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THE VALUE SYSTEM IN
A RELIGIOUS AND SOCIAL
CONTEXT
Abdulrahman al‑Sālimi

T

he Holy Qur’an describes the moral values and
ethics that should characterise a Believer with
the following verse: “And who speaks fairer than
he who calls unto Allah and does righteousness and
says: ‘Surely I am of them that surrender as Muslims’?
Not equal are the good deed and the evil deed. Repel
with that which is fairer and behold, he between
whom and thee there is enmity shall be as if he were
an intimate friend. Yet none shall receive it except the
steadfast; none shall receive it except one of great
good fortune.”
This shows clearly that the Believer’s task is to call
people to Allah through good deeds, and this requires
him to set an example for others to follow by behaving
in every respect as a model Muslim. He must be
steadfast, because the path he is called upon to follow
demands endless patience in the face of adversity and
a commitment from him to dedicate himself to the
cause of right and truth. Those who strive in the path
of Allah and for the benefit of humanity are indeed
5
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people “of great good fortune”, thanks to a combination of three factors:
faith, good deeds and steadfastness in the face of adversity in the hope of
a reward and recognition from Allah.
A Believer’s mission to perform good deeds on behalf of humanity
epitomizes the Muslim character with its values of equality, mercy,
karamah (nobility or honour), justice, “ta‘aruf” (knowing each other and
acting towards each other with due consideration) and a commitment
to the public good. All these values are stressed repeatedly in the Holy
Qur’an – hundreds of times in the cases of “equality” and the “public
good” – and they have become instilled in the Muslim psyche and
Muslim behaviour over the generations, to the extent that they have
come to form the linchpin of the Ummah (Islamic Nation) and its
community of Believers.
Nevertheless, if we look at the historical relationship between Muslims
and their scriptures we will find that – when considering the question
of a person committing a kabirah, or major sin – many Believers have
wondered why good deeds should be second in importance to faith. A true
Believer can never commit a prohibited act such as murder, adultery or
theft; despite this, however, misdemeanours occurred at the time of the
Companions of the Prophet (PBUH), although some of those who were
guilty of them were also known for their strong faith and aspirations
towards good behaviour and virtue.
How is it, then, that we should see good deeds as being inferior in
status to faith?
Umm al Mu’minin (The Mother of the Believers) Sayyidah ‘A’isha
commented on this conundrum with a Hadith about the Prophet (PBUH)’s
moral disposition, in which she said: “His manners and morals were the
Qur’an.” That is to say, he (PBUH) demonstrated the values of the Qur’an
in his thinking and behaviour. We can infer from this that, while it is true
that Qur’anic values do not exclude the possibility of human error, they do
ensure avoidance of those forbidden acts which the Qur’an considers to
form the dividing line between faith and unbelief.
6
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The principle of equality is a value deeply embedded in the Muslim
character, since the Qur’an stresses that Allah’s creation stems from
a single source and that before their Creator all mankind are of equal value
and will be subjected to the same yardstick when it comes to deciding their
rewards and punishments. This belief in equality acts as an antidote to
pride and its companion vice – a sense of superiority.
Similarly, karamah is a value that obliges Man to assume responsibility
for being true to “the virtue of the two covenants” – the covenant of “alastu
birabbikum” (“Am I not your Lord?” – Man’s acknowledgement of his duty
to worship his Creator) and the covenant of “walaqad karramna bani
adam” (“And We have honoured the children of Adam” – Man’s acceptance
of his responsibility as Allah’s vicegerent upon earth). The Qur’an describes
these honours that Allah has bestowed upon Man as representing the Trust
He has placed in him – the Trust which distinguishes him from the rest of
creation.
Mercy – a value derived from equality and karamah – is one of the
Sublime Attributes that exemplify Allah’s relationship with His creatures,
and since He has bestowed an element of it upon them, it has become
both a value and a virtue. Referring to it in the Qur’an Allah says: “kataba
‘ala nafsihi al rahmah” (“He has decreed upon Himself the Law of
Grace and Mercy”) and “warahmati wasi‘at kulla shay’” (“And My Mercy
encompasses all things”), while He describes Himself as “al rahman
al rahim” (“The All-Compassionate, All-Merciful”). Moreover, speaking
of the Prophet (PBUH) and his mission, the Qur’an says: “And We have
not sent you except as a Mercy to all creation”. At the same time it also
enjoins mankind to be kind to their parents and: “Lower to them the wing
of humility out of mercy”.
This instruction, which completes the final link between the Creator
and mankind, is reinforced by the Prophetic Tradition which states that
Allah the Most High extends His Mercy to the merciful.
We should note here that mercy and karamah can only exist if there
is justice – not merely in the sense of something dispensed through the
law courts, but also as the result of clear understanding and a sense of
7
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fairness. In this sense, justice comes from a fine balance between faith,
mercy and equity, while a Believer – living in a just society under a just
ruler – is just in both word and deed.
All these values are qualities which can be seen in a person’s
behaviour towards others, and this is the meaning of “ta‘aruf” – a word
which carries the connotation of interaction with the “different other”.
In this context – in which interaction is based upon the values of dignity,
nobility and mercy – the differences between the parties involved actually
bring them closer together rather than driving them further apart. The
Holy Qur’an sees diversity as a catalyst for unity and integration, not the
opposite.
In addition to these qualities, the Qur’an also calls constantly upon
people to work for the public good, remain patient and steadfast and wait
for their reward from Allah.
If the Qur’an provides the basis – or inspiration – for the social value
system in Islam (which is essentially the etiquette and ethics of social
behavior), a look at our history will also show the role played by those values
in Muslim culture and theological debate. In theology the focus has been on
justice, while in other contexts greater priority has been given to solicitude
and mercy. Indeed, during times of heated discussion or debate the two
values may sometimes have appeared to be separated from each other by
a kind of “no-man’s-land”, though they also came to be seen as concomitant
– or even interrelated – by those fuqaha (scholars of jurisprudence) and
usuliyyun (scholars of the “roots” of jurisprudence) who developed the theory
of dhururat (literally “necessities”), maqasid al shari‘ah (objectives of Islamic
law), or human rights, which they summed up as: protecting human life,
protecting the Faith, protecting the mind, protecting progeny and protecting
property. To these we can add a further right – protecting freedom.
If we consider these five – or six – principles, we find that they link
equality to karamah, justice and mercy. This leaves us with two more
conditions of the Qur’an’s value system – steadfastness and patience
(which Allah requires from us), and “great good fortune” (which Allah has
promised those of us who have made sacrifices for His sake).
8
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What does “requiring steadfastness and patience” mean in this
context? The “calling people to Allah” referred to in the Qur’an demands
two things: faith in conjunction with a value system, and patience in
the face of adversity. This is because carrying and conveying the “call
to Allah” is an extremely demanding operation which involves great
hardship, to the extent that, unless they are truly strong-willed, even those
engaged in it who are strong in faith and sincerely believe in the value of
missionary work may find themselves tempted to abandon it. The Qur’an
instructs those who propagate the Faith to be patient and steadfast. If
they fail to get a response they must not despair, even if they should suffer
persecution for their adherence to their principles. In their response to
trials and tribulations their “steadfast and patient” approach reflects
a firm commitment to their beliefs as well as a determination to persist in
carrying out their sacred trust, regardless of any obstacles they may face.
In the end, the Believer’s steadfastness will pay off and he will be
granted his “great good fortune” in both this world and the next. In this
world his mission will be successful, while in the next he will receive his
reward from Allah, including the satisfaction of knowing that he has done
his duty. Thus he will have lived his life according to the Islamic value
system by combining his faith with good deeds for the benefit of the
Muslim community, Islam and the wider world.
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MAQASID AL SHARI‘AH
(THE OBJECTIVES OF
ISLAMIC LAW)

AN EXAMINATION OF HOW USUL
AL FIQH (THE PRINCIPLES OF
ISLAMIC JURISPRUDENCE) ARE
APPLIED TO PROGRESSIVE TRENDS
AND PRESENT-DAY SITUATIONS
Ridwan al Sayyid

F

I

rom the second century AH, ideas on the usul
(principles) of the Shariah began to be shaped
by two basic objectives – firstly, “ilzam wa taklif”
(“compulsion and obligation”), and, secondly, a correct
understanding of the Shariah texts and ‘urf (accepted
custom) so that they could be defined and applied in
practice.

Due to lack of space, it would be inappropriate to
go into great detail here, but I should like to refer to two
works that played a pivotal role in this connection – i.e.
in explaining the thinking behind these two objectives.
The first of these is Al Risalah by Imam al Shafi‘i
(d. 204AH/849CE)1, while the second is Al ‘Ilal by ‘Ali
bin al Madini (d. 235AH/849CE)2.
1

Imam al Shafi‘i: Al Risalah. Published by Ahmed Mohammed Shaker,
1940. Second impression, Dar al Turath 1399AH/1979CE. See also
Mohammed Abu Zahra: al Shafi‘i, Dar al Fikr al Arabi, Egypt, 2 nd
impression, pp. 19‑21.

2

Ali bin al Madini: Kitab al ‘Ilal, al Maktab al Islami, Beirut, 1973.

Thinker and academic from Lebanon, and editorial adviser to Al Tafahom magazine.
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The main theme running through both these works – and this
is also true of subsequent texts on the general subjects of usul and
fiqh (jurisprudence) – was the question of sultah (authority). Where
“compulsion and obligation” were concerned, there was never any question
about where the authority lay; that is to say, it was universally recognized
that the “Compeller and Obliger” was none other than Allah, Glory be to
Him. That is why al Shafi‘i devoted little time and effort in Al Risalah to
this issue. Instead, his concern was with the sources of legislation – or with
those texts regarded as Divine or as having “Divine connotations”.
Scholars familiar with the history of Islamic legislation know that
al Shafi‘i established his position on “compulsion” by relating the Prophet’s
Sunnah to the appropriate texts of the Qur’an. Meanwhile, where the
question of “understanding” the Scriptures (or their practical application)
was concerned, his focus was on the study of semantics and the basic
grammar needed in order to interpret the language correctly.
In al Shafi‘i’s view qiyas (analogical reasoning) was the only feasible
way of relating the text to changing realities on the ground, though he was
less certain about the question of ijma‘ (consensus) – about whether it
should be derived from the text and source material, or from the “means”
of understanding and implementing the text (i.e. through the use of tools
such as qiyas).
In his work Al ‘Ilal the only topic that concerned ‘Ali bin al Madini was
what he called the “Tabaqat Ahl al ‘Ilm” (“Classes of People of Knowledge”)
who were qualified (or “authorised”) to understand the text. In his view the
only people eligible to prescribe laws were those who were well versed in
the three relevant subject areas: knowledge of the Qur’an, the collation of
reports and narrations from the Prophet, and the possession of knowledge
inherited from the blessed generations of the early days of Islam – the
generations of the Companions, Tabi‘iyn (Followers) and Tabi‘iy al Tabi’iyn
(Followers of the Followers).
During the 3 rd century AH (9 th century CE) there were starkly
conflicting views on almost every subject. The fuqaha (jurists) of the Ahl
al Ra’iy (“People of Opinion” – opponents of the “People of Hadith”) and
12
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the Mu‘tazilites debated the Sunnah and discussed questions such as
whether as a source of legislation it was in the same class as the Qur’an.1
There was also serious debate on the qualifications of a faqih (jurist),
Hadith scholar or mutakallim (theologian) that made him eligible to give an
opinion on the Scripture, and on which of those scholarly categories should
be accorded priority to pronounce on it.2 However, as the different schools
of fiqh took shape by around the middle of the 4th century AH (10th century
CE), the positions of al Shafi‘i, Ibn al Madini and their pupils on the main
issues became clearly established, though from that time on noticeable
differences emerged over how to approach the second element of the usul
– specifically the “means” and tools that should be adopted (regardless of
the terminology used) in order to understand and implement the text or the
rulings derived from it.
The Hanafi fuqaha insisted on the principle of istihsan (juristic
preference) – which was disputed by al Shafi‘i and the “People of Hadith”.
The Malikis based their rulings on ‘amal ahl al Madinah (the practice
of the people of al Madinah) and masalih mursalah (considerations of
public interest), while the Hanbalis gave absolute priority to the recorded
utterances or opinions of the Companions. 3 There were also those who
believed that all these issues could be dealt with by qiyas and that there was
no need to concern oneself with primary or secondary sources of legislation.
However, other scholars maintained that, rather than focusing solely on
specific and “partial” issues, what really mattered was the general theory
behind the concept of fiqh and the meaning and functions of the Shariah.4
It was during this period – i.e. the 3rd and 4th centuries AH – that scholars
of usul al fiqh began to discuss the thinking, or maqasid (objectives),
1

Ridwan al Sayyid: Al Ummah wa’l Jama‘ah wa’l Sultah, Beirut, Dar Iqra’, 2nd impression, 1984,
pp. 62‑68.

2

Wa’il Hallaq: Nash’atu’l Fiqhi’l Islami wa Tatawwuruh, Beirut, Dar al Madar al Islami, 2007,
pp. 245‑264, and Wa’il Hallaq: Al Sultah al Madhhabiyyah: al Taqlid wa’l Tajdid fi’l Fiqhi’l Islami,
Beirut, Dar al Madar al Islami, 2007, pp. 101‑138.

3

Abdul Majid al Saghir: Al Fikr al Usuli wa Ishkaliyyat al Sultah al ‘Ilmiyyah fi’l Islam, Beirut, Dar
al Muntakhab al Arabi, 1994, pp. 153‑219.

4

Wa’il Hallaq: Tarikh al Nadhariyyati’l Fiqhiyyah fi’l Islam, Beirut, Dar al Madar al Islami, 207,
pp. 117‑170.
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behind Shariah legislation and assert that the Shariah was divinely
ordained to safeguard the interests of mankind. This was also the period of
Mu‘tazilites such as Abu’l Qasim al Ka‘bi (d. 317AH/929CE), al Qadi ‘Abdul
Jabbar (d. 415AH/1024CE) – in his book Al ‘Umad and his commentary on
Al Mu‘tamad by Abu’l Hasan al Basri (d. 436AH/1044CE) – and Abu Bakr
al Jassas, the Hanafi ‘alim (religious scholar) and author of the book Ahkam
al Qur’an, who was influenced by the Mu‘tazilites. Today we have none of
al Ka‘abi’s texts; nor do we have any records of him that mention the term
“maqasid”. However, some fragments of ‘Abdul Jabbar’s and al Basri’s
writings refer to three terms which, in the contexts in which they appear,
are synonymous with it – “‘ilal” (literally “reasons”), “masalih” (literally
“interests”) and “dhururiyyat” (literally “necessities” or “obligations”).1

II
As far as we know, the term “maqasid” was first used by al Hakim
al Tirmidhi (from the end of the 3rd century AH) in the titles of several of his
books, including Al Salat wa Maqasidha, Maqasid al ‘Ubudiyyah aw ‘Ilaliha
and ‘Ilal al Shari‘ah wa Maqasidha.2 It also occurs in Ma’akhid al Shara’i‘
by al Maturidi (d. 333AH/944CE), Mahasin al Shari‘ah by Abu Bakr al Qaffal
al Shashi (d. 365AH/975CE) and Mas’alat al Jawab wa’l Dala’il wa’l ‘Ilal by
Abu Bakr al Abhari al Maliki (d. 375AH/985CE). Historians of ‘Ilm al Usul
(the “Science of Principles”) claim that al Baqillani (d. 403AH) refers to
“‘ilal” and “maqasid”, but I have not found these two terms in any of his
printed works.3
It was Imam al Haramayn al Juwayni (d. 478AH/1085CE) who
first outlined the salient features of what came to be known as “‘ilm

14

1

Abdul Majid al Saghir: Al Fikr al Usuli wa Ishkaliyyat al Sultah al ‘Ilmiyyah fi’l Islam, See above. Pp.
292‑298 and 347‑441.

2

Ahmed al Raysouni: Nadharaiyyat al Maqasid ‘inda’l Imam al Shatibi, Beirut, al Mu’assasat
al Jami‘iyyah, 1992, pp. 32‑34. And see al Hakim al Tirmidhi on fiqh al ta‘lil and fiqh al maqasid
in Khalid Zuhri: Ma‘alimu’l Ijtihadi’l Maqasidi ‘inda’l Hakimi’l Tirmidhi in Maqasid al Shari‘ah wa’l
Ijtihad, London, Mu’assasat al Furqan, 2008, ed. Jaser Awdah, pp. 157‑221.

3

Al Iqtibasat ‘ani’l Maturidi wa’l Qaffal wa’l Baqillani, taken from al Raysouni: Nadharaiyyat
al Maqasid. See above. Pp. 34‑37.
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al maqasid” (the “science of objectives”) – a term he used in his books
Ghiyath al Umam and Al Burhan fi’l Usul. 1 He states: “The Shariah is
concerned with five matters [related to] the dhururat (obligatory conditions)
needed for sustaining human life, such as qisas (retributive justice), as well
as matters related to the public need. It is not limited to obligatory matters
such as dealings between people, or to what is not [in the categories
of] dhururiyy (obligatory) and haji (‘need-related’), since it also covers
makrumat (desirable moral behaviour) such as acts of purification and
matters in the mandubat (recommended) category. Finally, there are [those
things] that do not have a clear [rational] explanation or a specific objective
[Arabic ‘maqsad’] such as acts of worship.”
Al Juwayni then goes on to say: “These matters are generally
applicable and undeniably [represent] the Legislator’s (i.e. Allah’s) purpose
of religious worship.”2 He defines the five “Major Obligations” (Dhururiyyat)
– or Higher Goals – of the Shariah as: protecting the Faith, protecting
human life, protecting the mind, protecting progeny and protecting
property.3 Al Juwayni’s pupil al Ghazali (d. 505AH/1111CE) says the same
thing in almost the same words in Shifa’ al ‘Alil and Al Mustasfa;4 however,
he treats the concept as a “philosophy of legislation”, while al Juwayni (in
Ghiyath al Umam) assigns the dhururat a practical role in two exceptional
circumstances: when there is no Sultan or ruling authority and when there
is no scholarly elite.5
There were no significant additions to al Juwayni’s and al Ghazali’s
propositions until the 8th century AH (15th century CE), with a few possible
exceptions including al Amidi (d. 631AH/1233CE), who wrote: “The five
1

Al Juwaini: Al Burhan fi Usuli’l Fiqh, ed. Abdul Adhim al Dib, Qatar, 1400 AH, vol. 2 pp. 1112‑1128,
and al Juwaini’s Ghiyath al Umam ed. Abdul Adhim al Dib, Qatar, 1401 AH pp. 318‑326.

2

Al Juwaini: Al Burhan. See above, 2/1150.

3

Al Juwaini: Al Burhan. See above, 2/1151.

4

Al Ghazali: Shifa’u’l ‘Alil, ed. Hamad al Kubaisi, Baghdad, Matba‘at al Irshad 1971, p. 159, and
Al Mustasfa 1‑2, Beirut, Dar al Fikr, 1/286. See Al Maqasid ‘inda’l Ghazali in Muhammad Abduh:
Maqasid al Shari‘ah Qiblat al Mujtahidin – Abu Hamid al Ghazali Namudhajan in Maqasid
al Shari‘ah wa’l Ijtihad, ed. Jaser Awdah, London, Mu’assasat al Furqan, 2008, pp. 101‑155.

5

See Abdul Majid al Saghir: Al Fikr al Usuli wa Ishkaliyyat al Sultah al ‘Ilmiyyah fi’l Islam, pp. 354‑430.
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maqasid which no religious community (millah) or legal system fails to
observe are: the Faith, human life, the mind, progeny and property.” 1
Another possible exception was ‘Izz al Din bin ‘Abdul Salam (d.
660AH/1261CE), who wrote a book entitled: Qawa‘id al Ahkam fi Masalih
al Anam (Principles of Rules in the Interests of Creation) which begins
with the observation that laws are revealed to promote the public interest
and deter wrongdoing and corruption. Elsewhere he states: “Most of the
Qur’an’s maqasid enjoin the promotion of the public interest and what is
conducive to it, and the prevention of wrongdoing and corruption and what
is conducive to it.” 2 Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al Jawziyya did not
write anything specifically on maqasid, though their works include several
references to public and private life in which they detail the public interests
upheld by the Shariah.3
When we speak about Maqasid al Shari‘ah (and this has been the
case since the 19th century), we understand it as meaning what Ibrahim
bin Musa al Shatibi (d. c. 790AH/1388CE) meant by it in his book
Al Muwafaqat4 (Reconciliation), which he wrote in the 8th century AH. He
divided it into two major categories: the objective of the Lawgiver and the
objective of the “commandee” (i.e. the person commanded to comply with
the Shariah). In his Introduction he mentions that he wrote his book for
three reasons: to demonstrate that the Shariah was revealed to safeguard
the interests of mankind, that this can be explained in detail in a series
of individual chapters, and that he had come to understand this through
reasoned investigation. (This suggests that, unlike its other branches, this
branch of ‘Ilm al Usul may be seen as a distinct and separate discipline.)
Using reasoned investigation, al Shatibi established that the maqasid
or interests in the dhururiyyat category are five in number: protecting the
Faith, protecting human life, protecting progeny, protecting property and
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1

Izz al Din ibn Abdul Salam: Qawa‘id al Ahkam fi Masalih al Anam, Ed. And commentary by Taha
Abdul Rauf Sa’ad, Beirut, Dar al Jil, 1966,1/46‑47.

2

Ibn Abdul Salam: Qawa‘id al Ahkam 1/8‑11. See above.

3

From Ahmed al Raisouni: Nadhariyyat al Maqasid, pp. 53‑57. See above.

4

Al Shatibi: Al Muwafaqat fi Usuli’l Shari‘ah, ed. Abdullah Diraz, Egypt, Maktabat al Usrah, 4 vols.
1978.
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protecting the mind – “which is something that every religious community
is [committed to] protecting.” After the “dhururiy” (“obligatory/essential”)
come the “haji” (“required”) and “tahsini” (“ameliorative”) categories.
There are two aspects to “protecting” – “protecting” from “existence”
and “protecting” from “non-existence”.
Al Shatibi then moves on to examine all usul- and fiqh-related issues
on the basis of these principles and their implications. He was thus the first
person to offer a comprehensive theory of the Shariah and the reasons,
wisdom and objectives behind it.1
In al Shatibi we find a virtually conclusive formulation of the theory
of Islamic Law, which may be regarded as a branch of Usul al Fiqh. At the
same time, he approaches the subject from an independent angle while
incorporating the best of everything that has previously been written about
it, particularly by al Juwayni, al Ghazali and some of the Maliki jurists such
as al Qarafi. He insists repeatedly that his theory comes under the heading
of “fiqh al ta‘lil” (fiqh of “explanatory justification”), but that its main
principles are based on reasoned investigation.2
At this point some comment might be useful in order to enable the
reader to gain a clearer understanding of the differences between the old,
original maqasid and opinions and the way they are applied in a modern or
contemporary context.
1

Over the past five decades numerous studies have been published on “al maqasid al Shatibiyyah”.
In his thesis entitled Maqasid al Shari‘ah (Beirut, Dar al Tali‘ah, 2000) Nur al Din Buthawri presents
a good review of the studies on this subject. Mohammed Kamal Imam has published a handbook in
several volumes on maqasid al Shari‘ah and material on that topic by al Shatibi and various other
scholars (London, Mu’assasat al Furqan, 2007‑2010). Specialists in fiqh al maqasid who based their
work on al Shatibi’s writings included – in particular – al Tahir bin Ashour (in the 1940s) and Allal
al Fassi (in the 1960s). The best known studies since then include Ahmed al Raisouni and Hamadi
al Obeidi. For a different angle on the subject see Wa’il Hallaq: Tarikh al Nadhariyyati’l Fiqhiyyah,
pp. 217‑268. See above.

2

For a new view on the relationship between maqasid and usul al fiqh see Abdullah bin Biyyah:
‘Ilaqat Maqasid al Shar ‘ah bi Usuli’l Fiqh, London, Mu’assasat al Furqan, 2006. For a comparative
view of fiqh al ta‘lil and fiqh al maqasid see Salim Yafut: Hafariyyat al Ma‘rifah’l ‘Arabiyyah
al Islamiyyah: al Ta‘lil al Fiqhi, Beirut, Dar al Tali‘ah, 1990.
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Firstly: The basic theory of maqasid shows that the usul scholars had
reached maturity. Previously their discipline had not been regarded as
valid, although – or possibly because – it represented a new way of thinking
and a shift from “fiqh al ta‘lil” to “fiqh hikmat al tashri‘” (“fiqh of the
wisdom of legislation”).
Secondly: The relationship between usul al fiqh and maqasid
al Shari‘ah remained somewhat obscure, since the latter were regarded as
being outside the sphere of usul. In other words, fiqh al maqasid and ‘ilm
usul al fiqh were treated as parallel and separate disciplines.
Thirdly, fiqh al maqasid had no direct impact on usul or fiqh
scholarship, or on the way that qadis approached the issues that fell within
their remit. In other words, it had no “legislative consequences”.
Fourthly, like his contemporary Ibn Khaldun, al Shatibi’s contribution
was in a class of its own. It is probable that this is mainly because of
the theoretical nature of ’ilm al maqasid, and its lack of impact on fiqh
scholarship in general, though like the older Maliki ‘ulama (religious
scholars) and fiqh scholars of other schools, al Shatibi issued fatwas that
influenced those who came after him. His book Al I‘tisam1 gained a high
reputation as a work of reference and was constantly used by ‘ulama
(scholars), though Al Muwafaqat – while it attracted praise, amazement
and admiration – was not regarded as a practical handbook.

III
When I read Rifa‘a Rafi‘ al Tahtawi’s Takhlis al Ibriz (A Paris Profile,
published in 1834) and Al Murshid al Amin li’l Banat wa’l Banin (The
Honest Guide for Education of Girls and Boys, published in 1847), I found
frequent references to the term “masalih” – and sometimes “al manafi‘
al ‘umumiyyah” (“public interests”)2. I subsequently realized that he had
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1

Al Shatibi: Al I‘tisam 1‑2, Egypt, published by al Manar Printing Press in 1922 with an Introduction by
Muhammad Rashid Rida. My own copy was published by Al Riyadh Modern Library (undated). In his
Introduction al Shatibi states that he wrote it “[to counter] bid’a and [heretical] innovations”.

2

See my book Siyaasaat al Islam al Mu‘asir, Beirut, Dar al Kitab al Arabi 1997, pp. 236‑244.
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taken it from Tuhfat al Turk fima Yajib al Yu‘mal fi’l Mulk1 by the Hanafi
judge al Tarsusi (d. 758AH/1356CE), where it occurs in several substantial
excerpts which he quoted from that book. Al Tahtawi saw no need for
religious reform; what he regarded as essential was civil reform, because it
was this sphere that he saw as relevant to Muslim masalih.
In his Aqwam al Masalik Khayr al Din al Tunisi reviewed the
experiences of the major European states and wrote a “Muqaddimah”
(Introduction/Prolegomenon) similar to Ibn Khaldun’s in which he observed
that the Shariah of Islam was able to protect Muslim masalih in this world
and the next and that the creation of “tandhimat”, or institutions, would
provide a solid basis for religious rectitude and integrity. It was this view
that led him to decry the fact that some Islamic ‘ulama – men entrusted
with the task of promoting the interests of the community – were reluctant
to look seriously at the state of their society and knew nothing of the
outside world.
The notion of “i‘tibar” – that is to say, drawing analogies by comparing
one situation with another – is a well recognized Khaldunian concept.
However, Khayr al Din al Tunisi wanted the ‘ulama to give their support to
the state institutions for two reasons. The first of these was that the Shariah
was well qualified to protect Muslim masalih in this world and the next;
therefore, if they ignored the affairs of this world, they would be in breach
of one of the two fundamental elements of the Faith (i.e. the material world
and the spiritual world) and this would disrupt the whole structure of the
Islamic Faith.
The second reason was that that Europe’s progress – which was
now spreading across the world – had created a situation which required
everybody to play a part, including the political and religious elites.
Briefly speaking, this meant that a two pronged response was required.
The general Muslim public – who were still inclined to reject anything
that was non-Muslim in origin – should be encouraged to embrace those
1

Al Tarsusi: Tuhfat al Turk, ed. Ridwan al Sayyid, Beirut, Dar al Tali‘ah, 1993. Al Tahtawi copied four
chapters from al Tarsusi without attribution.
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positive aspects of European progress that were compatible with the
Shariah. Meanwhile, the ‘ulama should declare that the “new masalih” –
i.e. the conditions (including institutions) that were essential for improving
the Muslim situation – were a commendable demonstration of maqasid
al Shari‘ah.
This meant that there was a need for practical co-operation between
the religious and political leaders.1
In Section No. 34 of Aqwam al Masalik2 al Tunisi cites the fiqh source
on which he bases his demand for the ‘ulama to contribute to their
country’s progress and development as being the Risalah (Epistle) on the
politics of the Shariah3 by Mohammed Bayram I – a man he describes as
“the Leader of the Hanafi Sheikhs and Tunisia’s Ultimate Fatwa Authority”.
In his Risalah Bayram defines politics as “doing that in which people are
nearer to goodness and further from corruption, even if it has not been
instituted by the Messenger or mentioned in [Divine] Revelation.”4
Interestingly, this Hanafi Mufti (or Tunisia’s “Sheikh of Islam”)
took his definition of politics from the Hanbali Ibn Qayyim al Jawziyya
(d.751AH/1330CE), who was also his source for the excerpts he quoted
on masalih and their importance. 5 He also quoted Maliki fuqaha such
as al Muwaffaq al Andalusi and al Qarafi al Maliki al Misri (“al Qarafi the
Egyptian Maliki”). However, neither he nor al Tunisi refer to al Shatibi and
his book Al Muwafaqat. Bayram I’s Risalah was printed at the Tunisian
State Printing Press in 1886, while al Tunisi’s book was published in
1867. This would mean that when Bayram made his Risalah available to
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1

Khayr al Din al Tunisi: Aqwam al Masalik fi Ma ‘rifat Ahwal al Mamalik, 1‑2, ed. Al Munsif
al Chennoufi, Tunis, Al Majma‘ al Tunisi li’l ‘Uloom (Bait al Hikmah), 1972.

2

Aqwam al Masalik, vol. 1, pp. 148‑150.

3

I have in my possession Bayram I (Mohammed bin Husayn Bayram)’s Risalah fi’l Siyaasah al Shar‘
iyyah, edited by Mohammed al Saleh al Asali, revised with an Introduction by Izz al Din bin
Raghibah, Dubai, Markaz Jum‘ah al Majid, 2002.

4

Risalah fi’l Siyaasah al Shar‘ iyyah, p. 121. See above.

5

Ibn al Qayyim (d.751AH/1331CE) took his definitions of politics and masalih from the 5th century AH
Hanbali faqih Ibn ‘Aqil. He mentions this in his books A‘lam al Mawqi‘in ‘an Rabbi’l ‘Alamin and
Al Turuq al Hikmiyyah fi’l Siyasati’l Shar‘iyyah.
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al Tunisi it was still in manuscript form. In his description of it, he (Bayram)
explained that it contained a summary of material taken from al Qarafi’s
Kitab al Ahkam and Ibn al Qayyim’s Al Turuq al Hikmiyyah, with additional
input from books of Hanafi furu‘ (“secondary” fiqh).1
So al Tunisi bases his argument for the establishment of modern
administrative and constitutional state institutions on fiqh al masalih.
Although the basis for this is completely modern, he resorts to fiqh
al masalih (possibly inspired by Bayram I and his fellow scholars) to sell
the idea to traditional clerics and the public. In doing so he gives the
concept of masalih a modern character or function that did not exist in the
classical age of al Qarafi and al Shatibi. We do not know if the Egyptians
were familiar with Bayram’s Risalah. However, al Tahtawi, who was still
writing at the time, mentions al Tunisi’s book in the late 1870s.2 Moreover,
as we know, at that time both Tunisia and Egypt were going through
a major modernising phase, though the Egyptians did not yet consider it
necessary to involve the Islamic clerical class in the process, while the
Tunisians recognized their importance and were endeavouring to ensure
that they played a role. In 1884 al Shatibi’s book Al Muwafaqat was also
printed at the Tunisian State Printing Press with the active support of the
Da’irat al Islah (Reform Department).
Muhammad Abduh – who had been exiled from Egypt after the failure
of Orabi’s revolution and the British occupation of the country in 1882
– passed through Tunis on his way to Beirut and Paris and came across
al Shatibi’s book, which he took with him on his travels. Consequently,
when he returned to Egypt in 1889 his colleagues and pupils were also
able to read it.3 He tried repeatedly to have it republished in an improved
format, but the Egyptian edition did not eventually appear till 1911, some six
years after Muhammad Abduh’s death.
As well as using al Shatibi’s book for his lessons on tafsir (exegesis)
1

Bayram’s Risalah, pp. 119‑120. See above.

2

See Fahmi Jad‘an: Siyaasaatu’l Islami’l Mu‘asirfi’l Azminah al Hadithah, 3 rd impression, Beirut
Al Shabakah al ‘Arabiyyah, 2010, pp. 118‑131.

