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“Allah commands justice and the
doing of good”

Justice, Mercy and Peace in a
Global Context
Abdulrahman al-Sālimi

A

t its current session the United Nations
General Assembly is discussing the
defamation of religion and the possibility of
issuing recommendations or resolutions to counter
it so that they can eventually be incorporated into
International Law. This marks a welcome departure
from previous attitudes. Although decades have
passed since the issue of the United Nations
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights in the 1940s, until comparatively recently
leading religious authorities around the world had
not succeeded in giving religious ethics a major role
in furthering the cause of peace between members
of the human race through promoting the values
of mercy, tolerance and respect for others. Then
in 1996 the Human Rights Committee held its first
meeting in Geneva to be attended by representatives
of the world’s faiths for discussions on the part
religion has to play in supporting human rights.
5
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The people who drew up the international organization’s Charter and
the Universal Declaration regarded religious ethics as being in competition
with the philosophy of Natural Rights on which international declarations
and charters were based. They also believed that competition between
different faiths could lead to conflict or discrimination due to a clash
of values, and indeed, an element of this was taken into account in the
binding international declarations. Moreover, they maintained, religious
ethics were the concern of the states that recognized them, rather than
individuals.
At the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago in 1991 Hans
Kung of Tubingen University proposed the following notion: There can be no
peace in the world unless there is peace between its religions, there can be
no peace between religions without dialogue, and there can be no dialogue
except on a basis of common values. The 1980s was a crucial period for
the recognition of religious ethics and values and for promoting them as
a means of furthering justice and peace - both of which the world order
had failed to achieve. The United Nations Charter had almost become
paralysed as a result of the Cold War between the two big powers and the
world was dominated by the ethics of expediency and mutual interest, so
that justice meant “settlement to suit the convenience of the big powers”
and peace meant one side prevailing over the other (temporarily) without
bringing an end to the conflict, while serving the interests of the stronger
party. Among the most important things the representatives of the major
religions sought to introduce in the international context were the concepts
of love, mercy and human feeling, as well as respect for people’s beliefs
and the things they hold sacred rather than merely recognition of their right
to practice their faiths freely.
The past twenty years have been a dark period by any reckoning;
clouds have gathered over Islam, while it and its followers have been
battered by storms since the rise of the jihadist movements which claim
to operate in the name of religion and support the use of violence in
many Arab and Islamic countries as well as the wider world. Meanwhile,
strategic theorists and military hawks in the American and European
6
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West, and in Russia, China and India, have responded by launching
wars against (Islamic) terrorism. These have led to further escalations
in which it has not been possible to determine where the responsibilities
lie, or which party started them or which one is retaliating. The situation
has been exacerbated with the proliferation of theories such as the clash
of civilizations and conflicts of cultures and ethnic origins. Other notions
(and practices) such as “the good camp” and “the bad camp”, global
jihad and struggle between the oppressed and their oppressors have also
gained traction. Moreover, during the past decade it has been claimed that,
as well as military wars, what is needed is a “war of ideas” against the
extremists and fundamentalists who use violence. Hence (according to this
view) it has become essential to draw a distinction between moderate and
extremist Islam, and for moderate Muslims to rescue Islam from those who
have hijacked it.
Over the past ten years we at Al Tasamoh/Al Tafahom (and, of
course, other Muslims and Christians) have had to deal with this
poisoned atmosphere between the different warring parties. In doing so
our focus has been on the Qur’anic values of equality, mercy, freedom,
justice, “ta‘aruf” (becoming mutually acquainted) and the public weal.
The Ministry of Endowments, which publishes Al Tafahom, has taken
part in international conferences on religions and cultures and we
have presented our view, which is far removed from the atmosphere of
violence that has wreaked such destruction in the Muslim lands and
damaged their relations with the world around them and the wider
world. Our position is neither defensive nor deferential, but rather one
of civilizational and cultural interaction. We believe that, thanks to the
efforts of Muslim scholars and thinkers and their counterparts among
people of good will in other faiths, we are making progress towards
establishing bridges of mutual understanding which will lead to further
rapprochement and mutual respect.
We still believe that relations between people are successful if they are
based upon an approach that takes religion, culture, ethics and humanity
into account. To find acceptance at a global level we need to take a holistic
7
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approach which includes “ta‘aruf”, recognition and mutual understanding.
We do not agree to be treated as an exceptional case, whether positively or
negatively, as has been the case over the past two decades. Furthermore,
our society’s ethical system is based upon our faith, which shares a
vast number of common values with the rest of humanity, particularly
Christianity with its Ten Commandments and its exhortations to love and
mercy. Hence we see no need to defend or justify ourselves. However,
we need to recognize clearly that we have a duty to spread the Message
and fulfil our responsibilities to our religion, our Ummah and the whole of
mankind. A person with a mission should always convey his message in
the best possible way and deal in an intellectually respectful and moral
manner with every other human being with whom he shares this evershrinking world. Rather than merely following a policy of mutual interest
and mutual dependency, he should observe the highest ethical standards
at all times in both his actions and his interactions with others.
Regarding the interaction referred to by Allah, Glory be to Him, the
Most High, in the Noble Qur’an, it is important to remember that the world
offers not only opportunities but also challenges. And the challenges entail
responsibilities and intellectual and cultural efforts if the goal is to be
achieved, while opportunities require competence and proficiency if their
potential is to be realised. While right is right and justice is justice, they
can only become reality when they are shown to be justified. This is true of
opportunities as well as challenges.
The main problem facing our Ummah and our religion in this world is
not just the turbulence that epitomises the age we live in and the harsh
culture of daily life. In several instances we have also failed to live up to
the standards expected of us. For example, let us take the recent case of
the offensive film; here the reactions of some Arabs and Muslims were
unacceptably extremist and unjustifiably rash, and led to the deaths of
tens of young people as well as the destruction of the properties of
innocent foreigners and other individuals living in our countries. These
people had not shown any enmity towards us or committed any offences
against our religion or our people. Those taking revenge should have
8
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borne in mind the values of Islam, particularly peace, forbearance and
self-restraint. To ensure that there was no repetition of the familiar scenes
of the past two decades which showed Muslim reactions in a light that
was incompatible with the values of their global civilization, they should
have learnt their lesson and shown the world that they know how to
respect religious symbols. We know that when the Prophet (PBUH)
entered Makkah as a conqueror he ordered that all the idols should be
broken, with the exception of the image depicting the Messiah and the
Virgin Mary.
Justice, mercy and peace are the most important goals that the world
of today needs to strive for by all available means. In this respect, we, our
civilization and our Ummah have a major part to play and we are qualified
to do so because of the ethical system and cultural traditions upon which
our religion is based. Muslims are seeking to make their contribution
alongside, and within, this world, so consequently we need to be fully
prepared to reap the fruits to which we and our religion are entitled.

