Tripoli (Syria) laws of 1519.
During the reign of Sultan Suleyman the Lawgiver the renowned faqih
Abu al Sa‘ud Efendi wrote:
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“The Sultan son of the Sultan - Sultan Suleyman Khan, son of Sultan
Selim Khan, Caliph of the Messenger of the Lord of Creation, preparer of
the laws of the manifest Shariah, the shade-giving shadow of Allah over
all nations, holder of the Greater Imamate, Sultan of the sea, heir of the
Greater Caliphate and victor over all contenders, issuer of the Royal Laws,
the Tenth Khaqan (Monarch), Sultan of the Arabs, Persians and Byzantines,
Protector of the Two Holy Sanctuaries.”
The above paragraph raises several points; perhaps the main one is
the fact that the renowned Abu Sa‘ud puts the title “Sultan” before the title
“Caliph” – he begins his description of him with the statement that he is
the “Sultan son of the Sultan” so that the title “Caliph” only appears later.
This is highly significant in that he gives precedence to the “actual” over
the “theoretical” or “figurative,” with priority being accorded to the real or
political authority over the religious authority. It is also a clear indication
that the Sultans had acquired the title of Caliph because they were more
than just sultans; they were in fact the most powerful sultans in the Islamic
world; this is compatible with the earlier statement that the Ottomans
acquired their status with the sword because they were the Protectors of
Islam and the Custodians of the Two Holy Sanctuaries.
Some writers have observed that Ottoman political thought during
this “Classical” period gave little consideration to the question of the
Caliphate – with the possible exception of Lutfi Pasha’s letter referred
to above. They attribute this to the fact that there was no real need for a
renewed focus on this issue as long as the Ottoman Sultans continued
to fulfil their role as Protectors of Islam, while in any case the Caliphate
had been in their hands since 1517. Consequently the debates over the
Caliphate only surfaced during the “hard times” suffered by the Ottoman
State during its final period.
Nevertheless, from the Arab side several historical studies have
appeared on the question of the Caliphate in the Ottoman era and there
have been heated debates on the subject. Perhaps the most important of
these is Al Dawla al ‘Uthmaniyyah: Dawla Islamiyyah Muftara ‘Alaiha (The
Ottoman State: a Maligned Islamic State) – a fascinating study by ‘Abdel
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‘Aziz al Shinawi which was published in the 1970s. This book re-evaluates
the Ottoman era in the Arab world as a whole as well as in Egypt. Despite
Shinawi’s strong sympathies towards the Ottomans, the thing that concerns
us here is what he has to say about the Caliphate and the fact that the
Ottoman Sultans held the title of Caliph.
Al Shinawi categorically rejects the idea that the Abbasid Caliph
abdicated his title in favour of Sultan Selim I; in his view the Ottoman
Sultan – generally speaking – had no need of this symbolic, figurative
badge of authority since he was:
“The Supreme Head of the biggest Islamic state in the world, and
by virtue of his position he held sway over the ruling Islamic religious
establishment which had previously been headed by the Sheikh of Islam,
the Mufti of Constantinople.”
In al Shinawi’s view the situation did not change until the end of the
18th century, when:
“The Sultan appropriated the title of Caliph at the end of the 18 th
century for political reasons, with the aim of intimidating those European
countries which had designs on [his] state’s possessions.”
Here al Shinawi supports the traditional view which has been prevalent
in the East and West on the issue of the Ottomans and the Caliphate; it had
been generally believed that the Ottomans only became interested in the
question of the Caliphate after suffering a succession of defeats in the 18th
century, and as a means of resisting the Tsar of Russia – their traditional
enemy – by stirring up Muslim feelings within the Russian Empire.
The second important study on this topic is Al Fath al ‘Uthmani li’l
Sham wa Misr wa Muqaddimatuh min Waqi‘ al Watha’iq wa’ Masadir
al Turkiyyah wa’l ‘Arabiyyah (The Ottoman Conquest of Syria and Egypt
based on Turkish and Arab Documents and Sources) by Ahmad Fu’ad
Mitwalli, Professor of Turkish Studies. In a section on the “Caliphate Issue”
Mitwalli tells us about the Abbasid Caliph’s journey to Constantinople with
Selim and provides us with some significant details about his daily life
there.
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He observes that the Caliph al Mutawakkil ‘Ala’llah lived a life of
luxury and self-indulgence in Constantinople and this led to serious
conflict between him and his cousins who travelled with him from Cairo.
Eventually, al Mutawakkil’s behaviour drove Sultan Selim to expel him from
Constantinople and he lived in exile until the reign of Sultan Suleyman
the Lawgiver, who allowed him to return to Constantinople. Later, Sultan
Suleyman asked him to return to Egypt.
Al Mitwalli maintains that al Mutawakkil returned to Cairo and that
he continued to hold the title of Caliph until his death in 945 AH/1538 CE.
In this, his opinion differs fundamentally from the views expressed in the
modern Turkish studies we have referred to above.
According to Mitwalli, some recent Turkish sources maintain that the
Caliphate was waived in favour of Sultan Selim II, while other sources deny
this is the case and claim that it did not pass to the Ottomans.
Mitwalli cites extensive evidence to support his point of view. He
mentions that contemporary Turkish sources from the time of Sultan Selim
said nothing about the Caliphate being transferred, while Turkish historians
who accompanied Selim during his conquest of Egypt did not record
anything about it either. Nor did others who were alive at the time of the
conquest such as Ibn Kamal, Haider Jalabi, Mutraqji Nasuh and Jalalzadeh
Qojeh Neshanji Mustafa.
So it never occurred to any of these people to mention the transfer of
the Caliphate, which Mitwalli sees as being of major significance. He also
points out that Arab historians who were contemporaries of the conquest
– such as Ibn Iyas and Ibn Zunbul al Rammal – said nothing about
the matter, although Ibn Iyas wrote of the Abbasid Caliph’s journey to
Constantinople and expressed regret that it had taken place.
Mitwalli also points out that the Friday address from the pulpits of
Egypt did not include the title of Caliph in conjunction with the name of
Sultan Selim, nor does the title of Caliph appear on the coins that were
minted in his name. In addition to this, he cites Ahmad bin Mohammad
Edirnevi – a Turkish historian who was a contemporary of Sultan Suleyman
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the Lawgiver – who described the end of al Mutawakkil along with the end
of the Caliphate, as follows:
“Sultan Suleyman Khan returned him (the Caliph al Mutawakkil) to
Egypt as a generous gesture on the death of his father al Mustamsik in the
year 927 AH, and he continued as Caliph in Egypt. Then he died and the
Caliphate simply died out.”
In Mitwalli’s view the Ottoman Sultan was only described as Caliph
(here he recognizes the importance attached by the Ottoman State to
the Caliphate’s spiritual status) when the Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca
was signed with Russia in 1774 during the reign of Sultan Abdelhamid I;
before that date the Sultan did not officially assign that title to himself.
Mitwalli believes this was due to the fact that the Tsar of Russia objected
to the Ottoman Sultan speaking in the name of the Arabs. Abdelhamid
took offence at this and expressed his vexation with the Tsar by publicly
declaring himself Caliph.
Mitwalli dates the “official revival” of the Caliphate from Sultan
Abdelhamid II, when it was stipulated in the 1876 Constitution. From
then on the title of Caliph continued to be used officially on occasions of
major importance. This is understood to have been designed to reinforce
Abdelhamid’s call for an Islamic League and his attempts to unite the
Muslim world in the face of European interventionism and the aggressive
imperialist attacks on Islamic countries. In attempting to revive the
Caliphate Abdelhamid II may also have been trying to resist calls for reform
in Constantinople from people whom he saw as followers of the West.
Another factor which should not be ignored was the spread of nationalist
ideas among the subjects of the Ottoman State and Abdelhamid’s efforts
to counter them with the notion of the Islamic League and the Caliphate,
based on the principle that Islam itself is a nation.
Another study on this subject is a doctoral thesis by an Egyptian
– Sayyed Mohammad Sayyed – entitled Misr fi’l Qarn al Sadis ‘Ashr (Egypt
in the 16 th Century). Based largely on Turkish sources and written in
Istanbul, it only refers to the question of the Ottomans and the Caliphate in
a few lines with the observation:
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“From 923 AH/1517 CE the Ottoman Sultan became the absolute
legitimate authority in his capacity as Caliph of the Muslims and Custodian
of the Two Holy Sanctuaries.”
He does not offer any additional details on this matter.
Foreign studies on this subject include an article by the French
scholar Gilles Veinstein entitled L’Empire dans Sa Grandeur (XVI Siecle)
(The Ottoman Empire at its Height: the 16th Century), which was published
in Robert Mantran’s Histoire de l’Empire Ottoman (History of the Ottoman
Empire). Here Veinstein offers us an overview of the growth and significance
of the Ottoman State in the 16th century – a time when it was at its greatest
when considered from the point of view of its conquests, geographical
area and military power; this was also true of its “institutional systems,”
particularly during the reign of Suleyman the Lawgiver, who acquired his
name because of the extensive legislation enacted while he was on the
throne with the aim of regulating his far-flung empire.
Veinstein makes an important point regarding the titles Suleyman the
Lawgiver bestowed upon himself to demonstrate his power, the wide range
of different subjects under his rule and the greatness of the Ottoman State
during his reign. His main title was Sultan “Padishah”:
“I am the Sultan and Padishah of the Mediterranean Sea, the Black
Sea, Rumelia, Anatolia, the Land of the Rum and Kerman, the Land of
Dhu’l Qadir, Diyarbakir, Kurdistan, Azerbaijan, Fars, Damascus, Aleppo,
Egypt, al Quds al Sharif (Jerusalem), Makkat al Mukarramah (Makkah),
al Madinat al Munawwarah (Madinah), all the lands of the Arabs, Yemen,
Jeddah, the land of the Tatars and numerous other countries conquered by
the might of the swords of my glorious forbears and most noble ancestors,
not to mention a huge number of territories which I have conquered with
my radiant sword.”
In Veinstein’s view, the Two Holy Sanctuaries were the top priority for
the Ottoman Sultans after their “conquests of the kingdoms,” since they
enabled them to oversee the Hajj Pilgrimage and its related affairs, and this
gave them a high status in the Islamic world. Hence these Sultans acquired
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the title “Custodian of the Two Holy Sanctuaries”. Veinstein maintains that
this title was held in the highest regard by the earlier Sultans after Selim,
and considered to be preferable even to the title of Caliph – an appellation
to which they attached little importance:
“Suleyman had no need to establish a blood relationship with
the Prophet; nor did he even need to advance the claim that the last
Abbasid Caliph in Cairo had waived his rights in favour of Selim and his
descendants; this tradition was destined to be adopted a long time later
when the Ottomans sought to defend their legitimacy in the 18th century
against the Wahhabis or the onslaughts of Christian Europe, so the [Sultan]
could feel with full confidence that he was the undisputed Caliph and
Prince of the Faithful.”
The well-known American historian Stanford Shaw puts forward a
not dissimilar thesis to Veinstein’s in his History of the Ottoman Empire
and Modern Turkey, where he points to the conflicting historical sources
over the question of the Abbasid Caliphate passing to the Ottomans after
the conquest of Egypt. Some of these sources claim that al Mutawakkil
abdicated in favour of Selim, while others say that he returned to Egypt,
where he remained Caliph until his death. Shaw’s view is that the fact some
Sultans after Selim I held the title of Caliph does not necessarily mean
that the Caliphate passed to the Ottomans. In this connection he points to
an important feature of the Islamic world following the fall of the Abbasid
Caliphate in Baghdad at the hands of the Tatars; that is, that several rulers
in the Islamic world held the title of Caliph as a means of asserting their
power and authority. In other words, the concept of the Caliphate acquired
a different connotation from its original, traditional one; the title had an
honorific value and could have been held by more than one ruler at the
same time.
Shaw also points out that “Caliph” was not the Ottoman Sultans’
preferred title. The title of “Sultan” was followed in “order of reverence”
by “Custodian of the Two Holy Sanctuaries,” in view of the latter title’s
importance in the Islamic context as a reflection of its holder’s responsibility
for the Hajj and the welfare of pilgrims from every part of the Muslim world.
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Shaw believes that the Ottoman Sultans’ true assertion of their claims
to the Caliphate – and the importance they attached to being the official
and internationally recognized holders of the title – did not really surface
until the 18th century when Russia agreed to recognize the Sultan as Caliph
and granted him spiritual authority over the Muslims of Crimea. Laater, the
Caliphate was broadly used for political purposes by Sultan Abdelhamid II.
Here Shaw points to another interesting phenomenon – the link between
the prominence given to the Caliphate and the periods of Ottoman
decadence and decline – reflecting the fact that religious identity comes to
the fore at times of crisis when the nation is passing through difficult times.
The national leader Mohammad Farid’s book History of the Ottoman
Empire, written as part of the campaign to promote the idea of the Islamic
League, was presented to Sultan Abdelhamid II:
“With this service it was my intention to perform a duty which it
is incumbent upon every human being to perform for the throne of the
Greater Caliphate and Refuge of Islam in this era – our liege lord the Prince
of the Faithful, the Victorious Sultan Abdelhamid Khan the Second, may
Allah grant him a long life and support him with His help.”
It is for this reason that Mohammad Farid endorses the version which
says the Caliphate passed to the Ottomans from the time that Selim
I conquered Egypt in 1517. Thus he divides the history of the Islamic
Caliphate into two periods or – as he puts it – “two branches”:
“The history of this conquering, noble Islamic Ummah (Nation)
comprises two main branches: the Arab Caliphate and the Turkish
Caliphate.”
We can see from the above how the revival of the Caliphate is linked
to times of weakness and crisis for the Islamic Ummah – a factor which
perhaps explains the present-day calls for the revival of the Caliphate, as
well as the claims that the abolition of the Caliphate in 1924 is the main
reason behind the Ummah’s problems today.
The Turkish historian Halil Inalcik suggests a different thesis which
contains some new elements. He too rejects the version that the Caliph
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al Mutawakkil abdicated in favour of Sultan Selim and believes that Selim
preferred “Sultan-Ghazi” (Conqueror- Sultan) and the new title “Custodian
of the Two Holy Sanctuaries” and thought little of the title “Caliph” which
he regarded as relatively insignificant.
The new elements in Inalcik’s thesis include his view that it was Sultan
Suleyman the Lawgiver who attached more importance to the Caliphate
and adopted the title “Caliph of the Muslims” in order to give himself a
higher status than the other rulers of the Islamic world and reinforce the
role of the Ottoman State, which had become the most powerful empire
on earth during his reign. According to Inalcik, however, at that time the
concept of the Caliphate was no longer the same as it had been in former
times:
“They – the Ottomans – enriched the institution of the Caliphate with a
new meaning after they had established it on a basis of conquest and jihad
rather than the traditional teachings.”
Inalcik concurs with the other historians who maintained that the
Ottomans only revived the traditional concept of the Islamic Caliphate
during the 18 th century, and that they did so for a number of political
reasons.
So we find that the concept of the Caliphate has been seen in
numerous different ways over the centuries. It ceased to be understood
in its traditional sense after Baghdad fell to the Tatars in 1256, when it
moved to Cairo and was revived by the Mameluke Sultans. The Abbasid
Caliph then became a symbol of moral authority, while the real power and
authority was in the hands of the Mameluke Sultans. A further development
was a change in the concept of the Caliphate so that it became an
honorary title adopted simultaneously by a number of different rulers.
In the Ottoman period – regardless of whether or not the Caliphate was
reported to have passed to the Ottomans – the prime title in the Islamic
world was “Sultan,” followed – perhaps – by “Custodian of the Two Holy
Sanctuaries,” while the term “Caliph” came to be seen as being of far less
significance. The revival of the Caliphate in its traditional sense in the 18th
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century was the Ottomans’ response to the challenge from the West, which
had begun to shake the foundations of the mightiest Islamic power of that
era; the Caliphate was also the response of the Ottoman fundamentalists
to pressures for “reform” in the Ottoman State and the “Tanzimat”
(“Reorganisation”).
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk administered the final blow in 1924 when
he asked the Turkish National Assembly to abolish the Caliphate and
the Assembly agreed to do so, enabling Ataturk to establish a system of
government in the Islamic world in which religion became separated from
the state. Not surprisingly, there was a swift reaction in the Muslim world,
including attempts to revive the Caliphate in Egypt, the Hejaz and even
India. They all failed. They were followed by another major development in
modern Islam’s history – the creation of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1928,
only four years after the abolition of the Caliphate; the Brotherhood’s
founder, Hassan al Banna, admitted that the fall of the Caliphate was the
main reason behind his group’s project of setting the world to rights by
means of religion and reviving Islam’s international character. This was
reflected in the Brotherhood’s adoption of the slogan “Al Islam Huwa’l Hall”
“Islam is the Solution”.
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DAR AL ISLAM (“THE
HOUSE OF ISLAM”) SEEN
IN THE CONTEXTS OF FIQH
(JURISPRUDENCE), HISTORY
AND GEOPOLITICS
Mahmoud Isma‘il