3

See my book Siyaasaat al Islam al Mu‘asir, Beirut, Dar al Kitab al Arabi 1997, pp. 221‑225.
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and in his fatwas, Muhammad Abduh passed on his interest in it to his
pupils Qasim Amin and Muhammad Rashid Rida. He also gave fiqh
al maqasid an additional significance when he applied it to his call for
religious reform, and this can be clearly seen in the articles that were
published in Al Manar after 1898, as well as in Qasim Amin’s books:
Hurriyyat al Mar’ah (The Liberation of Women) and Al Mar’ah al Jadidah
(The New Woman). All these writings contain a strong appeal for a new
approach to Islamic fiqh and the modernisation of Al Azhar – Egypt’s oldest
university.
During this period the Tunisians were endeavouring to modernise
the University of Al Zaytuna and launched a new institute – Al Sadiqah;
meanwhile, the Egyptians established the School of Shariah Jurisprudence
in Egypt after setting up Al Ahliyyah University, which later became the
Egyptian University,.
We should note here that after the start of the 20 th century the
movement for reform and modernisation split into two separate trends
which became distinctly more marked after Muhammad Abduh’s death
in 1905. The politicians and intellectuals who wanted to establish a new
kind of state embraced the notion of “tamaddun” – or “civil society”
– based on practices and laws comprising two fundamental elements:
“al masalih al ‘umumiyyah” (the public interest) proposed by al Tahtawi,
and the “tandhimat” recommended by Khayr al Din al Tunisi. As far as their
approach within the Islamic context was concerned, this group did not base
their ideas on maqasid; instead, they referred back directly to the Qur’an.
On the other hand, fiqh al maqasid was the major driving force for
the group that was interested in religious and educational reform. They
originally adopted it as a tool for promoting al Tahtawi’s and al Tunisi’s
ideas; then it became ideologically associated with progress and the
establishment of a civil society. The main proponents of this concept were
Rafiq al Adham, Muhammad Abduh, Abdul Hamid al Zahrawi, Qasim Amin,
Abdul Qadir al Maghribi, Muhammad Kurd Ali, Shakib Arslan, Abdul Aziz
Jawish and Mustafa al Ghailani. All these intellectuals and thinkers used
maqasid al Shari‘ah in one form or another when developing their ideas
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on civil society and “civilization” in the modern sense of the word.1 Rashid
Rida, on the other hand, remained focused on religious reform and used
fiqh al maqasid as a tool for furthering this objective. However, neither he
nor his “Neo-Salafist” supporters went beyond fiqh al ta‘lil or analogy as
a means of deducing their conclusions.

IV
Al Manar Printing Press published al Shatibi’s Al Muwafaqat in 1911
and Rashid Rida published his (al Shatibi’s) other book – Al I‘tisam – in
1922.2 The two books differ from each other in their spirit as well as their
aims. Al Muwafaqat is about Shariah theory and maintains that the Shariah
was revealed to safeguard the “dhururiy” (“obligatory/essential”), “haji”
(“required”) and “tahsini” (“ameliorative”) interests of mankind. Al I‘tisam,
on the other hand, urges Muslims to adhere strictly to the Qur’an and the
Sunnah and in this respect it is similar to the old Hanbali books on the
Sunnah and the Maliki writings aimed at deterring Believers from bida‘
(heretical innovation). Historians attribute the difference between the
two books to the changing political and social situation in al Andalus in
the eighth century AH and suggest that Rashid Rida’s decision to publish
Al I‘tisam was due to his own growing Salafist tendencies and the changes
in the eastern Arab region’s circumstances after the First World War.
Here we might also add several further factors during that time such as
the abolition of the Caliphate, rising misgivings about Westernisation and
the widening gap between the religious clerical class and those engaged in
building a modern state that was inimical to Islam – or at least lukewarm
in its attitude towards it. 3 There were strong calls for ijtihad4, but along
1

See the brief overviews of the two groups in Fahmi Jad‘an’s Usus al Taqaddum and Ridwan
al Sayyid’s Siyaasaat al Islam al Mu‘asir. Albert Hourani’s Al Fikr al ‘Arabi fi ‘Asri’l Nahdhah is
another useful source of reference on this subject.

2

See Footnote No. 21 of this article.

3

Ridwan al Sayyid: Siyaasaat al Islam al Mu‘asir, pp. 126‑145. See above.

4

See Muhammad Rashid Rida: Yusr al Islam wa Usul al Tashri‘i’l ‘Aam, 1932. I have an edition of this
book dated 1957. See also M. Kerr: Islamic Reform: the Political and Legal Theories of Muhammad
Abduh and R. Rida, 1969.
23

MAQASID AL SHARI‘AH (THE OBJECTIVES OF ISLAMIC LAW)

Salafist lines, and nothing was written in Egypt or the Levant about fiqh
al masalih or maqasid until the early 1970s, when Mohamed Said Ramadan
al Bouti – the well-known Syrian faqih – wrote his thesis on maslaha
(singular of masalih) and the conditions governing it.1 He was neither
a Salafist nor an Islamic party political activist.
Between the 1850s and the 1930s the main problem facing reformers
and fiqh scholars was: “What form should our progress take and how
should we achieve it?”Subsequently, the problem the Salafists and Islamic
revivalists had to face between the 1930s and the 1960s was: “How can
we preserve our distinct identity?” 2 In this context al Shatibi’s book
Al Muwafaqat came to be seen as embodying the problems of reform and
renewal, while his other book Al I‘tisam symbolised the preservation of the
Muslims’ distinct identity within the boundaries of the Shariah.
While the Mashreq – the eastern region of the Arab world – embraced
the “fiqh of imitation” instead of the “fiqh of creativity”, the Maghreb, or
western end, only followed suit after the 1960s. I do not endorse Professor
Mohammed Abed al Jabri’s notion of the Maghreb’s special status –
historically and in the present day – and his views on thought, philosophy
and fiqh. At the same time, however, we must concede that, ever since
Khayr al Din al Tunisi, Bayram I, Salim Bouhajib, Ibn Abi Diyaf, al Hajawi
and al Tha‘alibi, the people of the Maghreb have always linked political
progress to religious reform.3 Moreover, for several decades in the 20th
century national political action in the Maghreb countries involved the
participation of the clerical class alongside their non-clerical counterparts.
Consequently, while interest in fiqh al masalih and maqasid waned in
the Mashreq, two highly significant books were published in Tunisia and
Morocco within the space of twenty years. In 1947 al Tahir bin Ashour
– Tunisia’s leading Islamic scholar – published a treatise in three parts,
entitled Maqasid al Shari‘ah al Islamiyyah. Part 1 established the validity
1
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Al Buti: Dhawabit al Maslahah fi’l Shari‘ah al Islamiyyah, Damascus, Dar al Fikr, 1973. I have a copy
of this book published in 1992 (6th impression).

2

Ridwan al Sayyid: Siyaasaat al Islam, pp. 142‑145. See above.

3

See Sa‘id Binsa‘id al ‘Alawi: Al Ijtihad wa’l Islah wa’l Tahdith bi’l Maghreb, Beirut, Dar al Kitab
al Jadid al Muttahidah, 2007.
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of maqasid al Shari‘ah and explained why it was necessary for a faqih to
understand the subject; Part 2 examined the general objectives (al maqasid
al ‘ammah) of Shariah legislation, while Part 3 focused on the specific
objectives (al maqasid al khassah) of the different kinds of transactions
covered by fiqh al mu‘amalat (Islamic commercial jurisprudence). 1
Bin Ashour asserted that his book had a progressive purpose and that
he wanted it to be a “guiding light” for students of fiqh when faced with
nawazil (new and unfamiliar situations) on which they were unable to
reach consensus. While he saw it as being similar to the books on nawazil
and fatwas written by Maliki scholars, what he actually did was make fiqh
al maqasid an integral element of the discipline of usul al fiqh – not only
theoretically but also as a practical tool for extrapolating rulings.
In 1963 – sixteen years after Bin Ashour – the Moroccan national
leader and faqih Allal al Fassi published a book entitled Maqasid
al Shari‘ah al Islamiyyah wa Makarimuha (Objectives and Virtues of the
Islamic Shariah)2. Unlike Bin Ashour, in this book he declared that his
purpose was to revive the Shariah sciences and look beyond the limits set
by the author of Al Muwafaqat seven centuries earlier.
If Bin Ashour was the pioneer who explored the potential legislative
functions offered by fiqh al maqasid, al Fassi’s focus was on the philosophy
of Shariah legislation – or the theory of the Shariah. Unprecedentedly, he
devoted a long chapter to human rights in the Shariah, which he based
on the “five dhururat”, adding the principle of freedom3 as one of the
fundamental masalih.
It would therefore be fair to say that Bin Ashour and al Fassi were the
founders of the present-day approach to maqasid al Shari‘ah and the first
writers to generate interest in the subject – both in theory (by including
1

Mohammed al Tahir bin Ashour: Maqasid al Shari‘ah, pp. 13‑33. See above. The cover of the first
edition of this book states: “Set text for the first year of al Zaituna University’s Shari‘ah Department
(Higher Education).”

2

I have an edition of the book published by Dar al Gharb al Islami, Beirut, 1993. The Introduction
states that al Fassi presented his book as a series of lectures to the students of al Qarawiyin’s
Shari‘ah Faculty in Fes and the Faculty of Law at Mohammed V University in Rabat.

3

Al Fassi: Maqasid al Shari‘ah, pp. 3‑4. See above.
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maqasid al Shari‘ah as part of the fiqh system) and in practice (by using
fiqh al maqasid as a tool for ijtihad – or interpretative judgment – and as
a means of “rejuvenating” Islamic fiqh; this was something that had never
happened before – neither in the history of Islam nor in the present day).

V
Over the years following Allal al Fassi’s book there was a long period
of silence, but since the 1980s there has been a spate of publications on
fiqh al maqasid – initially by writers who were not traditional fuqaha but
young and middle-aged party political Islamists, including Salafists and
revivalists. These publications had their own agendas and objectives.
As their aim was first and foremost to establish and reaffirm the Islamic
identity, their primary purpose was to show that it was possible to set up
an independent Islamic intellectual and cultural system capable of tackling
every aspect of the modern world – theoretical as well as practical – from
an Islamic point of view. Hence the large number of dissertations and
articles on maqasid that focused on the Islamisation of knowledge, the
Islamisation of the financial system, Islamic political constitutions and
the Islamisation of human rights. Subsequently the focus shifted more
towards ideas on the implementation of the Shariah – a cherished goal of
all Islamic movements. Eventually, maqasid al Shari‘ah came to be used
as a tool for reforming and updating usul al fiqh and establishing a form of
Islamic fiqh capable of tackling contemporary issues and problems ranging
from economics and finance to the law, and including modern medical
research, the areas of fiqh dealing with Muslim women, the miraculous
scientific nature of the Qur’an etc.1
1
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Including al Raisouni’s book referred to above, Jamal al Din ‘Atiyah: Nahwa Taf‘il Maqasidi’l
Shari‘ah, Hamid al ‘Alam: Al Maqasid al ‘Aamah li’l Shari‘ah al Islamiyyah, Abdul Rahman
Ibrahim al Kailani: Qawa‘id al Maqasid, and Abdul Nur Baza: Masalih al Insan: Muqaranah
Maqasidiyyah, al Raisouni, al Zuhaili and Shbair: Huquq al Insan: Mihwar Maqasid al Shari‘ah,
Mohammed al Wakili: Fiqh al Awlawiyyat, Sheikh al Qaradhawi: Fiqh al Awlawiyyat, Jaser Awdah:
Fiqh al Maqasid: Inatat al Ahkam al Shar‘iyyah Bimaqasidiha, Ra’id Nasri Jamil Abu Mu’nis:
Manhal al Ta‘ lil bi’l Hikmah wa Atharuh fi’l Tashri‘ al Islami, and Misfir bin Ali al Qahtani: Al Wa‘iy
al Maqasidi: Qira’ah Mu‘asirah li’l ‘Amal Bimaqasidi’l Shari‘ah fi Manahi’l Hayat. There is also
a study in English about al Shatibi and Al Muwafaqat by Khalid Masoud (1977), which may originally
have been a doctoral thesis. There are also several other unlisted studies and papers.
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Dr. Mohammed Kamal Imam has produced an index in several
volumes entitled Al Dalil al Irshadi ila Maqasidi’l Shari‘ah (A Guide to the
Objectives of Islamic Law), which includes details of thousands of studies
and ijtihad initiatives on the application of maqasid.1
So what is the significance of this new phenomenon after such a long
period of silence?
Aspects of this new phenomenon are reflected in numerous book
titles. The period between the 1960s and 1980s saw the completion of
the revivalists’ project to “Islamise modernity and the Islamic State”
– a project that generated hundreds of publications which we can class
under the general heading of “the Islamic System”. Then in the 1980s
(after a preliminary “lead-in” period) fiqh al maqasid was applied to the
Islamic system as a “general umbrella term” covering two categories – the
symbolic and the practical/applied.
Just as was the case in the early Islamic period, the furu‘ (“branches”)
appeared before the usul (“roots”) – that is to say, the specifics preceded
the general principles. They were then followed by the “usul al fiqh li’l
taq‘id wa’l tandhim” (“principles of jurisprudence as applied to the
foundations and system”). This can be seen in the “new Islamic system”,
particularly in its concepts of Islamic “hakimiyyah” (Divine Governance)
and “shumuliyyah” (comprehensiveness). Subsequently – or so it is said –
fiqh al maqasid came along and rearranged the “furu‘” in their respective
categories of general and established usul – a process they called “fiqh
al tashri‘” (“the jurisprudence of Shariah legislation”) or “hikmat al tashri‘”
(“the wisdom of Shariah legislation”).
The Islamists came up against two problems with maqasid and
fiqh al maqasid. The first of these was due to the nature of the origins of
usul al fiqh and a lack of clarity in its relationship with maqasid, while
the second arose from the way in which the “progressives” exploited
fiqh al maqasid as a tool for religious and political/institutional reform.
For some three decades the Islamists responded to these problems
1

See Footnote No. 19.
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with a two-pronged approach: referring back to the original texts, while
simultaneously Islamising modern phenomena by treating them as part of
the general maqasid of Shariah legislation. When it came to the question of
detailed, specific rulings, they took the fiqh texts of the established schools
of jurisprudence and drew parallels between them and the role of masalih
in the “new fiqh”.
Needless to say, there has never been any connection whatsoever
between al Qarafi and al Shatibi (or indeed Muhammad Abduh and Rashid
Rida) and the concept of an “Islamic system”.
✻ ✻ ✻

So as we have seen, fiqh al masalih, al maqasid and hikmat al tashri‘
developed in three phases. In the initial phase, which lasted for some four
centuries, the original usul scholars established a “maqasid structure”
that existed in parallel with ‘ilm usul al fiqh but had no significant impact
on it. During the second phase – from the mid-19 th century to the 1930s
– attempts were made to give maqasid and fiqh al maqasid a “theological
status” outside the general structure of fiqh and usul al fiqh – that is to say,
to make them the theological force behind progress and religious reform.
However, this situation was short-lived. While it continued in some form or
other in the Arab Maghreb, it was not long before the Arab Mashreq began
to lose interest in the “objectives, spirit and wisdom” of the Shariah.
Over the past three decades there has been an upsurge in the
fortunes of fiqh al maqasid and its impact has grown significantly. Today
it provides a “symbolic umbrella” and frame of reference for the concept
of the “Islamic system” in neo-Islamist thinking. For the neo-Islamists it
is gradually replacing the old usul al fiqh as a modern tool for dealing with
contemporary issues.1 Hence it can justly be described as “a new fiqh for
a new era”.
1
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CREATING A “VIRTUOUS
SOCIETY” FOR THE
MODERN AGE:
THE RELIGIOUS ELITES
AND THEIR OBLIGATIONS
AND RESPONSIBILITIES
‘Amir al Hafi

T

he Muslim world has undergone a number of
radical changes over the past few years, with its
rising calls for reform, greater freedoms and the
creation of democratic institutions, and its religious
elites are responding to the new situation by playing an
increasingly high-profile role in society.
Their new social role reflects a growing awareness
of the contribution they are expected to make in serving
their communities and trying to build a “virtuous
society”. Consequently, today they attach particular
importance to issues such as reform, justice, equality,
public rights and obligations, the development of
sound Islamic attitudes and the promotion of the public
interest.
It is no longer regarded as acceptable for the
religious elites to limit their activities to issuing doctrinal
rulings, fatwas and moral directives. They are now being
called upon to play their part in infusing new life into
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religious thought, while adopting a critical approach to their heritage and
endeavouring to create a new cultural ethos that will serve the interests of
the Islamic societies of today.
For our part, it is vital for us to understand the true nature of our
countries’ elites – particularly the religious elites – since they hold the keys
to society’s progress and stability and have a major impact on our systems
of government, ideas and beliefs.1
That is why this paper will focus on the role of the religious elites in
creating a “virtuous society” for the modern age.

The definition of an elite
The word “elite” – “nakhbah” in Arabic – is in common use these days,
alongside other terms such as “muthaqqaf” (“a cultured, erudite person”)
and “tali‘ah” (“vanguard”). Although al Maududi generally used the word
“du‘at” (“those who invite”) when writing in a religious context, Hasan
al Banna2 preferred “nakhbah”.
The expression “religious elites” does not only apply to representatives
of official religious institutions – such as imams of Religious Endowment
Ministry mosques, ‘ulama’ (scholars) attached to Grand Muftis’ offices and
professors of Shariah colleges. It is actually a much broader term that also
includes imams of other prominent establishments, as well as religious
leaders, preachers, religious political groups, recognized Shariah ‘ulama’ in
general and graduates of the religious departments of higher educational
institutions.
The religious elite represents the “cream” of those who practise
what the Qur’an describes as “wisdom and beautiful preaching” – i.e. the
promotion of virtuous behaviour and right guidance through solid, realistic
evidence and rational proofs conveyed in an attractive and elegant style.
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The concept of a “virtuous society”
Some modern writers are critical of the practice of specifically and
exclusively associating the Islamic Ummah (Nation/Community) with
“khayriyyah” – an Arabic word conveying the concepts of “benevolence”,
“virtue” or “charity” (as well as possible undertones of “choice” or
“preference”) – since they feel this demonstrates a failure to recognize the
Ummah’s present social and political backwardness and decay, as well as
a denial of its potential for improvement1.
In this context the term khayriyyah gives the impression that the
Ummah is “Divinely protected” from going astray and falling into error.
However, it would really be more correct to regard this sense of the
“inviolability of the Ummah” as a subjective concept that is not only
historically unrealistic but also inconsistent with the original concept of
khayriyyah in Islam, which includes connotations of embracing change
and recognizing the appropriate situations in which it may occur: “And if
you turn away, He will replace you with another people; they will not be
the likes of you.” (Muhammad, verse 38) and “[Paradise is not obtained] by your
wishful thinking, nor by that of the People of the Scripture. Whoever does
wrong will be requited for it. And he will not find besides Allah a protector
or a helper.” (Al Nisa’, verse 123).
The context of the latter verse’s revelation is as follows: “Qatada said:
‘The Believers and the People of the Scripture were vying with each other in
mutual boasting and the People of the Scripture said: “Our Prophet came
before your Prophet and our Scripture came before your Scripture, so we
have a greater claim to Allah than you.” The Believers replied: “Our Prophet
is the Seal of the Prophets and our Scripture abrogates all the other
Scriptures.” This led to the Revelation: “[Paradise is not obtained] by your
wishful thinking, nor by that of the People of the Scripture.”’”2
Commenting on this verse, Sayyid Qutb wrote: “Some Muslims may
1
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have been misled into thinking that they are ‘the best nation produced [as
an example] for mankind’ and that Allah is prepared to overlook certain
of their actions...because they are Muslims. However, that verse was
revealed to induce these people and those people to do [righteous] deeds,
and righteous deeds alone. For all mankind will be weighed on the same
scales.”1
Rather than encouraging Muslims to learn from others, the concept of
khayriyyah has led many of them to look upon non-Muslim nations with
disdain and to regard the “other” as if it is the existential antithesis of
goodness and virtue.
Consequently, the Ummah has become a “prisoner of itself” with
a false sense of history so that it finds itself living “above the surface”
of history rather than through it. The result has been to give the Islamic
Ummah the status of a self-appointed second “Chosen People” living in
a dream-world of splendid – and holy – isolation. It is this factor, more than
any other, that has cut Muslims off from the rest of the world and aborted
their global mission to mankind.
Khayriyyah is not a genetic attribute or an elitist creed, but a goal that
Islamic society as a whole should be striving to achieve to the best of its
ability. (Though of course, a belief in the superiority of their own faith is
not unique to the Ummah but rather something that Muslims share with
followers of most other faiths around the world.)
A “khayri” – or “virtuous” – society should be a civilized society which,
in endeavouring to make “istikhlaf” (man’s proper role as vicegerent on
earth) a reality, seeks to serve mankind and promote the values of justice
and virtue.
In this connection we should perhaps ask ourselves how it could be
that, if our society is indeed “the best nation produced as an example for
mankind”, then why have so many peoples and nations overtaken us in the
scientific, cultural, economic and social fields? And why have our Islamic
1

32

Sayyid Qutub: Fi Dhilali’l Qur’an, Dar Ihyaa’ al Turathi’l ‘Arabi, Beirut, 7th impression, 1971, part 2,
p. 529.

CREATING A “VIRTUOUS SOCIETY” FOR THE MODERN AGE

societies in fact gone backwards so that they are no longer seen as the
vanguard of civilization and the flag-bearers of the Divine Message?
The historian and sociologist Toby Huff poses the question: “Why has
Arab science failed to produce any modern science? And why have we
seen no new Arab Islamic scientific thought or achievements since the 13th
century? This is bearing in mind that from the 8th century to the end of
the 14th century Arab science was the most advanced in the world – indeed
far ahead of anything in the West or China – and in every field of research
including astronomy, chemistry, mathematics, medicine and optics.”
Huff attributes the backwardness of Islamic civilization to ethnic
causes, as well as the supremacy of the orthodox Sunni religious
establishment and politic al despotism, combined with cer tain
psychological and economic factors and a failure on the part of the
Arabs’ natural philosopher-scientists to develop and apply experimental
methodology1.
This could suggest that we need to re-evaluate Islam’s history and
heritage and produce a critique of Islamic societies which will enable us
to identify the objective reasons behind the backwardness of Islamic
society and take the appropriate steps towards the creation of our “virtuous
Islamic society”.
A “virtuous society” must fulfil the conditions of khayriyyah. This is
something quite different from the “self-justifying self-righteousness” which
sees the self as being “holier-than-thou” per se, so that no further efforts
are required of it. While this bogus khayriyyah is a particularly striking
feature of Jewish religious thought, it has also – to some extent – become
part of our own religious elites’ intellectual legacy.
A “virtuous society” is one in which its members co-operate and work
together for the sake of righteousness and piety – a society that treats the
weak with consideration and kindness and gives charity and support to
the poor. It is an active, productive self-sufficient society with high moral
1
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standards based upon the sound principles of mercy, justice and freedom
of thought, belief and conduct.
It is a society that acts as a witness to human societies everywhere, “in
order that ye might be witnesses over the nations” (Al Baqarah, verse 143) – as
a testimony of co-operation and obligation towards others, rather than as
a privilege that marks it out as being different. An Islamic society “bears
witness over itself” in precisely the same way as it “bears witness over
other human societies”. Therefore it is required to know the substance of
what it is bearing witness to, and it can only do this through interaction
with other communities and peoples, not through isolation or seeing itself
as superior to them.
It is a self-critical society with a conscience: “And He is with you
wheresoever ye may be. And Allah sees well all that ye do.” (Al Hadid, verse 4).
It is a society that recognizes the value of knowledge and the status
of those endowed with it: “Those who truly fear Allah, among His servants,
are those who have knowledge. For Allah is Exalted in Might, Oft-Forgiving.”
(Fatir, verse 28).
It is a discerning society: “Say thou: ‘This is my way; I do invite
unto Allah – on evidence clear as the seeing with one’s own eyes – I and
whoever follows me. Glory be to Allah! And never will I join gods with
Allah.’” (Yusuf, verse 108).
It is also a society that strives earnestly to understand the truth
through proofs and dialogue: “Say: ‘Produce your proof if ye are truthful.’”
(Al Baqarah, verse 111).
It is also a society that does not suffer from a “Chosen People
complex” and recognizes itself as a modest collection of human beings
who seek to implement the moral and social implications of their faith
upon earth: “If ye turn back [from the Path], He will substitute in your stead
another people; then they would not be like you.” (Muhammad, verse 38).
It is a society that does not give excessive reverence to the Worthy
Forebears and the supernatural myths associated with them. Instead,
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it seeks to understand their experiences as human beings and their role
in history: “There is, in their stories, instruction for men endued with
understanding. This not a tale invented, but a confirmation of what went
before it – a detailed exposition of all things and a Guide and a Mercy to
those people who believe.” (Yusuf, verse 111).
A society with these qualities lives in the real world and faces up to
its problems without looking at its old, ready-made preconceptions of it
through rose-tinted spectacles. It endeavours to establish the teachings of
Islam and apply them to its own social situation in an objective manner. In
doing so, it extends its support to the poor and oppressed and stands firmly
against the powerful, the influential, the despotic and the avariciously
capitalistic. “The one amongst you who is weak is strong in my eyes, so
that, if Allah so wills, I can restore his rights to him. And the one amongst
you who is strong is weak in my eyes so that, if Allah so wills, I can wrest
that right from him.”1
Inspired by Islam’s humanitarian message, this kind of society seeks
to serve and benefit mankind and spread the Divine Goal of goodness and
virtue to the entire human race.
A “virtuous society” is inclined towards harmony and unity rather
than division and conflict; it is thus nearer to mercy and love than it is
to cruelty and hatred. It is a society that treats people with courtesy and
consideration, whatever their colour, race or religion, and respects their
ideas, whatever form they may take. In doing so, it seeks to follow the path
of wisdom and morality, whatever its source may be.

Khayriyyah and perfection
The concept of the perfect nature of the Deen (True Faith) – as in “This
day have I perfected your religion” (Al Ma’idah, verse 3) – represents a common
position firmly held by all Believers.
However, “perfection” in this context applies to scriptural revelation
and does not mean the perfection of human thought or action, which by
1
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their very nature are always subject to change. The Holy Scripture and the
reality of man in his existence on earth are not one and the same thing.
Though the two may sometimes seem to converge, at other times they may
diverge further and further from each other. Even the Madinah community
at the time of the Prophet (PBUH) was not a “perfect” community; rather, it
was a community that was mostly virtuous and generally inclined towards
goodness and good deeds.
However, some religious elites suffer from an arrogant sense of their
own perfection which has led them to adopt an absolutist, dogmatic
mentality. It is this kind of mindset that has produced the notion of the
“Firqah al Najiyah” (the “Saved Sect”) – a concept which has also been
a feature of Judaism and Christianity in the past and has helped intensify
and perpetuate strife within those two faiths, thereby weakening their value
and impact from both a human and a spiritual point of view.
Instead of working for religious reform, unity, Right Guidance, justice
and mercy, these arrogant religious elites have created “creedal ghettoes”
populated by narrow-minded bigots who hate and resent the vast majority
of mankind.
A true “virtuous society” does not see other human societies as being
in conflict with it or as threats to its virtue. On the contrary, it regards them
as “parallel models” vying with it in the performance of good deeds: “To
each is a goal to which Allah turns him; then strive together, as in a race,
towards all that is good. Wheresoever you are, Allah will bring you together.
For Allah has power over all things” (Al Baqarah, verse 148). In other words,
competing to perform good deeds helps strengthen a sense of common
humanity among Muslims, while raising their relations with other societies
to a higher level.
True goodness does not come from giving blind preference to a particular
race or creed, but from doing good in the way that Allah has ordained for
the whole of His Creation, since the best of nations is the one that bestows
the greatest benefits upon other nations.: “For the scum disappears like froth
cast out, while that which is for the good of mankind remains on the earth.
Thus does Allah set forth parables” (Al Ra‘d, verse 17).
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Charitable work
Charitable work is one of the outward and visible signs of a “virtuous
society” and reflects the ties which exist between members of a community
as well as their sense of responsibility towards other people. A glance at
Global magazine’s1 list of the hundred best non-government organizations
(most of which are relief and aid organizations) will give us an idea about
the state of charitable work around the world.
The list is headed by humanitarian organizations based in America
(such as the Wikimedia Foundation, Partners in Health and PATH), Britain
(including Oxfam), Switzerland (e.g. Care International and Doctors without
Borders) and Denmark (such as the Danish Refugee Council)2.
Arab and Islamic organizations come quite low down on the list. There
are only three Arab organizations – Bahraini, Egyptian and Jordanian –
which appear at 91st, 92nd and 96th respectively.
This situation does not reflect the reality of Islam’s attitude to
charitable work; indeed, Khadijah records that charity was the most
striking aspect of the Prophet’s moral character even before the start of his
Prophetic Mission.3
If this was the case before his Mission even began, then how about
after he received the Divine Revelation with its specific instructions in
the Holy Qur’an to perform charitable acts? For example: “And feed, for
the love of Allah, the indigent, the orphan and the captive, [saying:] ‘We
feed you for the sake of Allah alone: no reward do we desire from you, nor
thanks’” (Al Insan, verses 8‑9), “It is not righteousness that you turn your faces
towards East or West; but it is righteousness to believe in Allah and the
Last Day, and the Angels, and the Book, and the Messengers; to spend of
your substance out of love for Him, for your kin, for orphans, for the needy,
for the wayfarer, for those who ask, and for the ransom of slaves; to be
1
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steadfast in prayer and practice regular charity” (Al Baqarah, verse 177), “And
those in whose wealth is a recognized right for the one who asks and the
one who is deprived” (Al Ma‘arij, verses 24‑25), “By no means shall ye attain
righteousness unless ye give [freely] of that which ye love: and whatever
ye give, of a truth Allah knoweth it well” (Aal i ‘Imran, verse 92), and “They
ask thee what they should spend [in charity]. Say: ‘The good that ye
spend is for parents and kindred and orphans, and those in want, and
for wayfarers. And whatever ye do that is good, Allah knoweth it well.”
(Al Baqarah, verse 215).

The religious elites’ obligations
“Let there arise out of you a band of people inviting to all that is good,
enjoining what is right, and forbidding what is wrong: they are the ones to
attain felicity” (Aal i ‘Imran, verse 104).
The religious elites bear a heavier and wider range of responsibilities
than other classes of elites (political, cultural, economic etc.). In the truest
and deepest sense of the term, the religious elites represent the moral and
intellectual ideal – an ideal that reflects a broad critical understanding of
the religious heritage in all its social dimensions. They will in fact be remiss
in their duties if they fail to tackle the demands of their societies and the
age in which they live, or if they limit their role to the purely religious
sphere. What they need to do is:
1 – Explain the tenets of the faith clearly and accurately and remove
people’s doubts and uncertainties about it, and
2 – Teach people the provisions of the Shariah in a way that attracts
them to it.1
It is a common misconception that religious scholars are experts in
everything including magic, the jinn, the interpretation of dreams and life
on other planets.
1
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Al amr bi’l ma‘ruf wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar (Enjoining what is
right and forbidding what is wrong)
One of the most important conditions of khayriyyah mentioned in the
Qur’an is al amr bi’l ma‘ruf wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar (enjoining what is right
and forbidding what is wrong): “Ye are the best of peoples, evolved for
mankind, enjoining what is right, forbidding what is wrong, and believing in
Allah” (Aal i ‘Imran, verse 110).
In its broadest sense, enjoining what is right and forbidding what
is wrong is not limited to the religious or behavioural aspects of life but
extends into the social, economic and political spheres. It also has a direct
bearing on human rights and freedoms.
The word “ma‘ruf” (“right”, literally “known”) is used to describe
everything which people recognize, or “know”, as being acceptable,
desirable as a course of action and useful to people in that it serves their
religious and worldly interests and helps them to progress and prosper.
An observer of the state of Islam today will see that the widely-held
view of “enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong” is defective,
because it is commonly believed that it is to do with advice about the
individual’s religious behaviour rather than with collective social ideas and
ethics in general.
The concept of “enjoining what is right and forbidding what is
wrong” has in fact taken on a broader social dimension in response to
the development of human societies, so that today it also recognizes
human rights as an important element of contemporary Islam.
Slavery – to take one example – was accepted as “ma‘ruf” in the old
days, though in a modern context it is seen as “munkar” (“wrong”) in
every respect. A significant number of our religious scholars in former
times recognized that rulings and fatwas needed to be tailored to suit
changing times, places and circumstances; an instance of this is the
interpretation of “mu’allafatu qulubuhum” (“hearts being reconciled”)
during ‘Umar’s Caliphate.
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The extent of the huge changes that have taken place in our modern
world has not yet been properly understood and this is reflected in the
superficial nature of the fatwas which are being issued in some Islamic
circles – extending from the prohibition of photography, the arts, the
internet and satellite television to shallow interpretations of the legal
system, psychology, sociology and theories of biological evolution.