9

ISLAMIC VALUES AND THE
ETHICS OF WAR AND PEACE
Ibrahim Mohammed al Anani

S

ince the dawn of human history, man has suffered
from the indescribable horrors of war. Scholars
and historians have noted that years of peace
account for much less than one per cent of human
history, while the rest of the time has been occupied
with wars or armed conflicts. This means that almost
the entire period of an average person’s life span has
been spent in a world of cruelty, violence and suffering
– in other words, living in a situation which is totally
incompatible with man’s humanity and dignity and his
right to the safe, secure and peaceful life which he was
originally created to enjoy. Instead, human tyranny and
ignorance have destroyed this state of grace, despite the
fact that the Divine Law (particularly in its final version –
the Shariah of Islam) reminds us again and again of its
blessings - and of what it demands from us - and of the
penalty to be paid for ignoring it.
The Islamic Shariah lays down the humanitarian
principles governing how Muslims should behave in
Professor of Public International Law at the Faculty of Law, Ain Shams University.
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times of war and explains how we should respect man’s humanity when
dealing with the victims of war and non-combatants. Until the middle
of the 19th century positivist human systems had no awareness of this
humanitarian facet of armed combat, including the need to refrain
from excesses in the use of weapons of war and eschew destruction
and repression above and beyond their original purpose of weakening
the enemy’s military power. Since then, however, there has been a
succession of international initiatives aimed at codifying the rules and
principles for humanitarian treatment in war, “civilizing” the practical
aspects of hostilities and asserting that fighting and destruction are
not ends in themselves, but rather means that should be applied
with the minimum of force within a clear set of rules and criteria.
These initiatives became recognized codes of practice under various
international agreements, particularly the four Geneva Conventions
signed on 12 th August 1949 and the 1977 Protocols attached to those
Conventions.
The views of the early Muslim fuqaha’’ (jurists) on the principles and
rules governing humanitarian treatment during armed conflict were written
down either as part of their general teachings on Islamic jurisprudence or
under separate headings such as siyar or jihad.
These days the international community attaches increasing
importance to respect for man’s humanity, regardless of a person’s
race, religion or language, and an analysis of the principles underlying
this concern will show that they correspond very closely to the general
guidelines laid down by the Islamic Shariah (though the Shariah by its
very nature is deeper and more comprehensive than any kind of positivist
system)1.
In the years leading up to the birth of Islam nations were in dire
need of radical reform because of the spread of moral depravity around
the world which had its impact on every aspect of life. Consequently,
Allah sent Muhammad (PBUH), the Seal of the Prophets, with his
1
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Message to mankind and – amazingly, when one considers the state
of human society at that time – the Islamic Faith was able to draw the
entire Arab Ummah (Nation) into its fold within less than thirty years,
followed by the nations from the Atlantic Ocean to the Great Wall of
China within less than a century. This achievement was unprecedented
in the history of religions and, although many people were dumbfounded
by it and unable to understand how it had happened, more rational
minds recognized the Message of Islam for what it was – as the
religion “brought by Muhammad (PBUH), comprehended by those
of his Companions and contemporaries with a [proper] awareness of
it, and put into practice at a certain period of history without dispute
or coercion in its interpretation or any tendency towards siding with a
particular bias or faction...”1 The Message of Islam was both religious
and temporal, a belief system and a way of life, and a social revolution
with nothing comparable to it in the East or West, or in history, whether
ancient of modern.2
Among the many areas it covered, the Islamic Shariah was concerned
with the welfare of mankind and human rights, including the principles for
ensuring human dignity and respect for man’s humanity in times of peace
and war. It defined and regulated relations between members of the human
race and between rulers and their subjects, and explained what needed
to be done in order to remain true to the goals which all Divine Laws are
designed to serve. As well as prescribing the laws governing a person’s
rights and guaranteeing his or her humanity, the Shariah also restrained
and punished those who transgressed against them.
In the following pages we shall first examine those significant
Islamic values that are designed to ensure that human beings are treated
humanely; we shall then move on to review the ethical principles which
Islam requires Muslims to comply with in wartime so that they can lead to
a peaceful outcome to hostilities.
1

Imam Sheikh Muhammad ‘Abduh: Risalat al Tawhid, Dar Ihyaa’ al ‘Ulum, Beirut, 1st impression,
1396 AH/1976 CE, pp. 129 and 146.

2

‘Abdul Rahman ‘Azzam: Al Risalah al Khalidah, Lejnat al Ta‘rif bi’l Islam, al Majlis al A‘la li’l
Shu’uni’l Islamiyyah, Cairo, Book 16, 1384 AH/1964 CE, p. 47.
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One: Islamic values designed to ensure respect for man’s humanity
Islam was sent to honour and liberate mankind. It respects human
beings both individually and collectively, and from the moment that Allah
created Adam and made the earth his home it has always sought to remedy
the problems of human society. However, it is also a religion in which the
spiritual and human – or humanitarian – aspects are inseparable from
each other, while at the same time it never sees a human being as an
individual who exists in isolation from his or her fellows, but rather as part
of a society of mutually interacting components.
Islam established a set of values that respect human beings in times of
peace and in times of war. They include:
1 – Human dignity: The Islamic Shariah sees the whole of mankind
as deserving of dignity and respect. The Holy Qur’an says: “And indeed
We have honoured the Children of Adam and We have carried them on
land and sea, and have provided them with lawful good things and have
preferred them above many of those whom We have created, with a marked
preference.”1
This makes it clear that Islam regards human honour and dignity as
one of its cornerstones. Man was created and accorded a place of honour in
this universe, and he was created to be master of the world and perform the
role of Allah’s vicegerent upon earth in the manner explained in the Qur’an:
“Behold! Thy Lord said to the angels: ‘I will create a vicegerent on earth.’
They said: ‘Wilt Thou place therein one who will make mischief and shed
blood, while we celebrate Thy praise and extol Thy holy name?’ He said: ‘I
know what ye know not.’ And He taught Adam the nature of all things; then
He placed them before the angels and said: ‘Tell me the nature of these if ye
are right.’ They said: ‘Glory be to Thee: of knowledge we have none, save that
which Thou hast taught us: in truth it is Thou Who art Perfect in knowledge
and wisdom.’ He said: ‘O Adam! Tell them their natures.’ When he had told
them, Allah said: ‘Did I not tell you that I know the secrets of heaven and
earth, and that I know what ye reveal and what ye conceal?’ And behold, We
1
14
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said to the angels: ‘Bow down to Adam.’ And they bowed down; not so Iblis;
he refused and was haughty. He was of those who reject faith.”1
These verses indicate that man has been singled out for special
honour and respect, since Allah has preferred him above the rest of
creation by making him a vicegerent upon earth. In doing so He has made
creation subject to mankind and man’s will. The Qur’an also says: “And He
has subjected to you, as from Him, all that is in the heavens and on earth.
Behold, in that indeed are signs for those who reflect.” 2 Other verses say:
“It is Allah Who has subjected the sea to you, that ships may sail through
it by His command, that ye may seek of His bounty, and that ye may be
grateful,”3 and “It is He Who has made the sea subject, that ye may eat
thereof flesh that is fresh and tender, and that ye may extract therefrom
ornaments to wear. And thou seest the ships therein that plough the waves,
that ye may seek of the bounty [of Allah] and that ye may be grateful.”4
One example of the way Allah has honoured man is the fact that He
has created him with the ability to learn about the universe in which he
lives. He has not only given him hearing, sight and a heart; in addition,
He has given him something that distinguishes him from the rest of
creation – the power of reason so that he can perceive truths about things
independently and of his own volition. Uniquely, He “taught Adam the
nature of all things” (a favour He did not bestow upon any other creatures,
including even the angels), and He preferred him above many of those
whom He had created, “with a marked preference”.
The Islamic Shariah requires mankind to respect human dignity
without discrimination. And not just in life. This requirement also
1

Surat al Baqarah, v. 30-34. Commenting on the last verse in Ahkam al Qur’an, Ibn al ‘Arabi says:
“There is consensus in the Ummah that bowing down to Adam was not a prostration indicating
worship. Rather, it meant one of two things: either it was the ‘Ajami style of salutation, which
involved bowing, or it made [Adam] a qiblah for prostration like the Ka’abah or Bait al Maqdis,
and this is the more probable.” Abu Bakr Mohammed bin ‘Abdullah, known as Ibn al ‘Arabi: Ahkam
al Qur’an, ed. Ali Mohammed al Bukhari, Section 1, Dar Ihyaa’ al Kutub al ‘Arabiyyah, p. 16.

2

Surat al Jathiyah, v. 13.

3

Surat al Jathiyah, v. 12.