I

n this study, in which we shall seek to demonstrate
the dialectical relationship between the three
disciplines of fiqh (jurisprudence/doctrine), history
and geopolitics, we have based our approach upon a
self-evident truth; to wit, the “oneness of knowledge”.
Specialisation in the different branches of knowledge
and science (which is generally regarded as a
“procedural” process) aims to enable in-depth studies to
be made of similar or related subjects through applying
a methodology that is appropriate to the nature of the
subject in question. This is reflected in the classification
of the different scientific and academic disciplines.
It will be clear to us that “oneness of knowledge”
is a reality (rather than conjecture) when we consider
the fact that from ancient times till the beginning
of the modern age philosophy encompassed all the
different branches of knowledge, thereby justifying its
designation as the “mother of all disciplines”.
Professor of Islamic History at the Faculty of Arts, ‘Ain Shams University.
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Even if philosophy may have to some extent lost its voice today
with the growth of academic and scientific specialisation, it has recently
managed to restore its status as the most suitable means of bringing
together the new areas of knowledge generated by the different branches of
modern science. Another contributory factor here has been a phenomenon
known as the “intermediate” or “auxiliary” sciences, which have appeared
on the scene as a consequence of narrow specialisation; the sciences
in this category have had a vital role to play due to the interrelationship
that must necessarily exist between the different disciplines, leading to a
situation that has made it impossible to assign each individual discipline
solely to one specific field.
To take a few examples, students of sociology will also find themselves
involved with various related subjects such as anthropology and folklore,
while a study of history may require an engagement with numerous other
disciplines including archaeology, economics, politics and social sciences,
to name but a few. When the Islamic world first began to classify the
different branches of knowledge around the middle of the second century
AH by defining the parameters and methodologies of the various disciplines
and producing books on them, knowledge was classed as belonging to one
of two categories: the first of these was known as “al ‘ulum al diniyyah”
(“the religious sciences”), or “Shariah sciences,” while the second was
known as “‘ulum al awa’il” (“sciences of the ancients”) or “the temporal
sciences”.
The first category covered topics such as tafsir (exegesis), qira’at
(“readings”), Hadith, fiqh, and kalam (theology), while the second category
included the natural sciences, mathematics, social sciences and the
humanities.
Inspired by the Greek model, the study of philosophy in the Islamic
world covered many of these sciences and included astronomy, medicine,
physics, chemistry, and even music and aesthetics. This probably explains
why Muslim scholars came to be renowned for their encyclopaedic culture;
indeed, some of them were equally well versed in religious and temporal
knowledge, including such fields as language and literature.
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With such an extensive intellectual background, it is hardly surprising
that these scholars were aware of the “oneness of knowledge” and were
thus equipped to understand the interrelationship between different
disciplines. This generated a flowering of creativity, invention and discovery
that would have been unachievable through narrow specialisation, however
precise and thorough that specialisation might have been.
This study’s methodological and epistemological “legitimacy” is
based upon the above. In this connection we should like to point out that
we have carried out numerous other studies of this kind, particularly on
the dialectics of the relationship between fiqh, history and politics. Here
our aim is to provide a general overview of the “primary threads,” and thus
obviate the need for digression into the minutiae.
Finally, we should also like to say that ‘ilm al fiqh (the science of fiqh)
is so closely related to history and geopolitics that historians who have also
been fuqaha (scholars of fiqh) have tended to outperform their modern
pure historian counterparts. At the same time, geopolitics was born from
the womb of ‘ilm al fiqh, which may rightly be regarded as Islamic thought’s
highest achievement.
‘Ilm al fiqh – as is well-known – is concerned with the Shariah of
Islam and with deducing Shariah rulings from the principles of the Holy
Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet. Through the application of ijtihad
(interpretative judgement) it derives new rulings to deal with new situations
and problems arising from the ever-changing realities of life which are not
covered specifically in the Holy Qur’an and the Prophet’s Sunnah. It was in
response to these circumstances that Imam al Shafi‘i devised the science
of “usul al fiqh” (“the roots of fiqh”), which codifies, defines and sets out
the principles, conditions and boundaries of ijtihad.
There is no need for us to go into detail here about the different
schools of fiqh; to identify their approaches to ijtihad it will suffice us to
touch briefly on the Sunni schools and the “dissident” groups such as the
Shi‘a, the Khawarij and the Mu‘tazilites.
Abu Hanifa’s school is the most “ijtihadist,” while Imam Malik’s is the
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least. Imam al Shafi‘i’ is somewhere between the two and Imam Ahmad bin
Hanbal rejects ijtihad altogether.
There are also other Sunni schools of fiqh, such as the school of
al Awza‘i, which never became widespread, and the Dhahiri school
– founded by Daud al Isfahani – which gained some adherents in the
Islamic West after it was revived by Ibn Hazm. Ibn Hazm reinforced the
Dhahiri position with evidence and proofs, which gave it a somewhat
rationalist flavour.
Where the “dissident” groups are concerned, the rationalist
Mu‘tazilites imbibed some of Abu Hanifa’s fiqh and opened the “door of
ijtihad” as wide as it could go, while Ibadi fiqh was basically realistic and
practical, which meant accepting the principle of ijtihad. The same was
true of the Zaidi Shi‘as, whose approach was influenced by Mu‘tazilite
fiqh. Imam Ja’far al Sadiq, whose pupils included Imam Malik and Abu
Hanifa, laid down the principles of Ithna‘asheri Shi‘a fiqh, which was later
expanded by al Kulayni and Ibn Babawayh al Qumi. During their “secret
mission” period the Ismaili Shi‘as based their fiqh on the teachings of Abu
Hanifah; later, after the Fatimid State was established in the Maghreb, they
replaced it with an independent fiqh, the roots and principles of which were
set out by al Qadi al Nu‘man.
As we shall explain later, all these schools showed an ability to
adapt, innovate and evolve in response to changing political, social and
geographical circumstances. However, many others stagnated as Islamic
thought went into decline after the middle of the 5th century AH due to a
range of socio-political and historic factors
As far as the dialectical relationship between fiqh and history is
concerned, it is generally recognized that the study of Islamic history was
linked to the “Age of Writing and Classification of the Sciences”. Before
then it was limited to oral accounts about the life of the Messenger (PBUH)
and his battles, tales of the Arab Ancients, and Arab tribal lore during the
Time of Ignorance and the early Islamic period, recorded mainly by the
likes of Abu Mikhnaf, al Minqari and ‘Awanah bin al Hakam.
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Subsequent historical material was collected in situ and written down
by pioneering historians such as al Tabari, al Baladhuri and al Mas‘udi.
The study of history flourished during the period between the 3rd and
5th centuries AH, reaching its peak with a number of reputable historians
including, among others, al Biruni, Miskawaih, Ibn Hayyun al Maghribi
and Ibn Hayyan al Andalusi. After them it went into decline like the other
religious and temporal sciences.
What we are concerned with here is establishing how fiqh contributed
to the rise of the study of history, whose early leading figures “knocked
on the door” of the philosophy of history (a subject in which Ibn Khaldun
would later claim that he was the first to break new ground).
The historians of the Golden Age (3 rd to 5 th centuries AH) were
fuqaha and applied fiqh methodology (verification, criticism, analogy and
deductive reasoning) to the field of history. Al Mas‘udi is regarded as being
the first (long before Jules Michelet) to offer a holistic vision of history in
which he studied the past in all its political, economic, social, religious
and cultural aspects. Al Biruni was the first to identify the objective
laws of history, while Miskawaih propounded an economically-based
interpretation of history long before Karl Marx and liberated the subject
from its mythological and theological baggage. Al Mutahhir al Maqdisi
made the first forays into the philosophy of history – a discipline which was
later to be refined by Ibn Hayyun al Maghribi (regarded as being the man
who established the basic principles of Ismaili fiqh). Ibn Hazm al Andalusi,
who brought Dhahiri fiqh back to life, “knocked on the doors” of social
and cultural anthropology and, along with his pupil Sa‘id al Andalusi,
incorporated it into the study of history as an academic discipline.
These and other examples clearly demonstrate the impact of fiqh
on the study of history. Indeed, the great Moroccan historian ‘Abdullah
al ‘Arawi was right when he drew a distinction between the “Hadith
historian” and his faqih counterpart, classing the former as a mu’arrikh
riwayah (historian-narrator) and the latter as a mu’arrikh dirayah (historianman of knowledge).
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As far as the impact of history upon fiqh is concerned, it is our belief
that the historian has a hugely important contribution to make to fiqh.
Shariah rulings on mu‘amalat (financial transactions/ dealings between
people) can be placed in context by the material which the historian
collects on economic and social situations and conditions. Fiqh al nawazil
(fiqh dealing with unprecedented cases) – too – needs to be backed up
by historical data so that solutions can be found to new problems not
previously covered by legislation. In such circumstances, fuqaha take
previous experiences and practices into account when issuing their fatwas
and draw analogies between “the absent and the present” in order to
ensure that justice is administered in the fairest possible manner.
History also plays a part in drawing up legislation governing
mu‘amalat with ahl al dhimmah (non-Muslim subjects) and their rights and
obligations.
There is a specific branch of fiqh that applies to the building
development sector in fields such as town planning, utilities, the locations
in which houses should be built, the number of storeys they should have
etc. Here again historical data plays a role.
Further evidence of the dialectical relationship between fiqh and
history can be seen in the written records about the tabaqat (classes) of
fuqaha and the judiciary.
Where the relationship between fiqh and geopolitics is concerned,
we concede that the latter expression – i.e. geopolitics – does not have
an exact equivalent in Arabic. Whoever translated it as “al jughrafiya
al siyasiyyah” (“political geography”) was wrong, because “political
geography” has a much wider meaning than “geopolitics” (which refers to
the influence of geography in determining political events and relations).
Whatever the case, there is a dialectical relationship between fiqh and
geography, just as there is between fiqh and politics. If geography plays a
part in determining the course of history, then its relationship to it should
be classed as similar to its relationship to fiqh. This is hardly surprising
when one considers the geographical distribution of the different schools
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of fiqh. Thus it was through no mere stroke of chance that the fiqh of the
“dissident” Kharijites and Shi‘ites is mainly to be found on the fringes of
the Islamic world. Geography also played a part in determining how the
development of fiqh – whether positive or negative – was influenced by
economic activity, social conditions and political circumstances. We can
see examples of this in the school of Imam Malik, which allowed very
limited scope for ijtihad in the Hejaz, yet “opened the door wide” to it in
the countries of the Maghreb and Andalusia.
Nor was it merely by chance that Abu Hanifa’s fiqh became far more
widespread in the regions where there was major commercial activity
– such as Transoxiana – than in Iraq. We find the same phenomenon with
the Dhahiri school, which gained many more followers in the Islamic West
than it did in the East – the land of its birth. The fiqh of al Shafi‘i had little
appeal in the land of its founder, yet the Seljuk Empire adopted it as its
official school.
Naturally, there is a stronger relationship between fiqh and politics;
it is well known that the Caliphs barred people from writing about politics
during the first four centuries after the Hijrah, and when a reformist writer
– al Sarakhsi – dared to do so his book was impounded and all traces of it
were lost. When al Farabi ventured into the realm of political authorship,
his book – Ara Ahl al Madinah al Fadilah (The Opinions of the People of the
Virtuous City) – was no more than a Utopian vision. Al Mawardi’s Al Ahkam
al Sultaniyyah (The Laws of Islamic Governance) set out and codified
existing systems and practices.
The conditions and laws on the “Imamate” devised by the “dissident”
groups’ consist of little more than a justification of their beliefs and
dogmas.
No books appeared on overtly political topics until after the Caliphate
system had declined and collapsed. To begin with they were associated
with various aspects of ‘ilm al fiqh; most of them were designed to give
spurious legitimacy to regimes that had seized power by force and were
produced by “the Sultan’s fuqaha” to provide the relevant regime with
Shariah justification through the application of a practice known as
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“fiqh al hiyal” (“the fiqh of tricks”). Unsurprisingly, their purpose was to
make the subjects obey the Sultan, even if he was an unjust ruler. The
Siyasatnama (Book of Government) by the Seljuk Vizier Nizamulmulk is
a perfect example of this, and al Tibr al Masbuk (The Forged Sword) by
al Ghazali – the “theorist” of the Seljuk regime – takes a similar approach
to that of Machiavelli some centuries later.
Al Ghazali writes:
“Subjects have an obligation to obey the Sultan al Zaman (Sultan of
the Age), who should be held in full awe and veneration. Meanwhile, the
ordinary man [should] recognize the princely authority of the one who
holds power, even if the [latter] is unjust and a libertine.”
While these deviant political ideas had their origin in fiqh, that
particular discipline was suffering from the same degree of crisis, decline
and stagnation as Islamic thought in general during that era.
Like their eastern counterparts, the “Sultan’s fuqaha” in the Islamic
West also produced similar literature on the science of politics; examples
include al Turtushi, al Muradi, Ibn Ridwan and Ibn Khaldun. Writing about
Ibn Khaldun, the late thinker Mohammad ‘Abed al Jabri remarks: “His
writings on politics were as far removed as possible from reason and logic.
His political discourse is dominated by concepts redolent of despotism and
violence.” Ibn Khaldun was, of course, an Ash‘arite Maliki faqih; however, a
student and contemporary of his regarded his fiqh as “inconsistent”.
The reformist fuqaha – like Ibn Taymiyyah in the East and Ibn al Azraq in
the Maghreb – sought to advise and guide the rulers and promote the interests
of their subjects. The former insisted that it was essential to return to the
principle of “Shura” (mutual consultation), while the latter stressed the need to
safeguard the “interests of the Ummah” by combining “reason with Shariah”.
The political writings of the “dissident” groups (including the
Mu‘tazilites, Ibadis and Shi‘a) stress the “concept of justice through
commitment to the Shariah”. This is the line taken by the faqih al Tusi
in his book Akhlaq-e-Nasiri (Ethics of Nasir). The Ibadi fuqaha were
practical in character, producing works on systems of government and
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administration in which they adopted a collective, democratic approach
based upon their school’s teachings on Shura and social justice.
Of the fuqaha who wrote about politics in the later Islamic period,
some set their sights on government and the pursuit of power. Although
Imam Malik expressly forbade them to do so, they ignored his injunctions
and prohibitions and most of them abandoned the search for knowledge in
favour of the quest for wealth and personal prestige; Ibn Khaldun was one
example of this. To be fair, however, one should also remember the fuqaha
who became involved in politics with the aim of ensuring justice for the
people from the tyranny of the sultans; they included – among others – Ibn
Taymiyyah, al ‘Izz bin ‘Abdulsalam and Ibn al A‘raj.
Where the links between history and geopolitics are concerned, history
and geography are closely related – to the extent that some people have
merged the two into a single discipline with excellent results. This was the
case with al Ya‘qubi, who was the first person to write about political and
historical geography, while al Mas‘udi boasted that he had acquired most
of his information about cultural history during his extensive travels.
The link between history and politics is even stronger, and whoever
said “History is the politics of the past and politics is the history of the
present” spoke nothing but the truth. The role of “Royal Court historian”
was a familiar one in the Islamic world and included writers who devoted
their efforts to justifying their rulers’ policies whether or not they merited
such justification. Ibn ‘Arabi was highly critical of such people and set no
store by “the writings of the kings’ historians”.
However, some of these historians who served at Court were able to
provide the rulers with useful advice and guidance (as in the case of Ibn
Hayyun al Maghribi, who was never reluctant to criticise some of the rulers’
policies).
To put it in a nutshell, the relationship between fiqh, history and
geopolitics is a dialectical one. The best evidence of this can be seen in
the way Ibn Khaldun combined the three disciplines – both on paper and in
practice.
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DAR AL ISLAM
(“THE HOUSE OF ISLAM”),
THE WORLD ORDER AND
THE ORGANISATION OF
ISLAMIC CO-OPERATION/
CONFERENCE
Ahmad Abu’l Wafa

T

he rules governing Muslim society’s relations and
dealings with other nations and states are mainly
drawn from three sources: - the Islamic Shariah,
international treaties and agreements between Islamic
and non-Islamic states, and the de facto conduct and
attitudes of the Islamic states themselves. Meanwhile,
the principles of international law and Islamicinternational relations have evolved in response to
changing situations, whether within individual states or
within a broader global context.
There is nothing surprising about the fact that the
Islamic Shariah should be clearly reflected in the principles
of international relations, because Islam “explains all
things”, both spiritual and temporal. This is demonstrated
in numerous verses of the Holy Qur’an, including:
“We have sent down the Book in truth, that thou
mayest judge between men, as guided by Allah: so be not
an advocate for those who betray their trust.” (Al Nisa’. 105).
Professor and head of the International Law Department, Cairo University.
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and “…and We have sent down to thee the Book explaining all things, a
Guide, a Mercy and Glad Tidings to Muslims” (Al Nahl, 89).
and “…This day I have perfected your religion for you, completed My
favour upon you, and have chosen for you Islam as your religion.”
(Al Ma’idah, 3).
What I should like to do in this article is take a look at Dar al Islam
(“The House of Islam”) within the context of the present world order, with
particular reference to the Organisation of Islamic Co-operation (ICO).

(a) Dar al Islam (“The House of Islam”)
Islamic fuqaha (jurists) used the term Dar al Islam to describe the
territories that were subject to Islamic rule; that is, the regions where the
Shariah was applied and whose residents – Muslims, aspiring Muslims
and Dhimmis (non-Muslim subjects) – enjoyed the security of living under
Islam. In our view Dar al Islam comprises four elements:
– The “locational” element: i.e. the existence of a particular region or
area of land.
– The “executive” element: i.e. the presence of rulers who apply the
Islamic Shariah.
– The “regulatory” element: i.e. Islamic rulings being in force in the
aforementioned region.
– The human element: i.e. where the inhabitants are Muslims or people
living with the Muslim population in temporary or permanent security.
Abu Hanifa stipulates three conditions for Dar al Islam:
1. Its laws should be Islam-compatible – i.e. they should conform to the
Shariah of Islam.
2. It should share common borders with Islamic territories; if all its
neighbours are non-Muslim territories it is to be classed as Dar
al Harb (“The House of War”) and forbidden to Muslims because of its
geographical situation.
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3. Its inhabitants – whether Muslims, aspiring Muslims or Dhimmis –
should all enjoy the security enjoyed by Muslims.
These are the conditions for Dar al Islam according to the Hanafi
school.
Here it would be appropriate to note that some Islamic fuqaha speak
of “Dar al Islam hukman” (“The House of Islam in the context of the
application of rulings”). This position is supported by al Sarakhsi:
“If [somebody] comes out to our [territory] in security, then no
ruling [is applicable] regarding the distinction between the two “Dars”
(“Houses”), because if such a person is from Dar al Harb he is free to
return to it, while if a Muslim enters Dar al Harb in security, then from a
ruling point of view he will be ‘of the people of Dar al Islam’”.1
The most common system adopted by Muslim fuqaha and scholars
for dividing the world is the one which sees the world as comprising
two “Dars” – Dar al Islam and Dar al Harb. However, other “Dars” also
appeared as distinct categories, each with its own specific name. The main
ones include:
1 – Dar al ‘Ahd (“House of Treaty”) or Dar al Sulh (“House of Truce”)
According to Shafi‘i fiqh (jurisprudence), regions linked with the
Muslims by peace treaties or states of truce are called “Dar al ‘Ahd”
(“House of Treaty”) or “Dar al Sulh” (“House of Truce”).
2 – Dar al Kufr (“House of Unbelief”)
There is one trend in Islamic fiqh which speaks of a “new” type of
“Dar” – neither Dar al Islam nor Dar al Harb – which is called “Dar al Kufr”
(“House of Unbelief”). In Al Sayl al Jarrar (“The Raging Torrent”) Imam
al Shawkani quotes the following opinion:
“Dar al Islam is [a region] where the two Shahadahs (testifying that
there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is His Messenger) and the
1

Al Sarakhsi: Al Mabsut, Dar al Ma’rifah, Beirut, 2nd impression, Part 5, P. 51.