Setting a good example
The religious elites need to practise what they preach: “O ye who
believe! Why say ye that which ye do not? Grievously odious is it in the
sight of Allah that ye say that which ye do not” (Al Saff, verses 2‑3).
A “virtuous society” comes into being when the ‘ulama practise
khayriyyah in their daily lives, so that their theoretical knowledge becomes
transformed into practical implementation and sets an example for others
to follow: “Ye have indeed in the Messenger of Allah a beautiful pattern [of
conduct] for anyone whose hope is in Allah and the Last Day and engages
much in devotion to Allah” (Al Ahzab, verse 21).
Limiting oneself to preaching and guidance without offering
a “beautiful pattern [of conduct]” will not help society to develop and
improve itself. Let us consider the case of al Hasan al Basri when he was
approached by some slaves who asked him to request their owner to free
them. His reply to them was: “Give me some time.” A month went by; then
he mounted the minbar (pulpit) and delivered a Friday khutbah (sermon)
on the subject. A very large number of slaves were subsequently freed and
came to him to express not only thanks but also reproach: thanks because
he had urged his listeners to free them, and reproach because he had
waited a whole month before doing so. In response al Basri said: “It was
not for me to order people to free slaves when I did not do so myself. And I
did not have enough money... so I waited until I had enough money, then I
did so.”1
1
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Renewal (“tajdid”) and reform
According to a Hadith of the Prophet: “Verily Allah will send at the
beginning of every century a person for this Ummah who will renew
(“yujaddid”) their religion.” (Narrated by Abu Dawood.) In its deepest sense
tajdid means a renewed approach to understanding and interpretation
through developing the intellect’s ability to examine the basics; in other
words, it is something quite different from a mere mindless regurgitation
of the scriptural texts. It also implies an understanding of the part
played by historical circumstances and events in shaping the ideas of
earlier generations, and an ability to review those ideas and consider
their applicability to the world of today – bearing in mind that modern
knowledge covers a much broader field than the one that was familiar to
our ancestors.
If a muthaqqaf (an erudite, well educated person) does not acquire this
“renewed” approach to his heritage, he will not be able for fulfil his role
in society. An undigested regurgitation of the heritage creates a disconnect
between the muthaqqaf and the reality of his society, hampers his
intellectual development and obscures his awareness and understanding.
Indeed, if he is unable to rid himself of the “baggage of the past” and
understand the dialectical laws of historical development, he may even find
himself becoming historically irrelevant.1
Unless we renew our approach and ways of thinking, we will never be
able to apply our faith to the reality of our daily lives as human beings. Nor
will we be able to reform our society and guide it along the path of virtue
and khayriyyah.
On the other hand, if the Ummah renews its faith, it will be able to
conduct its worldly affairs in the right and proper way. For there can be no
khayriyyah without reform, and no reform without renewal.
1
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Encouraging the application of interpretative judgement
(ijtihad)
Ijtihad – or the application of interpretative judgement – offers an ideal
means of training society to exercise its intellectual faculties and accept
that different opinions may possibly be valid. Those who practise it will also
be rewarded for doing so by Allah the Most High:
“If a judge judges and applies ijtihad and he is correct he will receive
two rewards. And if he judges and applies ijtihad and he is wrong he will
receive one reward.”1
Mu‘adh bin Jabal (may Allah be pleased with him) narrates that
when the Prophet (PBUH) sent him to Yemen he asked him: “How will
you judge?” He replied: “I shall judge according to what is in the Book of
Allah.” [The Prophet] said: “And if [the case] is not [mentioned] in the Book
of Allah?” He replied: “Then [by applying] the Sunnah of the Messenger of
Allah.” [The Prophet] said: “And if it is not in the Sunnah of the Messenger
of Allah?” He replied: “I shall apply my interpretative opinion to the best of
my ability.” Then the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said: “Praise be to Allah
Who has granted the messenger of the Messenger of Allah [the way]
that the Messenger of Allah finds satisfactory.”2
A close examination of the Prophet’s questions “And if it is not in the
Book of Allah?” and “And if it is not in the Sunnah of Allah?” will show that
the Noble Prophet encouraged Mu‘adh to look beyond the scriptural texts
-which by their very nature are finite and do not cover every eventuality.
In doing so, he (PBUH) showed that a mujtahid (person applying ijtihad)
had no option but to apply his intellect when seeking solutions to the many
problems that arise in Islamic societies.

Applying the intellect
The body of knowledge acquired by the religious elites has been
gleaned from a wide range of sources. In addition to inherited lore
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transmitted from earlier generations, it also encompasses (or at least
potentially encompasses!) the entire range of man’s intellectual ijtihad –
both past and future.
The ‘ulama need to put their minds to work and carry out critical studies
of their intellectual heritage so that they can identify its positive and negative
points. Only when they endorse the principle of freedom of thought and
encourage intellectual, academic and scientific research in their societies
will it be possible for Muslims to become “producers of knowledge”.1
The importance of applying the intellect in the service of the Faith is
stressed in the Holy Qur’an, when it says: “Say thou: ‘This is my Way: I do
invite unto Allah on evidence clear as the seeing with one’s own eyes – I
and whoever follows me. Glory be to Allah! And never will I join gods with
Allah” (Yusuf, verse 108).
This “evidence clear as the seeing with one’s own eyes” is not
restricted to the prophets. Rather, it is something which all Muslims should
seek as a means of guiding them to right speech and right conduct.

Fiqh al awlawiyyat (the “jurisprudence of priorities”)
The religious elites can only claim expertise in the fiqh al awlawiyyat
(the “jurisprudence of priorities”) required by society if they are properly
versed in the Shariah and have a knowledge of the history of Shariah
legislation and the development of the schools of fiqh (jurisprudence),
kalam (theology) and tafsir (exegesis), as well as a genuine understanding
of the world around them. Only then will they be able to help reform
their societies and avoid getting sidetracked by secondary and marginal
issues such as a preoccupation with the Evil Eye, hasad (envy), magic,
the interpretation of dreams, exorcism of the jinn, rules on covering the
face and growing the beard etc. (Indeed, questions of this kind should not
be allowed to dominate the discourse in societies suffering from much
more serious problems such as oppression, despotism, inequality, the
deprivation of human rights, vice, nepotism and corruption.)
1

Aziz Abdul Wahid: Tajdid al Khitab al Dini Limadha. See http://www.alnoor.se/article
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Collective action
T h e ‘ulama c a n n o t c a r r y o u t t h e i r h i g h l y c o m p l e x s o c i a l
responsibilities unless they operate within a collective, institutional
framework. An “ijtihad institution” can make it possible for the religious
elites to serve the Ummah and help create a “virtuous society”, while at
the same time protecting them from the dangers of sectarian or political
conflicts.
The importance of collective action through mutual consultation is
summed up in the Holy Qur’an’s instruction to the Muslim community:
“... and consult them in affairs [of moment]...” (Aal i ‘Imran, verse 159) and in
al Hasan’s observation: “Whenever a people consult [each other] they will
be guided to the most judicious course of action. After [consultation has
taken place,] the Believers should implement its [conclusions], whether
they apply to their religious or worldly affairs.”1
Islam reinforces the spirit of collective responsibility. The Messenger
(PBUH) said: “Every one of you is a shepherd and every one of you is
responsible for his flock.”2 The Islamic view of responsibility sees man as
being Allah’s vicegerent and thus responsible for the earth and everything
on it.
Islam’s religious elites need to come together and agree on common
solutions to the huge challenges facing their societies. They need to
seek a “common word” to unite them in the context of “joint action” and
a “common society”; these should be among their main goals and this
requires them to eschew disputes and discord.3

Taking active steps to unite the Ummah
The ‘ulama’s functions should include acting as a unifying force and
refusing to engage in conflict – on the basis of the Qur’anic instruction:
“And hold fast, all together, by the Rope which Allah [stretches out for you],
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and be not divided among yourselves” (Aal i ‘Imran, verse 103). A similar point
is also made by verse 92 of Al Anbiya’, which states: “Verily, this Ummah
of yours is a single Ummah, and I am your Lord and Cherisher: therefore
serve Me [and no other].”
The religious elites should be at the forefront of those calling for
the unity and solidarity of the Islamic community, regardless of sect
or ethnic origin. This view is reinforced by the Holy Qur’an when it says:
“The same religion has He established for you as that which He enjoined
on Noah – which We have sent by inspiration to thee – and that which We
enjoined on Abraham, Moses and Jesus: namely, that ye should establish
the religion and make no divisions therein” (Al Shura, verse 13). On the same
theme the Messenger (PBUH) said: “The hand of Allah is with the
Community”1 and “A Muslim to a Muslim is like a building, [every]
part of which reinforces the other.”2
An Islamic society is a “society of worship and action” which embodies
“Thee do we worship and Thine aid do we seek” (Al Fatiha, verse 5) in the form
of a devout community that seeks to play its part – with Allah’s assistance –
in contributing to the welfare of humanity upon earth.

Reconciliation between disputing parties
The religious elites should help bring about reconciliation between
disputing parties, whether the causes of such disputes are sectarian, political
or nationalistic. On this subject the Holy Qur’an states: “If two parties among
the Believers fall into a quarrel, make ye peace between them: but if one of
them transgresses beyond bounds against the other, then fight ye [all] against
the one that transgresses until it complies with the command of Allah. But if
it complies, then make peace between them with justice, and be fair; for Allah
loves those who are fair” (Al Hujurat, verse 9).
In dealing with internal disputes in their communities, the religious
elites’ first duty is to try to make peace. Their chances of success will be
1
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significantly greater if they take a broad-minded, tolerant approach, respect
the “etiquette of disagreement” and refrain from condemning either side
as unbelievers or criminals. The fighting referred to in the above verse is
seen as a means of deterring the transgressors – regardless of their sect,
religion or ethnicity – and should only be resorted to after all efforts at
reconciliation have been exhausted.

Encouraging co-operation and mutual assistance
The ‘ulama’ should encourage co-operation for the sake of
righteousness and piety: “Help ye one another in righteousness and
piety, but help ye not one another in sin and rancour” (Al Ma’idah, verse 3). On
mutual assistance, the Qur’an states: “...and they give them preference
over themselves, even though poverty was their [own lot].And those saved
from the covetousness of their own souls, they are the ones that achieve
prosperity” (Al Hashr, verse 9).
Moreover, the Messenger (PBUH) said: “He does not believe in me
who goes to bed with his stomach full while his neighbour beside
him is hungry and he is aware of it.”1
The Messenger (PBUH) also said: “None of you will be a Believer
until he loves for his brother what he loves for himself.”2
A “virtuous society” does not depend solely upon material things for
its support. Rather, its strength and resolve come from its faith in Allah,
Glory be to Him.

Dealing with moral delinquency in the community
The religious elites should become actively engaged in tackling the
problems afflicting Islamic societies today such as violence, theft, illicit
sex, bribery, fraud, and alcohol and drug abuse.
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Giving honest and sincere advice to the Ummah and its leaders
This includes giving advice to the community and counselling those
in positions of responsibility to act justly towards people. The Messenger
(PBUH) said: “Al din nasiha.” (“The True Faith is advice.”) The people
asked him: “[Advice] for whom, O Messenger of Allah?” He replied: “For
Allah, His angels, His Messenger, the leaders of the Muslims and
their general public.”1

Listening to others and learning from them
“Those who listen to the Word and follow the best [meaning] in it:
those are the ones whom Allah has guided, and those are the ones endued
with understanding” (Al Zumar, verse 18).

Justice and equity
“O ye who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to
Allah, even as against yourselves, or your parents, or your kin, and
whether it be [against] rich or poor. For Allah can best protect both.
Follow not the lusts [of your hearts], lest ye swerve, and if ye distort
[justice] or decline to do justice, verily Allah is well-acquainted with all
that ye do” (Al Nisa’, verse 135).
“Thus have We made you an Ummah justly balanced, that ye might be
witnesses over the nations” (Al Baqarah, verse 143).

Characteristics of the elites
Modern writers and thinkers have listed a number of characteristics
that cultured, educated elites should enjoy if they are to be able to carry
out their duties towards their societies. They include:
As well as a respected social position, an ability to take decisions,
influence other people’s behaviour and beliefs and promote desirable
social values.
1

Narrated by Muslim in his Sahih.
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The thinker Edward Said adds that a muthaqqaf should also be
independent and not beholden to any power or authority. He should
play an active part in public life, be free from party political or narrow
ideological affiliations or bias and be committed to applying the values
of justice and freedom to himself and to others. He should have a broad
cultural background and an ability to address people at the appropriate
level in a rational, aware manner, and he should promote his ideas and
culture with the aim of making things better than they are at the present
time. He must not hesitate to express his ideas clearly and frankly and
he should be a fearless fighter against corruption and in defence of the
oppressed.1
These features need to be present first and foremost in the religious
elites, because it is their responsibility to play a leading role in creating
a virtuous, civilized society.

A critique of the religious elites and their role in society
The problems arising from the relationship between the religious
elite and society in Islam are broadly similar to those that affect relations
between the muthaqqaf and society in general. The following observations
are particularly relevant here:
A muthaqqaf tends to play a more prominent role in politics than
he does in the social sphere. He is less inclined to be critical of social
conditions and much more prone to criticize things in the political, cultural
and religious fields.
Many members of the religious elites hold positions within the official
ruling regimes. The main function of such people is to flatter the rulers or
present them in a favourable light.
There is a tendency among religious elites not to see religion as
a means of reconciling differences and promoting moderate positions that
encourage co-operation and solidarity.
1
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Members of the religious elites tend not to be interested in Islam’s
views on human rights, democratic change and confronting tyranny.
Instead, they see themselves as the “guardians” of their societies and
claim to hold a monopoly on the truth. They also tend to focus on sideissues at the expense of the fundamentals.
They bear a significant degree of responsibility for sectarian wars
and some of them exploit sectarian and tribal differences for political
gain. That is why the Arab world today is the worst region in the world for
discrimination against religious, ethnic, cultural and political minorities.1
The elite’s claim to hold a monopoly on the truth or to hold the keys to
salvation has had the effect of turning the population into a sort of reserve
military force or a testing ground for ideological and revolutionary projects
and ambitions. That is to say, people are being used as strategic tools to
enable the elites to seize control of the state and society.
“Just like the rest of society, the elite has failed to ‘free its mind’ and
approach matters in a rational manner. Consequently, knowledge has
become limited to the few, rather than the mass of the people, and any
knowledge which is not shared by the population as a whole becomes an
instrument for political and social domination.”2
“Traditional” ways of thinking result in an inability to deal with new
developments and respond to the demands of the modern age.
Some people believe that the religious/intellectual elites are practising
“doubly suicidal policies. Sometimes they turn a blind eye to real problems
that the political elite wrongly sees (or claims to see) as non-existent, while
at other times they use the media to swamp the general public with stories
about religious (or non-religious) issues of secondary relevance such as
the hijab, the evils of globalisation and Satanism, which are currently hot
topics in the media and engage the public’s attention.”3
1

Burhan Ghalioun: Fi Mas’uliyyati’l Nakhab fi’l Hurubi’l Ta’ifiyyah. al jazeera net 27th September.
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The religious elites have shown themselves to be incapable of putting
their own houses in order. In fact, divisions between the different Muslim
sects have grown wider and wider, while the prevailing religious discourse
has helped intensify sectarian discord and political conflict.
The religious elites have failed to project an attractive, rational image
of Islam or reduce the outside world’s fears of Muslims.
While it is mainly the religious elites who are to blame for the failure
to create a “virtuous society”, every other section of society must also bear
some share of the responsibility.
In conclusion, we can say that what we need today is an educated
religious elite that is well versed in both religious and temporal knowledge
and equally at home in Islamic culture and the human culture of the
wider world. It must be aware of its role in the community and the need
to co-operate with other elites in the task of building a civilized Islamic
society (which of course requires the creation of a “virtuous society”).
The creation of a “virtuous society” is a project that demands the
combined efforts and talents of every individual member the Islamic
Ummah. The religious elites cannot fulfil their obligations towards their
communities unless their communities recognize them and the role they
have to play. Instead of focusing on purely “religious” issues, they need to
be active in the fight against corruption, political tyranny, social and moral
delinquency and cultural backwardness.
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VALUES AND THE FUTURE
RELIGION, KNOWLEDGE,
IDEOLOGY AND COMMON
RESPONSIBILITIES
Ali Muhammad al Makkawi

V

alues may be defined as a collection of ideas
and concepts that determine the acceptability or
unacceptability of a person’s behaviour and goals.
Groups, individuals and societies vary according to their
respective value orientations, and these in turn help
define their attitudes and sense of accountability.
Today globalisation is affecting every part of
the world and imposing a single global culture on it.
Generally speaking, this is the culture of the “dominant
peoples”, which tries to foist its hegemony upon the
national cultures of the Third World. However, traditional
social values and value systems are standing firm in
resisting its attempts and remain attached to their faithbased roots and absolutes as they seek to win respect
for the principles of cultural “exceptionalism” and
“cultural relativism”.
Here in the Arab-Islamic world religion is the
fortress that safeguards values and identity and
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reinforces our sense of common responsibility for developing and tending
the earth in accordance with Allah’s Law, while at the same time calling
upon us to earn an honest living.

One: basic concepts
Before embarking on the main theme of our discussion – values and
the future – we need to define a number of pivotal concepts. The first of
these is the meaning of the word “values” – a term which, in addition to
value systems, encompasses common responsibility (or accountability),
ideology, knowledge and religion. We also need to consider modern
alternative notions such as secularism, neo-humanism and futurology.
1) Values. The study of values has been an increasingly important
aspect of sociology since 1918, when William Thomas and Florian Znaniecki
published their study – The Polish Peasant in Europe and America. From
that time on, values have been seen as crucial indicators of human
behaviour and as key to the understanding of human culture. They have
been defined in several different ways – as “things” and “topics”, as
attitudes, as consequences of actions or as attitudinal and behavioural
indicators, or through direct descriptions of their specific characteristics.
Seen from another angle, values have also been regarded as cultural
models, subjective trends, criteria and expressions of beliefs.
To put these definitions in a nutshell, values are an expression of the
dynamic ideas and concepts – either explicit or implicit – which distinguish
an individual or a group by determining what is socially acceptable and
by influencing the goals and methods related to a particular course,
or courses, of action. Their outward and visible signs can be seen in the
attitudes of individuals and groups and their behaviour, beliefs, standards
and social symbols. In addition to being intimately linked to society’s
other structural components, they also influence them as well as being
influenced by them.1
1
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2) The future and futurology. There have been several phases in the
way that thinking about the future has developed. In chronological order
these include the fanciful, the speculative, the religious, the philosophical
and, finally, the scientific. The characteristics of each phase are determined
by its circumstances and the way it came about; these include the role of
creative thought as a response to human aspirations (which is something
that has been common to mankind throughout human history).
The word “future” is the most mystifying and unfathomable word we
encounter in our lives and its connotations are understood in numerous
different ways. To a powerless person it means “the impossible”, while
a coward understands it to mean “the unknown” and to some thinkers it
may suggest “the ideal”.1
This strange disparity between the different ways people see the future
could explain the reason why failures occur; i.e. they occur because the
future only “happens” to a person or a society when that person or society
consciously faces it head-on, while a person who does not face up to the
future and consider its implications will always be backward-looking and
obscurantist in his or her thinking and fated never to succeed.2
Any exploration of the future is hostage to the past and the present.
What I mean by this is that we need to determine our responsibility for
what has happened and is happening as well as the direction in which
we are going. “Futurology” is a science which deals with events that have
not yet occurred and will become present (rather than future) when they
do actually occur. Hence the future – which only exists in the mind and
the imagination and in the plans we devise for it (which are speculative) –
is different from futurology, which deals with the political, economic and
social developments which we expect to take place in the future, so that
accordingly we draw up plans and strategies for responding to them.3
1
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Futurology seeks to study long-term trends in society so that it can
develop alternative options for dealing with future events or circumstances
and take advantage of available opportunities. It is this academic
discipline that produces “future studies” – a process that involves research,
knowledge and creative thinking based on observation and perspicacity.
3) Secularisation. This is the process that strips religious beliefs,
practices and institutions of their social substance and significance,
particularly in modern industrial societies. The decline of religion is
measured by levels of participation in, or attendance at, acts of religious
worship, as well as adherence to authentic religious beliefs, active support
for established religious institutions through membership, financial
contributions and general respect, and the importance attached to
religious events – such as Eids and festivals – in community life. On the
basis of these criteria there is a view which maintains that during the 20th
century modern societies became essentially secular.
According to this view, secularisation is an inevitable concomitant of
industrial societies and cultural modernisation. Some people even believe
that modern science has damaged the credibility of traditional beliefs,
while the diversity of different lifestyles and options has broken religion’s
monopoly on religious symbols. Moreover, the urbanisation of society has
led to the creation of an individualistic world devoid of social or ethical
standards, the erosion of family life has made religious institutions less
relevant, and technology has enabled people to control their environment
to the extent that the notion of an omnipotent god is seen by many as less
important, or less plausible, than it was in the past. It is in this sense that
secularisation is applied as a yardstick for measuring what Max Weber
means by “society’s movement towards rationalisation”.
On the other hand, critics of the “secularisation theory” maintain
that it implicitly equates secularisation with the decline of Christianity in
traditional societies, while in reality the two should be regarded as separate
phenomena. It (i.e. the “secularisation theory”) also underestimates the
Cairo University, Cairo, 2009, p 68.
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significance of the new religious movements in societies that are classed
as secular and finds it difficult to explain why there are major differences
between industrial societies (such as the United States and Britain) in the
nature and extent of their secularisation. In addition, they have also failed
to consider the role of religion in some national cultures (for example,
Poland and Ireland) and they underestimate the significance of secular
alternatives to religion (like humanism), which might fulfil the role of
religion, though without its spiritual content.

Two: The modern world’s universalist value systems
The world today is dominated by an assortment of different value
systems, Some of these are derived from the divinely revealed religions
such as Islam and Christianity, others have their roots in positivist religions
and schools like Buddhism, Confucianism and Hinduism, while the third
source is neither faith-based nor positivist but developed from schools of
thought such as neo-humanism. Consequently, each of these systems has
its own distinctive characteristics, which we can categorise as follows:1
1) The first source. The monotheistic faiths. This source encompasses
the whole range of sects and schools within the two main divinely revealed
religions. The first of these is Christianity and the second is Islam.
These two faiths proclaim the celestial message of the One True God
and a belief that they are the sole purveyors of the sole and absolute Truth,
and it is almost certainly this that has led to the lasting rivalry between
them which continues to this day. In fact, the real antipathy between them
became most clearly marked in modern times in the face of the growing
trends towards secularism.
In the Christian world the move towards secularisation began with the
separation of church and state. Initially it encountered strong resistance,
1

See Wang Gungwu: The Future of Secular Values, National University of Singapore, 2007, pp 2‑3.
*Despite Western civilization’s secular values, certain of its material achievements make it possible
to establish mutual contacts and engage in dialogue with Muslims and others in various parts
of the world. This means the essence of Islamic values can be highlighted through direct and
indirect interaction using a range of channels such as the telephone, mobile, internet, satellite TV,
international conferences, symposiums etc.
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but it quickly became accepted, with the result that secular values
ultimately became established in all states with a Christian background.
In Islam, however, this approach is totally unacceptable – and indeed
fundamentally impossible – despite the sustained efforts of individual
political leaders, intellectuals and academics who see the modern world
as basically secular. Islam is “din wa dawlah” (religion and state) and
its realm encompasses this world and the next. Under Islam the state’s
politics, economy and society in general are under orders to develop and
maintain the earth according to Allah’s Shariah. This is the essence of
man’s role as Allah’s vicegerent on earth.
Hence the question that arises is: “How can a Muslim be secular
without losing his belief in Allah and his Islamic faith?” The answer is highly
problematic and raises an endless array of intractable issues. For many
people in the Islamic world the quick answer would be that the material
benefits of secular values – i.e. modern civilization’s material achievements –
should be used to support, protect and propagate the Islamic Faith.
2) The second source. The positivist religions of South Asia,
particularly Hindusim and Buddhism, which stress the value of inner purity
(whether inspired by a multitude of gods and sects – as in Hinduism – or
from values inspired by the Buddhist’s ability to detach himself from his
reality and rise above it through meditation). Buddhism could be seen as
a form of unbelief or heresy, since it does not recognize the existence of
a deity or deities; however, its essential goal is “inner peace”, which is from
the same source as Hinduism.1
Here we should perhaps note that these two positivist religions have
not led their followers to embrace secularism as a means of solving the
world’s problems. At the same time, however, they are still capable of
embracing secular values, mainly because they do not see them as a threat
to their fundamental religious beliefs.
3) The third source. The secular schools with roots in Ancient Greece
and Rome and the East Asia. These have undergone radical changes since
1
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they were originally conceived. The new version has been led by Western
Europe and its “cultural extensions” in the Americas and Australia and
– to a greater or lesser degree – it is continuing to extend its influence in
East Asia. However there are serious tensions between the two worlds, or
cultures (Western and Asian), due to the fact that they have evolved from
different sources.
Both these worlds claim that their versions of secularism are
universally applicable and that they are inspired by the same spirit of
scientific principles and laws that exemplifies the freedom of the individual.
However, the Asian model claims that its secularism is a reaffirmation of
social morality and social harmony, while it could be said that the spirit of
Greece and Rome has lost its way and needs to be born again through the
agency of Christian thinkers who will set it on the right path.
These are the sources that determine values at a global level. We can
therefore conclude that religion – whether divinely revealed or positivist –
has been the basic source of the value system throughout history. And even
if “value trends” have parted company with religion from time to time, they
have invariably returned to it whether they like it or not, because religion
is a natural instinct implanted in us by Allah, and there is no alternative
creation to Allah’s creation.

Three: Values, common responsibilities and international
organisations
As we have pointed out, values are inseparable from religion and
include something usually described as “common responsibility”. This
is a concept which has its origins in the human race’s common heritage
and embodies the general principle of equality before International Law.
The need for this principle can be clearly seen in the historic disparity
between the advanced and developing nations in their approach to global
environmental problems, as well as in the differences between their
economic and technical capabilities when they attempt to tackle them.1
1

See The Principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities: Origin and Scope, World Summit on
Sustainable Development, Johannesburg, 26th August 2002, p 1.
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In addition to their common responsibilities, there are also important
differences between the individual responsibilities incurred by these two
types of states.
The principle of common responsibility lies at the core of Islamic
ethics. The Holy Qur’an instructs us to co-operate in “righteousness
and piety” and to eschew “co-operation in sin and rancour”, and it calls
upon us to ward off from ourselves and our families “a Fire whereof the
fuel is men and stones”. The Prophet’s Sunnah also defines common
responsibility and calls upon us to concern ourselves with the Muslims’
situation, as in the following Hadiths – “The one who does not concern
himself (or herself) with the Muslims’ situation is not one of them”,
and “Love your brother as you love yourself”. The most comprehensive
statement on the subject is the Qur’an’s declaration that “the Believers are
brothers, so make peace (or settlement) between your brothers”.
Different societies around the world and regional and international
organisations have sought to crystallise the concept of “common
responsibility”. Symposiums have been held on the subject with
contributions from experts in a range of disciplines, with the aim of
determining how it can be applied in practice in such fields as health,
education, the environment, energy, resources, combating poverty, social
security, human development, etc.
In this connection, the Rio Declaration on environmental degradation,
issued in August 2002, raises the notion of “common but differentiated
responsibilities” as a universally binding principle. At the International
Summit on Sustainable Development the advanced states readily agreed
to assume their responsibilities in view of the threats to the world
environment posed by their own populations, by adopting the appropriate
advanced technologies and providing the necessary funding for them.1
The principle of “common but differentiated responsibilities”
comprises two basic elements:
1
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1) The state’s common responsibility to protect the environment (for
example), or to protect part of it, at the national, regional and international
levels.
2) The need to take into account the specific circumstances of each
state, particularly the part it has played in aggravating a particular
problem, as well as its ability to resolve it, reduce the threat it poses or
bring it under control.
This principle leads to at least two consequences which may be
expressed in practical terms as follows:
1) Asking all relevant states to participate in an assessment of their
role in the international response to environmental problems. This would
enable the part played by each individual state to be highlighted, while
identifying urgent problems and ways of resolving them, and at the same
time helping to ensure that similar problems do not arise in the future.
2) Imposing obligatory environmental targets on states.
The concept of “common responsibility” is similar and is used
to describe the shared commitments or obligations of two or more
states towards protecting a specific environmental resource. Common
responsibility can come into play when a shared resource is involved
which is subject to a common legal authority, rather than being controlled
exclusively by any one state or sovereign power. (An example of this is
biodiversity, which is of common concern to all humanity.)1
China is at the forefront of the international community where the
concept of “common responsibility” is concerned. President Hu has
stressed the importance of common responsibility and believes that, in
order to overcome the major threats to the world of today2, the international
community should begin by developing the “human element” and instilling
a sense of shared accountability. A wave of globalisation has swept across
1

See Shared Values, Shared Responsibilities, G8 Africa Joint Declaration, G8 Summit of Deauville,
May 26th-27th 2011, pp 2‑3.
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President Hu Emphasises the Theory of Common Responsibility, Peopledaily.com.cnopinion, p 1. (in
English)
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the world and the term “global village” has gained traction since the end
of the Cold War. The dawn of the new millennium heralded the start of
a series of crises and grave challenges that threaten the world as a whole.
They include depletion of resources (including energy), global warming,
food security, public health issues and economic recession, as well as
numerous other problems with the potential to affect world peace and
prosperity. This has given rise to a new expression to describe the parlous
state of the world – “global risk society” – a reflection of a situation that
necessitates international co-operation and common responsibility, as well as
a commitment to improve living standards and develop the “human element”.
In this connection the Chinese President has proposed a programme to
promote common responsibility which comprises the following points:1
1) Enhanced international co-operation as the only way to deal with
global threats and challenges.
2) A commitment by all political parties to the principle of common
responsibility. This could be linked to the United Nations organisations and
international protocols such as the Kyoto Protocol.
3) The developing countries should face up to their historic
responsibilities and fulfil their obligations towards resources and energy,
while embracing eco-friendly technology.
4) The advanced countries should stand alongside the developing
countries by adopting more constructive economic policies that will
contribute to global economic stability, benefit the international finance
market, ensure co-operation in overseeing international financial
operations and accelerate progress along the world economy’s road to
recovery.
5) Co-ordinating the world’s needs and achieving sustainable
development. This means serving the interests and needs of both the
advanced and developing states with the aim of promoting global
economic growth and balanced development. This can only be achieved by
developing the Third World.
1
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6) The Third World countries should join the ranks of the states that
are signatories to international agreements on shared responsibility.
They should also support growth by implementing structural adaptation
policies, in addition to applying energy-saving measures, giving priority to
the “circular economy” (an industrial economy that produces no waste or
pollution) by espousing new energy and energy-saving industries, boosting
economic growth and restructuring their development models.
Religion and the acceptance of “common responsibilities” and
“common but differentiated responsibilities” will undoubtedly be helpful in
defining roles and obligations, and in promoting the “international division
of labour” by assigning each state the part it should play – firstly towards
itself, and then towards other states. When rights and obligations are
balanced against each other in a global context, this should foster justice,
tolerance and equality and reduce feelings of hostility between peoples.
These are qualities that the world of today is crying out for.