4

Surat al Nahl, v. 14.
15

ISLAMIC VALUES AND THE ETHICS OF WAR AND PEACE

extends to death, just as it applies to war as well as peace. Islam
forbids the mutilation of corpses, including those killed in combat,
because mutilation is an act of impiety and a violation of respect
for man’s humanity. Anas reported: “In [one of his ] sermon[s] the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) enjoined charity and prohibited mutilation.”
(Narrated by al Nasa’i.) And ‘Imran bin Husayn reported: “The
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) never preached to us without commanding
us to [perform acts of] charity and prohibiting us from mutilation.”
(Narrated by Ahmed.)1
2 – Equality between members of the human race
Before the coming of Islam, human society – and this includes Arab
society – was fanatically tribal and racist and people boasted of their
lineage and their superiority to their fellow men. However, in an expression
of the honour extended by Allah to human beings of every race and class,
Islam abolished all forms of discrimination and declared that everyone
was a part of Allah’s creation. Everyone was equal and – contrary to what
some races might claim - everyone was granted the honour of an equal
chance to attain the highest level of perfection which the Creator had set
as a template for mankind. Islam asserted that all people were part of a
single Ummah – a single nation or community – regardless of any attempts
that might be made to spread bigotry and prejudice 2. The Holy Qur’an
and the Sunnah of the Prophet (PBUH) made this point clear again and
again. Surat al Nisa’ begins with these words: “O mankind! Reverence your
Guardian Lord, Who created you from a single person...”
Despite their differences, then, all people have been created from a
single person – a fact which confirms that humanity has a single origin.
Elsewhere the Qur’an also says: “It is He Who created you from a single

16

1

Mohammed bin ‘Ali bin Mohammed al Shaukani: Nail al Awtar Sharh Muntaqa al Akhbar min Ahadith
Sayyidi’l Akhyar, Part 7, final impression, Matba‘at Mustafa al Babi al Halabi wa Awladihi, Egypt,
p. 23. It is reported that a the funeral procession of a Jew passed by and the Prophet (PBUH) stood
as an expression of respect. Some of his Companions said: “It is the funeral procession of a Jew.”
The Prophet replied to them: “Is he not a [human] soul?” Sheikh Mohammed Abu Zahra: Al ‘Ilaqat
al Duwaliyyah fi’l Islam, Al ‘Ulum al Qanuniyyah wa’l Iqtisadiyyah magazine, July 1964, p. 317.

2

Sheikh Muhammad Abduh: Risalat al Tawhid, p.140.
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person...”1 and “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 become
acquainted with each other. Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of
Allah is [he who is] the most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge
and is well acquainted [with all things].”2
Allah’s human creation includes males, females, blood relatives,
relations by marriage, tribes and nations and He has made “becoming
acquainted with each other” a means of contact, communication and
interaction between them. This was for a reason which He decided and
which He knows best. The division of mankind into nations and tribes was
not designed to lead to fighting and strife, but so that they could get to
know each other and co-operate in order to satisfy their mutual needs.
Accordingly, Allah sent His Messengers and Prophets to guide them, avert
conflict and enmity between different peoples and sects, and show them
that they are indeed all equal as members of one single nation. The Holy
Qur’an says: “Mankind was one single nation, and Allah sent Messengers
with glad tidings and warnings; and with them He sent the Book in truth,
to judge between people on matters wherein they differed. But the People
of the Book, after the clear signs which came to them, did not differ among
themselves, except though selfish contumacy.. Allah by His Grace guided
the Believers to the truth, concerning that wherein they differed. For Allah
guides whom He will to a path that is straight.”3
The Prophet’s Sunnah also asserts mankind’s common origin and
the equality of all human beings. In his Farewell Sermon the Messenger
(PBUH) said: “O people, your Lord is one and your father Adam is one.
There is no preference for an Arab over a foreigner nor a foreigner
over an Arab, and neither white over black nor black over white,
except through righteousness.” 4 And Abu Hurairah (may Allah be
pleased with him) reported: “The Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said: ‘Allah
does not look to your bodies and not to your [outward] forms, but He
1

Surat al A‘raf, v. 189.

2

Surat al Hujurat, v. 13.

3

Surat al Baqarah, v. 213.

4

Al Hishi: Majma‘ al Zawa’id, Part 3.
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looks to your hearts,’” (narrated by Muslim),1 while Ibn Taymiyyah said:
“The desire for superiority over [the rest of] mankind is wrong, because [all]
people are of one kind; hence a person’s desire to be superior and for his
peers to be below him is wrong, and people abhor a person who is like that
and oppose him...”2
So the Shariah of Islam does not accept discrimination of any kind,
because it recognizes that all people are equal. It rejects sectarianism
and racism and the view that one group of people is better than another
because of nationality, colour or language, or on other grounds.
In addition to the evidence we have already cited confirming the
principle of equality, we can also point to the following:
The Qur’an states: “O ye who believe! Let not some men among you
mock others. It may be that they are better than them. Nor let some women
mock others. It may be that they are better than them. Nor defame nor be
sarcastic to each other, nor call each other by [offensive] nicknames. Illseeming is a name connoting wickedness [to be applied to one] after he
has believed. And those who do not desist are doing wrong.”3 The Qur’an
also says: “The Jews and the Christians say: ‘We are the sons of Allah and
His beloved.’ Say: ‘Why then doth He punish you for your sins. Nay, ye are
but men – of the mankind He hath created; He forgiveth whom He pleaseth
and He punisheth whom He pleaseth. And to Allah belongeth the dominion
of the heavens and the earth, and all that is between them, and unto Him
is the final goal.’”4
It is also reported that some leading men of Quraysh came into the
presence of the Prophet (PBUH) and said to him: “How can we sit with you,
O Muhammad, when you sit with the likes of Bilal the Abyssinian, Salman
the Persian, Suhaib the Byzantine, ‘Ammar and other slaves like them and
the common people? Send them away from you and we shall attend your
1
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assembly and listen to your Call.” The Messenger refused to this, so they
said: “Set aside a day for us and a day for them.” At this point the following
verse was revealed: “Send not away those who call upon their Lord
morning and evening, seeking His face. In naught art thou accountable for
them, and in naught are they accountable for thee, that thou shouldst turn
them away and thus be of the unjust.”1 This shows clearly that any form of
racism is to be rejected because it is incompatible with the principles of the
Islamic Shariah.
The Messenger of Allah (PBUH) fought against discrimination in his
dealings with people and condemned anyone who practised it on the basis
of colour, race or nationality. This can be clearly seen in the statements
and Hadiths we have quoted, as well as his declaration that “he who
advocates ‘asabiyyah (tribalism) is not one of us, nor is anyone who fights
on the basis of ‘asabiyyah one of us.”2 In this context, ‘asabiyyah refers to
a person who fights on behalf of his people when they are in the wrong or
abets the people of a country in acting unjustly towards others. Racism,
tribalism or prejudice in favour of a country, skin colour or language is
totally rejected by the Shariah of Islam.
The Shariah, then, regards equality and non-discrimination as
fundamental principles governing human relationships and behaviour
- in other words, as essential elements of the Islamic system which are
so important that they take precedence over other human rights and
freedoms. This means that there must be respect for legally recognized
human rights and freedoms in accordance with the principles of equality
and non-discrimination.
3 – Mercy and tolerance
Islam’s policy on relations between people – particularly between
Muslims and non-Muslims – is based on the Shariah principles of mercy
and tolerance. Mercy is one of Allah’s attributes exemplified in the Holy
Qur’an’s words to the Messenger (PBUH) in Surat al Anbiya’ verse 107:
1
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“And We have not sent you but as a Mercy for Creation.” Mercy is the
cornerstone of any civilized society; a person without mercy is totally
devoid of humanity, while a people without mercy is a plague on the face
of the earth. The Prophet (PBUH) repeatedly enjoined mercy upon his
followers and when some of his Companions said: “O Messenger of Allah,
we are merciful to our wives and children,” he said: “I do not mean that;
what I mean is all-embracing mercy.” The “all-embracing mercy” of Islam
requires respect for man’s humanity so that justice and equity prevail at
all times and in all circumstances. The Messenger (PBUH) said: “The Most
Merciful is merciful to the merciful,” and “Be merciful to those on earth
and He will be Merciful to you in Heaven.”
To further its goal of sound relationships between individuals and
communities, Islam called for “logical tolerance” – i.e. tolerance on
condition that it does not entail acceptance of evil or allowing freedom
of action to outlaws. The Qur’an makes it clear that opposing enmity
with tolerance – though not with cowering servility – is the proper way
to promote mutual affection and a sense of brotherhood, imbue human
relationships with peace and tranquillity, encourage mutual respect for
each other’s rights, and avert acts of vengeance motivated by hatred and
rancour which threaten basic human rights and freedoms.
The Qur’an says: “Repel [evil] with what is better. Then will he between
whom and thee was hatred become as it were thy friend and intimate,” 1
and “Hold to forgiveness; command what is right (Arabic ‘urf), but turn
away from the ignorant.” 2 In connection with this second verse it was
reported that the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) “waived such rights as could
be waived”. Hence ‘A’ishah (may Allah be pleased with her) reported in
al Sahih: “The Messenger of Allah never took revenge on his own behalf.”
In the above context ‘urf means the good moral standards and
behaviour accepted by every religious law communicated to man by
Gabriel; this law enjoins us to maintain our ties with those who would
break them, because that is a sign of a noble, dignified character, and to
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be patient, because that is the key to the good things of this world and the
next.1 The Qur’an confirms this: “And if ye should chastise, then chastise to
the same extent to which ye have been chastised. But if ye show patience
that is indeed the best course for those who are patient. And be patient;
for thy patience is but from Allah. Nor grieve over them; and distress
not thyself because of their plots. For Allah is with those who restrain
themselves and those who do good.”2
There are two possible versions of the occasion on which these verses
were revealed. They are:
1 – At the Battle of Uhud sixty-four of Ansar (Helpers) and six of the
Muhajirun (Emigrants), including Hamza, were struck down and their
corpses were mutilated. Then the Ansar said: “If we strike them down one
day we shall treat them even worse.” Then when Makkah was conquered
Allah revealed the verse: “And if ye chastise etc.” One man said: “No
Quraysh after today.” However, the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said:
“Restrain your hands from the people except for four.”
2 – The Prophet (PBUH) stood beside Hamza bin al Muttalib when he
was martyred and looked upon his mutilated corpse and said: “May Allah
have mercy on you. You were a doer of good deeds and maintained the
ties of kinship, and were it not for the sorrow of those you left behind, I
should be happy to leave you until you are gathered...Even so, by Allah,
I shall mutilate seventy of them.” Then Gabriel came while the Prophet
(PBUH) was standing and revealed the last verses of Surat al Nahl: “And if
ye chastise...”. So the Prophet was patient and withdrew his oath and did
not mutilate anybody.3
If we consider these verses we will realise that Allah allows a person
to attack another to the extent that he himself has been attacked by him,
which would suggest that mutilation is permitted as an act of tit-for-tat
retaliation. This is indicated in numerous places in the Qur’an, including
al Baqarah: “If then anyone transgresses against you, then attack him in
1
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the same way as he has attacked you. But fear Allah, and know that Allah
is with those who restrain themselves,”1 and al Shura: “The recompense
for an injury is an injury equal thereto [in degree], but if a person forgives
and makes reconciliation, his reward is due from Allah. Allah loveth not
those who do wrong.” 2 However, the Qur’an also says: “But if ye show
patience that is indeed the best course for those who are patient,” which
demonstrates the virtues of forgiveness and shows that tolerance and
a sense of human brotherhood is the best and most enduring course of
action, provided that it does not entail injustice or cringing servility. This
tolerance can best be seen in the way the Prophet applied his treaties
and conducted his wars with the Polytheists and others – as well as in his
treatment of his opponents and the non-Muslim residents of Dar al Islam
(the Lands of Islam).
Let us now examine the crucial role mercy and tolerance have to play
in protecting people and ensuring respect for them as human beings in
times of armed conflicts. Here we are referring specifically to Islam’s rules
for the treatment of the injured, the sick, captives and non-combatants.