87

Dar Al Islam, The World Order and The Organisation of Islamic Co-Operation/Conference

Salat (canonical prayer) prevail and there are none of the features of
Unbelief – even by intimation – unless [the party concerned] is protected [by
a sponsor from within the Dar]. Otherwise, it is Dar al Kufr and, though there
are differences of opinion about it, even if those two features [the Shahadahs
and the Salat] are present it is obligatory to emigrate from there.”
Imam al Shawkani comments: “The relevant point is that the Kalimah
(i.e. the Shahadahs) should prevail. If it is the People of Islam who
determine what is obligatory and forbidden in the ‘Dar’ – to the extent that
the Unbelievers living there are unable to manifest their Kufr (Unbelief)
unless explicitly permitted to do so by the People of Islam, then [that
territory] will be Dar al Islam and the presence of features of Unbelief in it
will not have a harmful impact; this is because they will not be present as a
result of any strength or aggressive power on the part of the Unbelievers, as
in the case of the Dhimmis (Jews, Christians and “treaty peoples”) living in
the Islamic lands. If the converse is the case, then the ‘Dar’ will also be in
the opposite category.”
He adds: “With regard to the expression ‘even by intimation’, this is an
invalid assertion and a nonsensical view, because these are questions over
which the People of Islam hold differing opinions; some of them accuse
each other of Kufr out of bigotry and because they have an intemperate
and unreasonable approach to the Faith. Consequently, if the existence
of this kind of phenomenon puts a region into the category of Dar al Kufr,
then all the Islamic territories would need to be classified as Dar al Kufr,
since there is not a single town or village which has not adopted either
Ash’arite, Mu’tazilite or Maturid ideas and each of these sects would regard
the other sects’ positions as Kufr on the basis of ‘intimation’.
“The fact is that there is no such thing as Kufr on the basis of “intimation”.
3 – Dar al Riddah (“House of Apostasy”)
Muslim fuqaha describe those regions whose inhabitants have
abandoned Islam as Dar al Riddah (“House of Apostasy”). Al Mawardi1
states that this category differs from Dar al Harb in four respects:
1
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Firstly, it is not permissible to conclude a mutual truce [not to attack]
their territories, while it is permissible to make such a truce with Dar
al Harb.
Secondly, it is not possible to reach an agreement with them over
any property or funds they may have accepted in consideration of their
apostasy.
Thirdly, it is permissible to reach an agreement with the people of Dar
al Harb and for their women to be taken as captives.
Fourthly, those who have taken booty do not enjoy the right to own it,
while they have the right to own property and funds taken from the people
of Dar al Harb.
Dar al Riddah also differs from Dar al Islam in four respects:
Firstly, it is obligatory to fight the [people of Dar al Riddah] whether
they are advancing or retreating, as is the case with the polytheists.
Secondly, it is permissible to take their bondmaids as captives, even
those who do not surrender.
Thirdly, their property and funds become the property of all the
Muslims.
Fourthly, marriage to them is invalid when the ‘iddah (designated
time interval) has been completed.
4 – Dar al Istirdad (“House of Recovery”)
The term Dar al Istirdad (“House of Recovery”) is applied to those
lands lost by the Muslims to infidel conquest, in order to make Muslims feel
that they have an obligation towards them. (As in the case of al Andalus,
Palestine and other territories.)
These are some of the categories of Dar established by Muslim fuqaha.
Ibadi scholars have also expressed opinions on the concepts of Dar
al Islam, or Dar al Iman (“House of Faith”), and Dar al Kufr, or Dar al Jawr
(“House of Injustice”).
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Imam al Nazawi says: “It is said: ‘If the “People of the Dar” – its imams
and subjects – follow the path of justice, then it is Dar al ‘Adl (“House of
Justice”) – [that is to say,] Dar al Islam.
“[On the other hand,] if the majority and its rulers follow the path of
injustice, then it is Dar al Jawr (“House of Injustice”), and Jawr is Kufr so
it is Dar al Kufr. However, there is also a view that the Dar remains Dar
al Iman. [For example, in the situation] when the Messenger of Allah
(PBUH) died [and there was an outbreak of apostasy], the Muslims were
unanimously committed to following the path of justice until Abu Bakr
came forward [and put an end to the apostasy].”1
[Al Nazawi] adds: “If the Muslims are in possession of the Dar and its
rulers and subjects, and the ‘People of Injustice’ come out [to confront]
them, then, as the Dar will be their Dar – i.e. Dar al Islam – their only
option will be to carry on fighting to defend it until they are defeated and
the ‘People of Injustice’ prevail over them. Then it will cease to be Dar
al Islam and become Dar al Kufr.”2

(b) The “world order”
Where the “world order” is concerned, the Islamic Shariah has
laid down rules which Dar al Islam is required to observe in its dealings
with other states. From its earliest days Islam has strongly favoured the
establishment of sound international relations with other countries and
peoples. This is exemplified in the words of the Holy Qur’an: “O mankind!
We created you from a male and female, and made you into tribes and
nations, that ye may know each other. Verily he who is the most honoured

90

1

Al Nazawi: Al Musannaf, Sultanate of Oman, Ministry of National Heritage and Culture, 1403 AH
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Ibid. pp. 49-50. In the same reference we find: “In our view Ard al Harb (‘The Land of War’)
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of you in the sight of Allah is he who is the most righteous of you. And Allah
has full knowledge and is well acquainted [with all things].” (Al Hujurat, 13)1
From the above verse one may conclude that the purpose of
establishing international relations (i.e. relations of “ta’aruf”, or “knowing
each other”) requires that:
1. A people should not impose superiority over another people.
2. A people should not be “closed in” upon itself.
3. A situation should be established that is conducive to ta’aruf, such as
exchanges of diplomatic or consular representatives, the signing of
international treaties, etc.
4. There should be a bar on anything that might result from not practicing
ta’aruf (such as – for example – states, individuals or groups of
individuals becoming “closed in” upon themselves), unless such a
situation is unavoidable.
5. There should be equality between members of the human race and
between states, so that preference should only be given on the basis of
righteousness and good deeds.
Further endorsement of the Islamic principle of establishing relations
between members of the human race can also be seen in the following
verses from the Holy Qur’an:
“It is We Who portion out between them their livelihood in the life of
this world: and We raise some of them above others in ranks, so that some
may command work from others. But the Mercy of thy Lord is better than
the [wealth] which they amass.” (Al Zukhruf, 32)

1

On this verse it has been commented: “Allah created mankind from male and female to form blood
relations, relations by marriage, tribes and nations. And from them He created relationships of
acquaintanceship and interaction, for the wise reasons which He has determined and about which
He knows best.” (Ibn al ‘Arabi: Ahkam al Qur’an, ed. ‘Ali al Bajawi, Dar al Jil, Beirut, 1407 AH/1987),
Part 4, p. 1725; al Qurtubi: Ahkam al Qur’an, al Hay’ah al Misriyyah al ‘Aamah li’l Kitab, Cairo,
Part 16, p. 342).
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and “Allah forbids you not, with regard to those who fight you not for [your]
faith, nor drive you from your homes, from dealing kindly and justly with
them: for Allah loves those who are just.” (Al Mumtahanah, 8)
Al Shawkani says: “The Prophet (PBUH) and his Companions used to deal
with the Jews who inhabited Madinah and the surrounding territories, and
they regarded much of what is [currently] forbidden in our Shariah as being
permissible. This was also how the Prophet (PBUH) and his Companions used
to deal with the people of Makkah before the Hijrah as well as those who
came to them from the different groups of Unbelievers. Throughout that period
in which he dealt with many different people, he (PBUH) was never heard
to say: ‘This is an Unbeliever and it is not permissible to deal with him.’ Nor
did any of his Companions say such a thing. So if this was they way [they]
dealt with Unbelievers [despite] the way they [i.e. the Unbelievers] lived and
comported themselves [at that time], how could it not be permissible to deal
with someone who is a Muslim, albeit one with some faults? After all, the mere
fact of his being a Muslim prevents him from engaging in some of the things
that Allah has decreed forbidden to him.”1
Islam lays down a range of principles which need to be observed within
the context of contemporary international relations in order to maintain the
stability of the world order. They include:
1 – The principle of retribution and reciprocity
The principle of reciprocity is a universal principle affirmed by Islam.
In this connection the Holy Qur’an says:
“If anyone acts in a hostile manner against you, then act in a hostile
manner to the same degree against him. But fear Allah and know that Allah
is with those who act righteously.” (Al Baqarah, 194)
and “And if you punish [an adversary], then punish [him] with an equivalent
to that with which you were harmed. But if you are forbearing, it is better
for those who are forbearing.” (Al Nahl, 126)
1
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and “And those who, when an oppressive wrong is inflicted upon them,
help and defend themselves. The requital for an injury is an injury equal
thereto: but if a person forgives and makes reconciliation, his reward is due
from Allah: Allah loveth not those who act unjustly. But indeed, if any do
help and defend themselves after a wrong done to them, against such there
is no cause of blame.” (Al Shura, 39-41)
2 – The principle of prohibiting secret diplomacy and the practice of
open diplomacy:
International law rejects secret diplomacy and gives its seal of approval
to open diplomacy. Perhaps the best evidence of this is Article 102 of the
UN Charter, which stipulates that every international agreement must be
registered with the Organisation’s Secretariat and that any agreement not
so registered will not be recognized or acted upon by any of the UN bodies.
The purpose of this stipulation is to prevent secret diplomacy, particularly if
it involves plans for acts of aggression or actions which are internationally
illegitimate and based upon secret agreements.
It is one of the virtues of the Islamic Shariah that it prohibits any secret
diplomacy aimed at committing acts of aggression or spreading corruption
in the land.
This position is supported by the Holy Qur’an, which says:
“Turnest thou not thy sight towards those who were forbidden secret
counsels yet revert to that which they were forbidden [to do]? And they hold
secret counsels among themselves for iniquity and hostility, and disobedience
to the Messenger. And when they come to thee, they salute thee not as Allah
salutes thee, [but in crooked ways]; and they say to themselves: ‘Why does not
Allah punish us for our words?’ Enough for them is Hell; in it will they burn and
evil is that destination. O ye who believe, when ye hold secret counsel, do it
not for iniquity and hostility, and disobedience to the Messenger; but do it for
righteousness and in piety; and fear Allah, to Whom ye shall be brought back.
Secret counsels are [inspired by] Satan, in order that he may cause grief to the
Believers; but he cannot harm them in the least, except as Allah permits, and
in Allah let the Believers put their trust.” (Al Mujadilah, 8-10)
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This is further endorsed by: “Eschew all sin, open or secret; those who
earn sin will get due recompense for what they have earned.” (Al An’am, 121)
and “Say: ‘The things that my Lord hath indeed forbidden are: shameful
deeds, whether open or secret, sins and trespasses against truth…’”
(Al A’raf, 33)

and “In most of their secret talks there is no good, unless one exhorts to
a deed of charity or justice or conciliation between people; to him who
does this, seeking the good pleasure of Allah, We shall give a reward of the
highest [value].” (Al Nisa’, 114)
3 – The principle of goodwill and not betraying the trust of the other
party:
A distinctive feature of international relations in Islam is that betrayal
of trust towards the other party is utterly rejected. Accordingly, goodwill
is the guiding principle when dealing with others. According to the Holy
Qur’an:
“We did indeed offer the Trust to the Heavens and the Earth and the
Mountains, but they refused to undertake it, being afraid thereof; but man
undertook it – he was indeed unjust and foolish.” (Al Ahzab, 72)
and “Allah doth command you to render back your Trusts to those to whom
they are due, and when ye judge between man and man, to judge with
justice…” (Al Nisa’, 58)
and “O ye who believe, betray not the trust of Allah and the Messenger, nor
misappropriate knowingly things entrusted to you.” (Al Anfal, 27)
and “To orphans restore their property [when they reach their age], nor
substitute [your] worthless things for [their] good ones; and devour not
their substance [by mixing it up] with your own. For this is indeed a great
sin.” (Al Nisa’, 2)
and “Those who unjustly eat up the property of orphans eat up a fire into
their own bodies. They will be subjected to a Blazing Fire.” (Al Nisa’, 10)
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and “O ye who believe, eat not up your property among yourselves in
vanities, but let there be traffic and trade amongst you by mutual goodwill;
nor kill [nor destroy] yourselves; for verily Allah hath been Most Merciful to
you.” (Al Nisa’, 29)
The Messenger (PBUH) said: “The one who has no amanah
(honesty/loyalty/integrity) has no iman (faith)” and “Four things
characterize a pure hypocrite and anyone who has a trace of them
has a trace of hypocrisy about him until he abandons them. [These
things are]: if he gives a promise he breaks it, if he speaks he tells
a lie, if he gives an undertaking he proves treacherous and if he
quarrels he behaves in an unseemly manner.”
4 – The principle of international cooperation:
This principle has come to the fore particularly over recent years and it
has been established in several areas: combating environmental pollution,
extraditing criminals, economic development, exploiting marine resources,
space exploration etc.
The Holy Qur’an endorses this principle in general terms as follows:
“…Help one another in righteousness and piety, but do not help one
another in sin and aggression…” (Al Ma’idah, verse 2) and “O mankind, We
created you from a male and female, and made you into tribes and nations,
that ye may know each other.” (Al Hujurat, 13)
The Qur’an also says: “Is it they who would portion out the Mercy of
they Lord? It is We Who portion out between them their livelihoods in the
life of this world; and We raise some of them above others in ranks, so that
some may command work from others.” (Al Zukhruf, 32)
These verses set out the underlying principles of international
cooperation from several angles. They are:
– The rationale for it: This is affirmed by the expression “that ye may
know each other”; this is achieved through cooperation between
individuals, communities, states and peoples.
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– What it consists of: Cooperation for the sake of all that is good
(“righteousness and piety”) and rejection of all that is evil (“sin and
aggression”).
– Its purpose: To promote what is good and virtuous and to fight
corruption on earth and in relations between nations and peoples. It
must be the Muslim’s practice to work for good and against evil.
– Its underlying principles: Mutual aid and support. Hence the Qur’an
says: “It is We Who portion out between them their livelihoods in the
life of this world; and We raise some of them above others in ranks,
so that some may command work from others.” (Al Zukhruf, 32) That is
to say, some should take others to assist them by employing them to
satisfy their needs, so that they can help them in seeking a livelihood
and regulating their lives.1 This verse has been interpreted to mean:
“If all were equal, there would be no employment and everyone would
remain on his or her own.”2
– Its indispensability: This can be seen in the following words from the
Holy Qur’an: “…so that some may command work from others. But
the Mercy of thy Lord is better than the [wealth] which they amass.”
(Al Zukhruf, 32) This shows that cooperation between members of the
human race is a vital necessity – a point also affirmed by an Arab poet
when he said: “People are for people, whether they are Bedu (desert
nomads) or Hadhar (settled). Each is for each, and each serves even
if he is not aware of it.” Furthermore, the Messenger of Allah (PBUH)
said: “And Allah gives aid and succour to [His] servant as long as
the servant gives aid and succour to his brother.”
5 – The principle of the higher Islamic rules:
The Islamic Shariah includes a number of rules that may not be
broken under any circumstances (similar to what is known in contemporary
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international law as “compelling law” or Jus Cogens, which stipulates that
it is not permissible to negotiate over matters that violate it). In Islam these
rules are essentially based on this Saying of the Prophet (PBUH):
“Every condition that is not in the Book of Allah is invalid, even if
there should be a hundred conditions.”
The Prophet (PBUH) also said: “Any truce is acceptable apart
from a truce that legitimizes the forbidden or illegitimizes the
permissible.”
Thus at the time of the Truce of al Hudaibiyyah he (PBUH) said:
“By the One in Whose Hand is my soul, they shall not ask me for
a plan by which they exalt those things which are sacred to Allah,
except that I grant it to them.”
6 – Establishing the facts:
Because of the critical nature of any action in the sphere of
international relations, it is essential that (provided this is at all possible)
the powers that be should not be hasty in their responses to events. Issues
should be studied from every angle and all options should be weighed
up carefully to ensure that the correct conclusions are reached and the
appropriate action is taken to serve the interests of the country and its
people.
It is self-evident that foreign policy must entail establishing the facts
of any development in the international arena, before clarifying the state’s
stance and adopting a specific course of action in response to it.
The Shariah of Islam is aware of the importance of this principle in the
present-day international context. According to the Holy Qur’an:
“O ye who believe, if a wicked person comes to you with any news,
ascertain the truth, lest ye harm people unwittingly and afterwards become
remorseful for what ye have done.” (Al Hujurat, 6)
The Qur’an also says: “O ye who believe, when ye go abroad in the
cause of Allah, investigate carefully, and say not to anyone who offers you
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a salutation: ‘Thou art not a believer,’ coveting the ephemeral goods of this
life; with Allah are profits and spoils abundant…” (Al Nisa’, 94)
This was also the approach adopted by Solomon (PBUH) when he said:
“Soon shall we see whether thou hast told the truth or lied.” (Al Naml, 27)
7 – Fulfilling one’s obligations:
Being true to one’s word is a fundamental Islamic principle which the
Qur’an affirms in numerous instances, including:
“…and fulfil [every] commitment, for [every] commitment will be
enquired into [on the Day of Reckoning]” (Al Isra’, 34), “…those who fulfil
their contracts when they undertake them…” (Al Baqarah, 177) and “O ye who
believe, fulfil [all] obligations…” (Al Ma’idah, 1)
8 – Being just, even with enemies:
The teachings of Islam show clearly that any action must be
compatible with justice. In Islam, justice means a commitment to the truth
and what is right, even when it entails being equitable in the treatment of
one’s enemies.
In this connection the Holy Qur’an says: “…and let not hatred of
others to you make you swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be just;
that is next to piety…” (Al Ma’idah, 8)
and “…and let not the hatred of some people in [once] shutting you out of
the Sacred Mosque lead you to transgression [and hostility on your part].
Help one another in righteousness and piety, but do not help one another
in sin and aggression…” (Al Ma’idah, 2)
and “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]…” (Al Mumtahanah, 8-9)
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9 – The principle of resolving international disputes by peaceful
means:
Contrary to what many non-Muslims believe, Islam insists that it is
wrong to resort to coercive measures as a way of settling international
disputes. In fact, it endorses many of the principles and methods generally
approved for resolving such disputes in a peaceful and amicable manner.
According to the Holy Qur’an: “…So fear Allah, and make conciliation
between yourselves; obey Allah and His Messenger if ye do believe.”
(Al Anfal, 1)

It also says: “If two parties among the Believers fall into a quarrel,
make peace between them…” (Al Hujurat, 9)
and “…Help one another in righteousness and piety, but do not help one
another in sin and aggression…” (Al Ma’idah, verse 2)
and “The Believers are but a single Brotherhood; so make peace and
reconciliation between your two [contending] brothers; and fear Allah, that
ye may receive Mercy.” (Al Hujurat, 10)
The meaning of these verses could not be clearer: there should be peace
and reconciliation between disputing parties and a resort to force should be
rejected as a means of resolving disputes between contending parties.
A peaceful resolution to any dispute is to be achieved either by an
international treaty or through a decision issued by an arbitration body
or judicial court. Equally, when making peace it should be assumed that
the process must be preceded by steps such as negotiations, mediation,
reconciliation, investigation, goodwill missions etc.
The question was well summed up by Ibn Jama‘ah when he said:
“Firstly, one’s focus should be on achieving victory, and fighting should be
one’s last resort in achieving that aim of victory. In conflict, a wise mind is
more effective than fighting, because the mind is the ‘origin’ and fighting is
its ‘by-product’.”1
1

Imam Ibn Jama‘ah: Tahrir al Ahkam fi Tadbir Ahl al Islam, Dar al Thaqafah, Doha, 1408 AH/1988, p. 160.
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Al Mutanabbi also expressed this point in the following verses:
“Mind before the courage of the courageous
The former comes first and the latter comes second.
If the two come together in a free spirit,
They will rise to the greatest of heights everywhere.
A young man may stab his peers
With his mind before knights can stab each other on the battlefield.”