Four: Religion and values – now and in the future
After the Renaissance, the separation of church and state speeded up
the process of “modifying” Christian religious values and they began to
give way to secular values. In Islam, on the other hand, the spirit of the
Faith is paramount in Islamic values; consequently, any efforts that may be
made to modify or replace them are unlikely to succeed. Even so, we find
that the West is pulling out all the stops to support those whom it calls the
“cultural elite” in the Islamic world in its efforts to Westernise it, spread
secular values and refashion Islam’s traditional values. Western advocates
of secularisation are calling for the cultural elites in the Islamic world to
be given special attention so that they can be groomed to “advance and
support the scientific and technological revolution which has changed the
face of the world in these times.”1
Debates are still taking place between the Western and Islamic
worlds on the relationship between religion and values, and on the role
1

For example Wang Gungwu (Op. Cit.) and 5: Louise Antony: Neo-Humanist Statement of Secular
Principles and Values: Personal, Progressive and Planetary, Paul Kurtz Lecture, 2011, pp 1‑5.
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of religion in public life, development, planning, politics etc. The most
striking thing about these debates is the attempts that are being made
(particularly by the West) to exclude religion totally from the picture on the
grounds that Europe owes its progress during and after the Renaissance
to the separation of religion from politics and the church from the state.
However, this position is neither correct in itself nor applicable to every
religion. Moreover, it also seeks to separate religion from public life and
public affairs, so that it becomes merely a set of rituals that are performed
in places of worship and bears no relation to the realities of people’s
lives. In its place there would be a new “secular religious” system called
“secularisation” or “neo-humanism”.
These two models of Western Christian thought will show that this
position is a sham:
1) Model 1. According to the Christian economist David Pickman:
“Much of the economic prosperity achieved by the West since the Second
World War has been squandered in a mad, selfish and destructive manner.
The West’s materialist civilization encourages the pursuit of happiness
and a sense of personal worth through possessions, spending and
consumption. However, the millions who have been deceived by these false
hopes feel disappointed with their lives.” 1 Pickman notes that unbridled
materialism consumes a lot of human energy and material resources that
could otherwise be used to solve the world’s problems such as poverty,
famine in Africa, the social exclusion of marginalised and powerless people
in the Third World, and human habitat destruction.
The affluent classes and advanced countries with a global cultural
and historical “reach” – i.e. Western Europe and the United States – feel
that they are unable to spend any more time or money on relieving poverty
or tackling famines, though they are still able to play games on video
machines, peddle arms left, right and centre, ignite conflicts and start
wars.
1
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It is true that the world’s problems are complex and difficult to resolve
but, despite their complexity, there is still a role for religion and morality.
Our planet’s present plight is not basically due to the complexity of our
problems; rather, it is because, owing to shortcomings in our upbringing,
we have insufficient religious and ethical motivation to channel our
energies into actually dealing with the threats our world faces.
In his capacity as an economist at the World Bank and an active
Christian, Pickman observes that modern pluralist societies have
a tendency to suppress any talk of religion or ethics when discussing public
policy. Yet if secularist practices have arisen in those societies as a reaction
to the separation of church and state, what one would really expect to see
is respect for religious diversity and silence on religious differences, in
the interests of coexistence and tolerance between followers of different
faiths.1
However, silence creates problems of another sort. If religion is
excluded from economics, politics and social affairs and banished into the
wilderness, these areas of public life will find themselves operating in a way
that is devoid of ethical principles. Consequently morality and standards
will decay, values will disappear and society will become a jungle with
no place for the weak, the poor or the sick. This is why there is a growing
need for us to recognize the underlying values which are common to the
world’s cultures and religions; such a recognition will create opportunities
for interreligious and intercultural dialogue and help establish a suitable
ethical climate for the discussion of issues of general concern.
2) Model 2. Ray Azzopardi wrote a response to Raphael Dingli on 27th
June 2011 after the latter had published a study entitled The Secular Way
in Malta on 9th June 2011. In his study Dingli referred to what he called
secular values and stated that “individuals in a secular state have no right
to impose their ethical standards upon others.” He also noted: “Malta
is a secular state, so consequently religious beliefs have no place in the
political process.” He concluded by saying that in this context there are two
1

Ibid. p 62.
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consciences in conflict with each other – the religious conscience and the
democratic conscience.1
Azzopardi was amazed by Dingli’s observations. He pointed out that
it was clear that the “ruling religion” in Malta was the Roman Catholic
Apostolic Faith, and “Do not the Catholic Church authorities have the right
– and indeed the duty – to teach us which principles are right and which
are wrong?”
Azzopardi added: “Is not our religion – the Catholic Faith – ingrained
in our society and an intrinsic part of our daily lives? Do the teachings of
the Church and its beliefs not help us sinners to follow the path that is
best for us as human beings and what is for the greater benefit of society?
Why should there be a conflict between the religious conscience and the
democratic conscience when one of them is guiding us in the direction of
good conduct? Must everything be in the name of democracy and guided
by it? Should we be free to do whatever we want in the name of democracy?
Are right and wrong determined by each individual’s personal way of
thinking? Are there not more absolute truths in the message that God
sent Jesus to preach on earth, and which the Catholic Church continues
to preach? Are secular values to overwhelm religious values in the name
of freedom? Aren’t all those people like Mr. Dingli in fact imposing their
personal beliefs on the wider community and harassing us in our daily lives
in the name of secular values?”
In similar vein, Pope Benedict XVI stated that: “There are some kinds
of behaviour and thought which are presented to us as the only reasonable
ones and as being more or less applicable to the whole of mankind. [In
fact, they are regarded] as being the only acceptable or rational forms [of
behaviour and thought].”2
Addressing Western society, which has embraced secular values with
enthusiasm, Azzopardi asserted that Christianity today is being subjected
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to unbearable pressures and its thinking has been mocked as spurious.
Moreover, the debate that took place in Malta on divorce deteriorated into
an open attack on the Church, its clergy and its spiritual leaders after
they rejected divorce in order to prevent the break-up of the family and
safeguard the indissolubility of the marriage bond. From the point of view
of their opponents, their position posed a threat to democratic principles.
“Why are Christian values being attacked and mocked?” Azzopardi
asked.1
Azzopardi, who is himself Maltese, believes that the more Malta
moves towards secularisation, the greater its need for the teachings of
the Catholic Church. Because of man’s natural weakness, human nature,
mankind’s constant tendency to stray off the straight and narrow, and
the fraudulent notion of freedom which some people are determined to
promote, there is a greater need than ever for people to understand and
wholeheartedly embrace the absolute truths. The Church wants Malta to
remain Catholic, not from “fundamentalist” motives or because it wishes
to impose its beliefs upon others, but because what it – the Church – does
and what it teaches the people is always beneficial to mankind whatever
their beliefs or religious affiliations.
The above two examples reflect the reality of Western societies,
particularly their positions on religious and secular values and the
relationship between them. They also show that society – any society,
however advanced or backward it may be – is unable to do without religious
values, since they transcend individual preferences and personal interests,
thereby “merging” the individual into the group so that the community
becomes the protector and guardian of the individual and the individual
becomes committed to the security of the community. Furthermore,
religious values also help promote virtue, tolerance and goodwill between
communities and peoples.
Islamic societies and Islamic values are different – firstly, because they
are still alive and well; secondly, because we have already experienced
1
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secular values and found them to be undesirably telic – i.e. they serve
a particular end in the interests of a specific individual, family or group;
and thirdly, because the Islamic value system raises man’s stature as the
vicegerent of Allah the Most High upon earth, and gives unlimited authority
to develop the earth according to the Way of Allah. Even if there are glaring
mistakes in the way man exercises that authority, do not blame Islamic
values; blame the Muslims who made those mistakes.

Five: Ideology, knowledge and common responsibility
The term “ideology” is used to convey the concepts of shared belief
systems, absolute values and prevailing culture. Theorists believe that
ideology is the cornerstone of the social system in advanced capitalist
societies.1 The term was originally coined by Karl Marx, who used it to
describe the social phenomenon of ideas and culture in general, and
political ideas and political culture in particular, as well as the relationship
between the field of ideas and other political and economic fields. These
topics were debated by the followers of Max Weber and Emile Durkheim
and the structuralists, and have had a significant influence on Marxist
theories on the concept of ideology.2
Marx explained the nature of the relationship between ideas and
economics and stated that the ideas of the ruling class were bound to
become the dominant ideas. From an ideological perspective, ideas may
be seen as the driving force of history, though Marx asserted that the
class struggle was the driving force of history and that there is a constant
tension, or dialectic, between basis and superstructure.
Knowledge – in the sense that we are referring to it here – may be
described as “commonsense knowledge”; that is to say, as the routine
knowledge that we acquire in our daily lives and which determines
the nature and manner of our activities. Anthromethodologists call
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commonsense knowledge “implicit knowledge” – a reference to the fact
that, in carrying out their daily activities, individuals depend upon implicit
rules which determine how they should act in any given situation, which
creates a sense of “logical organisation and interconnection”.1
Proponents of “symbolic interaction” state that sociology needs
to focus on interpreting people’s concepts of the social world and that
sociological analysis should be based on those concepts.
In recent times knowledge has become a much broader field than it
used to be, particularly with the development of information technology,
which is drowning the world in a sea of data and detailed facts about
everything imaginable. Globalisation – including satellite TV channels and
the internet – is helping to spread information, expand social interaction
and generally increase man’s store of knowledge, and this is having
an effect on his behaviour, the decisions he makes, and his daily life as
a whole. It may well be that some aspects of the Arab Spring revolutions
are an echo of this phenomenon.
Common responsibility – as we pointed out earlier – is a bilateral or
multilateral reciprocal commitment to perform a particular action in which
the role of each party is specified as well as the way in which it should
be performed.2 It is mainly a legal concept because it involves a shared
legal interest and it is frequently used in connection with the world’s “hot”
issues, such as poverty, social exclusion, backwardness, environmental
pollution, the scarcity of resources and energy sources, desertification,
climate change, terrorism, piracy, etc.
Ideology may be defined as ideas that direct a course of behaviour;
knowledge provides us with the implicit rules that determine how we
should behave; and common responsibility calls upon us to be considerate
of others, recognize their right to life, act fairly towards them and balance
our rights against our obligations. This “ideational triangle” (ideology,
1
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knowledge and common responsibility) has the capacity to lead the world
along the road to peace, development and security. It can help resolve
the problems of poverty and hunger in the Third World, eradicate hatred
from the hearts of oppressed and suffering peoples, spread goodwill and
generate a spirit of universal tolerance.
However, is the world moving in this direction? Or is its number one
priority the filling of certain individuals’ pockets and bank accounts with
proceeds from the toil and sweat of the poor, the oppressed and the
socially excluded?

Six: Religion and common responsibility: future prospects
When we talk about the future of religion in our Islamic world, there
is no need for us to prove that it is powerful and influential, even for those
who are remiss in the observance of the fara’idh (religious obligations) and
arkan (“pillars” of the Faith). Nor do we need to point out that after all the
experiences it has undergone, the Islamic tide is rising, even if all Muslims
still need to understand clearly that Islam is both a creed and a way of life,
and to make an effort to master fiqh al awlawiyyat (an understanding of the
priorities of decision-making).
However, what I really wish to focus on here is Christianity in Europe,
the United States and the West in general, because the West is not only
the heartland of secularism and its premier champion, but also the main
driving force encouraging intellectuals and thinkers in the Islamic world to
embrace and promote secularisation. Despite this, however, there are calls
in Western societies (as their own people themselves testify) to recognize
the importance of religion and religious values and their vital role in
countering the perils of secularism.
Pope Benedict XVI warned Christians against the dire consequences
for Western society if it abandoned its belief in God or its spiritual
awareness and abolished religion at every level. In an interview with Peter
Seewald he observed that without God man is not capable of truthfulness
or able to create his own moral values, and that if he deserts his religion he
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will lose his last place of refuge.”1 Consequently his only option will be to
arrange his affairs by himself in the most rational way possible, and in that
case the majority view will be the only criterion he can adopt.
Let us now consider the position of Wang Gungwu – a proponent of
secularisation – and his ideas on the future of secular values. In his view:
1) It is clear that there is no such thing as a set of pure secular values.
The spiritual instinct needs to be satisfied and secularism is, at the very
least, rooted in two faiths – Christianity and Buddhism. Even so, the point
is that however superior secularism may be to the religions that underpin
and nurture it, and whatever spiritual roots and moral principles it may
share with them, it is not easy to reconcile it with them.
2) Today secular values are regarded as being universally applicable.
However, they are applied selectively by the nation-state and –surprisingly
– they are usually endorsed by religious tradition. Their selective nature has
been a source of constant conflict, particularly between the great powers
whose primary aim has been to extend their imperial hegemony, and it has
led to two world wars. Because of this, the nationalistic form of secularism
has begun to collapse because it has eradicated or undermined all the
“universalist” elements of the value system.
3) Despite this, secularism has become so “pervasive” that it has
encountered no hostility from the established religions for over two
centuries, particularly during the five decades following the Second World
War. However, the arrogance of the secularist theorists led to a “civil war”
between the two major power blocs – the capitalist and Communist camps
– who had divided the word between them. This had the effect of sapping
many people’s energies and eroding their belief in secularism.
4) In today’s world the older religions and religious revivalist
movements are beginning to raise their voices. Although resistance
to all things secular has the potential to become a debilitating factor
for countries in general, it has recently drawn strength from the anti1
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secularisation movement which has arisen in reaction to some of the
consequences of the “secularist civil war” referred to earlier. Today we see
a growing and unprecedented gap between rich and poor and increasing
rivalry between narrow, selfish national interests. The basis upon which
secularism is founded is growing in strength and it is incumbent upon
institutions and organisations to resist this religious revival so that the
secular voice can again be heard loud and clear.
5) When secular values become globalised they find themselves
up against global opposition, creating – in the eyes of many – a new
“bipolarisation”. Therefore there is a need for a greater understanding
of the spiritual vacuum which many people feel; this vacuum has helped
reinforce values that are irreconcilable with secular values and add
a “dramatic element” to the sense of despair which appears to be growing
around the world.
6) The West and the Far East are two of the main strongholds of
present-day secularism and the West seems to have a great deal of
confidence in the secular values it has embraced. Japan and China have
tried to develop their values from alternative interpretations of their own
religious books and Western European and American ideas (including
– most recently – the West’s rejection of Communism). Even so, both
these two countries are trying to redefine the modern secular values they
previously accepted in order to minimize the spiritual threat they pose to
their peoples.
7) Finally, what are the future prospects for secular values as they
are today? Quite simply, they are headed towards more of the same –
i.e. further secularisation. When the prevailing values in the West and
the Far East were rooted in Ancient Greece, Rome and Confucianism,
they ultimately failed in both those regions. Later, however, it became
possible to reinterpret Ancient Greek and Roman values through Islam
and Christianity (despite the latter’s schisms), while Confucian values
were reinterpreted through a unique blend of Buddhism and Taoism and
regained their dominant position up till the 20th century.
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IKHTILAF (DIFFERENCE)
AND TAFAHOM (MUTUAL
UNDERSTANDING)
IN ISLAMIC FIQH
(JURISPRUDENCE)
CAUSES AND ETHICAL
REPONSES
Mahmoud Abboud Al Harmoush
Definitions of ikhtilaf and khilaf

A

ccording to al Raghib al Isfahani’s Mufradat
al Qur’an (Qur’anic Terms): “Ikhtilaf (difference)
and mukhalafah (inconsistency/disagreement)
are [terms which apply] when everyone follows a path
that is different from the paths followed by everybody
else in his situation or speech.” That is to say, they are
applicable when there is no clash or discord, though
when “ikhtilaf in speech” does occur between people it
may entail a conflict, so the word can be applied if there
is a dispute or a heated argument.
Semantically, ikhtilaf does not convey the meaning
of discord and strife. Rather, it describes the situations
and mental attitudes of people who are not necessarily
in conflict with each other; however, when a person is
displeased as a result of a disagreement with another
person for some reason or another, this ikhtilaf can
become a cause of conflict.

Professor of Usul and Fiqh Principles at al Jinan University in Tripoli (Lebanon).
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Al Isfahani adds that “khilaf (also commonly translated in to English
as “difference”) is a broader term than dhidd (opposite), because although
when two opposites occur there is a ‘difference’, not every ‘difference’ is an
‘opposite’. Black and white are opposites and different, but red and green
are different without being opposites.”1
Al Kafawi lists four differences between ikhtilaf and khilaf as follows:
“1 – Ikhtilaf applies [in a situation] in which the paths are different,
while the intention is that they should be one [and the same]. [There is a]
khilaf when both of them – i.e. the path and the intention – are different.
“2 – Ikhtilaf is based on evidence, while khilaf is not based on
evidence.
“3 – The consequence of ikhtilaf is rahmah (mercy, Divinely granted
indulgence), while the consequence of khilaf is bid‘ah (heretical
innovation).
“4 – If a judge rules that there is a khilaf, it is permissible to appeal
against the judgement on the grounds of khilaf al ikhtilaf (recognition of
disagreement between jurists).”2
Sheikh Mohammed ‘Awwamah distinguishes between them with the
observation that with ikhtilaf the means are different but the end is the
same, while with khilaf both the means and the ends are different.3

Types of ikhtilaf and the spheres in which they occur
Ikhtilaf (difference) occurs in several different contexts:
1 – Ikhtilaf in religious affiliation, like the differences between Islam
and other faiths such as Judaism and Christianity.
2 – Ikhtilaf in creed, like the differences between Muslims such as the
Qadariyyah, Jabariyyah and Jahmiyyah.
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3 – Ikhtilaf in fiqh (jurisprudence) between the different schools
of fiqh such as the Ibadis, Hanafis, Malikis, Shafi‘is, Hanbalis, Zaidis
and Dhahiris. This type of ikhtilaf, which is referred to as ikhtilaf fi’l furu‘
(“difference in the branches”), is the subject of our investigation.

The legitimacy of ikhtilaf
Anyone who examines the situations in which the Prophet’s
Companions recorded the texts revealed and events that took place while
they were in the company of the Prophet (PBUH) will conclude beyond
any shadow of doubt that ikhtilaf is legitimate. This is because differences
occurred even at the time of the Blessed Prophet and the Prophet himself
(PBUH) endorsed them. So – as the ‘ulama al usul (scholars specialised in
the “fundamentals” or “roots”) say – “Al wuqu‘ dalil al jawaz (the fact of its
occurrence is evidence of its permissibility)”.
Ikhtilaf fi’l furu‘ (“difference in the branches”) is an established fact.
This is just as true of “branches” when they apply to fiqh rulings as it is
when they apply to matters of creed. The Pious Predecessors differed
with each other over numerous issues, including the question of whether
the Prophet (PBUH) saw his Lord and Cherisher on the Night of the Mi‘raj
(Ascension through the Heavens). A‘isha (may Allah be pleased with her)
rejected the idea that a dead person should suffer torment if his family
wept over him, while some Companions denied that Allah the Most High
could be seen with the eyes, since the Qur’an says: “No vision can grasp
Him, but His grasp is over all vision.” Ibn Taymiyyah stated that a person
who makes an error in this kind of ikhtilaf is excused and indeed rewarded
for his efforts.
There was ikhtilaf between the Noble Companions over who should
succeed the Prophet (PBUH) as the defender of the Faith and the Muslim
state’s “worldly policies”. They also differed with each other over the death
of the Prophet (PBUH) and where he should be buried. Even during the
time he was alive the Companions had differences over the ruling on the
Bani Qurayza and the Prophet (PBUH) came down in favour of Sa‘d’s view.
The Companions whom the Prophet (PBUH) sent to the Bani Qurayza
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resorted to ijtihad over the question of the salat (congregational prayer).
Some of them prayed on the road, while the others did not pray until
they reached the Bani Qurayza’s habitations; in this instance the Prophet
(PBUH) approved both groups’ decisions. The Companions also held
different opinions on the question of captives and the Prophet supported
Abu Bakr’s position, until a verse was revealed supporting ‘Umar’s view.
They also differed over the distribution of anfal (spoils of war) until the
Qur’an revealed that the question of anfal was one that should be referred
to Allah and His Messenger…There were also other well-known instances
and we shall look at several of them when we discuss the causes of
ikhtilaf.

How ikhtilaf arose
Ikhtilaf (in the sense of a serious difference of opinion) only arose after
the death of the Prophet (PBUH). During the Prophet’s lifetime (PBUH)
the Prophet set the course and guided the Ummah (Islamic Nation), and
if the Muslims found themselves in conflict over anything they referred
it to the Prophet (PBUH), who would then show them the correct path to
follow. However, almost as soon as the Companions had finished burying
him (PBUH), they were at odds with each other over numerous matters,
including:
1 – Ikhtilaf over his death. ‘Umar threatened anyone who said
“Muhammad is dead” until Abu Bakr recited the following verse from the
Qur’an: “Muhammad is no more than an Apostle: many were the Apostles
that passed away before him. If he died or were slain, would you then turn
back on your heels?”
2 – They differed over the question of the Caliphate until they agreed
on Abu Bakr (may Allah be pleased with him). They came to the view that
as the Prophet (PBUH) had chosen him to take his place in leading the
congregational prayer, which is the cornerstone of the Faith, it was clear
that he should also be his successor in worldly affairs.
Ikhtilaf – in the sense that we shall consider it – arose after the death
of the Prophet (PBUH).
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Causes of ikhtilaf over matters of fiqh
Certain causes have been identified by the fuqaha’ (scholars of
jurisprudence), who attribute all disagreements over Islamic fiqh to them.
I shall list them briefly before moving on to the conventions and ethics of
ikhtilaf.
These causes include:
One: Ikhtilaf in qira’at (“readings”, or “recitations”). Differences in
the recitation of the Qur’an have led to differences between fuqaha’. One
example of this would be verse 6 of Surat al Ma’idah: “Idha qumtum ila’l
salati faghsilu wujuhakum wa aydiyakum ila’l marafiq wamsahu biru’usikum
wa arjulakum (or arjulikum) ila’l ka‘bain.” (“O ye who believe! When ye
prepare for prayer, wash your faces and your hands to the elbows, and
rub your heads, and your feet to the ankles.” Nafi‘, Ibn ‘Umar and al Kisa’i
read the reference to feet as “wa arjulakum” – meaning “wash your
feet” – while Ibn Kathir, Aabu ‘Amr and Hamzah read it as “wa arjulikum”,
which would mean “rub your feet”. Consequently, the differences in the
recitations led to differences of opinion among the fuqaha’ over whether
the feet should be washed or rubbed. The majority of schools understand
that washing is required, while the “Imamites” (Shia) maintain that the feet
should be rubbed. The Dhahiris say that the feet should be subjected to
a combination of washing and rubbing, while Ibn Jarir thinks it is a matter
of choice1.
Two: Lack of information about a Hadith. As we know, the Sunnah
was not written down until the reign of ‘Umar bin ‘Abdul ‘Aziz. (Though
there may have been some privately kept records.) Consequently, input
from many Hadiths may have been missing from certain “far‘iy” (“branchrelated”) Shariah rulings, and this was a major contributing factor in the
differences that arose between the Companions.
It was for this reason that ‘Umar was unaware of the fact that a woman
inherits from her husband’s diyah (compensation for the shedding of blood),
until Al Dhahk bin Sufiyan wrote to him that the Prophet (PBUH) made the
1

Al Shawkani: Nail al Awtar, 1/169. See also al Tabari, 10/58.
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wife of Ashyam al Dhababi the heir of her husband’s diyah. When he learnt
this, ‘Umar abandoned his previous position and followed the Sunnah.
There are also numerous other examples in this category.
Three: Doubt about the reliability of a Hadith. One example of this is
a report that a grandmother came to Abu Bakr al Siddiq to ask him about
her [share of an] inheritance. He replied: “In the Book of Allah there is
nothing [of that kind] for you. Nor do I know of anything [of that kind] for
you in the Sunnah of the Messenger of Allah (PBUH). So go away until I
have asked the people.” Then al Mughirah bin Shu‘bah said: “I was in the
presence of the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) and he gave her a sixth.” He
replied: “Was anyone [else] with you?. Then Mohammed bin Maslamah of
the Ansar stood up and confirmed what al Mughirah had said. So Abu Bakr
put it into effect.
Another example is the living expenses of a woman who has been
finally divorced. ‘Umar’s view was that she should have maintenance and
lodging, on the basis of the Qur’anic injunction: “Let them live in the same
style as you live.” Then he learnt of the Hadith on Fatimah bint Qays, when
she said that her husband had divorced her three times and the Prophet
(PBUH) had not approved either maintenance or lodging for her. However,
‘Umar was unconvinced by her words and said: “I will not abandon the
Book of our Lord and Cherisher and the Sunnah of our Prophet for the
words of a woman about whom I do not know whether she is telling the
truth or lying, or whether she has remembered correctly or forgotten. Allah
the Most High has said: ‘Do not expel them from their houses; nor shall
they leave unless they are guilty of open lewdness.’”1
So ‘Umar doubted the reliability of the Hadith and consequently
a khilaf arose, with some people saying that she should have her expenses
and others maintaining otherwise.
Four: Ikhtilaf over the understanding and interpretation of a text.
One example of this would be the difference of opinion between the
Companions over the division of land between the Muslim fighters when
1
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it has been conquered by force. ‘Umar’s view was that land conquered by
force (such as the arable lands of Iraq and Egypt) should remain in the
hands of its people, who should pay kharaj (land tax) on it as a contribution
to support the armies, thughur (Marches, or the outer boundaries of the
lands of Islam), jihad etc. while most of the Companions believed it should
be divided among the fighters – that is, to say, they saw it as being in the
same class as spoils of war. They supported their view on the basis of verse
41 of the Qur’an’s Surat al Anfal: “And know that out of all the booty that ye
may acquire in war, a fifth share is assigned to Allah – and to the Apostle,
and to near relatives, orphans, the needy and the wayfarer.”
‘Umar believed that the verse on the spoils of war applied specifically
to those referred to in Surat al Hashr” (“The Mustering”) and that the verse
beginning “And those who came after them…” is linked to the Qur’anic verse
that begins: “What Allah has bestowed on His Messenger from the people
of the townships belongs to Allah, to His Messenger and to kindred and
orphans…” Thus he saw those Muslims who came after the Companions as
being partners in that bounty, and interpreted the actual meaning of the verse
as being: “What Allah has bestowed upon His Messenger and the bounty
taken by the Muslims is for all poor Muslims and not just for the conquerors.”
This was an instance of ijtihad by ‘Umar and those who agreed with him in
their understanding of the text, though it was opposed by the majority of the
Companions. There are numerous other examples in this category.
Five: Homographs – that is, words which are the same but share
different meanings. One example of this is the word qar’, which is used
in connection with both menstruation and purity. Where it occurs in the
texts of Qur’an and the Sunnah it has given rise to a khilaf over whether
a woman should start her ‘iddah (period of counting) from iqra’ – or
purification from menses – or from three monthly periods. According to Ibn
‘Umar, ‘Ai’isha and Zaid bin Thabit what is intended here is purification;
however, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman and the majority of the Companions
maintained that the word iqra’ means menstruation.
The first of these positions is endorsed by al Shafi‘i, Malik and Ahmed
bin Hanbal (in one of his two pronouncements on the matter), while Abu
Hanifa states that the second is correct. Each party supports its own
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school’s position with evidence that, for reasons of space, we cannot list
here. However, what is significant in our view is that a single word with
different meanings has given rise to a difference in fiqh interpretation.
There are numerous examples in this category.
Six: Conflicting evidence. There may be inconsistencies in cases
of supposed, or hypothetical, Shariah evidence, and there are numerous
instances of a khilaf arising as a result of conflicting evidence and the
preponderance given to one view or another when there are two pieces of
incompatible evidence.
One example of this is a Hadith in which the Prophet (PBUH) stated:
“No-one shall marry or be married [in the month of] Muharram.” This is
contradicted by the Hadith: “The Prophet married Maimunah and [it] was
[the month of] Muharram.” The majority of scholars endorse the first Hadith,
while Abu Hanifa regards marriage as being permissible on the basis of Ibn
‘Abbas’s report that the Prophet married her in Muharram. The majority give
preponderance to the first Hadith because Abu Rafi‘ (who was one of those
who reported that marriage was prohibited in Muharram) reported that at
the time when the Prophet (PBUH) married her it was still permissible. In his
statement on the subject he said: “And I was the envoy between them.”
The fuqaha’ differ over this question on the basis of which of the two
reports should be accorded preponderance.
Seven: Ikhtilaf over some principles related to the usul (“roots” or
“fundamentals”). One of these differences is over whether ‘aam (general)
evidence is categorical or hypothetical. An example of this is the difference
over addition to the text – i.e. whether it should be seen as abrogation or an
indication that it applies to a limited or “restricted” case. The classification
of the degree of validity of certain types of Hadiths is also a case in point.
There are numerous examples in this category.

The ethics of dealing with khilaf
The most important elements in this respect are:
1 – The two differing parties should be sincere in their intentions towards
Allah the Most High. Al Shafi‘i observed: “Every time I have debated with
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someone, I have hoped that Allah will reveal the truth from his tongue, since
it would be his intention that Allah should be pleased with him.”
2 – One’s opponent should be treated with respect and accorded
the status he deserves. Ibn ‘Abbas differed with Zaid bin Thabit over
a hypothetical question. Ibn ‘Abbas said: “By Allah, I and those who oppose
me on this question would like to come to the Ka‘bah and earnestly pray
and invoke the curse of Allah upon those who lie.” However, this did not
prevent him from taking hold of the halter of Zaid’s horse, upon which the
people said: “What led you to do this?” He replied: “This was how we were
ordered to treat our scholars and elders.” Then Zaid said: “Hold out your
hand.” Zaid then kissed it and said: “This is how we were ordered to treat
the people of our Prophet’s Household.”
3 – A properly reasoned approach. Yunus bin ‘Abdul A‘la - one of
al Shafi‘i’s pupils who frequently disagreed with him, said: “I have never
come across anyone more rational than al Shafi‘i. One day he saw me and
said to me: ‘O Yunus, if we are unable to agree on [a matter of] scholarship,
can we not [still] be brothers?’”
4 – Fairness (insaf) 1 is one of the most important ethical qualities
when responding to khilaf. Commenting on it, the late Hanbali Ibn ‘Abdul
Hadi observed: “A person who seeks knowledge cannot be endowed with
anything better than fairness and a rejection of bigotry.” According to Ibn
al A‘rabi: “Being fair means taking one’s due and duly recognizing the
rights of others. A man [may be described as] fair if he is impartial.”
Our imams were noted for their fairness when dealing with those
who held opinions contrary to their own. For example, Mohammed bin
al Hasan, a friend and companion of Abu Hanifa was fair in his dealings
with al Shafi‘i when he disagreed with him and the two men frequently
held debates with each other. When Harun al Rashid arrested al Shafi‘i,
Mohammed bin al Hasan pleaded on his behalf with al Rashid and said:
“O Prince of the Faithful, al Shafi‘i is a man fully endowed with knowledge
and perspicacity and he has an eloquent tongue.” Then he requested
1
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that al Rashid should hear the words of al Shafi‘i. When al Shafi‘i
spoke, al Rashid marvelled at his eloquence and his brilliant mind and
perspicacity, and he pardoned him.1
According to the Hadith scholar Yahya bin Ma‘in: “Our companions
make too much of Abu Hanifa and his companions.” He was then asked:
“Did he lie?” He replied: “He was too honourable [to be guilty] of that.”2
Another example of fairness was narrated by al Dhahabi in a biography
of ‘Affan bin Muslim al Saffar: “Al Falas said: ‘One day I saw Yahya
al Qattan narrating a Hadith. ‘Affan said to him: “[No.] It was not like that.”
The next day I came to Yahya and he said: “It is as ‘Affan said. I asked
Allah the Most High that my [recollection of ] it should not be inconsistent
with what ‘Affan said.”’” Al Dhahabi commented: “That is how the scholars
were. So see, o you poor fellow, how far removed you are from them.”3
Another example of fairness can be seen in the fact that the imams
were even prepared to criticise those people who were closest to them.
When ‘Ali bin al Madini was asked about his father, he said: “Ask someone
else.” Then when they repeated the question he said: “It is about the
religion [i.e. Hadith]. He is weak [in this field].”4
Abu Daud, the Sunnah narrator, said: “My son is a liar.” And
al Dhahabi said of his son Abu Hurairah: “He memorised the Qur’an. Then
he was distracted from it so that he forgot it.” Zaid bin Abi Anisah states in
the Introduction to Muslim’s Sahih: “Don’t take [anything] from my brother
Yahya, who is said to lie.”5
Hence fairness demands that one’s opponent should be accorded the
status he deserves, given his just due and treated impartially, even if he
is one of those closest to you. This was how Abu Daud regarded his son
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and Ibn Abi Anisah his brother. The ethics of dealing with khilaf is a broad
subject and I have only touched on its main elements.