Two: The Ethics of war and peace in Islam
Ethics lie at the core of Islam’s great message to mankind. Describing
the Prophet’s ethics, the Holy Qur’an says: “And verily thou art of an
exalted moral character,” while ‘A’ishah (may Allah be pleased with her)
reported that he (PBUH) used to say: “Allah, just as You have granted me
a fine physical constitution, grant me also a fine moral character.” Anas
(may Allah be pleased with him) affirmed: “The Messenger of Allah (PBUH)
was the best of people in moral character,” and noted that his personal
attributes were truthfulness, honesty, acumen, modesty, generosity and
patience. In dealing with his opponents the Prophet (PBUH) showed
forbearance and patience and never resorted to treachery, trickery and
underhand actions when fighting anyone. His moral behaviour in war
has been an example for every Muslim warrior through the ages and will
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continue to be so until such time as Allah inherits the earth and all that
is in it; indeed, it was of a standard that has never been equalled since
by man-made laws, conventions or covenants (none of which existed at
the time of the Prophet). While his actions were guided by a dedication to
the defence of truth and justice by every possible means, the Messenger
(PBUH) always emphasised that they were based upon the fundamental
principle of peace; war was an exception to the rule and was designed to
uphold truth and justice, protect the weak and spread the religion of Allah.1
The crises encountered by mankind as a result of wars are not caused
by intellectual, cultural or economic shortcomings so much as a crisis of
ethics. That is why all the Messengers and religions promote morality. They
forbid wars of conquest, aggression and destruction aimed at satisfying
the desires and whims of particular groups to expand their territory and
interests at the expense of others. Explaining the essential purpose behind
his Mission, the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said: “I have been sent to
perfect makarim al akhlaq (good moral character).” In this context makarim
al akhlaq is the term used to refer to the system for protecting the rights of
others, refraining from aggression and working for the security and wellbeing of society – and consequently of minimising losses so that others
can live decent lives. The Prophet (PBUH)’s own life shows us that he never
fought anyone with whom he concluded a truce, whether they were Arab
Polytheists or others.2
The main ethical elements of war and peace include:
A – Not being the first to resort to war. Islam only allows fighting as a
means of defence. Despite differences of interpretation by the fuqaha’, the
Qur’anic verses dealing with the question of warfare show that fighting is
only legitimate for self-defence and to safeguard the call to Islam against
its opponents. It expressly prohibits aggression and enjoins good treatment
of others; Surat al Mumtahanah says: “Allah forbids you not, with regard to
those who fight you not for [your] Faith nor drive you out from your homes,
1
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from dealing kindly and justly with them; for Allah loveth those who are
just. Allah only forbids you, with regard to those who fight you for [your]
and drive you out of your homes, and support [others] in diving you out,
from turning to them [for friendship and protection]. It is such as turn to
them [in these circumstances] that do wrong.” 1 Al Hajj says: “To those
against whom war is made, permission is given [to fight], because they are
wronged; and verily Allah is Most Powerful for their aid.”2
‘Ata’ bin Yasar relates that the Prophet (PBUH) sent ‘Ali (may Allah be
pleased with him) as an envoy and said to him: “Proceed and do not turn to
one side or the other” – i.e. do not omit anything that I command you. He
replied: “O Messenger of Allah! How shall I behave with them?” He said:
“If you come to their place, do not fight them unless they fight you. And if
they fight you, do not fight them unless they kill one of you. And if they kill
one of you, do not fight them until you have shown him to them. Then say
to them: Are you prepared to say: There is no god but Allah? And if they say
yes, then say to them: Are you prepared to pray? And if they say yes, then
say to them: Are you prepared to pay alms out of your wealth? And if they
say yes, then do not seek anything more than that from them. By Allah, if
Allah guides a man by your hand, then that is better for you than if the sun
were to rise and set upon him.”
‘Abdul Rahman bin ‘A’id reports that whenever the Messenger of Allah
(PBUH) sent a delegation he said: “Get to know the people and be patient
with them. And do not attack them until after you have invited them [to
Islam].It is better that you should bring me no city-dwellers or nomads on
earth as Muslims than that you should bring me their children and women
and slay their men.”3
Several leading mujtahids (scholars who apply interpretative
judgement) and imams of the early Islamic period rejected the idea that
fighting is obligatory and asserted categorically that a war of aggression
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is haram (prohibited in Islam), since war is intrinsically evil. In their view
war causes the destruction of Allah’s creation and destroys those of Allah’s
bounties that human beings need for their daily lives. It is only obligatory
when its purpose is praiseworthy – that is, when it aims to promote the
Word of Allah and eradicate the depravity and hatred of the Polytheists.1
The Prophet (PBUH) brought humaneness in place of savagery, order
in place of anarchy and justice in place of naked power. In doing so he
(PBUH) laid down the general rules and principles for preventing the
outbreak of war or –at least – minimising any losses that might result from
it. All these rules and principles are essentially ethical in nature.
B – One fundamental Islamic principle is the need for uprightness and
integrity in international relations and a humane approach to the way they
are administered. It is vital that treaties, covenants and other obligations be
complied with and that enemy hostages be protected and not killed, even if
the enemy behaves perfidiously towards the Ummah’s hostages. One of the
highest principles of International Law maintains that “compliance with an
obligation in the face of perfidy is better than perfidy in the face of perfidy;”
this is also one of the cornerstones of humane treatment in Islam, which
maintains that “tit for tat” does not apply in cases of perfidy and treachery.
In other words, two wrongs do not make a right. The Qur’an says: “Nor can
a bearer of burdens bear another’s burden.”2
It is also a basic principle of Islam that “that which is forbidden is
sanctioned by necessity provided that it is proportionate”. Indeed, Imam
al Shafi‘i affirms that this is compatible with the Sunnah, since if a thing is
necessary (though usually forbidden) it is permissible, though when it is no
longer necessary it ceases to be permissible.3
C – Relations between Muslims and non-Muslims are to be based on
peaceful coexistence, not war. War is not an end in itself and Islam’s global
1
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character is founded on the principles of equality, cooperation, harmony,
justice and the promotion of virtue among all peoples - principles which
can only be applied in practice if there is mutual support, goodwill and a
sense of brotherhood. In such conditions war can only be legitimate if its
goal is to protect the Ummah from those who spread corruption on earth.
Hence Islam only sanctions fighting as a means of repelling an enemy who
has actively evil designs in word or deed.
According to the Qur’an’s Surat al Tawbah (verse 6): “If any of the
Polytheists should ask thee for asylum, then grant him asylum”. A large
part of Surat al Anfal is also devoted to the ethics of war and includes the
injunction: “And if the [enemy] incline towards peace, do thou [also] incline
towards [peace] and trust in Allah, for He is the One Who heareth and
knoweth [all things]” (verse 61), while verse 190 of Surat al Baqarah states:
“Fight in the cause of Allah those that fight you, but do not transgress
limits; for Allah loveth not those who transgress.”1
If peace is the prime element of Islam, and if war is legitimate for the
causes and in the circumstances that we have mentioned earlier, then
Islam does not allow war to be waged without conditions or restrictions.
Rather, it specifies how it should be waged on ethical principles, not
according to the whims of the combatants, and stipulates that it should be
fought against tyrants and transgressors, not against the innocent and the
peace-loving.2
D – It is a firm rule in Islam that in the event of combat it is not
permissible to kill a woman, a child, an aged man, a cripple, a blind
person, a person whose hand and foot have been amputated on opposite
sides, a person whose right hand has been amputated, an imbecile, a
monk in a monastic cell, a wayfarer in the mountains who has no contact
with people, or a group of people in a house of worship or church who
have taken monastic vows and withdrawn from the world. The inviolability
of women and children is stipulated by the Prophet (PBUH)’s instruction:
“Do not kill a woman or a child.” It is also reported that on one of his