(c) The Organisation of the Islamic Conference (Organisation
of Islamic Cooperation)1
The origin of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC) dates
from an incident that took place on 21st August 1969 when a Jew attacked
al Aqsa Mosque and burnt some parts of it down. King Hassan II of
Morocco then called for an Islamic summit conference to be held in Rabat
to discuss the attack, and in response the leaders of the Islamic states met
there from 9th to 12th Rajab 1389 AH. At their meeting the leaders decided
that their foreign ministers should meet in Jeddah to set up a permanent
secretariat charged with liaising between the governments of the states
concerned.
The foreign ministers of the Islamic states met in Jeddah in Muharram
1390 AH and agreed to set up the “Secretariat-General of the Organisation
of the Islamic Conference”. Then in Shawwal 1390 AH they met in Karachi.
Then at a subsequent meeting in Jeddah in Muharram 1392 AH they agreed
upon the Organisation’s Charter, Article 1 of which stipulated:
“The member states shall establish the Organisation of the Islamic
Conference”.
As an organization that has brought together the different countries
around the world which comprise Dar al Islam, the goals and principles
adopted by the OIC are necessarily fundamental to any stable, sound world
order and reflect many of the principles we have referred to above.
1
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Let us take a brief look at those goals and principles.
1 – The Organisation of Islamic Cooperation/Conference (OIC)’s goals:
A declaration of the goals that any legal entity aims to achieve is an
important matter, since they determine the course that entity is destined
to follow over the course of its lifetime. The International Organisations
Law gives a dual significance to the text which stipulates the goals an
organisation is expected to achieve: while from one angle those goals
define the reason for its existence as well as its role, they also determine
its “boundaries” by setting limits to the scope of its activities and functions
as well as those of its subsidiary bodies. At the same time, defining an
organisation’s goals also has an important part to play in interpreting the
text of its charter and legal activities, since, if the organisation is restricted
to operating within the limits set out by its goals, it follows logically that it
may resort to any legitimate means in order to achieve those goals, even if
they are not specifically endorsed by another text.
Article 2 (a) stipulates that the OIC’s goals are as follows:
i – Fostering Islamic solidarity between member states.
ii – Supporting cooperation between member states in the economic,
social, cultural and scientific fields and in other vital areas, and
carrying out consultations between the member states of international
organizations.
iii – Working to eradicate racial discrimination and eliminate imperialism in
all its forms.
iv – Taking the necessary steps to promote international peace and
security based on justice.
v – Coordinating activities aimed at ensuring the safety and security of
holy sites, liberating them, and supporting the Palestinian people’s
struggle and helping them to recover their rights and free their land.
vi – Supporting the struggles of all Islamic peoples to enable them to
uphold their dignity, independence and national rights.
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vii – Establishing a suitable climate for fostering cooperation and mutual
understanding between member states and other countries.
2 – The OIC’s principles:
Goals differ from principles, in that the goals represent the targets
an organisation is expected to work towards and achieve, while its
principles indicate the course the organisation and its member states (and
sometimes non-members) are expected to follow in order to achieve those
goals, as well as the approach they should adopt towards implementing
them. The goal, then, is the “ultimate objective” which any organization
aims to attain, while the principles represent a set of instructions that need
to be observed “during and in order to achieve that target”. The principles,
then, are the rules of conduct which must be respected so that the right
climate can be created for the goals to be attained. Even so, it is not always
possible to distinguish between goals and principles; hence it would be
true to say that they may sometimes coincide temporarily. Whether or
not this is the case, however, even at the final stage of an organisation’s
“journey” (i.e. the goal), the principles need to be respected and remain at
the forefront of people’s minds.
Article 2b of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference’s Charter
stipulates:
“The member states affirm and pledge that in seeking to attain the
Charter’s goals they are inspired by the following principles”:
i – Complete equality between member states.
ii – Respect for the right of self-determination and non-interference in the
internal affairs of member states.
iii – Respect for the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of
every member state.
iv – Resolution of any disputes that may arise between them through
peaceful means such as negotiation, mediation, conciliation or
arbitration.
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v – In their relationships the member states will refrain from the use
of force, or the threat of force, against the unity and security of the
territories of any member state, or its political independence.
To bestow legitimacy upon the resolutions it issues, the Organisation
makes reference as a matter of course to the goals or principles which have
led to its bodies issuing their resolutions.
Resolution No. 2/3 – qaf – issued by the second Islamic Summit in
Lahore (1394 AH/1974): says:
“In taking into consideration the goals and principles of the OIC’s
Charter, particularly the common goal of fostering cooperation between
member states in the economic, social and cultural fields, as well as in
other vital areas, and consultation between member states of international
organizations…”
Mention is also made of matters approved or decreed by other
international organizations or groupings, particularly the United Nations.
These include Resolution No. 1/10 – sin – issued by the Ministerial
Conference in Fes in 1399 AH/1979, which stated:
“And on the basis of the principles and goals of the Organisation of
the Islamic Conference and the principles and aims of the United Nations
Charter…”
Resolution No. 5 -ghain ‘ain - (Islamabad 1400 AH/1980) says:
“With reference to Article Two of the Islamic Conference Charter and
Article One of the United Nations Charter…”
Resolution No. 17/11 – sin – issued by the Ministerial Conference
in Islamabad in 1400 AH/1980 on the establishment of foreign military
bases in some Islamic countries – includes the words: “On the basis of the
Charter of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, particularly Article
Two on goals and principles, and guided by the goals and principles of the
Non-Aligned Movement…”
Like its successor organisation, the Organisation of the Islamic
Conference sought to defend the interests of its members within the
103

Dar Al Islam, The World Order and The Organisation of Islamic Co-Operation/Conference

framework of the contemporary world order. Some examples of this
include:
Resolution 2/5 – alif qaf – issued by the OIC’s Ministerial Conference
in Kuala Lumpur in 1394 AH/1974 – which urged its members to adopt a
policy aimed at reforming the international monetary system on the basis
of the following goals:
a - Safeguarding the true value of their monetary reserves.
b - Increasing the actual net value of the resources transferred from the
advanced countries to the developing countries.
c - Transferring an appropriate proportion of current international liquidity
to the developing countries.
Resolution 21/5 – sin (qaf alif) – issued by the Islamic Summit Conference
in Kuwait in 1407 AH/1987 on the US military attack on Libya in April 1986 –
stated that it:
i – Condemns America’s aggression against the Socialist People’s Libyan
Arab Jamahiriya.
ii – Regards aggression against any Islamic country as an act of
aggression against all Islamic countries.
iii – Demands that the United States should refrain from hostile acts of
this nature, including manoeuvres in the Gulf of Sirte, which threaten
the sovereignty of the Jamahiriya as well as international peace and
security in the Mediterranean region.
iv – Calls upon the United States to abide by UN General Assembly
Resolution No. 41/38 and pay full compensation to the Libyan
Jamahiriya for the human losses it incurred.
v – Demands that all states should refrain from providing assistance or
facilities for carrying out any hostile acts against the Jamahiriya.
Resolution 1 – ghain ‘ain – issued by the Ministerial Conference in
Islamabad in 1400 AH/1980, following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan,
included the following:
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One: Condemnation of the Soviet military aggression against the
Afghan people.
Two: A demand for the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of all
Soviet forces – to the last soldier – from Afghan territory, while stressing the
need for Soviet forces in Afghanistan to refrain from all acts of violence and
repression against the Afghan people and their mujahidin, and, moreover,
calling upon all states and peoples to use all possible means to bring
about a Soviet withdrawal.
Three: An appeal to the states and peoples of the world to support
the Afghan people and provide assistance and relief for the refugees driven
from their homes by the aggression.
Fourth: A recommendation that all member states should affirm their
solidarity with the Afghan people in their just struggle to preserve their
faith, national independence and territorial integrity and regain their right
of self-determination.
Fifth: A declaration of full solidarity with the Islamic countries
neighbouring Afghanistan against any threats to their security and
prosperity.
Sixth: Authorisation for the Secretary-General to receive donations
from member states, organizations and individuals and pay the sums
collected to the competent authorities, based on the recommendation of a
committee comprising representatives of three states, to be established by
the Secretary-General in consultation with the states concerned.
Seventh: For member states to be invited by the competent bodies to
discuss non-participation in the Olympic Games due to be held in Moscow
in July 1980, for as long as the Soviet Union should fail to respond to the
UN General Assembly’s and Islamic Conference’s calls for the immediate
withdrawal of all its forces from Afghanistan.
Eighth: The OIC Secretary-General was charged with following up the
points contained in this resolution and submitting a report on them to the
11th session of the Islamic Foreign Ministers’ Conference.
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Conclusion
The above observations show that there is an unbreakable relationship
between Dar al Islam, the world order and the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation (Conference). Within the framework of the world order
Dar al Islam is required to comply with a range of principles endorsed
by the Islamic Shariah which are also vital preconditions for sound,
stable international relations. These principles are also embodied in the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (Conference), particularly in these two
respects:
One: The Organisation is required to embrace its goals and principles
as practical propositions.
Two: In their actual implementation on the ground, particularly
in the OIC’s role as defender of the interests of the Islamic states and
peoples when they find themselves in confrontation with other states and
international organizations.

106

“JUST WAR” IN THE ARAB
PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITION
Mohammad al Sheikh

W

here the question of just war is concerned,
classical Arab philosophy has suffered from
what can only be described as “double
marginalization”. Firstly, Western philosophical writings
on the subject have tended to overlook the Arab
contribution, while giving ample scope to other sources
from St. Augustine to Michael Waltzer, and secondly,
when they do actually happen to speak about “just war
in Islam”, they focus on the theology and ethics of war
(jihad), while ignoring its other aspects.
The aim of this article, therefore, is to highlight the
value of the Arabs’ philosophical contribution to the
issue of “just wars” – an issue which is quite distinct
from the tradition of jihad and combat. In doing so, I
shall endeavour to approach the subject analytically and
critically from two angles:

One: To show the degree to which “just war” became
a specifically Islamic philosophical matter (al Farabi and
Professor of Political and Religious Philosophy at Al Hassan II University, Casablanca.
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Ibn Rushd are particularly relevant here), and examine its status in classical
Arab political philosophy.
Two: To define the limitations of the Arab contribution to this
question - limitations which are a result of excessive idealism leading to
an approach that obscures political realities and sees a “just war” as the
type of war engaged in by a “Virtuous City” (i.e. the kind of city envisaged
by al Farabi) against “corrupt cities” in the name of humanitarian values.
(Similar to the wars that are being fought today between the “Good Camp”
and the “Evil camp”.)
Several people with an interest in philosophical ideas have commented
that the issue of “just war” has become a popular topic for discussion
among contemporary political thinkers. This is true. If you look at recent
books on philosophy, thought and political theory published over the past
decade under the title “Just War” (not to mention those others which also
deal with the same topic without mentioning it in their titles), you will
find they approach their subject from a wide range of angles – historical,
ideological… in the context of present-day realities etc. – with the result
that it spills over into numerous different categories including, among
others, political philosophy, political thought, law, the philosophy of law,
legal theory, international relations and strategic studies.
War is a basic fact of human life that most of mankind has experienced
at one time or another over the ages, and philosophers have always given
it a place in their discourse. However, the discourse of the present day
differs from that of the past in at least one fundamental respect. While
the “philosophical contemplation” of it remains much the same, attitudes
towards it have changed. We can see this, for example, if we compare the
French philosopher Emile Chartier, commonly known as Alain (1868-1951),
with the contemporary American philosopher Michael Waltzer (1935-).
In his book “Mars; or the Truth about War” Alain objects in principle to
the concept of war on the basis of his radical pacifism and deeply ingrained
anti-authoritarianism. And in another of his books – “The Citizen against
Powers” – he sees a person at war as a “monkey with weapons”. Waltzer,
on the other hand, maintains that, when dealing with the subject of war
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– any war – the following questions need to be answered: Who are the war
leaders? What war? What are the means being adopted? Are those means
compatible with the ends? Or are they legitimate regardless of the ends?
The question of a “just war” became a particularly hot topic following
a series of terrorist incidents attributed to some modern-day extremist
Islamist groups, the most vicious of which were the 11th September attacks.
This prompted some scholars to reassess the Islamic position on war;
previously most of them had judged it in the light of the traditional view
of the Crusades and their predecessor – jihad – or what they termed “Holy
War”. However, the new approach contained various anomalies which were
sometimes hard to reconcile:
One: Their focus was on the Islamic extremist view of war and their
approach – unfortunately – was based to some extent on the belief that
the extremists saw the creation of international “incidents” as being
tantamount to acts of worship. In reality, though, when some Western
thinkers try to present the picture in darker colours than it really is,
they are in fact reviving – or conjuring up – certain old fiqhi (doctrinal /
jurisprudential) concepts that used to be applied to what might be
described as “war theology” – that is, they considered the question of the
legitimacy of war in a purely religious context and from an angle that we
might term the “etiquette”, or ethics, of war. A good example of this is a
book by the American academic John Kelsay1 entitled “Arguing the Just
War in Islam”, which evokes the spirit of the old Arab Islamic tradition of
jihad and ignores the philosophical tradition on the question of war.
One notable thing in this connection is the fact that when this author
does indeed examine a classical Arab philosopher’s position on war – here
I am referring specifically to Ibn Rushd – he fails to consider the view of
Ibn Rushd the philosopher, the man known in the West as Averroes who
produced a summary of Plato’s Republic with a commentary; instead,
he focuses on Ibn Rushd the faqih (scholar of doctrine/jurisprudence),
referring in particular to the chapter on jihad in Bidayat al Mujtahid wa
1

John Kelsay: Arguing the Just War in Islam, Harvard University Press, 2007.
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Nihayat al Muqtasid (Ibn Rushd’s work on fiqh, or jurisprudence, which
usually has the English title of “The Distingushed Jurist’s Primer”). The
Dutch Orientalist Rudolph Peters (1943-) translated the chapter on jihad
from Ibn Rushd’s book into English and included it in his book Jihad in
Medieval and Modern Islam (1977)1, later updated under the title Jihad in
Classical and Modern Islam (Texts) (2005 and 2008).2
Whenever Kelsay himself happens to cite philosophers in a book
about “just war” (not jihad), the only names he mentions are those of
fuqaha (jurists/scholars of doctrine). And when he mentions a classical
philosopher – i.e. Ibn Rushd – he does not refer to him as a philosopher,
but as a faqih and the author of Bidayat al Mujtahid wa Nihayat
al Muqtasid. Moreover, he devotes a total of less than two pages to Ibn
Rushd’s views on Shariah rulings dealing with matters other than war.
In both the instances I have mentioned here, what is really missing
is the classical Arab philosophical perspective on the question of war - a
perspective which comes mainly under the heading of “classical political
philosophy”. In fact, traditional Arab “political philosophy” has always
been a somewhat controversial subject among academics. On the one side
there is the well-known Orientalist view which sees classical Arab political
philosophy as a carbon copy of its Greek predecessor. Then from the other
side there is the position that seeks to stress its uniqueness and highly
distinctive features. There is also a third approach that takes a critical look
at its contribution from both a positive and negative point of view, and that
is the one that we shall adopt here.
One leading critic claims that Muslim philosophers are always to be
found hanging around on the fringes of politics: “The philosopher either
remains silent, demonstrates a couldn’t-care-less attitude or sees himself
as being above politics and all those involved in political activity. In doing
so he compensates for his attitude with strange terms like ‘civil politics’ and
‘the Virtuous City’… This really has more to do with the philosopher’s own
political opinions, emotions, ideas and conduct than it does with the politics
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of a society or a city. The philosopher in an Islamic society ultimately gets to
a point where he creates his ‘city’ within himself and has no interest in putting
forward proposals for building a society…”1 On Al Farabi’s Virtuous City this
critic says: “Al Farabi’s Virtuous City is a purely cerebral construct inspired by
a reading of Plato’s Republic and information gleaned from Aristotle’s political
writings and the views of the Platonists. There is of course no connection
between this ‘composite cerebral city’ and an Islamic city, but this is not
important. What matters is that it is not designed to promote political reform
or change; it is in fact a city derived from alien philosophical emotions…”2
Could he not have also said the same thing about Ibn Rushd’s
commentary on Plato’s Republic?
The critic also takes a hard look at “Ibn Rushd’s commentary on
those of Aristotle’s political texts that were familiar to him.”3 Elsewhere
he writes: “It is our opinion that – contrary to what is generally said – Ibn
Rushd’s political ideas are nowhere to be found in his commentaries on
Aristotle’s political works. We have to look for them in his other books, not
his commentaries.”4
We do not know which texts the writer is referring to - particularly since
Ibn Rushd himself states at the beginning of his commentary on Plato’s
Republic that he had been forced to summarise the Republic “because we
failed to obtain Aristotle’s book [i.e. Politics]”5. Could he perhaps mean Ibn
Rushd’s summary of Aristotle’s Ethics, the Arabic version of which has been
lost? Alternatively, he may possibly be referring to ‘Ammar al Talibi’s claim
that he personally had seen the Latin version of Ibn Rushd’s commentaries
on Aristotle’s Politics with his own eyes.6
1

‘Ali Oumlil: Al Sultah al Thaqafiyyah wa’l Sultah al Siyasiyyah, Markaz Dirasat al Wahdah
al ‘Arabiyyah, 1st impression, Beirut, 1996, p. 23.

2

Ibid. p. 187.

3

Ibid. p. 198.

4

Ibid. p. 221.

5

Ibn Rushd: Al Dhururi fi’l Siyasah, p. 73.