Mutual understanding on questions over which there is khilaf
By “mutual understanding” on questions over which there is khilaf I
mean that there must be mutual recognition over aspects of the furu‘ of
fiqh and creedal matters in which Muslims are prepared to “excuse” each
other and come to an agreement. In other words, the khilaf will be a kind of
“permissible ikhtilaf” applied to both the usul (roots/fundamentals) and the
furu‘ (specifics), in which everyone is prepared to recognize different pieces
of evidence.
As far as the usul are concerned, it must be understood by all parties
that there can be no ikhtilaf over indisputable matters upon which there is
ijma‘ (consensus) and which have been established on definitive evidence.
In such cases there can be only one version of the truth. Examples
include those issues on which there is consensus among Muslims such
as Allah’s Attributes of Perfection and His freedom from imperfect or
anthropomorphic elements, the assertion that the Qur’an is the Word
of Allah and that nothing in it has been corrupted or changed, that the
Noble Companions were proper representatives of the Best of Times, the
assertion that a person who says “There is no god but Allah” should not
be harmed or accused of unbelief, whether in word or through expulsion
from the community, a belief in Divine Destiny, a belief in the Unseen, and
a belief in the message the Prophet (PBUH) conveyed to mankind. These
matters are unanimously accepted by Muslims and here there is no room
for khilaf.
However, there are also more contentious matters on which there
are no categorical rulings, interpretations or explanations from the
Divine Lawgiver. In such issues khilaf is excusable, because people adopt
different approaches to them with the common aim of establishing tawhid
(belief in the One God) and tanzih (Allah’s freedom from imperfect or
anthropomorphic elements). The Islamic scholar al ‘Izz bin ‘Abdul Salam
refers to this in Al Qawa‘id al Kubra, where he states that Allah has made
it incumbent upon the ‘ulama’ (Islamic scholars) – in particular – to know
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Him as the One, Eternal and Sole Divine Being, and that He is Living, AllKnowing, All-Powerful, All-Hearing, All-Seeing, and the Conveyor of the
Truth. At the same time, He has made it incumbent upon the common
people to believe this – belief being a lower degree than knowledge –
because it is difficult for them to properly understand the evidence leading
to knowledge of Him, and it is in this area that ambiguity or “obscurity”
arises, with the result that there are differences between people. For
the same reason there are also differences over Allah’s Word having no
beginning and no end, and over whether His description of Himself as
having a face, two eyes, and two hands is literal or metaphorical (in the
sense that the “face” symbolises the Divine Essence, the “hands” His
unlimited power and the eyes His limitless vision and knowledge). People
also differ over whether or not He is located in a particular place.
These are all questions over which there have been endless disputes
that cannot be resolved on the basis of definitive evidence. Al Ash‘ari wrote
extensively about them and his writings were compiled in two volumes by
Ibn Furak. While the issues cannot be conclusively resolved through ijtihad,
only one view can be correct, while all the others have to be wrong, though
they are excusable. Every one of these issues is highly complex, the most
difficult one being about Allah with respect to His location – as a Being
that is neither static nor dynamic, neither separate from the cosmos nor
connected to it, neither within it nor outside it.
Nobody would normally be capable of comprehending such concepts
without a proper examination of evidence that is extremely difficult to
understand, and that is why Allah has excused the common people from
seeking to do so. It is also why the Prophet (PBUH) did not compel anyone
who embraced Islam to enquire into such matters.
After citing several examples of these questions, al ‘Izz wrote: “Muslims
agree that Allah is described as having all the attributes of perfection
and as not being imperfect in any way. However, they differ over some of
the attributes. Some of them believe that they are positive attributes of
perfection, while others believe that they represent an absence of negative
attributes. Examples include the Mu‘tazilite view that Man is the creator
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of his actions, because if Allah had created them in him and then blamed
him for them, he would be acting unjustly towards him. And since injustice
is a negative attribute, Allah is free from it. On the other hand, the Ahl
al Sunnah (Sunnis) and those who agree with them say that Allah created
them [i.e. Man’s actions], because if Man created them, this would indicate
a ‘power deficit’ [on Allah’s part], which is a negative attribute. Moreover,
Allah’s punishment of something He has created is not injustice because He
acts towards His mulk (dominion/possessions) as He wishes.”
Another example in this category is the ikhtilaf between the
mushabbiha (anthropomorphists) and the munazziha (those who maintain
that Allah is free from anthropomorphic attributes). The mushabbiha
maintain that if He was not a “body”, He would be non-existent, and
nothing is more negative than non-existence. On the other hand, the
munazziha say that if He was a “body” He would be a created being and
thus mortal.
Al ‘Izz also cites numerous other examples of this kind.1
Our intention here (and this was also al ‘Izz’s intention) is to
demonstrate that there is a whole area of complex issues in which it is
impossible to obtain definitive evidence about where the truth lies, since
these are matters in which the truth is known only to Allah. Muslims should
therefore excuse all mujtahids (people who practise ijtihad) who come to
conclusions that differ from their own. Most of these topics fall into the
mutashabih (not clearly intelligible) category in which Allah alone knows
the truth.
Here it is sufficient for all to accept that every group should
see the Creator, Glory be to Him, the Most High, as being free from
anthropomorphic attributes. They will thus be rewarded if they are right
and excused if they are wrong.
This is true of numerous creedal questions such as the ikhtilaf over
the Beatific Vision. Some assert that it is true on the basis of the Qur’anic
verse: “Some faces, that Day, will beam in brightness, looking towards
1
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their Lord” (Al Qiyamah, 22), while those who deny it cite the verse: “No vision
can grasp Him, but His grasp is over all vision” (Al An‘am, 103). The Pious
Predecessors differed over these issues, though they were all committed to
a belief in Allah’s Perfection.
Other points of khilaf in this category include whether the Words
of Allah are eternal – without beginning or end – or created. Those who
believe they are eternal assert that the adjectival attribute applies to the
thing described and that the adjective of eternity is eternal. On the other
hand, those who say Allah’s Words are created base their view firstly on
the idea that something which is eternal cannot be counted or pluralized
and, secondly, on the Qur’anic verse: “Never comes aught to them
of a renewed message from their Lord, but they listen to it as in jest”
(Al Anbiya’ 2). Differences over complex issues of this kind can never justify
accusations of heresy, unbelief, corruption-spreading and deception, and
such accusations are prohibited in the Qur’an and the Sunnah. There is no
ikhtilaf over their being forbidden, though at the same time, the practise of
delving deeply into these complex issues is also forbidden.
These complex issues are not definitively explained by either Allah
or His Messenger, but there are differences over them among Muslims of
all sects and schools. Since neither Allah nor His Messenger has shown
us which interpretation is the correct one, Muslims can agree that every
position is compatible with a recognition of Allah’s perfection depending
on the evidence that has led them to their conclusion. The fact that
opinions differ on these matters should not prove to be a problem for the
Brotherhood of Islam, particularly when we bear in mind that the first
generation of Believers never spoke of them. Instead, they came to us
from the ahl al kalam (theologians) and Greek philosophers. Al Shawkani
commented that, even if there were those who believe this topic is “min
usul al din”(“fundamental to the Faith”), debate over whether the Words
of Allah are eternal or created is in fact “min fudhuli’l ‘ilm” (“an intrusion
or a form of ‘prying’ into the field of knowledge”). He added that this is
why Allah protected the Pious Predecessors of the Muslim community from
delving into them.1
1
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An unbiased person who takes a close look at this khilaf and sees
the damage it caused to relations between Islamic scholars – even those
who belonged to the same sect – will appreciate the truth of al Shawkani’s
comments. Imam Ahmed vilified ‘Ali bin al Madini, while al ‘Aqili attacked
al Bukhari for saying that the Qur’an was created and had him expelled
from Nishapur, despite the fact that he was the “Inviolable Prince of Hadith
Scholars”. Initially, Imam Ahmed refused to discuss the question.1

The rules for mutual understanding
These rules must be followed when there is a scholarly ikhtilaf on
usul (“roots”) or furu‘ (“branches”) – i.e. on general principles or specific
rulings.
Rule One: An opponent must be dealt with in accordance with the
ethics and manners of Islam and without deceit or subterfuge. The clearest
example of those ethics was demonstrated by the Prophet (PBUH) with a Jew
who was wrongly accused by the Hypocrite Ibn Abairiq of stealing a shield
when Ibn Abairiq himself had stolen it and then asked the Prophet (PBUH) to
support him. Subsequently the following Qur’anic verses were revealed: “We
have sent down to thee the Book in truth, that thou mightest judge between
men as guided by Allah: so be not used as an advocate by those who betray
their trust…For Allah loveth not one given to perfidy and crime.” (Al Nisa’ 105‑107)
The Prophet (PBUH) could have hushed up the case – particularly since it
concerned a Jew (and the Jews were filled with malice towards Islam) – were
it not for the high ethical standards of behaviour that Allah had instilled in
him. As the Prophet – PBUH – himself said: “My Lord trained me in ethics
and manners, and He gave me the best of training.”
Another example is the case of the Mu‘tazilite Ibrahim al Nadhdham
(b. 185 AH) and a man called Ibrahim bin ‘Abdul ‘Aziz. When al Nadhdham
was on his way to al Ahwaz several things happened which gave him
a feeling of impending doom. These began when he saw that the hull of the
ship he was travelling on was damaged and asked the captain his name.
The captain replied “Dawadaz”, which means “the Devil” in Persian.
1
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“I felt this was an evil portent,” al Nadhdham commented. “However, I
sailed with him and when [we] were near the jetty I called for a porter and
a one-eyed porter answered. I felt this was a bad omen too…Then after I
arrived at the inn, not knowing what I ought to do, someone knocked on the
door of the apartment I was in, so I said: ‘Who’s there?’ A voice replied: ‘A
man who wants you.’ I asked: ‘Who am I?’ He replied: ‘Ibrahim bin Sayyar
al Nadhdham.’ So I said to myself: ‘[He must be] … an enemy or an emissary
of the Devil.’ However, I braced myself and opened the door to him and he
said: ‘Ibrahim bin ‘Abdul ‘Aziz sent me to you and [told me to] tell you: “Even
if there is an ikhtilaf between us on a matter of opinion and between [our]
schools of thought, [the proper way to deal with it is] by behaving decently
[to each other] and [respecting each other’s right to] freedom. I saw you in
a bad state and [realised that] something must have happened to cause your
forced departure from your country. [Anyway,] if you wish, stay where you are
now for a month or two and we will send you what you need for a time. And if
you wish to return, then here are thirty dinars so take them…”’”
Al Nadhdham said: “This amazed me. Firstly, I had never in my
life possessed thirty dinars; secondly, I had not been away from my
family for long; thirdly, I realised that my sense of impending doom was
unjustified.” Recounting this story, Sheikh ‘Abdul Fattah Abu Ghaddah
added: “And fourthly (which is worth the other three points put together),
[it demonstrated a] noble [character] and a true understanding of ethics,
manners and [the right to] human freedom, so that [consequently]
a difference of opinion had not prevented Ibrahim bin ‘Abdul ‘Aziz from
giving al Nadhdham help and support in his hour of need.”
A difference of opinion or a disagreement between schools of thought
does not mean that there is no longer an obligation to behave ethically and
politely and respect the freedom of others in a brotherly Islamic spirit. This
is an important lesson that needs to be taken to heart by those who speak
and write unrestrainedly against people with other views, tearing asunder
the ties of Islamic brotherhood and sowing discord among Muslims under
a variety of supposedly virtuous pretexts.
Rule Two: A person who exercises ijtihad on a question which is
not covered by a scriptural text will be rewarded for his efforts if they are
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sincere. If his conclusion is correct he will receive two rewards and if he is
wrong he will receive one reward. This principle is accepted by the imams
of the different schools of thought. Consequently, when a major khilaf
arises between imams who are followers of the same school, it ends either
in agreement between them or in an ikhtilaf which becomes established,
accepted and recognized over the centuries. One example of this is Abu
Hanifa’s ikhtilaf with his fellow scholars including, among others, Abu
Yousuf, Mohammed bin al Hasan and Zafar bin al Hudhayl. The fuqaha’
accept this principle and agree that it should be applied to every khilaf that
arises between Muslims in every time and place.
Rule Three: Ijtihad does not abrogate ijtihad. This rule is agreed by
the imams of all the schools. Abu Bakr exercised ijtihad over certain issues
and, although ‘Umar differed with him over them, he did not abrogate his
ijtihad.
This principle has enabled numerous intellectual and fiqh disputes to
be resolved. There are many who have sought to demolish other people’s
ijtihad efforts by exercising their own ijtihad initiatives. This is wrong. All
Muslims should accept this principle so that when there is a khilaf it can be
dealt with in the proper manner.
Rule Four: Opinions on which there are differences should not be
rejected, while opinions on which there is agreement that they are wrong
should be rejected. This important principle was established by the imams
of fiqh in their pronouncements on hisbah (the divinely ordained right to
enforce virtue and prevent wrongdoing) and the conditions that should be
observed when a person engaged in hisbah wishes to change something
for the better. According to the fuqaha’, there must be agreement that the
thing which is to be rejected is indeed prohibited in Islam. On the other
hand, it would be wrong to do so – i.e. reject contrary opinions – on
questions on which there are differences over the usul and furu‘, since
this would involve wasting much time and effort, while igniting conflict on
matters that cannot be resolved. Examples in this category would include
the ikhtilaf over the number of rak‘ahs (prayer cycles) to be performed
for the qiyam or tarawih prayers, the differences over whether the words
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“bismi’llahi’l rahmani’l rahim” (“In the Name of Allah the Compassionate,
the Merciful”) should be spoken aloud, the status of the qunut during the
dawn prayer, visiting the tomb of the Prophet (PBUH), seeking the Prophet
(PBUH)’s intercession and similar issues. These questions have caused
serious difficulties and the best response to them is just to accept that
there are differences and leave it at that.
Rule Five: If a person who exercises ijtihad in a matter of fiqh is
correct in his conclusions, he will receive two rewards, while if he is wrong
he will receive one reward.
This principle must provide the basis for mutual understanding and
untangling the knot of ikhtilaf.
Rule Six: Any mujtahid who cites evidence or applies constructive
interpretation will be considered free from guilt, even though his opponent
may describe his opinion as “dubious”.
If Muslims accept this rule, they will desist from describing opinions
based on evidence or constructive interpretation as being “heresy” or
“unbelief”, even if the evidence or interpretation is seen as weak from the
opponent’s point of view. Otherwise, every mujtahid expressing an opinion
on a subject with conflicting evidence will be accused of heresy by anyone
holding a contrary view, with the result that every Muslim community will
find itself accused of heresy and straying from the truth.
According to al Qasimi: “Therefore it is not acceptable for ijtihad and
constructive interpretation to lead to accusations of mischief-making and
leading others astray, even though not all ijtihad is correct and not all
interpretations are acceptable. What we are concerned with here is the
[attitude to the] mujtahid and the interpreter [rather than the subjects of
their ijtihad and interpretation].”1
Rule Seven: Debatable evidence does not become unacceptable as
a basis for discussion unless the opposing party produces solid evidence
to the contrary, such as proof that it has been abrogated, or that a certain
1
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matter is not in dispute, or that a general principle is being cited when
what is intended is a specific case in which a different ruling will apply.1
The above rules are accepted by general consensus; consequently, when
they have been applied with Allah’s assistance, most of the issues which
have given rise to conflict, schism and mutual recrimination in the Ummah
(Muslim Community) have been resolved amicably. Even so, many writers,
scholars and opinion formers have found themselves in conflict with each
other because the “rules of mutual understanding” have been unclear.
They have consequently attacked each other’s ijtihad, or made accusations
against those who hold different views and condemned them to perdition, or
labelled opinions with which they disagree as heresy and unbelief.
This is why space for mutual understanding is a must when discussing
issues of furu‘ and usul. It is particularly vital for promoting harmony within
the community. However, the problem lies in applying the above rules when
there are differences over questions of fiqh or fundamental issues that form
a bone of contention between Muslims.
One of the most important areas in which mutual understanding can
be reached is ijma‘ (consensus) within the Ummah. Ijma‘, the “protective
shield” which prevents the Ummah from sliding into the pitfalls of ikhtilaf,
is a light which guides Believers through the darkness of the night. It
is thanks to ijma‘ that the texts of the Qur’an and Sunnah are correctly
understood, and it was ijma‘ that shattered the interpretations placed on
those texts by the Batinis (i.e. Ismailis), as well as the fabrications and
falsehoods of the heretics.
The Ummah’s leading thinkers, scholars and opinion-formers have an
obligation to comply with the ethics of ikhtilaf and define those creedal
areas which should be governed by the principle of mutual understanding.
This will enable them to avoid hostile confrontation – not only over matters
where there are no differences of opinion (such as belief in Divine Destiny,
Allah’s freedom from anthropomorphic attributes, belief in the prophetic
missions, belief in the Unseen, and those things revealed in the Holy
1
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Qur’an which cannot be subjected to speculative interpretation), but also
those areas where ikhtilaf is permissible – areas in which Muslims have
exercised ijtihad and agreed on a common denominator, the Oneness of
Allah and the fact that He is devoid of anthropomorphic attributes.
Hostility between Muslims over questions of this sort is unacceptable
and it is the duty of honourable scholars and preachers to prevent it,
particularly since differences of opinion on them date from the time of the
Pious Predecessors, though without having led to clashes or schisms in
the past. Those who deliberately fan the flames of conflict over complex
and problematic issues are the very people Allah warns against in the
Qur’an: “But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof
that is allegorical, seeking discord and searching for its hidden meanings.
But no-one knows its hidden meanings except Allah. And those who are
firmly grounded in knowledge say: “We believe in the [Book]; the whole
of it is from our Lord’; and none will grasp the Message except men of
understanding.” (Aal ‘Imran 7).
This principle also applies to furu‘, though when a khilaf or ikhtilaf
occurs over furu‘ it is more “wide-ranging” and, because there are so many
differences of opinion, the space for potential agreement is narrower. At the
same time, however, although the differences in this area of fiqh are wideranging, they are less serious.

Ikhtilaf and the media
In the days of the imams ikhtilaf was something which occurred during
debates among aspiring ‘ulama’, in lessons or seminars on specialist
topics, and in books, epistles etc. and it was limited to specific groups of
people who understood and accepted the notion of criticism and response.
This continued to be the case until the era of satellite TV and the mass
media produced a mishmash of ideas, dogmas, opinions and notions
presented to the public by a variety of speakers ranging from distinguished
‘ulama’ and sober preachers whose styles and rational opinions strike
a chord with the general viewer, to the nihilistic agent provocateur who
accuses all and sundry of unbelief – a practice which leads to counteraccusations of unbelief.
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W

estern studies frequently question the
underlying causes behind the rapid spread of
Islam during its early years, though as they fail
to offer a clear answer, this would suggest that existing
analyses of the reasons are unconvincing. Even so,
we still find a large number of Western historians and
academics drawn towards the familiar Christian church
position that the history of Islam is a history of conquest
by the sword – a view that is closer to speculation than
it is to hard fact.
While this view is popular with the Christian clerical
establishment and Western Orientalists, in reality
it is not easy to accept as a serious explanation for
Islam’s sweeping success, and once we recognize its
limits, we will find that the “social‑historical narrative”
offers a more persuasive explanation – even if it is still
a relative newcomer to the academic scene despite
the abundance of original historical material that is
available to support it.

Tunisian professor at La Sapienza – Universita di Roma – Italy.
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One: The dialectic of inclusiveness and exclusivity
The rapid spread of Islam was helped by a new and hitherto unfamiliar
social phenomenon which ran contrary to the traditional relationship
between conqueror and conquered. When it was first introduced in the
Madinah State, it allowed rights of residence to be granted to the People of
the Book (the Jews and Christians), and later – as Islam established itself
in regions with a wider range of religious affiliations – to the “semi-People
of the Book” (the Sabians and Magians). Bernard Lewis, who analysed the
Muslims’ success at the beginning of the Islamic era in his book The Jews
of Islam, maintains that the Muslim Arab governors who administered the
new state managed to avoid the mistakes of their predecessors by opting
for the principle of pluralism1.
Pluralism – endorsed by Islam under the name of “ta‘aruf” (or
“getting to know one another”) – offered non-Muslims an unprecedented
guarantee of freedom and dignity. That was why many followers of the
Eastern churches welcomed the change in their situation, which they saw
as an escape from the repressive, high-handed arrogance of Christian rule
to the benign custodianship of Islam – a custodianship that allowed them
a greater degree of religious freedom than they had ever enjoyed before2. In
the early days of the Islamic conquests, ‘Amr bin al ‘As granted protection
to the Coptic patriarch Benjamin, neutralised the Byzantines’ threat to him
and made him governor of the churches in Egypt. This heralded the start of
a period of cordial Christian-Muslim coexistence3.
The principle of inclusiveness (which included and encouraged
diversity) was a significant element in the relationship between the early
Arab Christians and Islam. There was never a major confrontation between
Muslims and Arab Christians on the scale of their confrontations with
Quraysh or the Jews. Nor do historical sources record any instances of
Arab Christians attacking Muslims, with the single exception of a report
1
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that Arab Christians in the southern Levant helped the Byzantines prepare
for a campaign against the Muslims shortly before Tabuk – a campaign
which never actually took place1.
The fact that there are a large number of different faiths and sects in
the Arab world – even today – demonstrates the practical consequence of
this pluralistic social phenomenon. The striking thing about the Qur’an’s
attitude is that, although it asserts that non-Muslims are guilty of error,
deviating from the truth, uttering lies, indulging in corruption, concealing
and abandoning Divine Laws, clothing truth with falsehood, etc., they are
allowed to exist within the Islamic social space, even though they may not
enjoy the same status as Muslims. That is why those non-Muslim groups
never died out and it explains why Islam enabled them to experience
positive change in both their spiritual and worldly conditions. If there had
been no cultural exchanges between it and Islam, Jewry would not have
produced so many scholars, scientists, doctors, leading men of affairs
and guardians of the treasuries. In fact, when the world of Islam went into
decline in the 12th century, the fading power of the Caliphate was echoed by
a similar decline in the stature and prestige of the Jews.2
Islamic civilization – the civilization that gave birth to “ta‘aruf” – left
its impact in many spheres and disciplines; in al Andalus it created the
conditions for a new Christian theological initiative which led to Pope
Adrian I attacking Elipandus, the Catholic Archbishop of Toledo, and Bishop
Felix of Urgel for “deviating” from the standard tenets of the Christian faith
and claiming that the “Son of God” was God’s “adoptive son”. (This meant
that they classed the Messiah as being in almost the same category as an
ordinary mortal.)3
Unlike Islam with its goal of inclusiveness, the Christian authorities
were intolerant of other views and beliefs. In the Middle Ages, when the
1

Salwa Belhaj Saleh al ‘Aiyib: Al Masihiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah wa Tatawwuratuha, Dar al Tali ‘ah, Beirut
1997, p. 139.

2

Americo Castro: La Spagna nella Sua Realta Storica, Firenze 1955, pp. 448‑454.

3

Hans Kung: Islam: Passato, Presente e Futuro (Islam, Past, Present and Future), Rizzoli, Milano 2005,
pp. 448‑449.
93

ISLAM AND THE ABRAHAMIC FAITHS

Church was at its most repressive, Christianity’s narrow-minded theology
received strong support from Thomas Aquinas (1225‑1274), who went so far
as to claim in his discourse on the Jews that the crucifixion of Christ meant
the end of Judaism as a legitimate religion and that the Jews should be the
servants of the Christians. In his view the Church was committing no crime
in seizing their property and wealth.1 He also regarded Muslims as “carnal
people” with a materialistic attitude to religious belief2 and saw Islam as
crude and hedonistic. “None of those who believed in Muhammad at the
beginning of his Mission were wise men or versed in religious matters,”
he claimed. “Rather, they were brutish desert wanderers and ignorant of
Divine teaching.”3
In sharp contrast to his narrow-minded Christian theologian
predecessors, the theologian Hans Kung notes that under Islamic rule “the
rights of individuals and social groups were protected. That had not been
the case in the Byzantine state which – ever since the decline of the Roman
legal system – had had laws which were clearly discriminatory against the
Jews”.4
Modern-day views on the rules for the People of the Book introduced
by ‘Umar bin ‘Abdul ‘Aziz (681‑720 CE) have tended to regard them as
unjust and humiliating (such as forbidding them to ride horses, dictating
what clothes they should wear, not allowing them to possess Muslim
slaves, decreeing that their dwelling houses and places of worship must not
be higher than Muslim houses or mosques, restricting their performance
of their religious rites in public, etc.). However, a comparison with the
restrictions in force in other societies of the time – as well as in earlier
or later times – will show the vast difference between Islamic and other
practices in this regard. In his comments on Islamic regulations Bernard
Lewis says: “All these restrictions were purely social and symbolic and
had no practical significance. The only thing that really irked the dhimmi
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(non-Muslim living under Muslim rule) was the financial obligation, since
he was obliged to pay a higher tax, though the Islamic state had inherited
this discriminatory system from earlier empires such as Persia and
Byzantium.”1

Two: “Ta‘aruf” within the context of “knowledge” and
“recognition”
The notion of ta‘aruf – endorsed in the Holy Qur’an in the verse:
“O mankind! We created you from a single [pair of] a male and a female,
and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know one another
[“ta‘arafu”]. Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of Allah is the
one of you who is the most righteous. And Allah has full knowledge and
is well acquainted [with all things]” (Al Hujurat, v. 13) – encompasses a range
of meanings; the main one is probably the concept of recognition and
knowledge. Ta‘aruf would be impossible without recognition, while true
recognition would be equally impossible without knowledge. Moreover, in
order to be genuine, recognition of “the other” needs to be based upon
either sound philosophical principles or a thorough historical and practical
knowledge of what that “other” is really like. Consequently, the principle of
ta‘aruf which exists in Islam – a principle which was unknown in the earlier
Abrahamic religions – is based upon rational foundations and directives
which recognize the “other’s” legal right to retain and express his identity.
Muslims are not the “sole and unrestricted proprietors” of the social space
they inhabit, but partners and guarantors in a system of diversity and
coexistence.
However, although this new principle was introduced by the Holy
Qur’an and endorsed in the authentic Sunnah, there were differences in
the way it was implemented from era to era and region to region over the
course of Islamic history. It would in fact be an exaggeration to say that
there were never any shortcomings in the way it was put into practice in
Islamic communities. Nor would it be fair to say that it was bad from start
to finish, as Bat Ye‘or claims in her book The Decline of Eastern Christianity:
1
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From Jihad to Dhimmitude, in which she sees the dhimmi (non-Muslim
subject) system as being nothing more than a heavy-handed tool for
subjection and oppression.1
The most striking examples of mutual hostility between Muslims and
Christians were the Crusades against Islam and the persecution of the
Christians in Egypt, Syria and the Holy Land under the Fatimid Caliph
Al Hakim bi Amri’llah (996‑1021). According to the Jesuit Samir Khalil
Samir, the Caliph banned the Palm Sunday celebrations and ordered the
destruction of the Catholic Miriamite Cathedral in Damascus, the Church of
the Virgin Mary in al Qantara in Old Cairo and (and this was the last straw)
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem – an event which shook the
Christian world.2
Despite historical evidence to the contrary, it is a commonly held
belief in the West that the Islamic Conquests were achieved solely by the
sword and that the peoples of the Maghreb and the Levant were forced
to embrace Islam,3 though if we look at Islamic history from a pragmatic
angle, we will find that the new religion actually benefited more from the
jizya (tax on non-Muslim subjects) than it did from non-Muslims embracing
the Faith.4 Indeed, the West often criticizes Islam for this very reason when
the question of its relations with other faiths is discussed – particularly
its relations with Christianity. The fact is that when we look at the matter
from a historical point of view and consider it within the context of its
time, we will find these kinds of criticism lacking in objectivity. Islam has
a long record of “assimilating the other” – sometimes successfully, at other
times unsuccessfully. Moreover, some fiqhi (jurisprudential) rulings on the
“religious other” are not based on the fundamentals of the Faith so much
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as dictated by social factors. In the more restrictive cases the faqih (scholar
of jurisprudence) does not deny the “religious other’s” right to exist, but
rather seeks to “reduce the boundaries” of his freedom. Hence historically
it is rare to find a school of Islamic jurisprudence denying the “other’s”
right to exist, though he may have been subjected to varying degrees of
pressure, the degree being determined by whether the faqih was a man of
liberal or hard-line views.
Generally speaking, attitudes to “the other” have varied from one
society or culture to another and at this point we shall endeavour to
examine Muslim approaches to the question.
As representatives of the faiths that preceded Islam, the Jewish and
Christian “other” enjoyed special recognition in the Muslim religious
consciousness and contributed significantly to the development of learning
and scholarship in the early days of Islam, including serious dialectical
criticism on the substance of the Holy Scriptures.
The Islamic context scholarly disciplines – specifically theology and
literature on comparative religion – were shaped by the fundamental
principles – or “roots” – of the Islamic religion and fiqh, which were
regarded as objective, universal intellectual criteria. Accordingly, the
analyses and lines of approach they adopted were valid in Islamic terms
to the extent that they were seen as binding upon “the others” – i.e. nonMuslims – while “the others” rejected them from the start, using the same
intellectual tools to demonstrate the superiority of their own religions.1
Subsequently, a reaction against this intellectual freedom (which had
originally been state-sanctioned) resulted in restrictions being placed upon
the “other’s” freedom and the imposition of a more monolithic collective
social identity.
So while ta‘aruf was a fundamental element of Islamic society,
its interpretation and implementation have always been subject to the
prevailing cultural norms. Learning and knowledge have not always
1
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observed the principle of objectivity; indeed – rather than demonstrating
a commitment to intellectual neutrality – the analyses of early scholars were
inspired by their own personal religious beliefs and a desire to champion
their Faith at the expense of the others, while appearing to ignore the basic
connection between Judaism, Chrisitianity and Islam. This unreasonable
bias in favour of their own beliefs, which made light of the others’ arguments
– even though they were drawn from the same Abrahamic principles – is
exemplified par excellence by Ibn Taymiyyah (1263‑1328 CE), who asserted
that the “truth of Muhammad’s mission” was supported by greater evidence
than the “truth of the missions of Moses and Jesus”, that Muhammad’s
miracles were greater than the miracles of the other Messengers, that the
Book revealed to mankind by Muhammad was more noble than any of the
other Revealed Books, and that Muhammad’s Shariah (Divine Law) was more
complete than the Divine Laws of Moses and Jesus.1
Sometimes the scholar’s approach was so biased that it deteriorated
into vituperation. One example of this is Ibn Taymiyyah’s pupil Ibn Qayyim
al Jawziyya (1292‑1349 CE), who claimed that the Jews were “people
of lies, slander, treachery, plotting and tricks, the killers of the prophets,
the eaters of things forbidden, the most maliciously scheming, the least
merciful and the most vengeful of peoples with the worst of dispositions.”
[In addition] “their usual attitude is one of hatred, their wont is enmity and
rancor, sorcery, lies and trickery. They do not respect the sanctity of those
who oppose them for their unbelief and rejection of the prophets, and
they respect neither bond nor agreement with a Believer, neither right nor
compassion towards those who agree with them, neither justice nor equity
towards those who associate with them, neither safety nor security towards
those who mix with them, nor good counsel towards those with whom they
have dealings. In fact, the most malicious is the most judicious of them,
the most skilful and proficient is the most dishonest. [If you come across
one who is] sound and reliable – [qualities which] are not to be found
among them – he will not be a true Jew…”2
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Although useful and insightful points have been raised during the
exchanges between the followers of the Abrahamic faiths, this has often not
been the case and debates have frequently been marred by verbal abuse
and invalid, unrealistic arguments. This is why the focus during the present
era has been on strategies aimed at encouraging social dialogue rather
than debates on creedal topics.
In some of our examinations of modern Arab writings on Judaism we
have shown elsewhere how historical circumstances play a part in the
way the “religious other” has been judged and evaluated over the ages.
Writing about the Jewish character, Mohammed Sayyid Tantawi says: “In
its descriptions of them the Holy Qur’an applies terms such as unbelief,
rejection of the truth, selfishness, arrogance, cowardice, lying, obstinacy,
deceit, rebelliousness, transgression, hardness of heart, perversity,
a tendency to rush into sin, hostility, embezzlement of people’s lawful
property, and other vices. They therefore deserved to be excluded from
Allah’s Mercy and subjected to humiliation and wretchedness. These ugly
qualities recorded in the Qur’an are plain for all to see, because throughout
the ages – and wherever they may be – the [Jews] have only become more
uncompromisingly set in their ways.”1
The unrealistic notion that the Jews have an unchanging natural
disposition is frequently asserted in Arab writings about them. However,
in seeking scriptural support for their position, they ignore the subtleties
and nuances of the Holy Qur’an’s text. 2 This may be attributable to
certain Qur’anic verses being taken out of context – inadvertently or
deliberately – since in fact the Qur’an denounces some Jewish practices
and praises others, while even during the conflict with a section of
the Jews at the time of the Islamic Mission it recognized their positive
qualities. For example: “We gave Moses the Scripture – so [, Muhammad,]
do not doubt that you are receiving it – just as We made it a guide for
1
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the Children of Israel. We appointed them as leaders, guiding by Our
command when they were steadfast and when they had firm faith in Our
signs” (Al Sajdah, 23‑24), “We gave Scriptures, wisdom and prophethood to
the Children of Israel, and provided them with good things and favoured
them over all other people” (Al Jathiyah, 16), and “We knowingly chose
them over all other people” (Al Dukhan, 32). Similarly, the Qur’an shows no
hesitation in censuring their enemies, as in “Pharaoh behaved arrogantly
in the land, and divided the people into groups, seeking to weaken one
section, slaying their sons and sparing their daughters; he was one
of those who spread corruption” (Al Qasas, 4), or its rejection of Goliath
the Arab in his war with David and his Hebrew people: “And so by the
command of Allah they defeated them. David slew Goliath and Allah
gave him kingship and wisdom, and imparted to him the knowledge of
whatever He willed” (Al Baqarah, 249).
Numerous Arab writings adopt a piecemeal approach, focusing on the
evil side of the Jewish character on the basis of fragmentary quotes from
the Holy Qur’an, while ignoring those other instances in which the Qur’an
praises the Jews.

Three: The Abrahamic heritage and theological exclusiveness
In contrast to the inclusive view of the Abrahamic faiths, which we find
in numerous places in the Holy Qur’an, there is the Jewish and Christian
approach which sees anyone failing to follow their particular line as
a heretic and beyond the pale. This is why – despite their common origin –
even today the followers of the three religions are unable to see themselves
as members of a single faith. Judaism suffers from the exclusivist view
which refuses to recognize the Abrahamic birthright of the descendants of
Ishmael. However, there are some Jewish studies which favour an inclusive
approach to Christianity and Islam. According to David Flusser: “In their
relationship to the Jewish religion, Christianity and Islam may be seen
as a fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham to increase his progeny and
make him a father or many nations.”1
1

100

D. Flusser: Christianity, in A.A. Cohen – P. Mendes-Floher: Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought;
Original Essays of Critical Concepts, Movements and Beliefs, Jerusalem 1972, New York, 1988.

ISLAM AND THE ABRAHAMIC FAITHS

Although it could be said that Christianity is closer to Judaism (insofar
as the Old Testament is a Holy Scripture in both these religions), Judaism
is closer to Islam in its pure monotheism, its dietary laws and its practice
of circumcision.
The exclusiveness which has afflicted the Jewish religion has a parallel
in Christianity, which classed Islam as a form of heresy. Imprisoned behind
its theological fence, the Christian religion did not see the new faith as
an evolution or revival within the framework of the Abrahamic faiths, and
John of Damascus (676‑748) attributed a series of heresies to Islam while
denying that it was inspired by the Abrahamic spirit. And this was at a time
when Islam itself was already spreading dramatically across the region.
When we consider the question from a historical point of view we
find that Islam’s openness to the “other” enjoyed strong support on
a religiously sanctioned basis that did not exist in the other two faiths.
However, Christianity today – under pressure from major historical
developments that have driven it in the general direction of pluralism – is
trying to abandon its centuries-old tradition of exclusiveness. Despite this,
however, it is still finding it hard to accept “otherness” – even within its
own ranks – and its new attitude is basically the result of changes in its
social circumstances and cultural needs.
These days Christian theologians are trying to develop a new line of
approach known as “comparative theology”. However, they are somewhat
hampered by their historical baggage, with the result that they find
themselves seesawing between their old rejectionist exclusivity and more
open minded attitudes.1
According to Professor Mouchir Basile Aoun, there are five possible
types of theological dialogue between Arab Christians and Islam and
its peoples: either dialogue in the form of a critical debate about Islam,
demonstrating its shortcomings and showing those tenets of its faith that
it has acquired from Judaism and Chrisitianity; or dialogue based on the
1
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notion that Islam is a spiritual movement containing a spark of Divine
Truth and some of the spiritual values propagated by the Gospels; or
dialogue aimed at justifying Islam in theological terms which recognizes
Qur’anic revelation as an agent of Divine Salvation in the same cast as
the messages conveyed by Abraham and Ishmael; or dialogue at a human
rather than spiritual level which sees both Christianity and Islam as
cultural expressions of the search for absolute truth; or dialogue in an
Arab nationalist context that regards Islam as the product of the selfsame
cultural soil that produced all other religious and philosophical schools
and beliefs, including the religions of Moses, Jesus and Muhammad and
– somewhat later and in different social circumstances – secularism.1
Al Andalus was an excellent example of successful coexistence. Here
Islam, as the dominant faith, gave Jews and Christians the freedom to
practice their religions and a sort of religious and social balance existed
between the three communities. We are unable to offer any historical
examples of a similar situation under another Abrahamic faith.
Islam by its very nature recognizes the “other” (originally the
“Abrahamic other”) and this is probably its most distinctive feature when
compared with the other two faiths. One striking thing about Islam in
al Andalus is the fact that the Christians who lived under its rule were nonArabs and had no close links or affiliation with the East or its heritage.