26

1

Dr. Ja‘far ‘Abdul Salam: Akhlaqiyyat al Harb fi’l Islam.

2

Dr. Raghib al Sarjani: Tafarrud al Islam fi Akhlaqiyyati’l Hurub.

ISLAMIC VALUES AND THE ETHICS OF WAR AND PEACE

expeditions he saw a woman who had been killed and condemned this as
unacceptable with the words: “I do not see her as having fought, so why
was she killed?” (However, this rule does not apply to women who have
taken part in battle, egged men on to fight or contributed their opinions
or advice to the combatants.) Abu Daud quotes Anas as reporting that the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said: “Go forth in the Name of Allah and for the
Faith of the Messenger of Allah. But do not kill an aged man, or a child, or
a minor, or a woman, and do not commit excesses. And pool your spoils,
and do good and act rightly. Truly Allah loves those who act rightly.”1
The fuqaha’ consider the statements and practices of the Messenger of
Allah (PBUH) and the Caliphs Abu Bakr and ‘Umar (may Allah be pleased
with them) as hard and fast rules for determining what is permissible
or impermissible in war. When Abu Bakr (may Allah be pleased with him)
sent Usamah bin Zaid to Palestine and Syria, he said to him: “You shall not
engage in treacherous behaviour; you shall not act unfaithfully; you shall not
engage in deception; you shall not indulge in mutilation; you shall kill neither
a young child nor an old man nor a woman; you shall not fell palm trees
or burn them, you shall not cut down [any] fruit-bearing tree; you shall not
slaughter a sheep or a cow or a camel except for food. You will pass people
who occupy themselves in monks’ cells; leave them alone, and leave alone
what they busy themselves with. You will come to a people who will bring
you vessels in which are varieties of food; if you eat anything from [those
dishes], mention the name of Allah over them. You will meet a people who
have shaven the middle of their head and have left around it [a ring of hair]
like turbans; tap them lightly with the sword. Go ahead, in Allah’s name.”
When ‘Umar bin al Khattab (may Allah be pleased with him) sent the
commanders of the armies on expeditions he exhorted them to be pious
in their devotion to Allah. Then, when the brigades were assembled he
said: “In the Name of Allah and with the aid of Allah. Go forth with Allah’s
support for victory, truth and steadfastness. Fight in the way of Allah those
who reject Allah, but do not transgress beyond the limits. Allah does not
love those who transgress. Do not be cowardly when confronting [the
1
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enemy] and do not mutilate when it is within [your] power [to do so]. And
do not commit excesses or kill an aged man, a woman or a child and take
precautions against killing them when the armies engage in battle and
when launching raids... And be moderate in taking spoils...”1
Fatwas issued by fuqaha’ include a prohibition on attacks on peasants,
shepherds, monks, the aged and occupants of monastic cells in time of
war, unless they are actual participants in hostilities. They also prohibit
attacks on minors and women, even if they are being used by the enemy
as human shields, as well as attacks on any place in which such people
may be present. They also forbid the destruction of the enemy’s property,
livestock and trees, or the demolition of enemy landmark buildings such as
temples and churches.2
As a general rule, Muslims are not permitted to do anything liable to
cause destruction in Dar al Harb (non-Muslim lands) – that is to say, enemy
territory - because to do so would be a mischievous act and Allah does not
love mischief.3 Moreover, the Qur’an says: “There is a type of man whose
speech about the life of this world may dazzle thee, and he calls Allah to
witness what is in his heart; yet he is the most contentious of enemies.
When he turns his back, his aim everywhere is to spread mischief through
the earth and destroy crops and cattle, but Allah loveth not mischief.”4
We can conclude from this that hostilities should only involve certain
categories of people known as combatants and no others. Ibn ‘Umar
(may Allah be pleased with him) reports that Abu Bakr al Siddiq (may
Allah be pleased with him) sent Yazid bin Abi Sufyan with an army and
told him: “You will meet people who aver that they spend all their time in
1
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devotions in monastic cells; so leave them to their devotions.” According to
Imam Mohammed bin al Hasan al Shaibani, this means that if they shut
themselves into their cells they may not be killed. However, if they go out
to the people and the people go to them, this means they are voluntarily
involved in combat and may be killed.
“And do not kill a child” refers to a small child, who may not be killed
if he is not engaged in combat. “Or a woman” means a woman if she is
not a combatant. It is reported that the Messenger (PBUH) sent a message
to Khalid ordering him not to kill “dhurriyah” (children) or an “‘asif” (hired
labourer). “Or an aged man” (an alternative version is “or a decrepit man”)
means if such a person is not a combatant.
With regard to “you shall not fell palm trees or burn them” and “you
shall not cut down [any] fruit-bearing tree”, ‘Ali (may Allah be pleased with
him) reported that this was prescribed by the Messenger of Allah (PBUH).
Abu’l Hasan al Karkhi quotes the Hadith in full, which includes the proviso:
“except for a tree that harms you” – that is to say, a tree that obstructs you
from fighting the enemy.
“You shall not slaughter a sheep or a cow or similar [animal] except
for food” is based upon the Prophet (PBUH)’s instruction that forbids the
slaughter of an animal except for food1 – i.e. for feeding the troops.
While Islam sanctions the use of any weapons or ordnance that will
defeat the enemy, it forbids its fighters to burn the enemy with fire after he
has been defeated and his troops made captive. This was the practice of
the Messenger of Allah (PBUH). When a war stops or comes to an end it
is forbidden to double cross or kill a captive, administer the coup de grace
to a wounded man, attack a fleeing man from behind or ill-treat any of the
enemy’s people. All must be treated humanely, compassionately and justly
and their dignity must be respected.
When he was at war the Noble Messenger was the epitome of
compassion, justice and consideration and observed the highest standards
1
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of humanitarian ethics. As we have shown, he was never perfidious or
vicious. He never killed a woman, an old man or a child; nor did he ever
attack anyone from behind, finish off a wounded man, mutilate a corpse,
ill-treat a captive or strike him on the face, or attack a peaceful person. In
one of his Hadiths he said: “Do not commit excesses, do not mutilate, do
not act perfidiously, and do not kill an aged man, a child or a woman.”
Islam obliges Muslims to respect human life at all times and in all
circumstances, in war as well as peace, and it only waives this rule for
very clear and specific reasons. The Qur’an stipulates its inviolability in
several verses, including verse 151 of Surat al An‘am: “Do not kill a soul
that Allah has made sacrosanct, except lawfully”. The Messenger (PBUH)’s
position on respect for his fellow human beings and the need to avoid
abuses in time of war was clearly demonstrated at the time of the Conquest
of Makkah; when he heard Sa‘d bin ‘Ubadah say: “Today is the day of
slaughter. Today the shedding of blood is lawful,” he took the standard
from him and, handing it to his son, pointed out that the shedding of blood