6

‘Ammar al Talibi: Al Nadhariyyah al Siyasiyyah lada Ibn Rushd, in the records of the Ibn Rushd
Conference marking the 800th anniversary of his death, Al Mu’assasah al Wataniyyah li’l Funun
al Matba’iyyah, Algiers, 1985, p. 219.
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Whatever the case may be, and regardless of the political references
to be found in his critique of Ethica Nicomachia (Nicomachian Ethics), Ibn
Rushd stipulated that ethics must always come first. That is why we are
amazed that the critic should say: “Does this critique [of those of Aristotle’s
political texts that were familiar to Ibn Rushd] truly represent his actual
political ideas? Many of those who have written about Ibn Rushd believe
so. However, in our opinion his real political ideas and positions should be
sought outside his commentaries on Aristotle’s political texts. And this is
something we shall endeavour to establish.”1
That is why we find him searching for evidence of Ibn Rushd’s political
thinking in the latter’s summary of the Book of Dialectics. This is a right and
proper thing to do, but in our view it is a “complementary requirement” and
should be seen as subsidiary to the summary of the Republic, not of the
same order as the summary of the Republic.
What the critic calls “his [i.e. Ibn Rushd’s] commentaries on
Aristotelian political philosophy” represent (in the critic’s view) “his
concept of politics in the barest of terms; however, as far as a realistic
understanding of it – i.e. his political position – is concerned this is
something that is completely different from [Aristotle’s position].”2 The odd
thing about all this is that he (the critic) makes no reference of any kind
to Ibn Rushd’s book Al Dhururi fi’l Siyasah (Essential Politics). It would also
have been even more appropriate to enquire why that manuscript was lost
and what traces of its influence can be seen in Ibn Rushd’s philosophy. In
our view that is the most important question.
If we now turn our attention to the scholars who have an interest in
Ibn Rushd’s political philosophy – or, to put it more accurately, his political
views, particularly his view of war – we find that, contrary to the previous
situation, there are those who see Ibn Rushd’s main interest as being what
he called “Islah al Madinah” (“Setting the City to Rights”). Furthermore,
there is at least one scholar who maintains that Ibn Rushd regarded war
as the way to do this, claiming that “there is an Ibn Rushdian tendency
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towards political/educational reform which sees war as a basic means for
achieving it.”1 The scholar who propounded this view sees Ibn Rushd as
a “war thinker” and tries to cite evidence of what he calls “the Rushdian
militaristic tendency”2 or “the Ibn Rushd militaristic tendency”3… or “This
militaristic tendency which we aim to prove…”4
Elsewhere in his book this author writes about what he calls “the
Ibn Rushd war tendency” or “his militaristic tendency”, or indeed “his
tendency towards violence/militarism”. Ibn Rushd is not seen merely as a
“person with warlike tendencies” or “someone with militaristic tendencies”
who “promotes war”5 and indeed “glorifies war”6. More than that, he is
“a man with warlike tendencies that have no hesitation about expressing
themselves openly” 7, a person with “violent/militaristic tendencies” 8
whose “intellectual origins” – according to the author – can be traced back
to Aristotle and al Farabi,9 though their main cause in Ibn Rushd’s case
was that he “grew up in a climate of war.”10
Generally speaking, this was how Ibn Rushd’s views on politics and
“just war” were represented. However, we feel that they could possibly
have been more clearly and coherently presented if it had not been for a
combination of extraordinary circumstances:
One: If Ibn Rushd had been able to lay his hands on Aristotle’s Politics, he
might not have needed to produce a commentary on Plato’s political philosophy.
1
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Two: If the text of his summary of Plato’s Republic had not been
translated into Hebrew, and from Hebrew into Latin and English, we would
not have known where Ibn Rushd stood on the political issues of his time,
particularly the question of “just wars”. Hence we can draw at least two
amazing conclusions from that book:
Firstly, as we indicated above, if there had been a translation of
Aristotle’s Politics available in Andalusia, Ibn Rushd would not have written
his commentary on Plato’s Republic. After all, he was indisputably an
Aristotelian.
Secondly, in writing his commentaries or summaries (which were
numerous), Ibn Rushd usually kept strictly to the text. However, in the
case of his commentary on The Republic he departed from the norm and
“liberated himself” from the text in several instances. In some places – and
indeed whole chapters – he refrained from comment on the grounds that
the passages were dialectical in nature, or criticized them as irrelevant or
unconvincing. It was noted by Muhsin Mahdi that this was the case with
nearly two thirds of Ibn Rushd’s commentary.1
Was Ibn Rushd’s theory of “just wars” something completely separate
from his expressed position on politics as revealed by his writings?
Commenting on the various aspects of military training described in
Plato’s Republic Ibn Rushd wrote: “Hence what is meant by just wars is
clear from what is said here…”2
We are convinced on the basis of this sentence that Ibn Rushd
actually saw the issue of “just wars” as a separate, independent category.
Indeed, we may go so far as to say that he might have been the only Arab
philosopher to treat “just wars” as a totally separate, independent subject
(even if we consider him along with al Farabi who preceded him).
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His “theory of war” is to be found in his summary of the first
dialogue of The Republic, or – to be more specific – in his review of ways
of training in the virtues, including the virtue of courage (particularly
paragraphs 22 to 29). After referring to the two accepted methods of
training – persuasion and coercion – and explaining the former, he then
turns to the latter and says (reflecting his view of the justification for a
“just war”!): “As far as the latter is concerned, that is the approach to be
adopted with rebels, enemies and those who are not endowed with the
necessary virtues – which is to say, the way of coercion and punishment
with chastisement. It is clear that this approach is not the one to be used
with the ‘people of the Virtuous City’, except – that is – for educational
purposes, since it is the most effective way of training [the young] in those
things which are distasteful, such as war and the degradation it entails.”1
He then continues promptly with a sharp assertion that puts his view of just
wars into a nutshell: “With regard to those other nations that are not [so]
blessed and which do not behave as proper human beings should, there
is no way to discipline them other than this one – I mean, to coerce them
through war so that they embrace virtues.”2
Muhsin Mahdi concludes his excellent article - : Alfarabi et Averroes:
Remarques sur le Commentaire d’Averroes sur la Republique de Platon
(Al Farabi and Ibn Rushd: Observations on Ibn Rushd’s Commentary on
Plato’s Republic) – by indicating the points on which Ibn Rushd disagreed
with Plato.3 According to him one of the main points of difference was over
the question of war. In his Republic (Book 2, paragraphs 372a and 374c)
Plato states that the origin of war should be attributed to the fact that cities
wished to enjoy greater affluence, prosperity and endless wealth; this led
to greed and ambition which gave those cities the motivation to expand
and annexe the assets of their neighbouring cities. Hence an “affluent city”
needed to make war so that it could gain more assets, just as it needed to
defend its own assets and resources against other cities with similar hostile
ambitions. Therefore it needed a specially trained army for that purpose.
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So what one can conclude from Plato’s view of wars is that wars are
a compulsive necessity, not a matter of choice. Accordingly, there was no
question of virtue here; rather, it was need – a natural necessity – that was
the root cause of war.
Summarising Plato’s position, Ibn Rushd says: “What Plato’s book
contains on this matter (i.e. wars in the ‘Virtuous City’) is that this aspect
[of the psyche – i.e. the power of anger] is (naturally) unsuited for this
purpose (i.e. war); rather, it is there because it is driven by necessity: either
on the basis of the first intention (that it is their purpose) to take property
from other cities by force because they are driven to do that by necessity, or
in a quest for that which is better, or on the basis of the second intention,
which is that (their predisposition for war) is a kind of precaution to protect
the city from whatever external cause might occasion it alarm.”1
As one would expect, Ibn Rushd’s position (one which he shares with
al Farabi) is the same as Aristotle’s – i.e. that the virtue of courage “cannot
be exercised unless it is coupled with the art of war.”2
While understanding the need to resort to coercion (whether at home
or abroad), Ibn Rushd almost raised the question of legitimacy – an issue
not raised by Plato, whose reasoning was unable to escape from the
logic of “natural disposition”, “nature” and “natural necessity”; to him
(i.e. Plato), war was a natural necessity and as far as he was concerned
the question of legitimacy was initially related to the legitimacy of
resorting to coercion; that is to say, to what extent is it legitimate to resort
to coercion – either against someone within the city’s borders or against
someone outside? His reply to this question was that it depends upon the
nature of the city. A Virtuous City has no business resorting to coercion,
except – possibly – for training purposes and to promote a disciplined spirit
among its troops. This was because (in Plato’s view) courage is not to be
seen as a tool for preparing for war, since war is something that stems from
necessity – an activity that is necessary for achieving the Virtuous City’s
external goals and defending its territorial integrity.
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However, in Ibn Rushd’s view, the aim of coercion is to spread wisdom
and promote virtue among the different nations and cities, particularly
those cities that are corrupt and refractory and do not behave in the way
that human beings should. Such entities should be compelled by force until
they embrace the required virtues. Thus, according to him, war is a moral
requirement, not a natural necessity.
Despite this, Muhsin Mahdi does not examine the question of “just
wars” in any substantial detail, possibly because it was not an issue that
was considered to be of much interest at the time when he wrote his
article.
In his Republic and Laws, Plato says that wars should be fought against
those whom he sometimes describes as “barbarians” and at other times as
“the alien outsider”. That is to say, the term “war” – in its specific sense –
excludes the category of “civil war”, unless it is understood in the more
general meaning of “strife”; nor has war ever been “national”. In the first
of these two books he says (in an observation spoken by the character of
Socrates): “It seems to me that the fact that two words are used to express
war and local strife means that they are two inherently different things; I am
referring here to conflict between people of the same country and conflict
between people who are alien to each other. Hostility between kin is called
local strife, while between strangers it is called war.”1 Elsewhere he adds:
“[If] Greeks fight barbarians or barbarians fight Greeks, then we should say
that there is war between the two sides. After all, they are enemies by nature
and the enmity between them merits the term war. However, if Greeks fight
each other, we should say that the ties of kinship between the two sides
have not ceased to exist, but that Greece appears to be suffering from the
malady of disunion within itself – so that the term local strife would be the
proper term to be used to describe this kind of enmity.”2
However, in the second book – the Book of Laws – he describes this
same “internal strife” as war. He writes: “There are two types of war. There
1
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is what everybody calls sedition and disorder – which of course is the most
damaging kind of war … The other kind – which I think we are all agreed is
much less serious – is the kind which breaks out when we have a dispute
with an alien outsider.”1
To be frank, I am not the first person to have found Ibn Rushd’s
position somewhat confusing when considering the difficulties and
contradictions created by his view of just wars. Muhsin Mahdi concludes
his famous article with the following observation:
Although it might be fairly easy to persuade the protectors of Plato’s
Virtuous City to submit to the military training needed for their city’s
defence and for achieving its domestic goals, it would be difficult to find
any incentives for the protectors of Ibn Rushd’s Virtuous City to submit
to that very same training, but with the aim of becoming involved in wars
against every “political entity” and every nation that does not speak their
language or share their customs. Indeed, it is very likely that the protectors
would not be as enthusiastic about virtue as Ibn Rushd would wish them to
be; that is to say, it is doubtful that they would be prepared to die in order
to bring happiness to far-away nations about which they knew nothing –
nations that were non-virtuous, vicious and refractory without a trace of
humanity in their behaviour.2
Revisiting this subject in the wake of the events of 11th September 2001
gives a somewhat different perspective on the above comment, which at
the time it was written may not have seemed particularly significant, either
to the reader or to the writer himself. One of the expressions which now
seems more significant than it did at the time is the term “just wars”.
Biermann’s comments on Muhsin Mahdi’s observations (which I have
cited above) also indicate that Ibn Rushd’s approach to war was “dubious”:
“As regards treating the Shariah and Aristotle’s ideas as being equal,
[I am] wondering whether the meaning we have given to ‘war’ in the two
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situations of war and jihad might not actually refer to two different things?
Yet did Ibn Rushd not give jihad a definition that would make it identical
to Aristotle’s definition [of war]?” I do not know if Muhsin Mahdi replied
to this question. If he did, his reply was not published in the record of the
symposium at which the issue was discussed.
Some scholars and academics maintain that there is no difference.
After beginning with an explanation of Ibn Rushd’s view of jihad, Al ‘Ulaibi
says: “When we look at his writings on fiqh, we find that in his book Bidayat
al Mujtahid wa Nihayat al Muqtasid he deals with the question of war in two
main chapters – Kitab al Jihad (Book of Jihad) and Kitab al Harabah (Book
of Warfare) – In Kitab al Jihad he focuses specifically upon what he classes
as a just war (i.e. jihad), which it is obligatory for Muslims to fight…”
We do not know how this academic came to see “jihad” as being the
same as “just war”. If Ibn Rushd indeed drew no distinction between them
from a fiqh point of view, this would mean that Kitab al Jihad deals with
war from a wide range of different aspects, including the ethics of war
within a fiqh framework (i.e. what is permissible and impermissible in war).
However, there is actually no reference here to the concept of “just war” –
that is to say, war launched by the Virtuous City against non-virtuous cities
in the name of propagating virtue. In fact, Ibn Rushd had another view,
which was that war in this category was launched by the Muslims against
“all polytheists”1, and that they fought so that the polytheists would “either
embrace Islam or pay the jizyah (tax on non-Muslim subjects)”.
However, this distinction is of no interest to our academic, who writes:
“In this respect he looks at just war from a fiqh point of view and sees it
as meaning that Holy Jihad which Allah commands the Believers to wage
against anyone who fails to respond to the da’wah (call) to Islam – that is
to say, all Unbelievers and polytheists. On the other hand, an unjust war
is the opposite of Holy Jihad in that it aims to serve purposes other than
those stipulated in the Qur’an and the Hadith.”2
1
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What is more important it that it raises this question: Did Ibn
Rushd see “jihad” and “just wars” as being one and the same thing? I
believe the answer to that could be both “Yes” and “No”. If we regard
the Shariah and virtue as being the same thing, or indeed restrict the
term “virtue” to having the same meaning as “the Shariah” (and I do
not think that Ibn Rushd did this), then indeed there will be no problem,
since “war” in this context would be understood as meaning the same
as “jihad”. However, if we take “the Shariah” as an example of virtue
rather than as virtue itself (and I doubt if I would be wrong in thinking
that this was Ibn Rushd’s position), this would mean that war is a
broader concept than jihad, while jihad is in the category of obligatory
virtue – i.e. Islamic religious virtue – against those who have no religious
virtues. Ibn Rushd intimated this when he said: “And it would seem
likely that this is the case with those legal rulings that are guided by the
‘Shariah of mankind’, such as this Divine Shariah of ours. Thus, calling
people to Allah the Most High is made in one of two ways: the way of
advice and guidance and the way of jihad.”1
Whatever the case may be, the problem here is how to make the
transition from a “religious view of the world” - which divides the globe into
two camps, the Faith Camp and the Infidel Camp (in which the Believer
is allowed to resort to coercion, after exhausting all the options along the
persuasion route, and declare war upon the Unbeliever; such a war would
thus be a just one, since its aim would be to impose religious virtue by
force upon those who have no religious virtues) – to a “moral view of the
world, which in turn divides it into two camps – the Virtuous City and
the different types of corrupt cities; in such a situation war becomes a
necessary means of propagating virtue and wisdom.
In other words, the same Manichaean logic applies in both cases; a
just war is waged either in the name of religion (i.e. the Faith) or in the
name of morality (i.e. virtue). Consequently, such an approach could end
up by providing justification for all those wars which are being waged today
between the “Good Camp” and the “Evil Camp”.
1
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Nevertheless, Ibn Rushd’s comments about “wars between cities”
should not prevent us from recognizing the universal human dimension
of his thought. At the same time, however, we should concede that,
while human beings are able to understand shared moral values, and
even “relative values”, it is much harder for them to come to a mutual
understanding on issues related to Belief and Unbelief.
If we return to the Arab philosophical tradition and seek to compare
Ibn Rushd’s concept of just wars with the ideas of another philosopher, we
will find no better example than al Farabi.
Al Farabi may rightly be regarded as the greatest political philosopher
in the history of Arab Islamic culture during the Middle Ages. Such a view is
amply justified by the number of books he wrote which were devoted to the
subject of politics. (He also wrote numerous other books on non-political
topics.) However, the scope of his philosophy was limited to abstract
principles and in most cases it lacked any analysis of the real world; this
is despite the fact that his work has attracted the interest of numerous
distinguished scholars. They include the great political thinker Leo Strauss
(1899-1973), who published his famous article in 1945 entitled Farabi’s
Plato, and his pupil and friend Muhsin Mahdi (1926-2009) - author of
Al Farabi wa Ta’sis al Falsafah al Siyasiyyah al Islamiyyah (Al Farabi and the
Foundation of Islamic Political Philosophy), which was published in 2001.
Where the question of “just wars” is concerned, there are essential
differences between al Farabi and Ibn Rushd. For example, the term
“just wars” does not exist in al Farabi’s political writings (though this
does not mean that they contain no indirect reference to the concept).
Another significant difference between them concerns the “disciplining
of nations and cities”. Al Farabi mentions two approaches to discipline –
voluntary and compulsory; in his book Tahsil al Sa’adah (The Attainment
of Happiness) he refers to: “the use of engines of war and fighting men to
attack nations and cities that are not accustomed to doing that through
which they [may] attain that happiness for which humans exist in order to
achieve it.”1
1
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If Ibn Rushd regards as “just wars” those wars that are waged by
the Virtuous City against “those other nations that are not [so] blessed
and which do not behave as proper human beings should” – i.e. nations
that should be “compelled by war to embrace the virtues” – al Farabi, by
contrast, proclaims the principle of “every nation’s right to happiness” as
an acceptable reason for the Virtuous City waging war on other cities. Wars
of this kind in his view would thus be just wars.
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THE NOTION OF PROGRESS
AS SEEN THROUGH EASTERN
AND WESTERN EYES
Amal Mabrouk Abdel Halim

Introduction
he 18th and 19th centuries marked the beginning
of a new phase in attempts to establish closer
relations between “Eastern” and “Western”
civilizations, with contacts and exchanges taking place
between two sides that differed from each other not only
in their cultures but also in their religions and ideas. The
West was no longer dominated by the Church and now
saw itself as being guided by the intellect in an “Age
of Enlightenment”, while Eastern civilization was still
rooted in religion and regarded mankind’s Golden Age
as lying behind it rather than ahead of it.

T

This is why any inter-cultural discussion about
“progress” entails an objective approach to the history
of “East-West” relations, along with a recognition of the
specific characteristics that distinguish the cultures from
each other. A “spiritual interaction” between historically
or geographically different civilizations will necessarily
Professor of Philosophy at the Faculty of Arts, Ain Shams University, Egypt.
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be motivated by a need to overcome their peoples’ respective crises, even
if the crises themselves might be both ostensibly and essentially dissimilar.
Meanwhile, exchanges of knowledge and information have proved to be the
most effective way of developing fruitful bilateral relationships.
In this article we shall endeavour to examine the origins of the idea of
“progress” in Western civilization and see how it relates to the culture of
the Arab East. As a concept it represents a philosophical vision of history
as a linear process that moves forward from the “lower” to the “higher”.
This view is based upon a succession of historical examples in which
modern Western civilization is seen as representing the peak.
Its Eastern counterpart can be seen in the Renaissance of Arab culture
– a phenomenon which, while following the Western path, has transformed
its self-image from one of cultural subservience to one that sees itself as
being authentically “progressive”, so that the concept of “Renaissance”
has acquired the connotation of “progress” – one of the elements that
form part of Western culture’s essential make-up. At the same time, it has
caused other concepts such as “reform”, “renewal”, “modernisation” and
“enlightenment” to become acceptable to intellectuals in the East.
Arab “Renaissance discourse” is fond of using terms like
“backwardness”, “slumber” and “subjection” to describe the state of the
East (that is to say, to describe its situation since the 16th century, or from
the era of the Ottoman Empire), when comparing it with the “rationalism”,
“liberty” and “progress” associated with the beginning of the Industrial
Revolution. The term “backwardness” defines one state of reality as
against another – the reality of the East versus the reality of the West –
assigning the East to the Age of Benightedness and the West to the Age
of Progress and Momentum. The historic meeting between “backwardness”
and “progress” began when al Tahtawi (1801-1873) visited France and
this duality (backwardness-progress/East-West) came to represent the
initial face of the Arab Renaissance. We can see historical evidence of
that Eastern “backwardness” in the dominance of the quasi-feudal mode
of production, as well as in the stagnant but complex social relationships
that existed. Other elements included political despotism and a resistance
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to cultural innovation fed by the traditional religious educational
establishments. These traits are brought into sharp relief when we compare
them with the West’s historic progress as a result of the capitalist mode of
production, which also gave rise to democratic political institutions and the
spread of rationalist thought.