Ta‘aruf and the merits of open-mindedness within a broad
human context
Islam’s attitude to the “religious other” – characterized by ta‘aruf and
inclusivity (which we might describe as “religious pluralism” as opposed to
the quasi-mandatory cultural pluralism of the present time) – continues to
be desirable and commendable today. There is actually a striking similarity
between the concepts of Islamic ta‘aruf (or “religious pluralism”) and
cultural pluralism, since both seek to promote social harmony and openmindedness at a broad human level, while eschewing triumphalism and
hegemony and respecting the rights of the individual.
1
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Here we should note that in Islam it is not only a moral concept; it
also has legal force based on scriptural injunctions which guarantee the
benefits of security and dignity within the social space and ring-fence them
against the dictates of events and changing circumstances. Ta‘aruf has
become ingrained in the mind and soul of the Believer; it dictates how he
should deal with the “other” and shapes society so that it safeguards the
“other’s” rights, including his right to be different.
Despite this, however, doubts and criticisms have often been raised
about Islam’s competence to establish genuine ta‘aruf that extends to
the followers of the three faiths (i.e. Judaism, Christianity and Islam) – or
for that matter, to people from other faiths and cultures. These doubts
and criticisms are not merely due to Islam’s failures in this regard during
the present era; they are also a result of the massive changes that have
taken place in Islamic societies – changes which are beyond their control –
generating urgent pressure for the development of a non-religious form of
ta‘aruf/coexistence that is totally unrelated to any kind of religious context.
Here we should perhaps ask where these doubts and criticisms about
Islam’s competence in this regard originated.
It could be correct to say that West-centred cultural attitudes (which
see the West as the epitome of civilization and are basically a consequence
of its overwhelming material and cultural supremacy) have now led to
a reaction in the West and Europe in the form of a movement towards
cultural, religious and ethnic pluralism. This process, which is still at the
experimental stage, is not a by-product of the Christian religion – on the
contrary, it aims to curtail the Christian monopoly of the social space (a
monopoly of a kind that has never been a feature of Islamic society).
When we consider the criticisms that have been levelled against Islam
by non-Muslims because of the failings of their own societies, we should
see them as an incentive to look back to our Islamic roots, while at the
same time re-evaluating the lessons to be drawn from Islam’s history.
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l Shafi‘i reports that when Tawoos was in charge
of administering alms from the caravan on
behalf of Mohammed bin Yousuf he came to the
people and said: “Pay your zakat (statutory charity),
may Allah have mercy on you, out of [the bounty] that
Allah has given you.” When they did not pay it to him,
he asked them: “Where are your poor?” Then, according
to al Shafi‘i, “he took [the payment] from this person
and paid it to that person without taking anything
for himself; he did not profit by it and he did not pay
anything out of it to the Wali.” He added that when
a member of the caravan turned his back on him he did
not say to him: ‘Come on. Hand it over.’
Al Shafi‘i commented: “In my view this is
acceptable … though I would prefer him to have been
suspicious of the ahl al suhman (‘people of the shares’);
he could then have inquired and made those accused
[of concealing their wealth] swear on oath [that they
were telling the truth], because many of them were
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cheating. No-one should harbour suspicions, make someone swear an oath
or assume charge until he has ‘put it in its place’. This does not apply to
anyone who has not ‘put it in its place’.”1
The above paragraphs illustrate the problematic relationship between
fiqh (jurisprudence) and politics – that is to say, between the ‘ilmiy
(“religious-scholarly”) authorities and political rulers – and the impact of
that relationship upon Islamic fiqh, particularly the area of fiqh related to
zakat. Many students of the subject are under the false impression that fiqh
is based solely on an understanding of the scriptural text and believe that
realities on the ground have no part to play in the matter. In fact, both are
relevant.
As al Shafi‘i reported, Tawoos did not say “Come on. Hand it over”
to a person who turned his back on him. This indicates clearly that he
was unwilling to impose demands upon people in a state whose political
legitimacy and religious credentials he did not recognize. As we have seen in
the above paragraphs, this was an attitude al Shafi‘i approved of, though he
noted that he would have preferred to distinguish between two types of cases.
In the first of these the zakat is to be “put in its place” and the person in
charge of administering the alms should “be suspicious of the ahl al suhman
(‘people of the shares’)” and inquire into their affairs and make them swear
an oath. In the second instance it is not to be “put in its place”; in this case
nobody should be regarded with suspicion or made to swear an oath. Here
al Shafi‘i’s approach seems to demonstrate a more logical attitude towards
dealing with the political environment than was commonly the case.
Islamic fiqh has developed as the result of an interaction between
scriptural text and realities on the ground; indeed it could be described as
the product of a conflict between the religious scholars and the political
rulers. After an initial period of harmony which lasted throughout the time
of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs the religious and political establishments
diverged, creating a space between them that was occupied by a sort of
“no-man’s-land” of mutual suspicion in which the political ruler sought
to ensure the loyalty of the faqih (scholar of jurisprudence) – even to
1
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the extent of resorting to coercion – by making him swear an oath of
allegiance, while the faqih showed his refusal to do so by seeking refuge in
his scholarship and using his influence with the general public to mobilise
opposition to the ruler, or emir.
Conversely, and unsurprisingly, when a faqih became closely affiliated
to the governing authority he also tended to use fiqh as a tool for legitimising
the state’s rulers, while in its turn (and this was the faqih’s ultimate aim)
the political authority sought to use its power in order to reinforce the
din (religion) and the role of religion in the community. However, when
a separation occurred between the two, the faqih withdrew from public life,
studiously ignoring what was going on around him, holding the political
authority responsible for everything that was happening in the wider world
and devoting himself to “personal fiqh” – i.e. fiqh of concern to the individual
rather than the community or the Ummah (Muslim Nation). His focus would
thus be on salvation in the next world and he would ignore any worldly
commitments. According to Dr. Taha Jabir al Alwani: “This was a really
major factor leading to the separation of fiqh and usul al fiqh (the ‘roots’ of
jurisprudence) from significant aspects of Muslim ‘practical’ life, with the
result that [fiqh scholars] began to approach many issues from a theoretical
and idealistic angle. Consequently, their [fiqh] became an expression of what
Muslim life ought to be, rather than what it actually was or could be.”1
When there was a “glut” of zakat funds, those who controlled them
began to use them for their own purposes rather than those for which
they were originally designated. This led to a kind of tug-of-war between
the emirs and the fuqaha’ (pl. of faqih), in which the emirs used all the
moral and material means at their disposal to gain control of the funds so
that they could use them to strengthen the state (and also – on occasion –
squander them on luxuries). Meanwhile, the fuqaha’ used their “scholarly
space” to try to prevent those funds from being spent for purposes other
than those for which they were originally intended. During this period,
which was critical for the ruling regime’s legitimacy, the fuqaha’ sought to
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revive the model of the Prophet (PBUH) and the Rightly-Guided Caliphs,
and in this they were partly successful.
From the above we can conclude that the “space occupied by fiqh” was
influenced by the political environment. There are two models to consider
here: firstly, direct political intervention by the ruler “invading” the faqih’s
space and spreading ideas that serve political interests (this could involve
fabricating and propagating scriptural texts, winning the support of leading
religious figures in order to gain legitimacy for the regime among the
masses, or promoting fiqh opinions which serve the regime’s purposes), and
secondly, a situation in which the political and religious establishments vie
with each other in an attempt to dominate the public space.
If we take a close look at the fiqh of zakat in particular, we may come
across some useful examples that could cast light on this subject. Although
it is a field which has not been sufficiently studied, a number of well-known
Prophetic Traditions are narrated in several books of Hadith. This one is
particularly familiar: “If an alms collector comes to you, let him leave you
in a state of contentment.”1 Another Hadith states: “People of the A‘rab
(desert Arabs) came to the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) and said: ‘Some
alms collectors came to us and treated us unjustly.’ [The Prophet]
replied: ‘Make your alms collectors contented.’ They said: ‘O Messenger
of Allah, [what about] if they treat us unjustly?’ He replied: ‘Make your
alms collectors contented.’” Another narration says: “[Make your almscollectors contented] even if you are treated unjustly.”2
Since Islam calls for justice and equity, we may wonder whether these
narrations are compatible with the values of justice promoted by the din,
or whether they sanction injustice – which is something no rational person
can accept. It is not altogether unlikely that these Hadith narrations were
concocted to give theoretical support to the abusive and despotic style
of alms collection under the regimes of the Umayyad and Abbasid states
and provide religious justification for the benefit of the political authority
at that time. However, what is more probable is that they were designed
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to underpin the Ash‘arite position, which sanctioned the notion of kingship
instead of a Caliphate while at the same time underlining the principle of
the sovereignty of the Shariah. (As Abdul Majid al Saghir points out, this
notion was not accepted by the majority of Muslims.)1
Anyone who takes a close look at the texts of these narrations will also
suspect their authenticity due to the poor quality of the language.
Islam gives the highest priority to the principle of justice, which it sees
as the basis of the relationship between ruler and subject, and the wealth
an individual is required to pay to the state falls into this category. The
following two Traditions give some indications of that relationship.
In the first, two of the Prophet’s alms collectors came to the owner of
some sheep and said: “We have been sent by the Messenger of Allah (PBUH)
to collect alms.” He replied: “What alms?” They said: “A ewe from your [flock
of] sheep.” He offered them a young ewe with plenty of milk in its udders and
they said: “We were not instructed to [take] that.” Then he offered them one
that was about to give birth and they said: “We were not instructed to [take]
that. We were not instructed to [take] a pregnant animal or one full of milk.”
So he offered them a two-year-old or young she-goat. They accepted it; then
they invoked blessings upon him and went on their way.2
In the second the Prophet sent a kharis (a man who collects the tithe on the
date harvest) [to collect the tithe] and a man came and complained about him to
the Prophet (PBUH) and said: “He made me pay more than my due.” So the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said [to the alms collector]: “Your cousin claims
that you made him pay more than his due.” He replied: “O Messenger of
Allah, I left him enough to [cover] his family’s nakedness, feed the poor
and for what the wind causes to fall.” So [the Prophet] said: “Your cousin
did not make you pay more than your due and he treated you fairly.”3
These two Traditions show that the relationship between the individual
and the state was governed by the values of justice and fairness. The alms
1

See: Al Fikr al Usuli wa Ishkaliyyat al Sultah al ‘Ilmiyyah fi’l Islam, Dar al Muntakhab al ‘Arabi,
Al Mu’assasah al Jami ‘iyyah li’l Dirasat wa’l Nashr, Beirut, 1st impression, 1415 AH (1994 CE), p. 22.

2

Abu Dawud No. 1581.

3

Al Daraqutni: Kitab al Zakat, Bab al Kharas (27).
109

FIQH (ISLAMIC JURISPRUDENCE) AND ITS HERITAGE THROUGH THE EYES OF THE FAQIH

collector refused to take more than he was instructed to, while if a person
paying the alms felt that he was being unjustly treated he had the right
to lodge a complaint against the alms collector. Moreover, his complaint
would be listened to. This continued to be the case throughout the time of
the Rightly Guided Caliphs.
When Abu Bakr al Siddiq sent Anas to Bahrain he gave him the
following instruction: “This is the obligatory alms payment decreed by the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) for [all] Muslims, which Allah commanded His
Messenger (PBUH) [to impose]. When a Muslim is asked to pay the correct
amount, he should pay it, while [anyone] who is asked for more than that
should not pay it.”1
This instruction is in stark contrast to the narration we have quoted
above which contains the words “Even if you are treated unjustly”, which
reflects the desire of a grasping king to indulge his instincts for oppression
and injustice and provide him with easy access to wealth under the cloak of
religion. Al Nawawi was right to give Chapter 55 of his book Kitab al Zakat
the title “Bab Irdha’ al Sa‘iy Ma Lam Yatlub Haram” (“The Chapter on
Giving Gratification to the One Who Strives As Long As He Is Not Seeking
That Which is Forbidden”)2
However, in the face of political oppression the faqih has no option but
to submit to the status quo and acquiesce in the power of the sword, since
this is the only way to protect the Ummah (Islamic Nation/Community)
from even worse suffering and avert the danger of fitnah (turmoil/
subversion). I offer these two different views to illustrate my point:
First, the view that it is permissible to pay zakat to an unjust emir. Ibn
Salam reports: “A man came to Ibn ‘Umar and said: ‘In your opinion, to
whom should I pay zakat?’ He replied: ‘Pay it to the emirs, even if they use it
to [buy] meat for the dogs at their tables.’” It is also reported that a man said
to Ibn ‘Umar: “I have funds, so to whom should I pay the zakat on them?” He
replied: “Pay it to these people.” (He meant the emirs.) [The man] said: “If [I
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do that,] they will use it [to buy] clothes and perfume.” [Ibn ‘Umar] replied:
“Even if they [spend] it on clothes and perfume [you should pay it to them].”1
When Sa‘id bin Jubair was asked about zakat, he gave this somewhat
evasive reply: “Pay it to the wali al ‘amr (person responsible).” In response
the questioner said: “You instruct me to pay it to the wali al ‘amr and
he will do this and that with it.” Sa‘id answered: “Put it where Allah
commanded you [to put it].” You ask me about people’s heads [- i.e. what is
going on in their minds -] and I am not in a position to inform you.”2
Second, the view that it is permissible to pay tolls and taxes out of
zakat funds. Ibn Salam reports that Anas bin Malik and al Hasan said:
“What has been paid on bridges and roads is sadaqah madhiyah.” By this
he meant that it was an acceptable alternative to zakat.
It is reported that Ibrahim said: “Malik calculated zakat on what the
tithe collectors have taken from you.” Ibn Salam also narrated a number of
Traditions from the fatwas of the Tabi‘in (“Followers” – i.e. the generation
after the Prophet’s Companions) along with the observation: “[The Traditions]
we have are valid, although some of them may give other opinions.”3
These two examples clearly show the degree to which the faqih
was prepared to make concessions to the ruling authority. At the same
time, they also represent a transitional period between the original
harmonious relationship between faqih and ruler and the breakdown of
that relationship, following which the faqih began to take practical steps
to protect his “fiqh space” and ensure that funds designed for charitable
purposes did not fall into the hands of the political authority.
The evidence suggests that the first person who tried to frame this
concept in precise systematic terms was al Shafi‘i when he devised usul
al fiqh – a discipline in which he endeavoured to establish the rules for
ijtihad (interpretative judgement) and dealing with scriptural texts. In doing
1
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so, as ‘Abdul Majid al Saghir1 points out, one of his aims was to protect
the “fiqh space” and Islamic Shariah concepts from being exploited by the
ruling authority for its own ends.
Moving on from usul al fiqh to furu‘ al fiqh (the “branches” – or
specifics – of fiqh), we find that al Shafi‘i sought to ensure that funds
destined for charitable purposes were removed from the control of the
political authority. This entailed four lines of approach:
First, he interpreted the Qur’anic verse on charitable payments to mean
that it was obligatory to distribute zakat funds equally between the eight
categories mentioned in that verse, and that it was not permissible to spend
them on any other category. 2 Consequently, the wali al ‘amr had limited
freedom in the way he administered the funds. This was not actually a new
fiqh position; it had been current since the time of the Tabi‘in, though it
had been opposed by some fiqh scholars such as Abu ‘Ubaidah Muslim bin
Abi Karimah in his Risalah (Epistle) on Zakat.3 What al Shafi‘i did was give
prominence to the idea and establish it as the right and proper practice.
Second, it was repeatedly stressed that zakat was the property of the
poor by right and that the state was not entitled to it. Apart from the Hadith
“And render it unto their poor,” 4 there were no other scriptural texts to
provide clarification on how alms should be distributed, so consequently
there was a widely-held belief that the state should play no part in
collecting alms or in spending them on public affairs.
Third, it was maintained that it was not permissible to transfer zakat
to another geographical to area until the needs of the people of the locality
where it had been collected had been satisfied. Once this was achieved,
it should be transferred to the nearest or adjacent locality. This principle
ensured that it did not end up in the state capital.
Fourth, zakat was completely separate from the state’s general funds.
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All these concepts were accepted by scholars from the different
schools of fiqh. Where there were disagreements, these were due either to
contradictions concerning some Hadith narrations, or differences in fiqh
ideological positions.
One thing which will be apparent to any student of fiqh is the fact that
the fiqh governing zakat underwent significant changes in states where
the religious and political establishments were in harmony with each
other. One example of this is the case of ‘Uthman, who was not concerned
with the collection of zakat on amwal batinah (assets that are not visibly
identified, such as cash, gold, silver etc.) and was content to collect it only
on amwal dhahirah (visibly identifiable assets). The different schools of fiqh
had various interpretations over the way this should be understood. While
their positions were not identical, some of them (the Hanafis, Shafi‘is and
Hanbalis) wanted to emulate ‘Uthman and make his method a hard and
fast rule that could not be changed.
Their approach simplified the matter considerably, eliminated the
“interests aspect” and gave the ijtihad opinion of one of the Prophet’s
Companions the status of an act of worship. Ultimately, though, it was
based on a political decision which gave religious endorsement to all those
who maintained that zakat on amwal batinah was not payable to the wali
al ‘amr – either as a matter of choice (in the case of the Hanafis) or as
a “preferred” course of action (in the case of the Shafi‘is and Hanbalis).
Opinions on the question of the wali al ‘amr’s responsibility for
collecting zakat were strongly influenced by political factors, and the
faqih’s attitude to the state (whether “pro” or “anti”) was undoubtedly
bound to affect his view, because zakat collection is first and foremost
an act that represents the sovereign prerogative of the zakat collector.
Therefore it was natural that a “tame” faqih should support the state on
this question, though without ignoring the relevant scriptural texts, while
an “anti-state” faqih would oppose it insofar as he was able to do so.
This is how ‘Uthman’s position on not collecting zakat on amwal
batinah became an established law that no state could violate.
On this question the Hanbali school – the school that had the most
distant relationship with the state – considered it preferable for a person to
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be personally responsible for distinguishing between the two categories of
his own zakat payment himself. In its view this was better than paying it to
a just imam (possibly because of the trials and tribulations suffered by the
school’s founder – Ahmed bin Hanbal). The Shafi‘i position was similar and
regarded making a distinction between the categories of zakat payments
as being preferable, even if the person in charge of collecting them should
demand otherwise, and supports the view that al Shafi‘i basically devised
usul al din as a tool for protecting the fiqh “sector” from the power of the
politicians. Al Shafi‘i concluded that this was necessary after a long period
during which the community of fiqh scholars had suffered persecution by
the ruling authorities.
The Hanafi position reflects Abu Hanifa’s cautious attitude to the ruling
authority after he himself had been persecuted by them. That is why he
and Abu Yousuf accepted ‘Uthman’s system as a Sunnah – a position that
no-one has countermanded since.1
The Ibadi and Maliki positions are consistent with those of the ruling
authority and approach the scriptural texts from the angle of “interests and
Shariah politics”. Where the Ibadis were concerned, this was due to a desire
to propagate their ideas and reinforce the power of their state, while the
Malikis’ position reflected the close relationship that had existed between
Malik and the powers that be during his time, which was later reproduced
by the states that followed the Maliki school in the Arab Maghreb. According
to al Kindi’s Bayan al Shar‘ (Explanation of the Law of Islam): “If the imam
is just, alms may only be delivered to him or his employees,”2 while Malik
states: “If the imam acts justly, there is no scope for a man to differentiate
between zakat on his cash assets and [on his] other [assets].”3
Although the ambiguity on zakat has its roots in the past, it is still
very much alive in present-day fiqh. In al Ashqar’s view the change in
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the prevailing legal opinion on the subject dates from the end of the era
of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, when fatwas were issued sanctioning
concealment of zakat on amwal batinah from the authorities and allowing
it to be paid directly to its recipients by the individual; this was because
there was a general feeling that the authorities were abusing their position
over the collection of zakat. It was concluded that the ideal solution was to
follow the “mabda’ al ijma‘iy” (“consensus principle”) that was eventually
reached by Muslim scholars after a long period of intensive debate.1
(It is interesting to note that the “mabda’ al ijma‘iy” after ‘Uthman
is still recognized. However, one is tempted to wonder if there actually was
a “mabda’ al ijma‘iy” or whether this is a new expression which has a different
meaning from the one we usually understand by “ijma‘”, or “consensus”).
Other scholars maintain that the whole subject is just another example
of “Shariah politics” and falls into the category of “the wali al ‘amr’s
prerogatives”. Yousuf Hamid is convinced that that the ‘Uthman system
gives the wali al ‘amr the specific right to authorise “arbab al amwal”
(“owners of capital”) to pay out amwal batinah as they see fit (from which
we can understand that he also has the right to authorise the disposal of
amwal dhahirah in the same way), while it is his responsibility (i.e. the
responsibility of the wali al ‘amr himself) to monitor the process. Moreover,
if it is permissible to authorise individuals to administer zakat, it follows
that it must also be permissible to grant collective authority to a body such
as an institution, establishment or association.2
Another example of the convoluted relationship between fiqh and
politics can be seen in the legislation governing the relationship between
the state and the individual which, while one of its aims is to simplify
procedures, can become a tool for state oppression that has the effect of
intimidating the faqih.
In this connection, one issue which would seem self-evident and
a matter of common sense is the permissibility of zakat payment in cash
1
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rather than in kind, though in the view of faqih scholars the rule is that
payment in kind is obligatory. However, I personally believe that this rule
was originally designed to protect people from any potential injustice on
the part of the state, which might otherwise force people to pay their alms
in cash, gold or silver when they would prefer to pay them in kind (in grain
in the case of the farmer, or livestock in the case of the stock-breeder etc.).
After all, as far as the state is concerned it is easier to deal in cash rather
than in kind, because it is lighter to carry and more flexible in the uses to
which it can be put.
Malik narrates an account of a man who forced people to pay their
zakat in dirhams and said: “I hope there will be recompense if they have
paid the value required of them appropriately.”1
There are also a number of different fiqh opinions on the question of
whether, if a tyrant forces his subjects to pay zakat and they pay it to him,
they have to pay it again to its lawful recipients.
On this issue Abu Sa‘id al Kadmi says the predominant view is that
there is “no guarantee for subjects in that [matter],”2 while al ‘Awtabi
maintains that if a person liable to pay zakat pays it to an unjust person
so that he can distribute it and he distributes it to the poor in his presence,
he will “receive recompense for it” 3. This means that the question of
a person liable for zakat being forced to pay something that is not in the
“compulsory category” is a de facto possibility which is recognized by fiqh
scholars. Consequently they have sought to preclude that eventuality in
order to minimise any potential distress it might cause and safeguard the
social fabric.
It is interesting to note that over the centuries the faqih has always
enjoyed pride of place in the “scholarly hierarchy” – above his contemporaries
in the fields of letters, philosophy, theology and medicine. This intriguing fact
deserves to be studied as a separate subject in its own right.
1
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Al Mudawwanah al Kubra, part 1, p. 396.

2

Al Kindi: Bayan al Shar‘, part 19, p.269.

3

Al Dhiya’, Ministry of National Heritage and Culture, Sultanate of Oman, 1 st impression, 1411 AH
(1991 CE), part 6, p. 41.

THE STATUS OF
IKHTILAF (DIFFERENCE),
TA‘ARUF (MUTUAL
ACQUAINTANCESHIP) AND
I‘TIRAF (RECOGNITION)
IN THE QUR’ANIC VALUE
SYSTEM
Ahmidah al Naifar

But they will not cease to differ…

W

hen discussing the question of ikhtilaf
(difference) between religious affiliations,
which the Qur’an affirms is an inevitable
feature of human life, exegetes – ancient as well as
modern – are agreed that differences are an integral
part of the system under which the world operates
and reflect the Divine wisdom behind it. However,
this is where their agreement stops. When it comes
to considering the nature of this wisdom and what it
actually means from a religious, doctrinal and cultural
point of view, they diverge into numerous different
schools of thought.
We see this clearly when we compare their
interpretations of these two verses from Surat Hud in the
Qur’an: “If thy Lord had so willed, He could have made
mankind one people; but they will not cease to differ.
Except those on whom thy Lord hath bestowed His

Scholar and academic from Tunisia.
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Mercy: and for this did He create them: and the Word of thy Lord shall be
fulfilled: ‘I will fill Hell with jinns and men all together.’”1
The best exposition of the different opinions on these two verses is
provided by Imam al Tabari,2 who supports his observations with a wide
range of Traditions, narrations and statements about this mas’alah
(doctrinal question), along with comments on tarjih (preponderance of
evidence in favour) and tadh‘if (preponderance of evidence against) when
they are applied to the different doctrinal positions.
Generally speaking, al Tabari’s comments on ikhtilaf in the above
verses are concerned with the following questions:
1 – What exactly is the meaning of the word “differ” (Arabic
“mukhtalifin” – a word derived from the same root as “ikhtilaf”) as it occurs
in this text?
2 – What is the ruling on it?
3 – What is the hikmah (wisdom or rationale) behind it?
Al Tabari offers a number of answers to these questions. Some see the
word “differ” here as referring to the different religions such as Judaism,
Christianity, Magianism etc. while an alternative interpretation is that it
means different standards of living – i.e. rich and poor – whereby some
people are subjugated to, or exploited by, others.
Al Tabari also cites an opinion that ikhtilaf is an inevitable
characteristic of the “people of falsehood” (ahl al batil), while the “people
of truth” (ahl al haqq) are generally strangers to it, though if at any time
they do become familiar with it, it will be of the harmless variety. According
to this view, the exception – i.e. the “harmless variety” – is expressed in
the statement in the second of the two verses: “Except those on whom thy
Lord hath bestowed His Mercy”. According to al Tabari’s report, the people
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Surat Hud (11), verses 118 and 119.

2

Muhammad bin Jarir bin Kathir bin Ghalib, known as Imam al Tabari (224‑310 AH/838‑923 CE) was
one of the most prolific Muslim scholars whose works include Jami‘ al Bayan fi Ta’wili Aayi’l Qur’an
(exegesis) and Tarikh al Umam wa’l Muluk (history).
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covered by this pronouncement include the “people of faith” (ahl al iman),
the “people of the Muslim community” (ahl al jama‘ah) and those whose
religion is Islam.
As far as the ruling is concerned, according to the sources cited by
al Tabari ikhtilaf is a negative phenomenon, and the ikhtilaf between
a Believer and a Non-Believer is that Non-Believers are doomed to enter
the Fire, while those whose religion is Islam will go to the Garden of
Paradise.
With regard to the hikmah, or wisdom (or rationale), behind it, the
words in the above verses: “and for this did He create them” indicate that
every category of creation is destined to fulfil the role for which it was
created, so that Believers will enter Allah’s Paradise and the shade of His
Mercy, while Non-Believers will suffer His Fire and His Punishment. Hence
the wisdom (or rationale) is that the ikhtilaf between the two categories is
an inevitable necessity, in order to make it possible for the “people of faith”
to earn Bliss and the “people of falsehood” to suffer Punishment – and
thus as a practical application of Allah’s Mercy and Justice in requitement
for each group’s actions.
Al Tabari makes the following observation on this argument: “If the
interpretation is such as I have mentioned, those subject to the ikhtilaf
ruling should not be blamed for their ikhtilaf (since their Lord created them
for that purpose), any more than those who ‘enjoy’ should be blamed”. The
author of Jami‘ al Bayan (i.e. al Tabari) also comments: “A close scrutiny
of the meaning of the words which determine the hikmah of ikhtilaf [will
show] that people will still differ in [espousing] their false religions and
sects, the exception being those followers of truth ‘upon whom they Lord
hath bestowed His Mercy’; this is because He knew before He created
them that they would include Believers and Non-Believers, the Good and
the Wicked. This close scrutiny would be based on the definition of the
meaning of ‘li’ in Allah’s pronouncement ‘wa lidhalika khalaqahum’ (‘And
for this did He create them’), which would be causal – in the sense of ‘’ala’,
as [we find when] we address a man as follows: ‘akramtuka ‘ala birrik
bi’/’akramtuka ‘libirrik bi’ (‘I treated you respectfully for your kindness to
me’) [where ‘li’ and ‘’ala’ both mean ‘for’].”
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If we now look at some other exegetes – modern ones this time, the
first being Muhammad Abduh and the second Sheikh Muhammad al Tahir
Ibn ‘Ashur – we will find that they approach the question of ikhtilaf in a very
different way.
In Tafsir al Manar 1 Muhammad Abduh wrote that ikhtilaf can be
attributed to two factors. The first of these is the unique human quality of
being able to have opinions and make choices, which means that people
“gain knowledge through acquisition, not inspiration, act through choice
and give preponderance to some mutually incompatible but possible
options over others, being neither coerced into doing so nor compelled to
do so by necessity.” The second factor, on the other hand, is inseparable
from the level of civilization attained by human societies. In this case
the degree of ikhtilaf varies depending on the degree of individual and
collective development, or “progress”, in those societies. According to
Abduh, this ikhtilaf encompasses everything, even religion, “which Allah
has prescribed to make [man’s] natural disposition complete and eliminate
the differences (‘ikhtilaf’) between people.” The hikmah, or rationale,
behind these differences – differences in the degrees and nature of man’s
knowledge, science, opinions, feelings, religion, beliefs, obedience and –
is embodied in the Divine Laws of Creation on which the disparities in
man’s efforts to fulfil his proper roles are based; and it is through them
that his latent physical and moral potential is revealed, along with the
consequences of his actions.
So according to Muhammad Abduh, ikhtilaf is an expression of the
Divine Will which creates all the possible options that enable man to be
Allah’s vicegerent upon earth.
On the rationale for the instance of ikhtilaf cited in Surat Hud,
Muhammad al Tahir Ibn ‘Ashur 2 explains it by linking it to the Qur’anic
theme of the nations destroyed for their wickedness; he does this by
pointing out that their destruction was not an act of injustice on Allah’s
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See Tafsir al Manar.
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See Al Tahrir wa’l Tanwir: http://www.islamweb.net/newlibrary/display_book.php?flag=1&bk_
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part, and that if they had been virtuous they would not have been
destroyed. From this he goes on to say that, when those nations strayed
from the path chosen for them by Allah, this could hardly be understood
to mean that they were no longer in Allah’s power; if that were the case,
it would mean that Allah’s power to make them a single nation steadfastly
following the path of truth as He had commanded was an illusion.
Consequently Ibn Ashur sees the rationale of ikhtilaf as providing the basis
of the system on which this world necessarily operates, including those
values such as freedom, which allows the human intellect to “expose
people to right or wrong guidance depending on the correctness, or
otherwise, of their thinking and feeling and the degree of their ability to
avoid error.”
In Ibn Ashur’s view the rationale for ikhtilaf comes from the Divine
Justice which imbues man with the values of freedom and knowledge
so that he can fulfil the conditions of his role of vicegerent, and this
consequently determines his status in the Hereafter. In support of
this view he wrote: “If [Allah] had so willed, He would have created
human minds [in such a way that] they would have been [identical,
receiving their knowledge through] inspiration from a single [source,]
not a multiplicity [of sources]... There can be no doubt that the human
mind is necessarily the way it is through Allah’s Wisdom, since as such
it is more conducive to the implementation of the Will of Allah – the
Most High – with regard to man’s endeavours in this ephemeral, impure
worldly life, from which he will proceed to the pure eternal life – if good,
then good, and if evil, then evil.”
This means that ikhtilaf implies disparity and diversity – qualities
which promote competition for the betterment of mankind.
We can conclude from this that the views and comments of the above
three exegetes on the issue of ikhtilaf may be summed up as endorsing one
or other of two positions. Those (whether ancient or modern) who opt for the
first believe that Allah the Most High deliberately created mankind so that
there could be differences between them. This was the view of al Hasan
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al Basri1 and ‘Ata’2. Others3 maintain that He – Glory be to Him – created
man for the purpose of Mercy. This was the view of Mujahid and ‘Ikrimah.
Some of those who support this position4 add that He – may His Power be
Exalted – created mankind in two groups: one of which receives Mercy and
eschews ikhtilaf, while the other does not receive Mercy and falls into ikhtilaf.
This would indicate that, as far as proponents of the first position
on ikhtilaf are concerned, the Qur’an’s discourse 5 is a “knowledgetargeted discourse” – that is, it makes the acquisition of knowledge
a binding obligation upon mankind and sees man as being responsible
for acquiring that knowledge. On the other hand, proponents of the
second view of ikhtilaf see the Qur’an’s discourse as being a “disciplinetargeted discourse” which obliges man to obey a certain set of rulings and
directives.
The first position recognizes that the issue is problematic, that it
always has been so since ancient times and that it is destined to remain
so, because it cannot be separated from the nature of the relationship with
the “different other” – a question to which there can be no conclusive,
clear-cut answer since it is subject to constant change. This is confirmed
by the exegetic models we have chosen, which show that in this respect
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Al Hasan al Basri (21‑110 AH/642‑728 CE) was born and raised in al Madinah and settled in Basra
from an early age, where he became the most famous scholar of his time and the Mufti of Basra.
His pupil Wasil bin ‘Ata’ split from him to set up the first Mu‘tazilite group.