is only lawful in war when absolutely necessary. Islam commands its
followers not to bind the hands of captives with fetters, but to allow them
unrestricted freedom of movement. Even though this might encourage them
to act treacherously, the Shariah prefers to see to high ethical standards
maintained. The Prince of the Faithful ‘Ali bin Abi Talib (may Allah be
pleased with him) ordered that the defenceless and non-combatants
should not be harmed in any way (“Do not harm a person in straitened
circumstances”), since Islamic morality demands that he should be fed,
treated kindly and respected as a fellow human being.
As we noted earlier, the Holy Qur’an says: “Fight in the cause of Allah
those who fight you. But do not transgress limits, for Allah loveth not
transgressors.”1 On the basis of this moral principle and Shariah ruling the
Messenger (PBUH) forbade treacherous conduct and the killing of anyone
apart from a combatant. Hence old people, women and children should not
be harmed, since they were non-combatants, incapable of bearing arms
and not involved in hostilities. Early scholars also maintain that the class
1
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of “those who fight you” does not include women, children, monks and
similar categories.
As Anas bin Malik (may Allah be pleased with him) reported, the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said: “Go forth in the Name of Allah and for
[the sake of] Allah and the Faith of the Messenger of Allah. But do not
kill an aged man, or a child, or a minor or a woman. And do not commit
excesses. And pool your spoils, and do good and act rightly. Truly Allah
loves those who act rightly.”
- Sparing worshippers. When he sent his armies on an expedition the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH) used to say to them: “Do not kill the occupants
of monastic cells”. And this was his instruction to the army as it set out
for Mu’ta: “Attack in the name of Allah [and] in the way of Allah. Fight
those who reject Allah. Attack, but do not commit excesses. Do not act
treacherously, do not mutilate, do not kill a child, or a woman, or an aged
man, or a hermit in a cell.”
- A ban on killing someone whose back is turned and on administering
the coup de grace to a wounded man. According to a report by Husayn
from ‘Ubaidallah bin ‘Abdullah bin ‘Utbah, on the day of the Conquest of
Makkah the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) said: “A person whose back is
turned may not be killed, nor may a wounded man be finished off. And
anyone who closes his door will be safe.”
The ban on killing the weak, or non-combatants such as monks,
women, old men and children, or people who are forced to fight such as
peasants and labourers, is unique to Islam in the history of wars around
the world. Neither before not after the birth of Islam (and this is true even
today) has there been a legal system as compassionate and humane as the
Islamic one. In fact, all other, non Muslim peoples regarded it as a normal
and natural fact of life that wars should allow fighters to kill every class of
the enemy population without exception.
E – Regarding the treatment of captives, it is reported that when
Makkah was conquered the Prophet (PBUH) praised the Emigrants and
Helpers for leaving the captives unharmed. It is also reported that on the
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same occasion the Prophet (PBUH) sent Khalid to the Bani Juzaimah and
he fought them after he had heard them calling the adhan (Prayer call) and
after they had laid down their arms. Then they fell into his power and were
made captives and he said: “Let every man of you kill his captive.” The Banu
Sulaim did this, but the Emigrants and Helpers left their captives unharmed.
News of this reached the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) and he said: “O Allah,
I ask You thrice for absolution from what Khalid has done.” Then he sent
‘Ali (may Allah be pleased with him) and he paid the blood money for the
people wrongfully killed by Khalid. Thus did the Messenger of Allah (PBUH)
praise the Emigrants and Helpers for not having harmed the captives.”1
It is acceptable to ransom Muslim captives for enemy captives being
held by Muslims. According to ‘Imran the son of al Husayn (may Allah be
pleased with both of them), the Prophet (PBUH) ransomed two Muslim
men in exchange for a Polytheist of the Bani ‘Aqil. It is therefore acceptable
for the commander of a detachment to exchange captives for captives if
requested to do so by authorised persons and if his soldiers are happy to
do so. This can apply to male, female and child captives who have not been
officially classed as Muslims.2 The ransoming or captives for captives on
these conditions has become an accepted principle.3
A captive is powerless, cut off from his family and people and in
dire need of help, and spending money to support and assist him is a
praiseworthy act for which a Muslim is rewarded. The Qur’an regards it as
being comparable to providing succour for orphans and the destitute: “And
they feed, for the love of Allah, the destitute, the orphan and the captive.”4
Al Baidhawi says: “A destitute person, an orphan and a captive refers to
captives of the Unbelievers. The [Prophet] (PBUH) would be given a captive;
and he would pass him on to some of the Muslims and say: Treat him well.”
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The Messenger of Allah (PBUH) used to deal with the captives’ affairs
himself. He cared for them and treated them gently; indeed, he was more
prone to mercy than anger, and more prone to forbearance and kindness
than vengeance. According to Ibn Kathir, at the battle of Badr he ordered
his Companions to treat the captives honourably, so at meal times they
gave them preference over themselves, and he forbade them to harm them
in any way and urged them to treat them gently, with the injunction: “Be
sure to treat them well”.
The Muslims considered it acceptable to sell their prisoners of war,
though they disliked selling men except as ransom for Muslim captives.1
F - Another example of Islamic ethics in war is the Muslims’
readiness to agree to a truce if the enemy were prepared to accept it,
provided it was not followed by a violation of rights. The Messenger of
Allah (PBUH) stressed the importance of complying with contractual or
treaty obligations and – as we noted earlier - in verse 61 of Surat al Anfal
the Qur’an states: “And if the [enemy] incline towards peace, do thou
[also] incline towards [peace] and trust in Allah, for He is the One Who
heareth and knoweth [all things]”. Moreover, “the Imam may use his
ijtihad (interpretative judgement) to negotiate a truce to stop fighting for a
time, though it is recommended that this should not be for more than four
months unless this is in the [Muslims’] interest and it is not permitted
[that it should include] a flawed condition that a Muslim should be [forced
to] stay with them, or that a village should be left in their hands while the
Muslims are evacuated from it, or that an exemplary sum should be paid
to them, or that a Muslim woman should be returned, unless for fear of
greater [consequences] than that. If a conditional truce is concluded with
them and [the Imam] senses perfidy on their part, he should repudiate it
and send them a warning. The condition [of the truce] must be adhered
to and hostages must be returned even if they have embraced Islam. No
Muslim should remain in their [possession]; instead, we are obliged to
ransom him and treat him as being in the same class as any captive taken
as spoils of war. The property of the Muslims and the captive should be
1