The meaning of progress
The word “progress” indicates that something exists before another
thing so that the second cannot exist unless there has been a first.
Philosophers class it in four categories:
One: Progress whereby a “one before” needs a “one after” in the same
way that one needs two.
Two: Progress in the context of time, whereby the “one before” is
present at a time in which the “one after” is not present, such as Aristotle
being the “one before” and al Farabi being the “one after”.
Three: Progress in degree or order, whereby the “one before” is closer
to a particular starting point; this degree or order may be either intrinsic
– such as with a succession of categories and types – or random, such as
the order of students in a class according to their proximity or distance
from the teacher.
Four: Progress in causality, in which a cause is “entitled” to exist
before its effect.
Philosophers assign these categories to two classes: “rational” and
“temporal”. “Rational progress” applies when there is a logical connection
between two things, whereby if one of them is a first cause and the other is
a consequence, then the first is rationally or intrinsically the “one before”.
“Temporal progress” applies when one of two things is older in time than
the other.1
The word itself – “progress” (in Arabic “taqaddum”) – indicates moving
forward, or movement in a particular direction. (That is the meaning of
1
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the English word “progress” and its French counterpart “progres”; the two
words are derived from the Latin “progressus”, which comes from the verb
“progredere”, meaning “to move forward”)1. This word is the opposite of
“retrogradation”, “retreat” or “backwardness”. We can use it in the context
of things like “industrial progress”, the “progress of an illness” or the
“progress (or advance) of an army”. True progress is “continuous progress”
which is “finite”, in the sense that it is heading towards a specific goal in a
specific field; when something is “infinite” it entails a continuous transition
under specific conditions from a previous point to a subsequent point and
so on, such as a sequence of numbers or a sequence of causes and effects.
There is also “incremental” or “absolute” progress. “Incremental
progress” is the transition from good to better – that is, from a state
that people regard as “backward” to a state that they consider to be
“consummate” or “complete”. People will differ according to their values
over the nature of this transition. “Absolute progress” is progress resulting
from historical or existential inevitability, or from the finality which
dominates the changes that occur in life.2
Some people confuse “progress” with “change”. “Change” is a term
applied to existential evolution and the world of physical phenomena. It is also
used in the context of social and historical phenomena related to nature and
the the forces that exist in the universe. On the other hand, “progress” (in this
context) is one aspect of “change”, but it applies specifically to “value-related
change” – i.e. when people see an event occur and attach a particular human
significance to it that is relevant to the individual or society.
Belief in progress is a feature of a philosophy that endorses and
accepts movement as a positive value, while rejecting the idea of certainty
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being a necessary element of human knowledge or experience. Or to put it
another way, support for progress is a characteristic of a philosophy which
says that the world is deficient and incomplete.
In this connection, and by contrast, the philosopher Plato
(427-347 BC) is an example of a philosophy which does not accept the
concept of “progress” because it (i.e. his philosophy) basically rejects
the idea of “change”; in his view the “Virtuous City” must remain for
ever, because – as the human incarnation of the ideal world – it is the
ultimate embodiment of human perfection. Equally, the revealed religions
believe that the changes that have occurred in the human condition
are not “progress”. Rather, they represent “retrogression” when seen in
comparison with the state of total bliss enjoyed by Adam and Eve.1
It is easy to understand that every civilization has encountered the
concept of “progress”. However, Western civilization has come to see it
as being pivotal to the “knowledge system”. During the latter part of the
17th century and throughout the 18th century modern thought expressed
its full confidence in the intellectual and methodological principles
that it had been establishing during the 16 th and 17 th centuries, while
distancing itself from the traditional ideas and values of the previous
centuries. The philosophical and mathematical systems based on the
principle of perfection became increasingly popular and every philosopher
began to set up his own school of thought in opposition to the previous
prevailing school, and leading proponents of the “new science” felt that
their knowledge was superior to that of the previous centuries. Their
approach drew a clear distinction between reason and revelation and
between science and faith and they exulted in their own “progress” and
“development”.
All these trends were grouped together under the general heading of
1

Al Mawsu’ah al Falsafiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah, edited by Ma’an Ziyadah, Ma’had al Inma’ al ‘Arabi, 1986,
Vol. 1, Terms and Concepts, p. 294.
-See also Ralph Barton Perry: Afaq al Qimah; Dirasah Naqdiyyah li’l Hadharah al Insaniyyah,
translated by Abdel Muhsin’Atif Salam, edited by Mohammad ‘Ali al ‘Ariyan, Intro. by Zaki Naguib
Mahmoud, Maktabat al Nahdhah al Misriyyah, 1968, p. 540.
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“The Enlightenment”1 – a social construct for the concept of “natural light”
previously mooted by Descartes (1596-1650) and Spinoza (1632-1677).2 The
“Age of Enlightenment” was chock full of philosophers of the “progress”
variety such as Turgot (1727-1781), who tried to trace the history of the
human race on the basis of the concept of “progress” and summarised
the idea in his book A Discourse on World History, which was published in
1750. In his view the human race (as a single society and a single body)
is constantly moving ahead towards a state of perfection and progress;
however, as it moves forward its tendency is towards slow and deliberate
movement rather than haste and improvisation. In doing so it sometimes
acts and produces in a calm and tranquil manner, while at other times it
leaps ahead and follows the path of revolution.
Turgot believed that there must be a general law under which mankind
is inevitably and continuously moving forward and progressing from a
primitive state to one of civilization and progress. As he saw it: “Experience
teaches people how they can constantly improve the meaning of what it is
to be human within themselves. In recent times they have come to share a
general sense of mutual love and noble sentiments, and this has tempered
a strong tendency among individuals and nations to seek revenge [for
wrongs done to them]”.3
Condorcet (1743-1794) produced a blueprint for the history of
civilization based on the idea of “progress” and described what he
saw as the historical progress of the human mind. The main focus of
his idea was on the unbreakable unity between intellectual progress,
liberty, virtue and respect for natural rights, and he believed that science
1
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The 18th century is known as the “Age of Enlightenment” – an era in which experimental rational
philosophy came to the fore, rejecting metaphysics and religion and focusing on mathematics,
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intellect.
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had a major part to play in eradicating bigotry. In his view, all political
and moral failings stemmed from beliefs based on false premises
which were intimately related to ignorance of physics and the laws of
nature. According to him, the new “school of progress” was a tool for
enlightenment which would deal a mortal blow to bigotry and narrowmindedness. He then proceeded to prove – on the basis of the facts of
history – that in the process of developing mankind’s natural dispositions
Nature is not bound by any conditions or limitations; indeed, the only
consideration that can prevent the achievement of perfection is the
question of how long the earth will last.1
Auguste Comte (1820-1903) saw the progress of human societies
as a straight line rising from lower to higher; i.e. societies move forward
“automatically” and are driven by the laws of necessity.
This was also the age which saw the publication of the French
Encyclopaedia, edited by Diderot (1713-1784) and d’Alembert (1717-1783).
This monumental work included contributions from writers and thinkers
who glorified the intellect and the power of reason and saw “progress” in
knowledge as an accepted fact. One of these contributors – Fontenelle
(1657-1757) – raised the banners of progress and reason and, in an
appeal for the “progress of the new knowledge”, declared war upon
“the old knowledge”. This optimistic view which characterised the
Age of Enlightenment was a particularly French phenomenon and was
championed by French Enlightenment philosophers during the reign of
King Louis XIV when life was easy and the better-off classes were steeped
in luxury. Even so, there were some dissident voices that objected to the
notion of “progress”. The clergy made no effort to hide their disapproval
of “reason”. Pascal (1623-1662) did not recognize the sovereignty of reason
and the intellect, while Luther (1483-1546) dismissed it in uncompromising
terms as a Satanic affliction. Rousseau (1712-1778) tried to prove that
1

J. B. Bury: The Idea of Progress, translated by Ahmad Hamdi Mahmoud, edited by Ahmad Khaki,
al Majlis al A‘la li’l Thaqafah, Cairo, 1982, pp. 182-184.
-See also Antoine Nicolas de Condorcet: Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the
Human Mind, Translated by June Barraclough, with an Introduction by Stuart Hampshire, London,
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1955, p. 60.
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history had in fact retrogressed when he declared that our souls “are
exposed to corruption at the same time as our knowledge and arts are
progressing towards perfection”.1
Britain showed little enthusiasm for the notion of “progress”, possibly
because its political and social situation was stable. Consequently,
most people there wanted to preserve that stability and this led British
intellectuals to adopt a cautious attitude towards the idea. Hume (17111776) maintained that the world had to pass through various stages from
childhood and maturity to middle age and senility. Mankind was part of
this process and the arts and sciences thrived from time to time before
starting to decline again.2
Despite all the caveats, reservations and criticisms that some
intellectuals expressed about the idea of “progress”, the major scientific
discoveries and inventions of the 17th and 18th centuries resulted in absolute
trust being placed – irreversibly – in the power of the human mind. The
tremendous scientific progress led philosophers to see the notion of
“progress” as an inescapable historical necessity, so that they imagined
that civilization was capable of “infinite progress”. Consequently they
began to abandon the idea of corruption and decline.
This led to the emergence of a speculative, hypothetical approach
to history in the 18th century in which reason was applied as a tool for
discovering the natural laws governing the evolution and development
of the human race as a whole. The thinkers of that period came to
see “progress” not as an accidental phenomenon, but as a historical
necessity.3
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Most Eastern thinkers see the concept of “progress” as an embodiment
of self-awareness and a proper understanding of history and it is regarded
as one of the most significant issues preoccupying the intellectuals of
today. While it may actually be only one of the many matters that are of
major importance to scholars and philosophers, “progress” is probably the
sole subject with universal appeal to Eastern thought. At the same time, it
is also the driving force behind the intellectual contribution to shaping the
modern world. However, the word “taqaddum” – which means “progress”
in Arabic – is not the term most commonly used by thinkers in the Arab
East. Several other expressions gained considerably wider currency during
the period between the two World Wars of the 20th century. One of these
is “taraqqi”, which suggests qualitative improvement and rising to a
higher level on the ladder of existence, and another is tahadhdhur, which
has connotations of taharrur (throwing off shackles) and the attainment
of human dignity. Thus, any endeavour leading to greater taharrur, and
any ability Man might acquire in order to bend Nature to his will, relieve
mankind from tyranny or liberate the self from its narrow limitations should
be seen as a “progressive gain”.1
“Tahdith”2 – or “modernisation” – is another alternative term which
conveys the idea of intellectual and cultural change and renewal and
opening up new horizons in those fields. “Islah” – or “reform” – is associated
with the religious renewal movement in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
led by al Kawakibi (1848-1902) and Mohammad Abduh (1849-1905). “Islah”
also means non-radical change in the form of government or social relations
while leaving the basic elements in place; in other words, improvements to
the political and social systems.
1

Dr. Fahmi Jad’an: Usus al Taqaddum ‘inda Mufakkiri’l Islam fi’l ‘Alam al ‘Arabi al Hadith, Dar
al Shuruq li’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi‘, Amman, Jordan, 1988, p. 11.
-See also Qustantin Zuraiq: Fi Ma’rakati’l Hadharah, Dar al ‘Ilm li’l Malayin, Beirut, Lebanon, 1981,
p. 293.
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“Tahdith” in Arab thought is believed by some thinkers to start with an assertion of identity. Once it
has been secured, it is possible to move on to a positive “opening up” to contemporary cultures. In
doing so, it is necessary to acquire the scientific capabilities and technological and organisational
skills that form the basis of political, economic, social and intellectual life in today’s world. Only
then will it be possible for a nation to achieve its national goals and resume its role as a full
participant in global civilization.
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The term “tanwir” – or “enlightenment” – also indicates rebellion;
that is, revolution and a rejection of the existing situation and a desire to
change the present-day reality. “Tanwir” is a movement for a fundamental
change in Arab culture – in the broader anthropological sense of the word
“culture” – and it is the result of direct cultural contact with the West and
the impact of the intellectual values upon which Western culture is based.
“Nahdhah” 1 – which means “renaissance” – is a term that has
its origins in the movement that swept through the Arab countries and
awakened their peoples to their illustrious past and the reality of their
present-day backwardness. The word “nahdhah” refers to the Arabs’ efforts
to revive that past, overcome their present failure to join the march of
civilization and work for a better future.2

How the idea of “progress” evolved historically
The concept of “progress” is a central element of Western civilization.
It has its origins in Classical Greek philosophy and is linked to the notion of
“perfectability” – i.e. the idea that perfection is achievable and that it is
possible to attain a state of virtue, wisdom and happiness. The Greeks were also
familiar with the view that human civilization goes through a process of gradual
development which takes man from savagery to a nobler state. Aeschylus
(452-525 BC) – one of the leading Ancient Greek tragedians – depicted how
people originally lived in damp, dark caves until Prometheus3 rescued them
from their primitive state after teaching them the higher things of life.
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So the idea of human evolution and progress is consistent with the
mythological tradition of Divine intervention raising Man from a natural
state to a supernatural one – that is, the concept is based on eternal truths
that recognize that there is a permanent link between the lower world and
the sacred worlds of the spirit.1 This view is not incompatible with the belief
that Man’s early existence began with a Fall from Grace, before he gradually
improved his social and material well-being during subsequent eras.
Although the Greek philosophers recognized the concept of
“relative progress”, their general view was that Man is living in an age of
inescapable decline and decay - inescapable because the force of Nature
compels him to follow the path it has chosen for him. In Plato’s view the
world was created by God; it draws its driving force from Him and one of its
attributes is perfection since it is His creation. At the same time, however, it
is not eternal and contains the seeds of its own destruction or corruption.2
This notion offers one of several examples which demonstrate that the
Greeks saw society as being governed by an ideal system; they believed
that when this system is stable, any deviation from it leads to a change
for the worse. When Aristotle (322-384 BC) looked at the concept from a
practical angle, he concluded that it was not feasible to change any firmly
established social system.3
The Stoic philosopher Seneca (3 BC- 65 CE) believed that human life
was destined to be regularly subjected to disasters in the form of fires,
floods and other catastrophes. In his view, every historical period begins
with a Golden Age in which its people live simple, tranquil lives, before it
is followed by decline and fall. The arts and inventions play a contributory
role in the process of decline because they create the conditions for
decadence and vice.
On the other hand, the Epicurean philosophy rejected the idea of a
Golden Age and subsequent decline, since this was clearly incompatible
1

For further details see Firas al Sawwah: Al Usturah wa’l Ma’na; Dirasat fi’l Mithulujiya wa’l Diyanat
al Sharqiyyah, Manshurat Dar Ala’ al Din, Damascus, 1997, p. 15.
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J. B. Bury: The Idea of Progress, p. 36.
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with their theory that the world was comprised of atoms (these atoms
were invisible and perpetual and varied in size, weight and form) and that
there was no such thing as Divine intervention.1 They believed that the first
humans lived in similar conditions to those of the animals and that from
this primitive and “wretched” state they progressed until they reached their
current level of civilization.
In dismissing the theory of “decline” the Epicureans took an important
step towards embracing the idea of “progress” since they saw civilization
as developing through a succession of stages due to the efforts of Man
himself and Man alone. However, they did not move far beyond that
position, since their interest was limited to the individual in the present day
(the here and now). Consequently, they studied human history from this
subjective angle, while their understanding of previous human progress
was determined by their own current approach to everyday life.2 Thus it
would be true to say that the idea of “progress” in its modern sense held
little appeal for the Greeks because of their limited experience of history.
The same applied to their attitude to the polar opposites of “progress” – i.e.
the concepts of decline and “civilizational cycles”.
The Christian position, as propounded by the Church Fathers,
particularly St. Augustine (354-430), saw the march of history as inevitably
leading to human happiness, with the result that it did not accept that
human history on earth left any further prospect for “progress” beyond
this. In St. Augustine’s view, history would be complete when Man’s span
on earth came to its conclusion in the best possible manner; it was of no
interest to him whether there might be a connection between a gradual
improvement in the state of society and human knowledge and the timespan remaining until the Day of Reckoning. In his book The City of God he
divides the history of mankind into the Dominion of God and the Dominion
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of the Devil and sees it as being engaged in a constant battle between
Good and Evil. He believed that history is moving towards a decisive
outcome in which the battle will be won by the forces of Good, because
God has predetermined such a victory. According to him, the battle had
passed through six stages until it reached the Time of the Messiah; this
marked the beginning of the final stage which would end on the Day of
Judgement when the virtuous people would be sorted out from the evil
ones. This view of human history dominated Christian thought over the
succeeding centuries and was supported by the leading theologians and
philosophers of the Middle Ages.1
Roger Bacon (1214-1294) was indisputably a pioneer of the idea of
“progress” and the first to call for a “rebirth” of knowledge and science.
He believed that the way to achieve this was to do away with scriptural
ascriptions and refuse to accept the opinion of any person, whatever his
reputation might be, so that recognition would be given only to those things
that are derived from true rational knowledge. He had a holistic approach
to knowledge and, in addition to attempting to classify the sciences under
a system which put natural philosophy at the top of the list, he sought to
promote educational reform that would include science-based studies as
a means to understanding some theological questions. In his book Opus
Majus (The Greater Work) he claimed that philosophy was an important
step along the road to acquiring that total Christian wisdom which is to
be found in the Bible and canon law. He based his reform plan on the
principle of interaction between the different branches of knowledge and
the unity of the sciences. However, despite his enlightened ideas, he was
in many respects a child of his time; he shared the general mediaeval view
of the universe and his view of human history was not significantly different
from St. Augustine’s.2
So we can see how impossible it was for the idea of “progress” to
gain currency in the Middle Ages. The prevailing views on the role of
1

See Etienne Gilson: The Spirit of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, translated by Imam Abdel
Fattah, Maktabat Madbuli, Cairo, 1996, p. 444, and ‘Ismat Nassar: Falsafat al Lahut al Masihi, Dar
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Divine Grace and the end of the world were as influential as the ideas of
the Ancient Greeks had been about “change” and the “cyclical process”,
because they were the result not of deduction based upon rational proofs,
but of dogmatic beliefs based upon Divine Authority. The mediaeval view
of human destiny was even more pessimistic than that of the Greeks, who
at least held out hope of finding happiness in another world. At the same
time, it discouraged Man from seeking his destiny in the terrestrial world.
Glimmerings of the idea of “progress” began to appear at the
beginning of the European Renaissance in the wake of some impressive
human achievements during that period, including a revival of intellectual
self-confidence following attempts to liberate the mind from the authority
of the Church and the clergy, a revolt against the accepted religion-based
moral code and a rejection of the philosophical school that had dominated
intellectual life during the Middle Ages. There was also a recognition of the
value of life on earth, regardless of any hopes or fears related to life after
death. The leading figures of the Renaissance also took a close interest in
the disputes of the Ancient Greek philosophers and their beliefs.
However, although there were some revolutionary new discoveries
during that period, most thinkers were more interested in rediscovering,
expanding, criticising and emulating the knowledge of the past. The new
“humanism” helped breathe new life into the writings of the Ancients and
revived the Classical heritage of rhetoric, literature, grammar, philosophy
and history. Publications included the books of the Roman historians Titus
Livius (59 BC- 17 CE) and Tacitus (55-c120), which were highly regarded
for their educational and moral merits, and Plutarch (46-120), who wrote
biographies of the great men of the past including Alexander the Great and
Julius Caesar.
There were no serious signs that mankind could be embarking upon
a new era until the final years of the Renaissance.1 With his progressive
ideas, Francis Bacon (1561-1626) made a significant contribution to
the advances in scientific thought at the start of the age of modern
philosophy. His main interest was in science in general and its relationship
1
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to philosophical questions concerning the universe and man, and it was
thanks to his influence that philosophical speculation adopted a scientific
approach. Descartes,1 who was interested in “method” and how it affected
the sciences and life, drew a fine distinction between rational knowledge
based on scientific principles and knowledge based on human experience,
such as we find with knowledge of languages, history and geography.
He also called for the rejection of any power or authority that tried to
impose itself upon thought and only accepted the verdict of reason which
recognized “spontaneity and clarity” as the sole yardsticks for determining
the truth. The sceptical tendency – a legacy of Descartes – was concerned
with interpreting “progress” from a historical point of view through
understanding what happened in the past, rather than on the basis of
suppositions and principles. As well as the sceptics and critics, we also find
people who had a strong belief in science and progress – possibly almost to
the point of insanity – such as Fontenelle, who declared at the end of the
17th century that there could be no end to human progress.