2

Abu Muhammad ‘Ata’ bin Abi Rabah (27‑114 AH/648‑732 CE) was a mawla of the family of Abu
Khaitham al Fihri al Qurashi. Of Nubian origin, he was a faqih, scholar and muhaddith and one of
the most distinguished legists and Tabi‘in (Followers) of the 1st and 2nd centuries AH. He collected
Hadiths from ‘Aisha, Abu Hurairah Umm Salamah, Umm Hani’, Ibn ‘Abbas and several Companions
and Followers. He was a source of Hadiths for al Awza‘i, as well as Abu Hanifa, and Mujahid bin
Jabr attributed Hadiths to him.

3

This was the position of Mujahid bin Jabr (21‑104 AH/642‑722CE) – full name Abu’l Hajjaj Mujahid
bin Jabr al Makki al Makhzumi. An imam, faqih and prolific Hadith scholar, his view was supported
by ‘Ikrimah bin ‘Abdullah, mawla of Ibn ‘Abbas.

4

‘Abdullah bin ‘Abbas bin ‘Abdul Muttalib bin Hashim, cousin of the Messenger (PBUH) (3 years
before the Hijrah-68 AH/618‑687 CE). Known as “Hibr al Ummah” (“Scribe of the Community”) and
regarded as the Muslim Community’s faqih and Imam of Exegesis.

5

“Discourse” here means the general idea conveyed by the text in its entirety, including the specific
vocabulary and concepts chosen to express its point of view, the way they are used and the part
they play in the structure of the text.
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the contemporary approach and the old, traditional views coincide in their
understanding of ikhtilaf, including its significance for man’s status and the
degree to which it reflects the Qur’anic discourse on this issue.
However, one of the major differences between the “humanistic
moderns” and the exegetes of the past is the difference in the degree of
“centrality” they attach to this question; this is mainly due to the fact that
the moderns of today have access to science and other fields of knowledge
that were not available to earlier generations. However, there is still
significant common ground between the modern “humanistic exegetes”
and those of their predecessors whose stance they share, because in
both cases their rulings are based on the same approach to the text of the
Qur’an – an approach which represents a complete reinterpretation of the
concept of ikhtilaf and the picture it conveys of the relationship between
the “self” and the “other” in the Qur’an’s discourse.

Historical evidence
When dealing with Qur’anic text the late Sudanese writer and thinker
Mohammed Abu’Qasim Haj Hamad 1 always tried to avoid “fragmented
exegesis”. He based his analysis on an approach to the Qur’an in which the
part was seen in the context of the whole, rather than on the more usual
method of interpreting its verses and chapters as separate and unrelated
units. Consequently, his interpretations of the text were based first and
foremost on the Qur’an’s overall discourse, so that individual items or
pieces of evidence were seen in relation to the text as a whole and its
general view of the world, existence and – in particular – man. In doing so,
Haj Hamad gives a new meaning to ‘ilm al tafsir (the science of exegesis)
by linking it intimately to the philosophical term “Weltanschauung” 2
– a German word used to describe a comprehensive conception of the
1

Died 1425 AH/2004 CE. His main works include Al ‘Alamiyyah al Islamiyyah al Thaniyah: Jadaliyyat
al Ghaib wa’l Insan wa’l Tabi‘ah.

2

Weltanschauung is a term that first appeared in the works of the German philosopher and social
historian Wilhelm Dilthey (1833‑1911). Around the end of the 19 th century it was adopted by
anthropologists and historians and today it is widely used to describe an overall view of the universe
and man’s relationship to it.
123

THE STATUS OF IKHTILAF, TA‘ARUF AND I‘TIRAF IN THE QUR’ANIC VALUE SYSTEM

universe and man’s relationship to it. It is essentially this feature that is
responsible for the difference between those who see the Holy Qur’an as
a set of rules and procedures for acts of worship and day-to-day conduct,
and those who regard it as mainly a Divine Record that recognizes and
accepts the realities of existence and the cosmos as they actually are.
The first view reflects the essentialist legalistic approach, 1 which
stresses cultural and social conformity and pays little attention to the
Qur’an as a source of eternal truths and wisdom. The second attaches
greater importance to the development of man’s spiritual and psychic
awareness with the aim of expanding his knowledge and understanding
and enabling him to grasp the limitless possibilities that the Qur’anic
text has to offer. It offers an alternative vision of the Revealed Scripture
and its relationship to man as the receptacle of that Revelation; that is to
say, it sees the former (i.e. the Qur’an) as a living text whose meanings
are constantly being renewed in order to meet the needs of the latter (i.e.
man) and enable him to understand it in a holistic way. (This would include
understanding its role as an embodiment of the truth of Muhammad’s
Prophetic Mission at a specific historical point in time.)
Earlier proponents of Haj Hamad’s position include Jamal al Din
al Afghani and Muhammad Abduh,2 who defined the Holy Qur’an as a “Book
of Guidance”. In doing so they prepared the way for the “humanistic trend”
– an approach based on a dynamic relationship between the exegete and
the Qur’anic text which is fundamentally different from the approach of the
traditionalist exegetes, whether ancient or modern.
If the Holy Qur’an is regarded as a “Book of Guidance”, this implies
an interactive relationship between the “transmitter” and the “receiver”;
the latter being constantly prepared to evoke what Muhammad Iqbal 3
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Essentialism is the view that for any specific entity there is a set of attributes which are necessary
to its identity and function.

2

See Mohammed al Makhzumi: Khatirat Jamal al Din al Afghani, printed in Beirut in 1931, p 99, and
Muhammad Abduh: Tafsir al Manar, Part 1, pp 18 and 24.

3

See our study: Al Insan wa’l Zaman fi Mandhumat Muhammad Iqbal al Tajdidiyyah, al Nass al Dini
wa’l Turath al Islami; Qira’ah Naqdiyyah, Dar al Hadi, Beirut, 1st impression, 2004.
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describes as “prophetic awareness” – a state which simultaneously
combines the spiritual with the “positivist”, while linking religious
awareness to historical awareness. In practice this means that wherever
there is history there must also be change, and that consequently all
concepts, institutions and relationships must inevitably “mutate” and
progress from one phase to another. More important than this, however,
is that these changes must take place against a background that remains
for ever unchanging and unchangeable. This is the main significance of
the historical evidence that early and present-day students of Qur’anic
discourse have relied upon when considering the question of ikhtilaf
and pluralism in the light of this verse from the Qur’an: “[This is] the
established way of Allah with those who passed on before; and you will not
find in the way of Allah any change”1, when it is seen in conjunction with
the “law of evolution and transition”.
As we delve deeper into the questions of ikhtilaf, ta‘aruf (“mutual
acquaintanceship”) and i‘tiraf (recognition) within the context of historical
reality, it might be appropriate to consider a historical example cited
by the author of Jadhwat al Muqtabis (A Firebrand for the Seeker of
Illumination) 2 in which he shows us a different way of approaching the
subject at a significant historical moment. In this book we read that one day
Abu Muhammad bin ‘Abdullah bin Abi Zaid 3 al Qairawani al Maliki asked
Abu ‘Umar Ahmed bin Muhammad bin Sa‘di al Maliki – after Abu ‘Umar
had arrived in Qairawan from the lands of the Mashreq (he had been in
Baghdad during the lifetime of Abu Bakr Muhammad bin ‘Abdullah bin
Saleh al Abhari) 4 – “Did you attend the gatherings of the ahl al kalam
(theologians)?” He replied: “Yes. I attended them twice. Then I stopped
1

Surat al Ahzab (32), verse 62.

2

Abu ‘Abdullah al Humaidi (420‑488 AH): Jadhwat al Muqtabis fi Tarikh ‘Ulama’ al Andalus, Beirut,
2nd impression, 1983, Part 1, pp 175‑176.

3

Abu Muhammad bin ‘Abdullah bin Abi Zaid al Qairawani al Maliki (310‑386 AH/922‑996 CE) was
the “’Alim of the People of the Maghreb” and known as “the Little Malik”. He was the author of
Al Risalah.

4

Abu Bakr Muhammad bin ‘Abdullah bin Muhammad bin Saleh al Tamimi al Abhari (290‑375
AH/902‑986 CE) was a qadi (judge) and Hadith scholar and the leading Maliki Sheikh and scholar
in Baghdad. See al Zarkali: Al A‘lam, Part 7, p 98.
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going to them.” “Why?” Abu Muhammad asked him. He replied: “At the first
gathering I attended I saw that all the different groups were there: Sunni
Muslims as well as ahl al bid‘ah (heretics), and Non-Believers including
Magians, atheists, freethinkers, Jews, Christians and all types of Infidels.
Each group had a leader who spoke on behalf of his sect and argued in
favour of it...And when the session was full and they saw that they were not
waiting for anyone else [to join them], one of the Non-Believers said: ‘You
have gathered here for a debate, so let not the Muslims argue against us
by quoting from their Book or the sayings of their Prophet, because we do
not believe in them or accept them. Instead, we shall debate using rational
arguments as well as tenable opinions and analogies.’ They replied: ‘[We]
agree to that.’” Abu ‘Umar continued: “After I had heard that I did not return
to that gathering. Then I was told there was another ahl al kalam gathering,
so I went to it but I found them to be just like the first, so I stopped
attending the gatherings of the ahl al kalam and did not attend any more.”
Abu Muhammad bin Abi Zaid asked: “And were the Muslims happy
with that behaviour and speech?” Abu ‘Umar replied: “That is the
impression I got from them.” Abu Muhammad was amazed at this and said:
“The ‘ulama’ are no more. And Islam’s inviolable sanctity and rights are
no more. How can Muslims allow a debate between Muslims and NonBelievers? This is not even permissible with heretics, and they acknowledge
the truth of Islam and Muhammad (PBUH). A person who is a Muslim but
a heretic should be called upon to return to the path of the Sunnah wa’l
Jama‘ah (Sunni Islam); if he returns it will be accepted of him and if he
refuses his neck should be struck. However, as far as the Unbelievers are
concerned, they should be called to Islam; if they accept it, they should be
left alone, and if they refuse but pay the jizya (tax on non-Muslims) in the
proper circumstances, they should be left alone and it will be accepted of
them. However, if they debate on condition that they should not be asked
to listen to arguments on the basis of quotations from our Book or our
Prophet, that is not permissible. Surely we belong to Allah and to Him shall
we return.”
This report is a graphic illustration of the relationship between the
“self” and the “different other” at a certain stage of Islam’s history and
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raises the question of how a Muslim was able to ignore the Qur’an’s
position on dealing with ikhtilaf in the context of its universal human
discourse. It leads us to wonder how a respected Islamic scholar could
have forgotten one of the main elements of the Qur’an’s discourse –
a discourse which does not contain the slightest hint of negativity about
the concept of ikhtilaf.
To find the answer to this conundrum we should remember that
the report about ‘Abdullah bin Abi Zaid in Jadhwat al Muqtabis did not
represent an isolated case. We find several similar examples of other
Maghrebi religious scholars who had the same attitudes to ikhtilaf and
ta‘aruf. Al Bahlul bin Rashid – a scholar from Ifriqiyah (i.e. Tunisia and
Tripolitania) – asked one of his friends to buy him some oil. The friend
bought some from a Christian, who gave him an extra measure as a gesture
of respect to al Bahlul. Al Bahlul then refused to accept any of it, “out of
fear that he might feel goodwill in his heart towards that dhimmi (nonMuslim subject).”1
From a later era, Abu’l ‘Abbas Ahmed al Wansharisi2 – who lived in
the 9th century AH/15th century CE – castigated the Andalusian Muslims
in no uncertain terms for accepting – or agreeing to remain subjects of –
the Christian ruler of Castile, since Islam gave them the right to exercise
authority and made them the masters, while relegating the “other” to the
status of humble submission under Muslim rule.3
Two important policial factors can explain these attitudes to dhimmis
and the “other” in general, which were shared by most Muslim fuqaha’
(scholars of jurisprudence) – and Maghrebi scholars in particular. The
first of these is the principle of establishing a civil authority to protect the
borders of Dar al Islam (the territories under Islamic rule), while making
1

Al Bahlul bin Rashid (died 183 AH/799 CE). See Abu’l ‘Arab: Tabaqat ‘Ulama Ifriqiyah wa Tunis,
edited by ‘Ali al Shabbi and Na‘im Hasan al Yafi, Al Dar al Tunisiyyah li’l Nashr, 1968.

2

Abu’l ‘Abbas Ahmed bin Yahya al Wansharisi (834‑874 AH/1430‑1469 CE) was a leading religious
scholar of the Islamic Maghreb. He lived in the 9th century AH/15th century CE.

3

See our study: Al Insan wa’l Zaman fi Mandhumat Muhammad Iqbal al Tajdidiyyah, al Nass al Dini
wa’l Turath al Islami; Qira’ah Naqdiyyah, Dar al Hadi, Beirut, 1st impression, 2004.
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every effort to establish the message of Islam across the globe, while
the second concerns the principle of Islamic legislation and its sovereign
authority to regulate relations between individuals and impose its control
over Muslim society, in order to prevent any aberrant behaviour in the
community, particularly from its emirs.
Although they were frequently regarded as contentious, in most cases
it was these two factors that had the greatest influence on attitudes to
those aspects of the Qur’an’s discourse that govern relations with nonMuslims. Politically, they gave the state a central role – within the limits of
the Shariah – as the protector of Islam against the schemings of enemies
beyond its borders.
On the other hand, those who support the view that the Qur’an is
a “Book of Guidance” see its discourse as sanctioning ikhtilaf, firstly
because it recognizes a cultural reality that exists in society and cannot
be eradicated, and secondly, because the existence of the “other” is
a necessary prerequisite for a positive and constructive understanding
of the “self”. It is on the basis of these two elements – the “other” and
the “self” – that the Qur’an’s discourse interprets the complex and everchanging world in which we live. In doing so, it sees religious identity as
a reflection of the reality of life in all its aspects. It affirms the inclusive
nature of human societies which, like the human psyche, contain a vast
range of different features that are the product of their histories and
experiences over the ages.
We can see the most emphatic confirmation of this in the Qur’anic
text’s appraisal of cultural diversity and attitudes towards one’s own
culture when it speaks of the other Divine missions. It gives exalted status
to Moses and Aaron (peace be upon them) when it says: “And We guided
them to the Straight Way”1, and it describes how the Children of Israel
were made “leaders in faith” and “heirs”.2 It also describes the Gospel

128

1
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which was given to Jesus (PBUH) as containing Guidance and Light1 and
his sincere followers as people who “when they listen to the revelation
received by the Messenger, thou wilt see their eyes overflowing with tears,
for they recognize the truth”.2
An examination of the Qur’an’s discourse on the basis of these
historical examples will lead us to conclude that the Qur’anic text extends
positive recognition to the “other”. In seeking to promote the conditions
for interaction as well as the protection of distinct identities, it rejects any
sense in which one culture should impose itself upon another. It recognizes
that cultures need each other and that renewal and revitalisation cannot
take place in cultures that exist in a state of isolation; hence the need
for interaction. On the other hand, the protection of distinct identities is
necessary from a religious and faith point of view, and interaction with the
“other” at a human level will not detract from this in any way.

Diversity and the Qur’an’s “conceptual structure”
How should we interpret the importance attached by the Holy Qur’an
to previous Divine missions? What should we understand from the deep
respect in which it holds the prophets who were sent to fulfil them, and the
fact that it regards belief in them as a pillar of the Muslim Faith?3 And how
does the Holy Qur’an encourage its followers to endorse this position?
The first thing we should note here is that the Qur’an’s monotheistic
position is based upon a viewpoint which sees unity – or “oneness” –
through diversity. It regards the acquisition of knowledge as an obligation
upon all mankind, since knowledge is the key to sound values and
1

Surat al Ma’idah (5), verse 48.

2

Surat al Ma’idah (5), verse 83.

3

Surat al Baqarah (2), verse 285: “The Messenger has believed in what was revealed to him from
his Lord, and [so have] the believers. All of them have believed in Allah and His angels and His
books and His messengers, [saying], ‘We make no distinction between any of His messengers.’
And they say, ‘We hear and we obey. [We seek] Your forgiveness, our Lord, and to You is the [final]
destination.’” Moreover, speaking of faith the Messenger (PBUH) said: “That we should believe
in Allah, His angels, His books, His messengers and the Last Day, and believe in destiny –
good as well as bad.” Narrated by Muslim and al Bukhari.
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enables the human mind – despite its limitations – to play a pivotal role
in achieving unity out of diversity. However, in order to do so it needs
the support of Allah’s revelation so that it can distinguish truth from the
myths and legends of earlier generations. Through the Divine revelation it
has conveyed to mankind, the Qur’an has been able to liberate the human
spirit by “asserting the power of the senses” (hearing, sight and the heart)
– that is to say, by affirming the validity of human perception.1
Hence the main focus of the Qur’an’s discourse is on the importance
of knowledge – in particular, the fact that by combining religious with
historical awareness, knowledge has a vital role to play in the progress
of human civilization. By intervening in the normal course of history and
liberating man – specifically Arab man – from superstition and the blind
imitation of earlier generations, Qur’anic revelation aimed to restore him to
his true, primordial nature – that is, to revive his natural urge to strive at all
times in search of the truth.
Through this combination of religious and historical awareness, man’s
true nature (as represented by his human and cultural heritage as well as
his innate values and knowledge) was able to blossom and thrive by adding
to and “revitalising” the achievements of the past. (Even the greatest of
civilizations will only survive if they are able to reinvent themselves, keep
pace with human and scientific progress and take a creatively critical look
at themselves.)
Let us now consider man within the context of two scenarios: firstly, man
and his primordial nature when it is reinforced and invigorated by the Qur’an’s
Divinely-revealed vision of existence, and secondly, man and the concept
of a civilization that is constantly changing – in other words, a concept
in stark contradiction to the view that today’s civilization owes nothing to
the generations that came before it and will owe nothing of significance to
any peoples with different cultural or religious affiliations whom it may
encounter in the future. If we consider these two scenarios in combination,
we will understand the Qur’anic concept of diversity and ikhtilaf, as well
1

130

See Surat al Israa’, verse 36: “...Indeed, the hearing, the sight and the heart – about all those [one]
will be questioned.”

THE STATUS OF IKHTILAF, TA‘ARUF AND I‘TIRAF IN THE QUR’ANIC VALUE SYSTEM

as the importance it attaches to previous Divine missions. This in turn will
demonstrate how Islamic thought – in the past as well as today – has sought
to build bridges in its relationship with the “different other”.
The next question we need to consider is how this can be achieved
within the “general Qur’anic system”.
An examination of the Qur’an’s view of the “different other” will
enable us to understand two things: firstly, the general principles upon
which civilization – any civilization – is based, and secondly, the specific
conceptual elements from which those principles are derived.
As far as the principles themselves are concerned, the first of these
is the concept – or “value” – of freedom based on the notion that “there
shall be no compulsion in [acceptance of] the religion.”1 This concept is
inseparably linked to the question of personal faith, which the Holy Qur’an
sees as a gift from Allah, Glory be to Him and – as far as man is concerned
– a matter of free choice.
When the first Islamic community was being established, the early
Believers recognized that their strength was derived from the two “values”
of freedom and faith.2
At a different level, the Qur’an asserts the principle (or “value”) of
universal human dignity: “And We have certainly honoured the children of
Adam with dignity and carried them on the land and sea and provided for
them of the good things and preferred them over much of what We have
created, with [definite] preference.”3 This opens up prospects for what we
1

See Surat al Baqarah (2), verse 256: “There shall be no compulsion in [acceptance of] the religion.”

2

Hence the notion: “You can believe what you like, but you can’t understand what you like,” since
what a person understands is definitive and inevitable and cannot be questioned. On this basis we
find Qur’anic verses asserting freedom of choice: “The truth is from your Lord. So whoever wills,
let him believe and whoever wills, let him disbelieve.” (Al Kahf {18}, verse 29). Other verses which
refer to understanding and contemplation do not see belief as being the inevitable outcome. At the
same time, in Qur’anic discourse reason is a necessary precondition of faith, though not the sole
factor - i.e. there is no essential contradiction between reason and belief, though the later “occupies
a wider area.”

3

Surat al Israa’ (17), verse 70.
131

THE STATUS OF IKHTILAF, TA‘ARUF AND I‘TIRAF IN THE QUR’ANIC VALUE SYSTEM

might describe as a “dual transformation” – a transformation within the
“self” and a transformation in understanding the “other”. Thus religion
plays a positive role in civilization as a creative, harmonising force rather
than as an instrument of conflict and mutual exclusion.
Responsibility, or accountability, as endorsed by the verse: “But there
never was a community but there had passed within it a warner”1 – is the
principle that comes next, alongside the parallel “value” of reason, which
takes the concept of responsibility beyond the confines of “applicability
to a specific circumstance” and gives it a universal dimension: “Paradise
is not [obtained] by your wishful thinking nor by that of the People of the
Scripture. Whoever does a wrong will be recompensed for it, and he will
not find besides Allah a protector or a helper. And whoever does righteous
deeds, whether male or female, while being a believer – those will enter
Paradise and will not be wronged, [even as much as] the speck on a date
seed.”2
The above principles culminate in the “value” of “doing good” (or
“ihsan”, the highest stage of faith), which is reflected at the human level by
Divine Mercy as expressed in the verse: “And do good. Indeed, Allah loves
the doers of good.”3 “Doing good” – in this context – satisfies one of the
conditions of faith in a way that goes way beyond its face value, so that
instead of being reciprocated by one reward of equal value in recompense,
a single good deed receives ten rewards of equal value.
Let us now return to the question of the Qur’an’s attitude to ikhtilaf and
diversity in the light of these principles, or “values” – principles inspired
by the goal of universal human interdependence that rejects the notion of
a specific group or community being singled out to the exclusion of others.
Through a series of discrete statements and commands, the Qur’an
constructs a comprehensive system of concepts dealing with the
relationship between the “self” and the “other”, and in doing so it offers
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a new and universal vision of what constitutes civilization in the true sense
of the word.
The most significant of these include various words derived from
the verb roots “jim-dal‑lam” (which has the connotation of discussion
or reasoning), such as: “And reason with them (‘jadiluhum’) in the best
manner possible,” 1 “‘ain-ra-fa” (with the connotation of knowledge
or that which is right), as in: “No good is there in much of their private
conversation, except for those who enjoin charity or that which is right
(‘ma‘ruf’),” 2 “‘ain-fa-waw” (which has the connotation of pardoning):
“So pardon (‘a‘fu’) and overlook until Allah delivers His command,”3
and “Ha‑waw-ra” (with the connotation of dialogue or conversing): “His
companion said to him while he was conversing with him (‘yuHawiruhu’),
‘Have you disbelieved in Him Who created you from dust?’”4
These verb roots provide the source for many of the key words around
which the Qur’an’s discourse is built and they form the basis of the new
Weltanschauung that it conveys. Two elements may be discerned here. The
first – the central theme which includes man’s role as vicegerent in Allah’s
creation – is intimated in the verse: “If thy Lord had so willed, He could
have made mankind one people; but they will not cease to differ. Except
those on whom thy Lord hath bestowed His Mercy: and for this did He
create them...”5 The second element, which is essentially a “procedural”
one, calls for an approach to ikhtilaf based on the principle of justice and
aimed at promoting ta‘aruf and cultural interaction, as expressed in the
following verse: “Allah does not forbid you from those who do not fight you
because of religion and do not expel you from your homes – from being
righteous toward them and acting justly toward them. Indeed, Allah loves
those who act justly.”6 The principle is even more explicitly affirmed in:
1

Surat al Nahl (16), verse 125.

2

Surat al Nisa’ (4), verse 114.

3

Surat al Baqarah (2), verse 109.

4

Surat al Kahf (18), verse 37.

5

Surat Hud (11), verses 118 and 119.

6

Surat al Mumtahinah (60), verse 8.
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“O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and made
you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the most
noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you.”1
From the above we can sum up the status of ikhtilaf, ta‘aruf and i‘tiraf
in the Qur’anic value system as follows:
- The Qur’anic Weltanschauung – which is based upon the principle of
man’s role as vicegerent – does not recognize the concept of a “Clash of
Civilizations”. Instead, it sees a continuous process of development and
interaction (or “mutual jostling”) within a single human civilization in which
the forces of universalism and enlightenment struggle to occupy the middle
ground against the forces of darkness and barbarism.
- Recognizing the “principle of parity” between the “self” and the
“different other”, the Qur’an’s discourse calls for a “coming together” of
civilizations on a basis of ta‘aruf – or, as the Holy Qur’an says, “peoples
and tribes, that you may know each other (ta‘arafu)” – not for the
purpose of cultural or creedal confrontation, but in order to benefit from
the “other’s” potential for arriving at the truth, attaining knowledge and
contributing its own creative talents.
- In the Qur’anic context, ikhtilaf and ta‘aruf have the goal of
recognizing (i.e. i‘tiraf) the legitimacy of the “other’s” individuality, dignity
and humanity and its potential to enrich us all.
- A study of mankind’s history shows us that the true clashes which
have actually taken place – in the past as well as today – are generally
a consequence of conflicts between values and methods of approach within
each individual culture and belief system. Meanwhile, and in parallel with
this, there has been a centuries-old process of cultural cross-fertilisation
between peoples and societies.

Towards a new form of religious self-awareness
In conclusion, we can say that whatever the level of a nation’s cultural
or religious superiority, its continued progress will only be possible if it
1
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remains self-aware and re-evaluates itself through a dialectical exchange
with its present and past, and between itself and the “different other”. That
is the ultimate aim of the Qur’an’s discourse when it is seen in the context
of knowledge and values.
We can therefore say that the elements that comprise the “self” are
insufficient in themselves to devise fundamental solutions to new problems
encountered by people, institutions and societies. What is needed is an
open dialogue with the “other” – not so that one can become identical to
it or assimilated by it, but rather in order to benefit from it and reinvigorate
the “self”. Hence a relationship with the “other” creates the conditions
for a revolution in one’s understanding of the nature of the “self”, which
in turn will enable it to recognize its place in history and make a more
effective contribution to the world of today.
The above values and principles are particularly important when we
consider that human societies around the world are having to confront the
challenges of globalisation and one of the major questions of the modern
age: “How can we live together while maintaining our distinct identities?”
The Qur’an’s approach is based upon a highly distinctive concept of
man and his identity which sees him as a “historic being”; that is to say, as
understanding himself not through the traditional philosophical medium of
rational contemplation, but rather through a progressive series of objective
and interactive experiences with life itself. Consequently, the human
identity, will and consciousness cannot be seen as predetermined. Indeed,
it would be more accurate to say that man and his identity are constantly
reinventing themselves, so that human nature can only understand itself
“indirectly”. In effect, the “self” is able to morph itself from a defensive
device into a genuinely effective and credible tool for dealing with every
aspect of society within a global context.
When this occurs, the “other” ceases to be a sterile challenge and
becomes something positive with the ability to help reshape and reinforce
the Arab Muslim “self”. In doing so it is also able to acquire those positive
qualities from that “self” that it needs in order to restore its own health and
independence within a global culture.
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RAPPROCHEMENT AND
HARMONY ✽
Abdullah bin Muhammad al Sālimi

Over the past two decades a number of states
and institutions have launched initiatives to promote
mutual understanding between the world’s civilizations
through intercultural and interreligious dialogue. All the
professors and academics who are with us here today
are involved in this, so what conclusions can we draw?✽
This kind of dialogue is clearly not a waste of time
or a symptom of mere idle curiosity. Rather, it shows
that there is a problem which people of good will
around the world would like to see resolved. While it is
true that there are plenty of problems in today’s world
and conferences are being held all the time to tackle
them and address their root causes, the fact is that the
kind of intercultural dialogue – or dialogue between
civilizations – that concerns us here is essentially
a response to the uneasy relationship between Muslims
and the modern world.
✽ Speech given on 6/2/2012 to mark Human Harmony Week.
Minister of Endowments and Religious Affairs, Sultanate of Oman.
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Anthropologists (as well as some strategists) see religion as being
a part of culture – indeed, a pivotal part of it. Here I do not wish to go
into the causes of cultural/religious turmoil or conflict, because much
has already been written on the subject; in fact, Professor Esposito, who
is with us here today, has published several books about it. However, if
religion is indeed a cultural phenomenon, this would mean that it falls into
the philosophical category of “Weltanschauung” or “world view”. Indeed,
some people even go so far as to claim that the mutual hostility we see
today is due to the fact that the way Muslims see themselves and others is
incompatible with the values of the prevailing global culture.
As we all know, there are many religions in the world – some major
and some minor – as well as countless cultures, and no-one can deny that
there is mutual hostility between Western civilization and some religions
and cultures – a hostility that may be attributed to the hegemony Western
nations imposed upon them in the name of religion in former times, then
latterly in the name of “empire”. Eventually it became a global problem
that spawned conferences and symposiums, many of them focused on
relations with Muslims and Islam. This is mainly due to the fact that there
are so many Muslims in the world; today they account for around one
fifth of the total world population and many of them (in their countries of
origin and as expatriate communities) are determined to preserve their
distinctive religious and cultural identity. On the other hand, others – i.e.
non-Muslims – see their attitude as being contrary to their own traditions,
values and laws, and it is true that in some cases it has led to acts of
violence against non-Muslims in the name of Islam.
There have been two kinds of global and strategic reactions to this
situation. One of these maintains that there is a clash of civilizations; that
is to say, that Islam by its very nature is antagonistic to other religions,
cultures and nations and must be resisted by force. This is what has
happened over the last decade. On the other hand, most academics and
informed observers – including those present here today – prefer the
option of intercultural dialogue aimed at peaceful coexistence and goodneighbourly relations with Muslims.
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The important thing is to ensure that the spectre of violence and
terrorism has no place in the international arena and in relationships
between members of the human race.
There have been two lines of approach to cultural and religious
dialogue. The first sees Islam as sharing a number of common religious
denominators – in its beliefs as well as its practices and Abrahamic
origins – with Judaism and Christianity, and consequently with Western
civilization which is rooted in the Greco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian
traditions. On the cultural side, Muslims and the West share a common
historical background thanks to extensive interaction between their
two civilizations in al Andalus, Sicily, Oman and elsewhere. Moreover,
Baghdad’s thriving culture was largely a result of the Arabic translations
of works from their original languages, including Greek, Syriac, Middle
Persian and Sanskrit. The fruits of that cultural renaissance later spread
to Europe, producing a “tripartite partnership” between the civilizations of
Islam, Europe and China.
The second line of approach is essentially a pragmatic one. Its basic
premise is that Western civilization is now the global civilization and that
its main political, social and economic values have become globalised.
Pressure should therefore be put on Arabs and Muslims to become part
of it and abandon their ossified traditions and violent fundamentalism,
because this would be in their interests in the Age of Globalization. An
obsession with identity – and the consequent violence arising from it – is
just a reaction by Muslims to their failure to become part of the modern
world.
We can see from this that the attitudes adopted by the Muslims’
friends to the dialogue of civilizations show both sides as being responsible
for the crisis in relations, so that consequently they need to work together
to replace it with reconciliation and harmony.
There are some people of goodwill and friends of Islam around the
world who recommend the following: firstly, a recognition of shared values
and a dialogue aimed at coexistence based on those values and, secondly,
an acceptance of the realities of globalization along with the abandonment
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of entrenched attitudes and extremism. In their view this is the best way
to achieve integration and put paid to misunderstandings and feelings of
disappointment.
It is not my intention here to present you with a rundown of various
Islamic trends and their views on calls for dialogue. It is well known
that many Muslims – traditionalists as well as others – have responded
positively to the idea of religious and cultural dialogue; some of them see
it as a solution and a step in the right direction, while others view it as an
opportunity to put forward their own opinions on the causes of the mutual
hostility.
However, there has been no corresponding enthusiasm for the idea
from the general Muslim public.
There are two reasons for this. Firstly, seen from a Muslim perspective
the problems have nothing to do with religion, culture or values, but with
politics, strategy and economics. Secondly, Muslims tend to feel that
dialogue is not likely to benefit them because it is not moving in their
direction. They believe that what is needed is an approach that will solve
their political, strategic and ethical problems – problems that have to
do with freedom, dignity and respect for one’s fellow humans as human
beings. This is what the Holy Qur’an really means by the word “ta‘aruf”
(“knowing one another”) in the verse: “O mankind, indeed We have created
you from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may
know one another.”
“Ta‘aruf” is something that entails two mutually complementary
processes – knowledge and recognition.
Although Christian-Islamic dialogue has been going on for over six
decades, it has not yielded any tangible results and it has been limited to
the religious elites. Cultural dialogue has been somewhat more successful
because the door has been kept open to exchanges of views, though this
has not led to recognition.
There has been a meeting of minds at the cultural and human level.
This continues to be the case and the door for dialogue remains open.
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Meanwhile, as far as results are concerned, due to a range of political,
strategic and economic factors, intercultural and interreligious relations are
not limited solely to contacts between East and West. This is because in
today’s world Asia and Latin America are also active players in the political
and economic order, while the global financial crisis has been a further
significant factor. As a result, today we stand on the brink of a new multipolar political and economic order governed by reciprocity and mutual
interests within a much broader context than ever before. Although it is
true that there are still many shortcomings, I think we can say that today
there are good prospects for a fairer world with a far greater degree of
give and take – a world in which a growing number of previously excluded
peoples will play an active part in influencing the course of events. We
can look forward to less outside interference in other countries’ affairs,
a reduction in violence and counter-violence, greater peace and tranquillity
and a rejection of extremism and the use of force, whether in the name of
religion or under any other pretext.
Nevertheless, should we conclude from all this that Christian-Islamic
dialogue has never really served any useful purpose, and that it never will?
Not at all. Quite the contrary, in fact. It is an essential tool for promoting
rapport and mutual understanding. The process of “ta‘aruf” has led to
a series of dialogues, and these have shown us the potential benefits that
familiarity with different cultures and value systems can bring. Today our
younger generation feels – just as we do – that through the dialogue we
have started we will not only be able to acquire knowledge and engage
in constructive discourse, but we shall also gain the recognition that
comes from initiatives, participation and reciprocity (as opposed to having
ideas and values imposed upon us from outside). This cultural‑political
process has enabled our young people and our nation to grasp the
initiative with their own hands, rather than suffer invasion in the name of
democracy or being told that there is something called “Arab and Islamic
exceptionalism”.
Experience has shown us that most of the crises in today’s world
are due to an absence of moral absolutes, the lack of a proper value
system, and the abandonment of religious belief and guidance. In
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Arabic there is a saying which sums up the need for all mankind to
agree to live together, while striving to work for the common good
by remaining true to the highest moral principles – “Low la’l wi’am,
lahalaka’l anam” – or in English: “Were it not for harmony, mankind
would perish”.
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MOHAMMED ARKOUN AND
THE QUESTION OF ETHICS
IN CONTEMPORARY ARAB
THOUGHT
Muhammad al Haddad