Imam al Shafi‘i: Al Umm. See above, from p. 490.
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[seen as] the same; and if the Muslims’ property is impracticable, then
his property.”1
According to Ibn Hamam al Hanafi: “If the Imam sees fit to make a
truce with the enemy or a group of them and this is in the Muslims’
interest, then it is acceptable for him to do so on the basis of the Qur’an’s
injunction: ‘And if the [enemy] incline towards peace, do thou [also] incline
towards [peace] and trust in Allah.’ Moreover, in the Year of al Hudaibiyyah
the Messenger of Allah (PBUH) made a truce with the people of Makkah
with the condition that war between him and them should be suspended
for ten years. A truce is a [form of] jihad when it is in the interests of the
Muslims, because it achieves its aim – i.e. to repel evil. The ruling on the
period does not exclude a longer period unless it is not beneficial [for the
Muslims] (since that would constitute an abandonment of jihad in both
manner and meaning).”2
G – Not mutilating the dead. The Messenger of Allah prohibited
mutilation of the dead. ‘Abdullah bin Zaid reported: “The Prophet forbade
looting and mutilation,” while ‘Imran bin al Husayn said: “The Prophet
exhorted us to give alms and forbade us to mutilate [the dead].” Despite
the Polytheists’ mutilation of Hamza, the Messenger’s uncle, at the Battle
of Uhud, he did not abandon this principle; indeed, he threatened the
Muslims in no uncertain terms if they should mutilate the bodies of the
enemy fallen, saying: “The person who will be most severely punished
on the Day of Judgement is a man killed by a prophet, a man who kills a
prophet, a man who leads others astray and a mutilator.” During the era
of the Messenger of Allah there was not a single case reported of Muslims
mutilating any of their enemies.
The same is true of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs. ‘Uqbah bin ‘Amer
al Jahni (may Allah be pleased with him) reported that he presented
Abu Bakr al Siddiq (may Allah be pleased with him) with the head of a
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Byzantine general and Abu Bakr condemned this action. People said to him
(i.e. Abu Bakr): “O Caliph of the Messenger of Allah, they do that to us.” He
replied that such behaviour was unacceptable and more appropriate to the
Time of Ignorance and “forbade us to be like such people”. In forbidding
mutilation, the Messenger stressed that a human being was “just as worthy
of respect after his death as he had been when he was alive.”1
So the Islamic Shariah prohibits the mutilation of an enemy; this
prohibition applies both when he is dead or when he is still alive but
powerless and on the point of death. Harming a person in this condition
is considered to be a barbaric, immoral and inhumane act of vengeance.
Moreover, just as it is unlawful to use part of a living human being for
medicinal purposes (out of respect for him), so too is it impermissible
to use the bones of a dead person for such purposes. In this connection
the Messenger (PBUH) said: “Breaking the bones of a dead person is like
breaking the bones of someone who is alive.2
In recent years international law and international legislators have
ruled that the corpses of people who have been killed in combat must be
buried in recognized locations in order to facilitate their handover and
ensure that they are not abused. This was precisely the practice of the
Noble Messenger (PBUH), who urged his followers to treat the enemy
wounded and allow their families to take possession of their dead and
injured.
H – Refraining from perfidy. As we pointed out earlier, the Messenger
(PBUH) also established another moral precept – refraining from perfidy.
Its purpose is to prevent attacks on the enemy before war is declared and
to give him due warning. The Messenger (PBUH) also observed this rule
during his wars and fulfilled all his obligations towards the enemy. As we
can see from the Truce of al Hudaibiyyah, until the enemy violated them,
he complied with all the conditions that had been agreed upon. The Caliph
‘Umar bin al Khattab, who was totally committed to the teachings of the
Messenger of Allah (PBUH), said: “Good faith is the twin of truthfulness,”
1
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while Buraidah (may Allah be pleased with him) reported a farewell
exhortation from the Prophet (PBUH) to the Muslim military detachments
as: “Attack in the name of Allah [and] in the way of Allah. Fight those who
reject Allah. Attack, but do not act perfidiously, do not commit excesses,
do not mutilate and do not kill a child.” This instruction was not about how
Muslims should behave towards their brother Muslims, but how they should
deal with an enemy that is plotting against them, mobilising its forces
against them and preparing to wage war against them. The Messenger
of Allah regarded this issue as being so important that he totally rejected
anyone who acted treacherously, even if he was a Muslim and the victim
of the perfidy was an Unbeliever. According to one Hadith, he said: “[With
regard to] a person who guarantees a man his safety and then kills him, I
wash my hands of the killer, even if the person who has been killed is an
Unbeliever.”
The Companions attached such importance to good faith that
when ‘Umar bin al Khattab (may Allah be pleased with him) was Caliph
and received news that a mujahid (fighter for the cause of Islam) said
to a Persian fighter: “Do not be afraid,” then killed him, he wrote to the
commander of the army: “I have heard that some of your men were
pursuing an Unbeliever... and [one of them] said to him ‘Do not be afraid’.
Then when he caught up with him he killed him. As Allah is my witness, if I
hear of anyone who does that I shall cut his neck.”
The Prophet (PBUH) declared: “There will be a flag for every perfidious
person of the Day of Judgement, and it will be announced: This is the
perfidy of So-and-so son of So-and-so.” It is also reported that he (PBUH)
said: “On the Day of Judgement every perfidious person will have a flag
identifying him,” and: “Do not kill children or a hired labourer, and do not
kill the occupants of monastic cells.”1
I – Prohibiting unnecessary devastation and destruction. Salih bin
Kisan narrated that when Abu Bakr (may Allah be pleased with him)
sent Yazid bin Abi Sufiyan to Syria and Palestine at the head of a corps
1
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and accompanied him when he set off in order to give him advice, Yazid
was riding and Abu Bakr was walking and Yazid said: “O Caliph of the
Messenger of Allah, either you must ride or I must dismount.” Abu Bakr
replied: You shall not dismount and I shall not ride. I consider the steps I
am taking to be for the sake of Allah. O Yazid! You will enter a country in
which you will be given various kinds of food. Pronounce the name of Allah
over it at the start and praise Him at the conclusion. You will find people
who confine themselves to monastic cells. Leave them alone. And you will
find people on whose heads Satan has taken seats. (He meant priests).
Strike their necks. Do not kill an aged man, a woman or an infant. And do
not destroy a building or cut down a tree unless there is a benefit [from
doing so]. And do not harm an animal unless there is a benefit [from doing
so]. Do not burn down or inundate date palms. Do not act treacherously, do
not mutilate, do not be cowardly and do not commit excesses. ‘That Allah
may test who it is that will – unseen – help Him and His Messengers. For
Allah is Full of Strength, Exalted in Might’1. May Allah be with you, and
peace be with you.”
J – Refraining from spreading mischief and corruption in the land.
Unlike the wars of today, in which non-Muslim fighters aim to annihilate
every aspect of their adversaries’ lives, the Muslims’ wars were not wars of
destruction. On the contrary. The Muslims did everything within their power
to protect and preserve the buildings and means of livelihood wherever
they were, even if they were in the lands of their enemies. This is clearly
reflected in the words of Abu Bakr when he instructed the armies that were
setting off to conquer Syria and Palestine: “Do not spread corruption in
the land...” He also told them: “Do not inundate or burn date palms, and
do not harm an animal or a fruiting tree, and do not demolish a house of
worship...”
These detailed instructions show that the injunction not to “spread
corruption in the land” aimed to disabuse army commanders of the notion
that hostility sanctions malicious and mischievous behaviour, since Islam
rejects corruption and mischief.
1

Surat al Hadid, v. 25.
37

ISLAMIC VALUES AND THE ETHICS OF WAR AND PEACE

‘Umar bin al Khattab (may Allah be pleased with him) added some
further precepts to the rules on the ethics of war which mankind in general
later adopted by general consent. They include “i‘dhar”- explaining the
position clearly to the adversary and the people in general; the adversary
would be called upon to accept Islamic rule and provided with every
opportunity for a full discussion of the arguments for and against, in order
to offer him an additional opportunity to avoid war.