The idea of “progress” and the meaning of “enlightenment”
As we pointed out earlier, a belief in the power of reason was one of
the distinguishing features of Western civilization’s Age of Enlightenment.
Perhaps no-one during this period glorified reason more than the German
philosopher Wolff (1679-1754), who maintained that the greatest thing Man
had received from God was his intellect and that the more a person used
his intellectual powers, the greater his entitlement to be called a human
being. Voltaire (1694-1778) surpassed his contemporaries in glorifying the
intellect and the liberation of human consciousness, though while in his
numerous books he gave prominence to progress in the arts and sciences,
he was also aware that happiness and progress had their counterparts in
the pain and suffering caused by the wars and upheavals of his time.
Turgot, Condorcet, the leaders of the French Revolution and others
believed that “progress” was something that travelled in a straight line and
they endeavoured to prove this by rational deduction. To them, “progress”
1
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would put an end to wars so that peace would prevail. To Hegel (1770-1831),
“progress” meant advances in Man’s consciousness of freedom or his
consciousness of the concept of progress, while Marx (1818-1883) saw it
as society’s movement towards a classless socialist society. Adam Smith
(1723-1790)1 saw progress as movement towards favourable results that
would create harmony for individuals through their activities, competition
and attainment of their own particular goals. Vico (1668-1744) was more
interested in the circumstances that produce intellectual progress in
human history and the factors that lead to corruption and decadence.
Montesquieu (1689-1755) created a methodological revolution with his
theory of “social physics”, which he conceived of as adopting the same
methodologies as the natural sciences, thereby enabling human society
and the way it functioned to be analysed scientifically. His book De l’Esprit
des Lois (The Spirit of the Laws), regarded as the greatest work of the 18th
century, includes a comparative study of the English and French systems
of government, as well as references to the development of the Roman and
other past and present government and political systems. He concludes
with the rule that in order to become successful, political systems need
to be in harmony with “natural life” and rational realities. 2 Hence the
objective of Europe’s Age of Enlightenment was faith in the intellect and
the glorification of awareness. The former (faith in the intellect) was always
accompanied by the optimistic belief that Man is able to rise through his
own efforts and nothing can prevent his progress.
The banner of “Enlightenment” in the East was carried by thinkers
in that region as an act of rebellion against the deteriorating conditions
of their societies. These people played an active role in bringing radical
change to the social and political structures of their societies after the
emergence of new factors that facilitated close cultural contact with the
West in the early 19th century – a time when it was believed that human
progress was possible in every field. This resulted in a cultural, social and
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political transformation from backwardness and stagnation to a more
mobile and progressive state – a jump from staid, traditional, inherited
culture (which was afraid of change on the grounds that it could upset the
“balance of society”) to a more dynamic phase that was prepared to accept
new ideas from abroad and endeavour to assimilate them, or at least adapt
them to suit the traditions and values of a society that had aspirations
towards progress. Where the East is concerned, the West has always
exerted its influence – deliberately – through the traditional structures;
consequently those structures did not adopt a negative attitude towards
Western culture; instead, they embraced every aspect of Western life,
behaviour and values indiscriminately, as well as the Western world view,
and sought to mix the “imported” with the “indigenous” in an organic,
integrated cultural whole with its own specific character. This is reflected
in varying degrees in the writings of the “enlightenment thinkers” from
al Tahtawi (1801-1873) and al Tunisi (1825-1889) to al Afghani (1838-1897),
Syed Ameer Ali (1849-1929), Shibli Shumayyil (1850-1917) and Farah Antoun
(1874-1922), to name but a few.
France’s Age of Enlightenment left a strong impression on al Tahtawi.1
During his mission in France he learnt about European life and Europe’s
scientific achievements. 2 He also gained a thorough knowledge of the
French language and an understanding of the problems of translation
from French into Arabic. He read books on ancient history and Greek
philosophy, studied mythology, geography, mathematics and logic, and
read a biography of Napoleon (1769-1821) as well as some of the poetry of
Racine (1639-1699) and the Letters of Lord Chesterfield to His Son (Philip).
He was also familiar with the leading philosophers of the 18th century such
1
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as Voltaire and Condillac (1715-1780), Rousseau’s thoughts on the Social
Contract and Montesquieu’s main works.
Their ideas were not alien to someone who had been brought up in
the tradition of Islamic political thought; for example, the notion that a
person reaches a state of self-realisation when he becomes a full member
of society, that a good society is one that is ruled by the principle of justice,
or that the purpose of government is the welfare of its subjects. The same
could be said of Rousseau’s idea of a lawgiver – a person who applies his
intellectual skills to deduce good laws which he expresses in religious
terms that the mass of the people can understand and accept; this view is
not totally dissimilar to the Muslim philosophers’ ideas on the nature of the
Prophet and his Message.1
However, we can also see the influence of a number of new ideas in
al Tahtawi’s writings, such as the statement that the people can participate in
the process of government and therefore need to be groomed for that purpose,
or that laws should change in line with changing circumstances. He may also
have taken the idea of the “Nation” from Montesquieu, who said that states
rise and fall for specific reasons and that those reasons are to be found in
the “spirit of the Nation”, and that “the lawgiver must follow the spirit of the
Nation when it is not in conflict with the government’s principles.”2
These ideas, particularly those inspired by Montesquieu’s book,
included: “some thoughts on the greatness of the Romans and their
decline” and reflected al Tahtawi’s determination to find the answer
to the question posed by Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) in his Muqaddimah
(Prolegomenon): “How and why do civilizations fall? And consequently, how
do nations and civilizations arise?” Al Tahtawi was aware of the fact that
the Islamic civilization had collapsed and he observed the gap which had
opened up between his Ummah (Nation) and the “Nation of the Franks”
when, during his time in France, he saw the way Europeans lived and the
progress they had achieved. The question that he was desperate to find the
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answer to was: “How can we ourselves achieve progress and become part
of the modern civilized world?”
Khair al Din al Tunisi differed from the other leading figures of the
19 century “Enlightenment”, because he was a statesman as well as a
thinker. This put him in the unique position of having personal experience
of the kinds of issues discussed by other reformers in the Arab and Islamic
region. Moreover, the political posts he occupied enabled him to put
some of his reformist ideas into practice. These ideas are described in his
book Aqwam al Masalik fi Ma’rifat Ahwal al Mamalik (The Surest Path to
Knowledge Regarding the Condition of Countries).1 Al Tunisi was the driving
force behind the reforms that took place in Tunisia, so that his nickname
“Abu’l Nahdhah” (“Father of the Renaissance”) is well deserved.2 His aim
was to modernise the country’s political, social and economic structures
and institutions, purge the state of its corrupt officials and reform the
economy. In doing so he paved the way for a meeting of Western and
Islamic cultures. His reforms covered every area of life, from the press to
education and legislation and from the judiciary to the revival of Tunisia’s
crafts and small industries, which were threatened with extinction. When
he began tackling the question of how to provide the Islamic Nation
with the means to attain a higher level of civilization and prosperity in
order to take it forward to a state of “husn al hal” (“good condition” – a
term which, along with tamaddun, or civilization/refinement, he used to
describe the broadening of the Nation’s areas of knowledge, improvements
th

1

In his book Aqwam al Masalik fi Ma’rifat Ahwal al Mamalik al Tunisi endeavoured to follow in Ibn
Khaldun’s footsteps and his book has a “Muqaddimah” (Prolegomenon) and a “Tarikh” (History).
His Muqaddimah focuses on the reasons for the Muslims’ backwardness after their previous eras of
prosperity, as well as the means they can adopt in order to revive their fortunes. In his Tarikh his main
theme is Europe’s achievements, culture and civilization. As well as giving a description of the Ottoman
State, he also described several European countries including France, England, Russia, Germany, Italy,
Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, Denmark, Switzerland and Greece. On this subject he wrote: “I have
long pondered over the reasons why nations progress and fall behind from one generation to another
and as far as possible I have taken the histories of Islam and Europe as my models, including the
views of historians from both sides on the Islamic Nation’s past, present and future.”
-Khair al Din al Tunisi: Aqwam al Masalik fi Ma’rifat Ahwal al Mamalik, edited by Ma’an Za’idah,
Al Mu’assasatu’l Jami‘iyyah li’l Dirasat wa’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi‘, Beirut, Lebanon, 1985, pp. 145-146
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Mawsu‘at ‘Asr al Nahdhah, Khair al Din al Tunisi, Abu’l Nahdhat al Tunisiyyah, edited by Samir
Hamdan, Al Sharikah al ‘Aalmiyyah li’l Tiba‘ah wa’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi‘, Beirut, Lebanon, 1993, p. 5.
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to its agricultural and trading practices, the promotion of industries
and the elimination of the causes of unemployment), he looked to the
achievements of the West – particularly France1 – in the way it had refined
the concept of “democracy”. He began by introducing an elected Majlis
al Shura (Consultation Council or parliament) composed of men who had
distinguished themselves in the scientific and cultural fields, and assigned
it the responsibility for reforming the Nation. He also finally put an end
to one-man rule and established a system for monitoring the day-to-day
running of the state and its institutions.
By setting up the Majlis al Shura al Tunisi sought to imitate the
political practices of the West, where the ruler did not preside over an
unaccountable despotic regime but represented the people and their
hopes and aspirations for progress and prosperity. After studying France’s
democratic systems and institutions, he concluded that the only way
to liberate Tunisia from its backwardness and poverty was to follow the
democratic path.
Jamal al Din al Afghani was aware that the West’s successes were due
to the enormous progress it had achieved in the field of knowledge and
its practical applications, and he also knew that the weakness of the East
– as represented by the Islamic states – was the result of ignorance and a
failure to reap the benefits of Western madaniyyah (civilization/refinement).
Although al Afghani attached great importance to the idea of madaniyyah
because of its association with “progress” – he was wary of the dangers of
European expansionism in the Arab Islamic regions. Accordingly, he called
for that expansionism to be resisted and appealed for national unity and
the creation of constitutional governments that would implement social
reforms which would put the Islamic countries on an equal footing with
their Western counterparts. In Al ‘Urwa al Wuthqa (The Firm Hold) 2 he
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Al ‘Urwa al Wuthqa was an Arabic language magazine established by al Afghani and Mohammad
‘Abduh. Most of its pages were devoted to analysis of the policies of the big powers in the Islamic
world, particularly British policies in Egypt and the Sudan. It also dealt with Muslim weakness and
urged the Muslims to tackle it.
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wrote: “The Islamic countries are in a state of decadence and weakness
to the extent that they are unable to manage their own affairs themselves.
Meanwhile, these selfsame countries are prepared to use thousands of
pretexts – including wars, iron and fire – in order to crush every movement
for renewal and reform in the Islamic countries. Therefore the Islamic
world must unite in a major defensive pact so that it can preserve itself
from annihilation. To this end, it must embrace the means that have led to
progress in the West.”1
Syed Ameer Ali 2 had an extensive knowledge of both Eastern and
Western cultures. He learnt Arabic and Persian and during his youth he was
in contact with the leading English men of letters in India. He made an indepth study of English literature and read most of the plays of Shakespeare
(1564-1616), as well as Paradise Lost by John Milton (1608-1674), the works
of Pyrrhon (270-360 BC) and Thomas More (1478-1535), all the novels of
Walter Scott (1771-1832) and The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by
Edward Gibbon (1737-1794), which was one of the most widely read books
during the French Revolution.
He led the Islamic political movement in India, supported reform
and set up associations to promote good relations between Indians of all
classes and faiths. At the same time, he worked strenuously to protect the
Muslims’ interests and called upon them to safeguard their political rights.
In this connection he said: “The Muslims in India have clear political rights
in respect of the government and the Hindus…What they are demanding
is their due entitlement… They are demanding fair political representation
in accordance with their numbers, status and history. The Muslims do not
accept that the Hindus should have any political rights that they do not have
themselves. If all are treated equally, the Muslims will welcome reform.”3

1

Jamal al Din al Afghani and Mohammad Abduh: Al ‘Urwa al Wuthqa wa’l Thawrah al Taharruriyyah
al Kubra, edited by Salah al Din al Bustany, Dar al ‘Arab, Cairo, 1993, p. 29.

2

Syed Ameer Ali published two books: A Brief History of the Arabs and The Spirit of Islam. In
the former he summarises the history of the Muslims and describes their social situation in
an attractive, readable style. In the latter he explains the Islamic Faith and the Message of
Muhammad. It is considered one of the finest books to be written about Islam.

3

From Ahmad Amin. See above, p. 142. See also Syed Ameer Ali: A Brief History of the Arabs.
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Shibli Shumayyil 1 is one of the leading figures in the history of
the Arab Renaissance and his ideas helped lay the foundations of the
“scientific trend” in modern thought. He was part of the great movement
which appeared towards the end of the 19th century and regarded science
as being more than just a way of discovering the system that determines
how things are related, but rather the key to the mysteries of the universe
and almost a kind of religion in itself. To Shumayyil science meant the
metaphysical system devised by Huxley (1834-1895) and Spencer (18201903) in England and Ernst Haeckel (1825-1919) and Ludwig Buchner (18241899) in Germany on the basis of Charles Darwin (1809-1882)’s Theory of
Evolution hypothesis.
Shumayyil’s work Falsafat al Nushu’ wa’l Irtiqa’ (The Philosophy of
Development and Evolution) 2 contains articles on Darwin’s theory of
the origins of species, as well as the book Al Haqiqah (The Truth), which
supports that position and replies to its detractors. It also includes
numerous scientific topics and discussions about physical life, in addition
to a commentary on Buchner’s ideas and numerous other subjects.
As well as his views on science, Shumayyil’s writings also convey
his profound sense of the cultural gap between East and West. While the
West was reaping the fruits of the changes for which the seeds had been
sown during the Renaissance (a time of huge significance for advances
and discoveries in the field of science), the East was in a state of deep
hibernation and completely unaware of the West’s progress. There was
one exception – Japan3 – which had undergone a Renaissance of its own
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Researchers into the history of modern Arab thought are almost unanimously of the opinion that
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According to Shibli Shumayyil: “I chose the title Falsafat al Nushu’ wa’l Irtiqa’ because I did not
wish to limit myself to the simplistic way of looking at the evolutionary sequence of living things.
Instead, I took a broader view and applied it to the whole of nature including inanimate things,
plants and animals. In doing so I examined their origins, the way they developed and their
relationships to one another, thereby demonstrating that they are all inextricably linked, whether
they are part of ‘silent nature’, growing, living things, dumb animals or articulate human beings.”
- See also Falsafat al Nushu’ wa’l Irtiqa’, Dar Maroun ‘Abboud, 1983, p. (a).
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See Nabil Abdul Hamid Abdul Jabbar: Al Naz‘ah al ‘Ilmiyyah fi’l Fikr al ‘Arabi al Hadith, Dar Dijlah
li’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi‘, Amman, Jordan, 2007, p. 101.
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that had almost bridged the gap between it and the West. It had been able
to do this through “science”; indeed, the East had fallen behind for no
other reason than the fact that it lacked science both as a methodology
and way of thinking and as a tool for uncovering the secrets of Nature and
channelling them for the benefit of mankind.
Farah Antoun read the works of the leading thinkers of the Age of
Enlightenment including Voltaire. He was particularly attracted by Voltaire’s
appeals for a belief in reason and liberty, his anti-clericalism, his call for
a war on fanaticism fanned by the flames of ignorance, superstition and
outdated traditions which had insinuated themselves into the religion, and
for religious tolerance between followers of the different denominations.
Antoun regarded Voltaire as the greatest of the philosophers who had
contributed to Europe’s liberation. He also wrote about Rousseau and
Montesquieu and was influenced by the ideas of Jules Simon (1814-1896)1
and his work as a social reformer. It was Simon who led Antoun to
recognize the importance of moral education and spurred him on to work
for the realisation of his own dream – the reform of Eastern society.
In the magazine Al Jami‘ah (of which he was the editor-in-chief)
Antoun wrote about the progressive European thought of his day, as well
as about Ibn Rushd and his philosophy,2 though he admitted that his only
purpose in writing about Ibn Rushd was “to reconcile the elements of the
East with the ‘washing of hearts’ and the ‘uniting of the word’”.
In conclusion, we can say that the fundamental question preoccupying
Arab thinkers – particularly during their most intellectually active period –
has been the search for the right way to reform society and enable it to
resist Western imperialist expansion. Because of the cultural environment
1

Antoun was interested in the French philosopher Jules Simon’s ideas about morality as set out in
his book Le Devoir, published in 1845 as a primer on philosophy for the general reader.

2

Antoun explains why he wrote about Ibn Rushd as follows: “The purpose behind writing this
book is to to reconcile the elements of the East with the ‘washing of hearts’ and the ‘uniting of
the word’, not so that the ‘first party’ can prove to the ‘second party’ that his religion is better
than his religion. That is something whose time has come and gone... This is the age of science
and philosophy which requires every party to respect the other’s opinions and beliefs.” See Farah
Antoun: Falsafat Ibn Rushd, Al Hay’ah al ‘Aamah li’l Kitab, Cairo, 1993, Al Tanwir (1), Author’s
Introduction.
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in which they grew up they were aware of the East’s problems, including its
ignorance and backwardness and the threats their societies faced to their
very existence. These threats have included – and continue to include – the
danger of disintegration due to widespread discord, internecine fighting
and disunity, and the possibility of invasion and occupation by Western
countries.
With their awareness of the complex issues that needed to be resolved,
Arab thinkers concluded that the East was in desperate need of a social
contract or a contract that would bring all its elements together and instil a
proper sense that its peoples shared a single origin and a common destiny.
After all, they shared a common history, while during the present stage of
their existence they faced common problems and shared common hopes
for the future.1

1
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CONTEMPORARY
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE
ARAB CULTURAL SITUATION
IN THE LIGHT OF THE
DEVELOPMENT REPORTS
Salah Eddin al Jorshi

T

he human development reports on the Arab
world represent some of the most important
contemporary literature on the Arab cultural
situation and they continue to spark extensive debate
in official, academic and political circles. They are also
taken seriously by all those international bodies and
organisations that have an interest in this sensitive and
vital region.
Although experts from various Arab states are
involved in setting the parameters for these reports and
deciding on their wording and the approach they should
adopt, most governments – as well as the majority
of opposition or independent groups – see them as
“echoing Western methodologies and concepts”, while
their authors endeavour to lay the responsibility for
their contents on the historical, cultural and social
environments of the countries concerned. Despite
the criticisms, however – and even though the Arab
revolutions have begun a trend which is causing them
Researcher from Tunisia.
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to be reassessed – these reports have become a powerful tool in the hands
of oppositions and local and regional civil society organisations as they
attempt to prove the failures of official policies and intensify the crisis of
confidence in the legitimacy of the ruling regimes,.