T

he question of ethics has never aroused much
interest in contemporary Arab thought, mainly
b e c a u s e m a ny p e o p l e re g a rd i t a s b e i n g
“traditional”, “old hat” and ideologically irrelevant.
However, this does not mean that the subject is
irrelevant where Arabs in general are concerned. On
the contrary, ethics and morality are – and always have
been – almost inseparable from behaviour; however, as
they are also separate from thought, books on the topic
are invariably “traditional” in character in that they
promote established values without considering the
philosophical foundations upon which those values are
based. In this connection, a work like al Ghazali’s Ihya’
‘Ulum al Din (The Revival of Religious Sciences) is still
among the most famous books on the subject today.
Nevertheless, Arab thinkers in the modern age are
familiar with world philosophy and aware of present-day

Higher Education Professor in Arab Civilization and Comparative Religion Studies at the
Tunisian University.
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ethics-related questions. Major books on the subject have been translated
into Arabic such as Spinoza’s Ethics1 and Kant’s Kritik der Praktischen
Vernunft (Critique of Practical Reason), as well as other relevant reference
material. Several books have also been written by Arabs, including Zakaria
Ibrahim’s Mushkilat al Akhlaq (The Problem of Ethics), which is a popular
textbook in Arab academic institutions, while since the early 20 th century
philosophy departments in Arab universities have been producing theses
on ethics from a range of angles – some traditional, others modern. Ahmed
Amin published his Akhlaq (Ethics) in 1920 and in 1924 Zaki Mubarak
published Al Akhlaq ‘inda’l Ghazali (Al Ghazali’s Ethics), which aroused
quite a storm because of its critical approach and led to its author being
accused of scepticism about traditional values and having atheistic
tendencies. Yousuf Musa published Tarikh al Akhlaq (A History of Ethics) in
1940 and Muhammad ‘Abdullah Draz submitted his brilliant dissertation
Dastour al Akhlaq fi’l Qur’an (The Ethical Code in the Qur’an) at the
Sorbonne in 1947. (It was subsequently published in Arabic.) Other works
include Majid Fakhri’s Al Fikr al Akhlaqi al ‘Arabi (Arab Ethical Thought),
published in 1978.
All these studies aimed to reconcile the Arab/Islamic ethical system
with some aspects of modern ethical thinking. The result, though, was
modest considering the importance of the subject and ethics continued
to be basically associated with behavioural concepts that were traditional,
educational and admonitory.
Let us now consider some of the attempts that have been made
in recent years to revisit the question of ethics and its relation to the
Arab/Islamic tradition as well as modern philosophical trends. In this
connection, Dr. Taha Abdulrahman’s Su’al al Akhlaq: Musahamah fi’l
Naqd al Akhlaqi li’l Hadathah al Gharbiyyah (The Question of Ethics:
a Contribution to Moral Criticism of Western Modernism) – published by the
Arab Cultural Centre in 2000 – calls for “an ethical approach that looks
below the surface of modernism and probes into the deepest aspects of
1
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humanity and human life; nothing is deeper than life that extends from the
‘immediate to the deferred’ [i.e. from this world to the next], and nothing
is deeper than a human being whose exterior is connected to his inner
being.”1
In Part 4 of his book Mashru‘ Naqd al ‘Aql al ‘Arabi (Critique of the
Arab Mind – published by the Arab Cultural Centre in 2001) – entitled
“The Arab Ethical Mind: A Critical Analytical Study of the Value Systems in
Arab Culture ” – Dr. Mohammed ‘Abed al Jaberi writes that his aim is to
“begin an examination of Arab ethical thought and the value systems in the
Arab/Islamic culture which gave birth to it”2. He notes that one of its most
significant results was an appeal for an end to the link between ethics and
philosophy, “because in our culture philosophy has never been the ‘mother
of disciplines’, as was the case in Greece and Renaissance Europe. Rather,
philosophy – along with other associated branches of learning – was just
one discipline out of many, so that consequently there were other lines of
ethical discourse outside the realm of philosophy.”3
Mohammed Arkoun may have been the first to examine the
relationship between ethics, tradition and modernity. He began his
academic career with a thesis on Miskawaih, the author of the monumental
work Tahdhib al Akhlaq (The Refinement of Morals), and returned to
the subject of ethics in a later book published after his death4 under
the title Al Mas’alah al Akhlaqiyyah wa’l Tashri‘iyiyyah fi’l Fikr al Islami
(The Ethical and Legal Issue in Islamic Thought). Originally published in
French as La Question Ethique Et Juridique Dans La Pensee Islamique, it
was described by the publisher – Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin – as “as
introduction commissioned from Arkoun by the Librairie Philosophique as
an introduction to the reissued version of Miskawaih’s Tahdhib al Akhlaq,
which Arkoun translated into French in 1961and published in 1969. When
1
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Mohammed Arkoun: La Question Ethique et Juridique dans la Pensee Islamique, Vrin, 2010.
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the idea of a new edition was suggested, Arkoun set about writing an
introduction to it. However, it eventually turned out to be so long that it
became a book in its own right and the publisher decided to publish it
separately under the above title.”
In his “introduction, which later became a book” Arkoun aimed to
present “an overview of the shifts in ethical attitudes in Islamic thought”
based on examples cited in earlier publications. He showed how religious
thought and theology in former times were preoccupied with the principle
of mutual exclusivity and quoted some paragraphs from Ibn Khaldun’s
Muqaddimah (Prolegomenon) to show how even a person regarded as one
of the most critical of historians was prone to this tendency. He also cited
numerous examples from early Christian thought which demonstrate how
this same tendency was a feature of Christianity both before and after
Islam and explain how Saint Augustine combined the two dangerous and
far-reaching concepts of a “just war” and “the True Religion”; that is to
say, he regarded Christianity as the only true faith and every other creed
as invalid, thereby providing justification for resorting to violence and
coercion.
Arkoun refutes the thesis that the idea of Holy War was adopted by
Christendom in reaction to the spread of Islam;1 after all, if the idea came
from Saint Augustine, who lived in the 5th century CE (he died in 430 CE),
this would mean that it predated Christianity’s encounter with Islam –
indeed, it would have predated Islam itself. Therefore it was not a question
of the Religion of Peace (Christianity) coming up against the Religion of
War (Islam); rather, it was a product of the religious mindset in the Middle
Ages and its preoccupation with the principle of mutual exclusivity.
What we need to do today is “dismantle” those religious and
theological illusions, which are still exerting a strong influence on
people’s ideas and national decisions, and replace them with an ethical
system which transcends the old theological structures – though without
falling prey to the hazards of modern ideologies. Arkoun called for the
1
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breaking of the “closed dogmatic fence” imposed upon the human mind
by earlier eras; this was within the context of a dual critique of theology
and modernism in which he also coined the unique expression “the
human mind’s fence of modernism”. In his view “emerging reason” (raison
emergente) needed to free itself from the theology of the past as well as the
ideologies of the present day – i.e. from the “exclusivist” morality of the
past and modern ideologies that marginalise issues such as religion and
ethics.
In both Christianity and Islam the “dismantling” of the old ethical
system entails an investigation of their two main sources – the religious
heritage and Greek philosophy. Arkoun notes that “ethics committees”
(comites d’ethique) have been set up in several states including some
Islamic countries and he suggests that a close look should be taken at the
people who compose these committees so that a comparison can be made
with the old, traditional view of ethics.
In the old days ethics was derived from religion or philosophy, or from
a combination of religion and Platonist philosophy (a combination found in
both Christianity and Islam). Today’s ethics committees generally include
representatives of the different faiths, in addition to scientists/scholars
in the modern sense (particularly doctors of medicine) and leading
thinkers, which of course means that present-day ethics is cut off from
its Greek legacy and that it is no longer the sole preserve of the religious
establishment.
At the same time, if we compare the situation of Christian societies – in
which the “religious representatives” speak of “religious ethics” – with that
of Islamic societies, whose “religious representatives” sometimes speak of
“religious ethics” and at other times of the “Shariah”, we will find that the
two are not identical, because the “Shariah” (in the way it is presented)
really falls into the category of law rather than ethics or morality. The
difference between Christian and Islamic societies on this issue is really
due to historical factors rather than the essential characters of the
Christian and Muslim religions. Both religions share the same background
– i.e. the principle of the True Faith – and have developed along similar
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lines in that they combine religion with Platonist philosophy. In Islam this
is mainly due to the influence of eminent thinkers such as Miskawaih
(d. 1030 CE) and Abu’l Hayyan al Tawhidi (d. 1023); subsequently, while the
philosophical element of ethics began to lose its significance in the Islamic
tradition until it almost vanished altogether from the 13th century CE, in
the Christian world it grew in significance at the expense of the religious
element, which became nearly extinct with the arrival of the Age of
Enlightenment and the scientific and technological revolutions. In Arkoun’s
view, these were both negative developments and both were bound to
retreat under pressure from the dual critique (see above) and the rise of the
“emerging reason” which he advocated in his later writings.
Arkoun summarises the question of ethics in Islamic thought as
follows: It reached its high point with Miskawaih’s generation and the
emergence of humanist (humaniste) ideas, and Miskawaih’s Tahdhib was
its finest expression. Subsequently Islamic ethical thought took a wrong
turn and became sectarian-religious; this was exemplified by the Sunni
Abu Hamid al Ghazali (d. 1111 CE) in his book Mizan al A‘mal (The Scale
of Deeds) and the Shi‘ite Nasir al Din al Tusi (d. 1274 CE) in Akhlaq-i
Nasiri (Nasirean Ethics), and this situation continued until modern times.
If Muhammad Abduh read Miskawaih’s Tahdhib al Akhlaq, there is no
indication in his writings that he was in any way influenced by him.
(This clearly suggests that Arkoun found Muhammad Abduh’s view
of ethics unconvincing – a point that we touch on in our thesis on Abduh,
which was written under Arkoun’s supervision. We shall return to this
subject later and explain how we differ with Arkoun on this important
issue.)
After al Ghazali and al Tusi Islamic thought found itself at an impasse,
where it remains to this day. With the rise of modern philosophy in the
1960s and 1970s some people concluded that the question of ethics
was no longer relevant and that Arab societies should focus on material
growth and development; anything else (in their view) was pointless and
meaningless. Modern ideologies overran and occupied the field of thought
and cut its “communication cord” with traditional ethical thinking. This
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was followed by a fundamental shift from faith and reason to a pragmatic
neo-liberalism which rejected the notion of values. Meanwhile Miskawaih’s
Tahdhib al Akhlaq was jettisoned in favour of Islamic fundamentalism,
raising the question: “Where are values headed for in these societies?”
Citing the Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights as an
example of the contradictions in modern Islamic ethical thought (the
Declaration that was drawn up by the Islamic Council and officially
endorsed by UNESCO on 19th September 1981), Arkoun wondered how the
eminent persons who prepared its text and saw it as an “ethical point of
reference” could claim it as “universal” – i.e. for the whole of humanity –
while at the same time it was described as “Islamic,” with every one of its
23 sections citing supporting evidence from the Qur’an and the Sunnah.
In Arkoun’s view this is but one instance of the predicament in which
Islamic thought finds itself when trying to develop new ideas on the
question of ethics. While he believed that there was no chance of a serious
revival without a stringent critical review of the entire cultural legacy,
he also recognized the difficulty of such a task – not only in the Islamic
world, but also in the West. The West is firmly ensconced behind its
“fence of modernism”, while the Islamic world remains marooned behind
a fence which brought an end to an era of intense intellectual activity by
“cutting off the lifelines” of Islamic thought. Islamic critical thought is
still enfeebled, cramped and unable to counter attempts to transform
traditional myths into modern ideologies. This is due mainly to the fact
that the “faith legacy” has not only unravelled and lost touch with its roots;
it has also opted to isolate itself from the present-day trends in modern
critical thinking.
Arkoun wrote frankly about his own career as a teacher and writer,
describing himself as a “seeker and thinker” who tried to combine
a strict academic approach with an open-minded attitude towards the
preoccupations of human societies; however, he had found his way
blocked by religious, and secular, intransigence. Consequently, neither
the faith camp nor the secular camp was prepared to listen to him. He
concluded that the “return to religion” we see today is actually a return to
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“naive populist religiosity” rather than a revitalised interactive discourse
with human and social progress and advances in the various fields of
knowledge. Moreover, he asserted, while this might be particularly true of
the Islamic world, it also applied – to one extent or another – to all the
monotheistic faiths.
In Arkoun’s view, while traditional myth may have been replaced
by modern ideology, there is a degree of obfuscation about the latter’s
approach (i.e. the “ideological” approach); in particular, he rejected
the kind of root-and-branch type of criticism espoused by the German
historian Bultmann, which he described as “historicist” and “positivist”,
while failing to take into account the functional aspects of myth, etc. In his
view the humanities and social sciences had made this type of criticism
redundant since the 1950s when they began to propose more appropriate
classificatory categories such as “social visualisation”, “collective
memories”, “contingent ignorance”, “social construction of reality”, “social
field production”, “social contingency of the intellect” etc.
It is true that these categories can be a useful means of softening
the impact of criticism by approaching it through the medium of
anthropological terminology, thereby minimising its destructive effect and
steering it away from atheism. However, it might be appropriate here to
wonder whether the concepts which appeared during the second half of
the 20th century would have seen the light of day were it not for the rootand-branch type of criticism that characterised much of the 19th and early
20th centuries. We might also ask whether the new concepts referred to by
Arkoun actually helped in any fundamental way to revitalise religious or
ethical thought – apart from in the Christian world, which “produced” those
concepts and was therefore better equipped to adopt them and use them
for its own interests.
Finally, is Islam today still a geographically and creedally “central”
member of the three monotheistic faiths which fought each other for the
centre ground in the Middle Ages, or does it belong more to Asia – to the
territories from the Gulf countries to Pakistan, Afghanistan, Indonesia
and Malaysia? Those territories are “historically alien” to the notion of
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reconciling religious ethics with Greek philosophy and have no interest in
the modern philosophies that have provided the basis for the humanities
and social sciences, since they are only interested in those sciences from
a practical point of view.
It is not only the Islamic world that has lost its “historical connection”.
This is also true of Buddhist and Hindu societies such as Japan or India.
They are democratic societies that enjoy a large degree of religious
freedom, but for them ethics is linked to custom and tradition rather than
religious philosophy and they regard it as a practical issue that does not
entail a thorough critical review of their entire history and heritage.
The above observations raise the question: When societies are dealing
with the issues that concern them, do they consider them from a strictly
intellectual standpoint, in the same way as a writer or university professor;
or do they see them as an expression of social and political needs, and
regard criticism as unnecessary because it does not serve those needs in
the way they perceive them?
The growing importance of religion is something we see in every
society. Referring to the French Foreign Ministry’s decision to appoint
a Counsellor for Religious Affairs, Arkoun notes that it is not only
a symptom of laicism’s dilemma in its purely French manifestation. On the
contrary, Western societies in general are turning away from the notion that
“God is dead” and towards a “revival of religious faith”. This means that
they are having to tackle the question of ethics head on, and on a sound
basis.
According to Arkoun, both Islamic and Western societies are trying
to avoid dealing with the issue of ethics by kindling the flames of mutual
conflict and promoting exclusivist values. The West has replaced its old
enemy – i.e. Communism – with Islam, which its sees as the Axis of Evil
and the enemy of decent values, and it justifies wars and violence as
a means of protecting those values. The origins of its moral classifications
can be seen in the works of the Early Church Fathers such as Tertullian and
Augustine.
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For their part, Muslims have gone back to the old religious discourse,
which they see as the right and proper source for their present-day ethical
values, while investing violence with the force of law in the name of jihad.
To counter this potentially catastrophic situation, Arkoun suggests
a new critical approach to ethics as an alternative to the principle of
“mutual exclusivity” (which is an unfortunate characteristic of both the old
days and the modern era) and independent of the Western media’s muchpromoted image of Islamic fundamentalism.
On the situation in the Islamic world in particular, Arkoun believes
that present-day assumptions about faith and belief should be subjected to
scientific analysis, just as the assumptions of Christian and Jewish beliefs
were in the past. In particular, he cites the “historical aspect of revelation”
– a subject that he is prepared to tackle in his previous books, especially
Lectures du Coran (Reading the Qur’an). This is in contrast to his Western
rivals, who maintain that he helped cast doubt on philological studies
influenced by Regis Blachere’s methodology.
I personally believe that what these Western rivals say is closer to the
truth and that in recent years Arkoun has lost out on two fronts. The “Islamic
front” objected to his “historical take” on the Holy Scriptures, which belittled
the sacred nature of Revelation, while the “Western front” saw him as having
cast doubt on French philological criticism for thirty years before he finally
recognized its value. In my view the present confrontational relationship
between the Muslims and the West does not allow this issue to be discussed
in the way that it may have been in the past, since the discipline that is
described today as philological studies is overtly hostile to Islam, while
Muslim studies are self-absorbed in their own faith-based issues, with the
result that they are unable to fulfil a universal role or qualify as knowledge
in any methodological sense. Consequently, it would appear that attempts to
view ethics through the “historical prism” of the established scriptural texts
are doomed to fail, particularly since those involved in the attempts can only
succeed if the Muslims themselves adopt such an approach – rather than
having it foisted upon them by institutions and people whom they regard,
rightly or wrongly, as being parties to the anti-Muslim crusade.
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By applying a set of historical‑social and philosophical criteria, Arkoun
tried to compare the “legalistic mindsets” of the West and the Islamic
world by examining the European Charter of Fundamental Rights alongside
the preambles to the Islamic constitutions.
He observed that Europe’s scientific revolution in the 16 th and 17 th
centuries – i.e. from Copernicus to Newton – opened a new page for the
human intellect; however, the Islamic world remained untouched by the
new advances and when it first encountered them it opposed them on
the grounds that it was resisting imperialism and foreign expansionism.
Subsequently the Islamic world regressed in two ways: firstly, in relation to
its own rich heritage and secondly, in comparison with the West’s progress
after the latter’s succession of scientific revolutions.
Commenting on the European Charter of Fundamental Rights
proclaimed in 2000, Arkoun noted that it includes a paragraph on
Europe’s “cultural, human and religious heritage”, as well as references
to the universal principles of human dignity, freedom, justice, democratic
solidarity and the state of law. However, France objected to the word
“religious” since it was a secular state and its constitution did not allow
religious references. In Arkoun’s view, the French position amounts to
a denial of history, since it is a historical fact that religion is part of the
European heritage. French laicite (secularity) is thus an “ahistorical
attitude” in the same class as the attitudes of the Islamic movements.
Arkoun maintained that religion – any religion, regardless of which it
might be – must be recognized as an element of human history and that
secularism should not be given the status of a sacred cow that is superior
to history.
From the Islamic side, Arkoun examines the situations in Egypt, Turkey
and Iran. His Egyptian model is inspired by Baudouin Dupret’s study,
published in French under the title “Au Nom de Quel Droit?” (“By What
Right?”).
Egypt’s first experience of modern positive law was in the 1930s,
thanks to two leading legal specialists – Abdel Razzaq al Sanhouri
and Shafiq Shehatah. However, Chapter Two of that country’s present
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constitution stipulates that Islam is the state religion, Arabic is the official
language and the Shariah is the main source of legislation. This chapter
can be interpreted in two ways. It could be understood to mean that all
Egyptian laws should be derived from the Shariah, or – alternatively – that
the legislative body is not bound by this provision and that all it is required
to do is refrain from promulgating laws that are in open conflict with the
Shariah. Although lawyers in Egypt are constantly locked in procedural
battles over which interpretation should be adopted, they are not prepared
to look at the issue from a holistic theoretical point of view, or follow the
traditional system of classifying textual injunctions as either categorical or
subject to ijtihad (interpretative judgement).
In Iran the Shi‘ite tradition has been the basis of legislation since the
foundation of the Safavid state in 1507 – a situation that was reinforced
after the 1979 revolution. Although the Persian and Sunni traditions
are different (the Persian heritage is Illuminist and centred round the
Imamate), Arkoun says that they both have similar legislative systems.
While the Safavids made Shi‘ism the official sect and the Ottoman state
was officially Sunni, the rulers of both empires surrounded themselves with
armies of official fuqaha’ (scholars of jurisprudence). However, the Safavids
introduced a unique system that combined Illuminist philosophy (which
posits that scriptural texts should not be understood at face value) with
scripture-based fiqh (jurisprudence) legislation.
In Turkey, Ataturk replaced Shariah Law in 1934 with Swiss Law and
imposed secularity on the French laicite model, despite the fact that Turkey
had never experienced the kind of scientific and intellectual revolutions
that had taken place in Europe. Moreover, Ataturk’s endeavours to tie
Turkey to Europe were not accompanied (from either the Turkish or the
European side) by a critical historical analysis of the Ottoman Empire’s
relationship with its European neighbours. The uneasy nature of that
relationship can still be seen today in Europe’s reluctance to accept Turkey
as a member of the European Union, despite the efforts of Turkey’s Islamicoriented government to join.
In view of the above challenges, how can the question of ethics be put
back on the agenda?
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According to Arkoun, the answer is a broader critical analysis of belief,
extended to include all types of belief – not only the different schools,
sects, confessions and denominations of religious belief, but also the new
manifestations of belief that have appeared during the modern age.
In effect, his position represents an extreme example of what al Khatibi
calls “dual critique”. As we have seen, in many of his books he uses the
expression “dogmatic fence” to describe the stagnation in which Islamic
thought has been mired for centuries – in contrast to the rich intellectual
diversity that had previously characterised that thought – which has
prevented any true revival or regeneration from within. He also uses
the expression “the human mind’s fence of modernism” to describe the
intellectual stagnation that has afflicted human thought after three centuries
of European progress and also poses an obstacle to new critical thinking.
Arkoun sees modernism as a “work in progress”, not a “completed
task”. Consequently, in the wake of its marginalisation by “traditional
modernism”, ethics today is a project that needs to be tackled intellectually
in order to ensure that it does not revert to the old position on ethics and
morality that existed before the modern age; that is to say, to the principle
of one truth, one faith, and one judgement in every circumstance – unlike
modernism, which attaches supreme importance to difference and
diversity.
The modernism of today seeks to break down these two “fences” which
pen in the intellect, so that it can be free to roam, explore and discover.
Arkoun says: “If modernism were to offer the chance for new systems of
reality to appear, it would sometimes be seen as the sublimest system of
reality and truth...as a system that is superior to all those that have gone
before it – indeed, as the guiding system that dictates human values,
knowledge, politics, the law and ethics; a universal system in fact.”1
In a nutshell, what Arkoun concludes from all this is that the
predicament in which thinking on ethics finds itself is essentially the
1

Mohammed Arkoun: Al Mas’alah al Akhlaqiyyah wa’l Tashri‘iyyah fi’l Fikr al Islami, p. 170 (French
edition).
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predicament of the modern age. This is due to three factors: firstly, the
distinctive feature of the Islamic mindset that takes an uncritical view of
the Sunni and Shi‘ite traditions; secondly, political systems that have made
religion and the law subject to the will of the dictators; and thirdly, the fact
that an arrogant West treats the rest of the world as the tool of its whims
and interests. It is therefore impossible to establish a true vision of reality,
and without a critical re-examination of truth and reality it is impossible
to develop new thinking on ethics and the law. Hence it is an “absolute
predicament”.
Although Arkoun wrote this before the Arab revolutions, he would
probably not have changed his position, even if he had lived to see them.
It is true that the revolutions demolished one of the three elements in
some countries, but the result appears to have served the interests of the
remaining two, not the raison emergente in which Arkoun had placed his
hopes. We can either accept this predicament as it is – and as Arkoun
described it – by adopting an intelligent, courageous and thoroughly
analytical approach, and look forward hopefully to the future, or –
alternatively – we can opt for a new and more realistic re-evaluation of the
whole question.
We may differ from Arkoun over his interpretation of the history of
traditional ethical thought. He assumes that it reached its zenith at the
time of Miskawaih and al Tawhidi, and that that generation marked the shift
from narrow tribal to broader human ethics. We accept this. However, we
should note that in former times Islamic ethics comprised three discordant
trends: 1) a fiqh trend which converted ethics into five classes of “legal”
rulings: wujub (obligation), nadab (recommendation), karaha (disapproval),
man‘ (prohibition) and ibaha (permissibility), 2) a philosophical trend
which reconciled religious values with Platonic moral philosophy; it was
largely due to this factor that the Islamic Faith changed from being an Arab
religion to a universal ethical philosophy capable of accommodating the
demands of the expanding Islamic Empire with its vast number of different
ethnicities and cultures, and 3) a spiritual trend which transformed ethics
into what is known as tasawwuf (Sufism). Ethics in the Sufi context took
on various different forms, including “al tahdhib al akhlaqi al ‘ilmi”
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(“scientific ethical refinement”) as described in traditional Sunni Sufi
writings; or the “hierarchical principle” of “public” and “private” ethics
exemplified by al Ghazali’s books including Mizan al ‘Amal (Criterion
of Action) – on “public” ethics – and Al Madhmun bihi ‘ala Ghairi Ahlihi
(The Book to Be Held from Those for Whom It is not Written) on “private”
ethics; or Illuminist-philosophical in both the Sunni (Ibn ‘Arabi) and Shi‘ite
(al Tusi) versions. In our view the philosophical‑human ethical trend – as
represented by Miskawaih in Tahdhib al Akhlaq – went into relative decline
in comparison with the fiqh and Sufi ethical trends.
This continued to be the case right up to modern times, when the
state intervened actively against Sufism, which was held responsible for
the backwardness of Arab and Islamic societies, and modern legal theories
were introduced which drew a distinction between morality and the law.
Religious ethics came to be dominated by the fiqh trend, the notion of
“implementing the Shariah” – i.e. applying fiqh rulings – gained popularity
and conflict arose between those who championed the Shariah and
those who favoured the modern legal system. Consequently, the use and
application of religious terminology became the sole preserve of the former
(i.e. the Shariah).
However, today we find that Sufism is making a strong comeback,
alongside the rising and highly significant “maqasid” (“objectives
of the Shariah”) trend. In the wake of the current Arab revolutions
we shall see a realignment of the balance of power between, on the
one side, the religious and modern legal systems and, on the other,
the rival religious trends competing with the religious establishment
(traditional institutions, Sufism, maqasid supporters etc.). In our view
the most important question is whether Arab societies will accept or
reject the notion of a distinction between morality and the law. Unless
such a distinction is made, it will be impossible to establish democratic
societies and the issue of ethics will not be able to recover its vitality as
an element of Islamic thought. Instead, it will merely become a vehicle
for justifying conservative or reactionary political projects that exploit
religion in order to mobilise their followers.
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The modern principle is that morality should only be a legal issue
when it is established that a particular violation of the moral code causes
direct harm to other people. The law is concerned with the public sphere,
not private behaviour, and public morality is subject to change and
evolution, depending on the times and recognized lifestyles.
I mentioned my second area of disagreement with Arkoun before
my first reference to “emergent reason” – or raison emergente – which I
felt was an obscure and rather quixotic expression. Today I see events in
the Arab world as offering its peoples their first ever opportunity to enjoy
freedom, including free elections. However, as I look at the Western world
with its selfishness and materialism, I cannot for the life of me see any sign
of that raison emergente which Arkoun foretold.
Nevertheless, I think I understood the positive aspect of raison
emergente when I read his last book, in which he stated that he saw it as
the antithesis of the expression “post-modernism” – a term which reflects
the West’s self-centred view that modernism is synonymous with its own
experience; this would explain why the West has declared the arrival of
a “post-modernist age”, while there are still other societies that are trying
to modernise themselves – i.e. enter the age of modernism. Even if the
two concepts are not identical, the term raison emergente is consistent
with an important idea put forward by Arkoun in the 1980s which has
also influenced my thinking; that is, that modernism is not the West or
a specific, limited historical period, but an intellectual and mental attitude.
On this basis, Miskawaih is more modern than many people who are alive
today in the “modern age”. Our problem today is that we are not living
in the Age of Reason – neither the classical version nor the emergente
one; rather, we have reverted to the age of the emotions and traditionbased collective attitudes as our way of confronting a globalism that is
taking mankind along a road into the Unknown – a globalism dominated
by money and consumerism which is destroying all ties between human
beings, including those “modern” ones like citizenship and democracy,
with the result that human relationships are now governed by the caprices
of the financial markets.
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Here I should like to quote an observation from Arkoun’s book
Qadhaya fi Naqd al ‘Aql al Dini (Critique of Religious Reason) (Beirut
1998): “Man lives not by reason alone, but also by the fertility, creative
whimsicality and breadth of the imagination.”1
This would suggest that regenerated Islamic ethical thought should
not be based solely on a fundamental analytical critique; it will also
require a degree of creative intuition. Although we frequently discussed
the subject together – from the time I began working on my dissertation
under his supervision, in fact – Arkoun remained unconvinced by the model
for a new approach to Islamic ethical thought espoused by Muhammad
Abduh. He continued to insist that Abduh’s discourse was superficial,
while I for my part was also ready to concede that Abduh was superficial in
comparison with someone like Miskawaih or a contemporary philosopher.
However, Abduh was essentially a man of intuition; that is to say, his
pronouncements were initially inspired by intuition, even if they were later
refined and developed within a rational Islamic context so as to arrive at an
acceptable position on the question of ethics.
So when we try to revive the question of ethics in Islamic thought, let
us begin with Abduh and his intuition, since that intuition is the starting
point for rational thought, not its final embodiment. In my opinion Arkoun
is going round and round in a circle – i.e. a revival of ethical thought
requires a fundamental critique/ the present situation does not allow
a fundamental critique/ the present situation cannot be changed without
a revival of ethical thought.
I shall leave the last word to Mohammed Arkoun so that he can sum
up his position in this graphic paragraph, which shows the depth of his
critical thought and the gloomy picture he paints of the future prospects for
a truly critical approach. He says:
“On the political front the prevailing Islamic discourse ignores the
greater degree of freedom that modernity is able to offer, and in doing so it
1

Mohammed Arkoun: Qadhaya fi Naqdi’l ‘Aqli’l Dini Dar al Tali‘ah, Beirut, 1998, p. 200. See our
introduction and critique of this book in Majallat al Dirasat al ‘Arabiyyah, Beirut, July/August 1998.
159

MOHAMMED ARKOUN AND THE QUESTION OF ETHICS IN CONTEMPORARY ARAB THOUGHT

cuts itself off from the wealth of critical material, ideas and knowledge that
could make it a positive and active contributor in the age of globalisation.
Ethical, legislative and spiritual activity has collapsed because it continues
to reject the rich sources that are conducive to the spread of critical reason:
theology, philosophy, jurisprudence, politics, exegesis, history, linguistics,
sociology and the humanities. Sham democracies led by undemocratic
leaders are obstructing the chance (which I have proposed in this book)
to engage in extensive philosophical discussion of a work [he meant
Miskawaih’s Tahdhib al Akhlaq] which to this day continues to advance the
cause of free and wide-ranging debate.”1
The present gloomy climate reminds us somewhat of Galileo and the
Court of Inquisition when – after the departure of the members of the
Court– he said: “Eppur si muove” (“And yet it moves” – i.e. the earth is still
going round the sun).
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