“The Arab report of ill repute”?
The first global human development report was issued in 1990. Its
pivotal element was a call for a review of the economic discourse which
had dominated the international scene since the end of the Second
World War – an aim which was “as ambitious as it was simple and had
far-reaching consequences. Income should no longer be used as an
indicator for determining a people’s prosperity in the long term and
the emphasis should in future be placed on development by the people
and for the people, while the ultimate goals of development would be
‘choices and freedoms’.” It was on this basis that the first three reports
on Arab human development (2002-2005) considered the Arab region
to be suffering from serious shortcomings in three areas: “knowledge,
freedom and women’s empowerment”.
The 2003 report, entitled “Building a Knowledge Society”, went into
some detail about the region’s critical level of “knowledge poverty” which
it saw as being to a significant extent linked to political factors – politics
being (in the view of the people who produced the report) “the last frame
of reference, and perhaps the one with the greatest impact when analysing
the features of knowledge acquisition in the Arab countries”. However, it
was the report “Towards Freedom in the Arab Nation”, published in 2004,
that caused a greater storm; indeed, some official Arab political circles
described it as “the report of ill repute”. There were two reasons for this.
Firstly, it was unusually bold in its discussion of political conditions
in the Arab states. It spoke frankly and directly about the serious lack of
freedoms in the region, as well as the severe consequences that could
arise as a result, and included an anatomical assessment of the political
situation in the light of the Arab governments’ commitments to introduce
political reforms.
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The second thing that upset the region’s governments was the
attitude of the George W Bush Administration following the events of 11th
September 2001, when it used the report’s contents – particularly its
negative assessment of the level of freedom in the Arab world – to justify its
political attacks on the Arab regimes and the launch of its initiative known
as the Greater Middle East Project. This was a project that held various
Arab regimes responsible for “incubating terrorism” and believed that the
way to deal with the problem was by putting pressure on those who had
hitherto been America’s allies to democratise their systems of government
and introduce political reforms in their countries. Subsequently, whenever
the regimes concerned tried to defend themselves and the way they
handled their domestic affairs, they were referred to the contents of the
human development report, which (thanks to local and international
developments) had now risen to the top of the “reform literature list” and
become a major source of material for debates on the region and its future.

As suspicion finds its mark, the seeds of conflict begin to geminate
The fact that the 2004 report was published at more or less the
same time as the change in American policy towards its Arab allies has
led some people to wonder about the “backgrounds and motives” of the
parties behind this “coincidence”. According to the Lebanese writer Faisal
Jalloul: “It was not just by chance that the United Nations report focused
on the statement that the Arabs are poor despite possessing considerable
resources, and that it called for the oil revenues to be invested in the Arab
world and Arab human development. The publication of the report also
occurred at precisely the time when the West was putting forward the idea
that terrorism had deep roots among the Arab and Muslim poor, and that
therefore in order to eradicate terrorism it would be necessary to dry up
the springs which feed it, the main one being poverty.” In this writer’s view,
the report’s main function was to “confront the two phenomena together:
that is to say, the way the oil money is spent and poverty as a mainstay of
terrorism.”
However, although the Americans were happy to use the report for
their own purposes, this did not prevent President Bush’s Administration
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from exerting serious pressure for amendments to the chapter criticising
the US invasion of Iraq and holding the Israeli Occupation partly
responsible for the lack of growth and development in the Arab world.
In fact, in addition to almost blocking the publication of the third part of
the Arab human development report America cut the budget of the body
in charge of supervising the publication of the reports by US$ 12 million
because of its displeasure with the contents of the first report.
Even if we accept the assumption that these reports were produced
to serve America’s political goals in the region, this does not explain
the impact they had in becoming a major tool for mobilising political
pressure to force the Arab regimes to introduce some urgent and
substantial reforms. It was for this reason that Mohamed Hassanein
Heikal observed: “[The report] was a bell which rang during the final
minutes of the final hour of present-day Arab time [i.e. as the clock
approached midnight].”

The distinctive features of the human development reports
The Arab human development reports have four distinctive features:
1 – At the practical level. A large number of Arab experts and
intellectuals with specialist backgrounds were involved in their preparation.
Their first meetings were brain-storming sessions during which some
themes were suggested as a basis for exchanges of views and agreement
on the general trends of the issues under discussion. By the conclusion of
these meetings the broad outlines could be clearly seen; this led to a new
phase during which the list of researchers was finalised and the relevant
data, bibliographic information and texts were collected. Work was then
ready to begin on the final version.
2 – At the methodological level. The reports aim to present a picture
of the general Arab situation that is as close as possible to reality. To do
this they comprise an enormous volume of figures, estimates and other
documentary evidence which, taken together, represent an important
database that politicians (whether government or opposition) cannot
possibly ignore. In other words, these reports are a collection of facts about
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the Arab world which are arranged methodically under a number of basic
headings and help produce an accurate picture of a region that still has
difficulty in diagnosing the precise nature of its own crises.
3 – Another feature of these regular reports is that they offer
opportunities for dialogue between political and social activists and
opinion-formers. In recent years this has enriched the literature on Arab
development with new vocabulary and concepts from a global perspective;
previously, much of what had been written about this subject was
determined by the cultural/economic perspectives of the period following
the 1967 defeat. Moreover, the reports also broadened the Arab intellectual
class’s horizons so that it was now able to look beyond the here and now;
one of its previous strategic failings had been a serious degree of shortsightedness which had prevented many of its members from developing
future scenarios based on realistic hypotheses rather than a mixture of
wishful thinking, ideology and guesswork.
4 – The reports gave the Arab world a common frame of reference.
Areas of discussion and investigation had formerly been limited solely
to a narrow regional context, so despite the importance of certain
specific local situations, the appearance of a pan-Arab report was able
to highlight wider common elements – whether these consisted of
problems and challenges affecting the whole of the Arab world or other
matters such as the structure of the state and the intersection of cultural,
political and economic factors.
The Arab region’s common identity demands a single strategy and
approach to the issues affecting it and its regional and international role.

Criticisms
The Arab human development reports were subjected to harsh
criticism from Arab intellectuals with a range of different political and
ideological affiliations. Some found fault with the general approach,
while others objected to their content. To get an idea about the areas of
disagreement and debate between the different strands that make up the
Arab intellectual scene, let us take a look at a couple of examples.
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Al Marzouqi rejects cultural stereotyping
Dr. Abu Ya‘rub al Marzouqi is wary of the solutions proposed by the
writers of the report and says that the Arab human development reports
have fallen into the “error of diagnosis based on comparison between the
superficial characteristics of the human phenomenon, because they have
failed to take into account the historical differences between different
stages of civilizational development or recognize the part played by those
stages in satisfying the conditions for effective development that changes
the meanings of things and actions.” He also comments that “the report
writers’ good intentions” can become “roads to the corridors of Hell,
particularly if they are linked to America’s desire – after 11th September –
for a policy that will ‘dry up the wellsprings’ with a new approach which
could actually be a disguised version of the Western concept of human
rights and ‘dry up the wellsprings’ for the simple reason that it [i.e. the
Western concept of human rights] will be incompatible with some of our
essential values.”
He believes that “the fundamental incongruity in this report is that
it ignores the main issue, which is: How is it possible to reconcile human
development … with economic development in a society whose economic,
scientific and technological base is still at a primitive stage?” He notes
that most standards of comparison between peoples and nations are “to
quote Ibn Khaldun, based on a yardstick produced by the prejudices of
those who dominate a particular period of history.” That is why Westerners
“imagine that people whose cultural and social structures and systems are
different from their own are inferior human beings. Western ideologues – as
well as most Arab experts – usually write reports that are inspired by their
own ideologies and only take note of the facts when they fit their view of
progress. What I am saying here is that they actually subscribe to the ‘End
of History’ theory.”
Hence al Marzouqi says: “hasty comparisons are liable to impose
unbearable burdens upon our countries - burdens the West itself was
only able to assume after several centuries and because of its steady
colonisation of the world and the exploitation of its resources.” He
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then asks: “Are freedoms not achieved in stages and in tandem with
development, and as a result of it not because of it (except in the final
stages of development such as happened in the West, and in the East in
the early stages of its ‘Renaissance’); I mean in circumstances similar to
our present situation? Or are we exceptions to the laws of history?” He
therefore rejects the idea of the Islamic world being subjected to what
he calls “the methodology of formal comparison and quantitative criteria
which measures progress and development on the basis of improvised
indicators and overlooks the fundamental causes.”

Ridwan al Sayyid: “Schizophrenic consciousness” lies at the
heart of the problem
Another example we have chosen in this connection is the position
of Prof. Ridwan al Sayyid, who examined the reasons why the Americans
welcomed the first human development report. In his view the authors
of the report are not involved in a conspiracy; in fact, the Arab thinkers
who helped produce it “had no intention of whetting Bush’s and the neoconservatives’ grindstone; and it is also the case that it is absolutely vital to
criticise the bad situation that prevails throughout the Arab nation, whether
or not this pleases the Americans. At the same time, America’s demand that
we should embrace religious, cultural and political change in the wake of
11th September – and the pressures it has been exerting to that end – should
not make us commit ourselves to the conventionally accepted view. Rather,
we could indeed find ourselves embracing change, though perhaps not in
the way (or with the aims) that America and other parties in the East and
West would like.” He believes that the Arab world’s problems “oblige us – as
societies and elites – to have a radical rethink about our ways of thinking
and planning in the interests of our rights and dignity as human beings.”
Al Sayyid believes that the real reason for the effusive welcome with
which the report was received – particularly by Westerners – is due to the
harsh and dismissive language in the statements of the intellectuals who
helped write it. Accordingly, he launches a bitter attack on those whom he
describes as “the change neo-revolutionaries”. In his view their problem
lies in the fact that they “have no real projects or plans; instead, they are
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hopeless nihilists using the pretext that they have been struggling ‘in vain’
for the past four decades, and now they are declaring that there is no hope
for either the countries or their societies.”
He sees the problem as being with the elites, particularly those who
“for the past four decades have occupied executive positions in the fields of
politics, administration, education or culture, or indeed in all those fields,
and today place the responsibility [for their failings] upon the shoulders of
the regimes with which they used to work, and also upon the societies on
whose behalf they thought and planned (or were active players) for decade
after decade.”
His objections also extend to the Arab elite class’s understanding of
the concept of modernisation: “According to the prevailing ideology that
permeates the report (though it cannot be clearly discerned because the
term ‘development’ occurs in the report so frequently; this term can be
problematic because it has such a wide meaning and may also itself be
turned into an ideology), modernisation is a task that was assigned to the
state five decades ago; however, it was unable to achieve it. This was not
due to despotism, or indeed democracy, on the part of the rulers, but to
the backwardness of the societies, who saw modernisation as a retrograde
enforced process (according to Hisham Sharabi). So after the state gave up
in despair, the task of modernisation has become the responsibility of the
civil society, which finds itself having to confront both the backwardness of
the masses and the despotism of the state.”
In his view these elites (among whom are the authors of the report)
are the self-appointed legal guardians of the Arab people, endowed (by
themselves, of course) with the mandate to lead the the public into the
modern world. He sees their view of modernity as “dating from latter
days of the Cold War as a value system of ‘modernity versus tradition’ modernity being meaningless in any sense other than as opposition to
tradition. This view implies that modernisation is a collection of positive
values and practices and the converse of backwardness, which – in the
idiom of the past generation of intellectuals – equals tradition.”
Moving from modernisation to the concept of the civil society (and he
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has serious doubts about what precisely this might be), Ridwan al Sayyid
asks: “What is this civil society (as if there were such things as ‘non-civil
societies’!), seeing that our societies are backward, impotent and lacking
in any kind of culture with a ‘development’ dimension or democratic
character? If, for the sake of argument, we say that civil society consists of
report-writers and those who support them, and those who share similar
attitudes and work in NGOs or certain sections of the media, we will again
come up against the fact that these people - who today are disgusted by
our backwardness and see no hope for the future - used to hide behind the
slogans of ‘modernisation’ (not ‘progress’), while working in cahoots with
the ruling regimes and against the mass of the people. As such people have
finally declared their bankruptcy, how can they expect us to endorse ‘postmodernism’ when they have lost hope in us and in our modernisation? And
how can they expect us to have any faith in their ‘civil society’ when they
have gone back to working hand in hand with the authorities against ‘the
backward Islamists’?”
Al Sayyid rejects the contrast between “civil society” on the one
hand and “the state and the community” on the other: “They point to the
experiences of East Asia and Latin America and compare us with them
and this shows our situation in an even worse light. However, in East
Asia progress was – and continues to be – spearheaded by the state; so
why should the state itself be an obstacle to progress in our particular
countries?” Focusing on the role of the state, he addresses the authors of
the report as follows: “We disagree with your view that the state should be
dispensed with in the interests of the community, then that the community
should be dispensed with in the interests of the civil society; that is to say,
[in the interests of] you and you alone.”
The final point on which Ridwan al Sayyid disagrees with the authors
of the report is “their failure to recognize the global contexts that are
directly or indirectly responsible for backwardness and despotism. All your
statistics, gentlemen, are correct. However, what is wrong or problematic is
the [kind of ‘schizophrenic] consciousness’ which excludes us from history,
excludes us from the world and excludes us from politics (an area which
includes inter-personal relations and serving the public interest) – [this
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‘schizophrenic consciousness’ which flows] from the pens of those who
[paradoxically] wish to see us enjoy the benefits of prosperity, progress and
development!”
Al Sayyid places his hopes in those societies which he believes will
behave and react in unexpected ways and catch intellectuals, governments
and international movers and shakers unawares.

The revolutions have not yet developed their own school of thought
The views of Abu Ya‘rub al Marzouqi and Ridwan al Sayyid give us an
idea of the sort of debate that is still sowing discord among the Arab elites.
Its main focus is on the modernist interpretations of the prevailing culture
and on how it can and should be changed.
This debate – which up to a point is commendably vigorous – needs to
be reassessed in the light of the Arab movement for change which began
in Tunisia and then moved on to Egypt before becoming an armed conflict
in Libya. In Yemen it was peaceful, despite the fact that so many of that
country’s population carry arms, while in Syria…
These movements took everybody by surprise and confounded the
elites’ predictions. In doing so they gave rise to a new set of priorities that
differed entirely from those of the established politico-cultural scene.
That being so, would the elites be right to continue using the same
old tools for dealing with the radical changes brought about by these
revolutions? Will the birth of a new Arab school of thought require a
departure from the former way of thinking or a severance of all links with
it?

Let us consider the following issues:

• The Arab movements for change demonstrated that the Arab
region faces a single set of challenges. The situations in its different
states are similar and it is liable to be affected by any major change that
might happen in any individual state, which means that an “each one is
different”, or “dharri” (“atomisation”) mentality, as the thinker Malik bin
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Nabi calls it, will be useless in helping to explain the strong links between
the disparate parts of the Ummah (Nation) and across the region as a
whole.

• These popular movements showed that it is impossible to reform
the state and government by adopting the old approach. The regimes
refused to change their way of running public affairs, obstinately ignored
the demands for reform put forward by the political and intellectual elites,
and sought to marginalise and deride the civil society’s political parties
and activists. In doing so – and by deluding them and forcing them to
hang around idly waiting for a “reform train” which never arrived – they
created a sense of frustration and despair among the intellectual class
and those calling for change. To start with, the ruling regimes found the
situation highly satisfactory, but in fact it was eating them away from
within and creating a vacuum that eventually sparked a revolt on the
part of the youth and other marginalised sections of the community,
who turned to modern communications technology to generate social
firestorms in different parts of the region. However, because of the
obstinacy and dominance of the culture of despotism, and because the
governments relied heavily on the use of security solutions for tackling
political, social and cultural opposition, as well as the fact that they
were stuck fast in a morass of corruption, several of the regimes still
refused to countenance the idea of reform. This led to the rise of protest
movements which quickly became widespread intifadas and, finally, open
revolts which enabled the mass of the population to shake off their fear
complex and change at least two regimes – in Tunisia and Egypt. These
developments revealed the limits of the cultural and political elites’ ability
to foresee the future or provide the popular masses with leadership at a
time of revolution and democratic transition.
If we go back and take a second look at the human development
reports we will find that they were largely right, though they were unable to
predict the probability of these wide-ranging revolutions taking place or the
suddenness with which they occurred. They also underestimated the power
of the people.
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Despite the suddenness of the Arab revolutions, they did not take
place in a vacuum. In addition to various social, economic and political
factors – which fed the rebellious trend against the people’s miserable
conditions – a large stockpile of ideas and values had begun to build up
and have an impact upon hearts and minds. This explains the mature
attitudes of the masses in the countries in which there were wide popular
uprisings. It also means that previous efforts and initiatives launched by
the intellectual classes under various pretexts were not a complete waste
of time, even though they did not bear fruit initially; instead, their effect
turned out to have been cumulative. Ideas do not die but add themselves
to the popular consciousness, where they wait until the conditions are ripe
for them to rise to the surface again in different circumstances. Demands
for justice, jobs, freedom and equality before the law are values and ideas
which have been pivotal to the efforts of the leading reformists over the
past thirty years, and they provided the forward-looking Arab movements
with the foundations on which they were able to build their strategies.
Like the ideas that give birth to them, revolutions are subject to the
“law of assimilation and disposal”. When something is old this does not
mean it is totally invalid and thus destined for the dustbin of history, as
they say; rather, it is a ‘compound’ – a mixture of successes and failures,
positives and negatives. Revolutionary ideas are sound when they do not
lead to a repeat of the mistakes of the past and are able to reconstruct
systems using a coherent approach that leads to better conditions for the
community as a whole. It is because of this that there are disagreements
today between the different forces in Tunisia and Egypt as they seek to
establish a new culture which reflects a massive political transformation –
one that has not yet been translated into a clear ideology.
The question on many people’s lips today is: Is reform incompatible
with revolution? At the birth of the Arab Renaissance – and after the
failure of the successive military coups which accompanied the rise of
the nationalist movements from the early 1950s with their revolutionary
slogans – every variation on the theme of Arab thought acquired a
reformist character. However, with today’s revolutions and what has been
described as the Arab Spring, does this mean that the entire reformist
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system needs to be turned on its head? Or is it possible for reform to
become an agent of change in which the sequence or “style” of the
reforms is different rather than their essential character and content?
This is actually the case where the Tunisian and Egyptian political
scenes are concerned. Both countries have committed themselves to an
agenda of democratic transition with a revised constitution and interim
government; the leading figures of the previous regimes are being held
to account, there is a free press and freedom to form political parties
and dates have been set for free and fair elections. At the same time,
however, there are differences between them in their approach and order
of priorities.
This is the case in the political sphere. Meanwhile, at the cultural and
intellectual level tussles are still ongoing between the different groups who
took part in the revolutions and there are no signs yet of a new ideology.
These movements attached significantly greater importance to politics
than they did to the economy and culture, mainly because they found
themselves in conflict with their ruling regimes after the latter proved to be
an obstacle to genuine and far-reaching reforms; that is to say, in contrast
to politics, cultural and economic obstacles were no impediment to
changes in the balance of political power so they were not given the same
priority. In this respect the Arab revolutions have been no different from
earlier revolutions in other parts of the world, including the French and
Bolshevist Revolutions; however, the main challenge they have to face is,
and will continue to be, economic and is about how to define a alternative
vision of development that will be capable of achieving social justice
between all groups and individuals while ensuring higher productivity and
the effective exploitation of national resources.
That is the main challenge. The literature on development that has
gained currency in recent years, and the policies put forward by the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund and imposed upon the states
of the region, have helped make the situation even more critical, creating
even more severe difficulties for its governments and for the growth of a
post-revolutionary economy.
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This is a huge challenge for the intellectuals and experts who
helped produce the human development reports, as well as for other
Arab intellectuals including the reports’ critics. This is because when the
balance of power shifted in favour of change thanks to the valiant efforts of
the vital sections of the Arab masses, particularly the youth, there were no
qualified experts on the economy or development available to offer positive
alternative solutions capable of negotiating the slippery slopes of the
market economy and overcoming the sterile wilderness of a neo-liberalism
that makes gods out of the market and modernisation.
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