Conclusion
The Messenger of Allah (PBUH) and his Rightly-Guided Caliphs gave
mankind far more than they took. They provided the ground rules for the
implementation of the Islamic Shariah in the way it ought to be applied,
and it doing so they provided the inspiration for several of the provisions
that are enshrined today in laws around the world. Despite this, however,
much of the world considers itself at war with Islam and regards it as a
backward, terrorist system. It holds this view in the face of all the evidence
to the contrary, including the extensive material on Islam written by
Western Orientalists and other scholars which demonstrates that the
Shariah and Islamic Law offer the only true way for ensuring that mankind
can live in peace and security.1
Having looked at some examples of Islamic ethics and magnanimity
in time of war, it would be interesting for us to compare them with the
scorched-earth, destructive behaviour of Islam’s enemies today in their war
against Islam, or even in their wars with each other2. The Messenger of
Islam (PBUH) saw human life as sacrosanct and rejected ill-treatment of
his fellow men in any way, whether by intimidation, assault, imprisonment,
flogging or mutilation, even in the harshest conditions of war, and he
trained his Companions to adopt the same attitude – an attitude embodied
in the Islamic Shariah, which established the humanitarian principles of
ethical warfare long before they were adopted by what is known today as
International Humanitarian Law.
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We should again note here that – centuries before the jurists of
today’s positivist international law appeared on the scene - the early
Muslim fuqaha’ devoted a large part of their writings to the rules of
international relations during peace and war under title headings such as
Kitab al Siyar aw al Jihad, Ahkam al Siyar or Al Siyar. Siyar (the plural of
sirah, which means “a way”) was the term used by Muslim jurists to refer
to the principles of the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims
and the principles governing their relations in peace and war. The Muslim
jurist Mohammed bin al Hasan al Shaibani (132-189 AH/749-804 CE)
was probably the first to compile the rules of siyar in separate volumes,
particularly in his books Al Siyar al Kabir and Al Siyar al Saghir.
Orientalists have established that the West was significantly influenced
by the Arabs’ principles, practices and conventions governing relations
between peoples. They note that the Dutch jurist Grotius – seen by Western
jurists as one of the fathers of International Law - spent time in exile in
Turkey, where he came into contact with the Arab and Islamic world and
became acquainted with their approach to international relations. He was
also influenced by scholars such as Francisco Suarez (born in Granada in
1548 and died in Lisbon in 1617), who in turn were influenced by Muslim
and Arab writers and acquired many of their ideas on the rules and
principles of international relations from them1.
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AL MAWARDI’S VIEW OF
THE BENEVOLENT UPRIGHT
SOCIETY AND THE ISLAMIC
VALUE SYSTEM
Ridwan al Sayyid

I
A society of Believers and its values

A

llah, Glory be to Him, the Most High, defines
the characteristics of a benevolent society
in two surahs (chapters) of the Holy Qur’an
– Al Furqan, verses 62-72 and Al Mu’minun, verses
1-10. Unusually for the Qur’an, which normally
addresses its words to the Messenger (PBUH) or
mankind in general, in these two surahs it speaks to
“‘Ibad al Rahman” (“the True Servants of the Most
Beneficent”) and “al Mu’minin” (“the Believers”). The
ayat (verses) of these two surahs deal with the moral
questions of how Believers should interact and deal
with each other and members of other communities
and faiths, as well as the ethical values and behaviour
that characterise a “believing society” – assuming that
such a society is both upright and “ihtisabi” (hopeful
of recognition and reward from Allah).

Professor of Islamic Studies at the Lebanese University and Editorial Adviser to Al Tafahom.
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When Al Furqan refers to “the True Servants of the Most Beneficent
who walk upon the earth in modesty and gentleness,” this means that they
look at things in a reasoned way and are peaceable and balanced in their
personal conduct and their behaviour towards others, regardless of the way
those others behave towards them. They have a similar attitude towards
money and wealth and are: “neither extravagant nor niggardly”. They do
not commit forbidden acts – particularly murder and adultery – nor do
they bear false witness. They eschew frivolity, while the life they live straightforward, open and lawful – is family-orientated and seeks to ensure
that their children will grow up to become upright and virtuous1.
In Al Mu’minun, chastity and sexual restraint come immediately after
Salat (the congregational Prayer) and are followed by “being faithful to
trusts and pledges” when dealing with people. The two surahs also refer
to the obligations directly related to the act of worship since these lead to
the virtuous behaviour mentioned in the verses.2 While all these qualities
and actions are designed to please Allah, they also show that a “believing
society” is based upon a value-oriented, ihtisabi philosophy inspired by two
core elements – faith and good deeds – in which the first (faith) leads on to
the second (good deeds).3
The qualities referred to in the two surahs do not suggest that good
deeds and faith are causally connected in a purely mechanical sense, but
rather that they are driven by a set of values that link (if “link” is the right
word) belief with action. In some of our previous studies we have shown
that these values are: equality, mercy, dignity, justice, ta‘aruf (“getting to
know each other”) and the public interest.4
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This value system provided early Islamic societies with their basis
for “interacting” with the Qur’an and its ethical principles. This is
demonstrated by the fact that faith and qadar (destiny) 1 were the two
questions that preoccupied the early mutakallimun (theologians). While
the fuqaha’ (jurists) were concerned with the terms, conditions and
procedures that determined how virtuous actions were to be performed,
their theologian counterparts regarded the question of qadar as the key to
understanding the relationship between Allah and mankind’s freedom to
embark on this or that course of action. We can conclude from this that
faith leading to good deeds is associated with “values which guide the
Believer along the right path”, as well as freedom of thought and action.
The Mu‘tazilites – Islam’s oldest theological school – called
themselves “Ahl al ‘Adl wa’l Tawhid” (usually translated as “the People of
Justice and Monotheism”). In this context, “tawhid” (“oneness”) means the
Divine Essence as an Essence free from all anthropomorphic attributes,
while “‘adl”(“justice”) is a term designed primarily to reflect their view of
Allah, rather than man’s freedom of action (or lack of it). That is to say, if
man is responsible for his actions, he should be an independent agent in
his performance of them; otherwise, if Allah is the creator of such actions,
or if al qadha wa’l qadar (Divine Will and Decree) is understood in the
conventional, generally recognized sense, it would be “unjust” for a person
to receive punishment for a sin, or a reward for a good deed or an act of
repentance.
The Mu‘tazilite school was defined by five principles: tawhid, ‘adl,
al manzilah baina’l manzilatain (“status between two statuses”), al wa‘d
wa’l wa‘id (promise of rewards and retribution) and al amr bi’l ma‘ruf
wa’l nahiy ‘ani’l munkar (enjoining what is good and forbidding what is
evil).2 Thus ‘adl comes directly after tawhid as a value in early Mu‘tazilite
thought – a “thought system” which may best be described as “creedal”,
or “theological/ethical”. Their outlook was in many respects similar to that
of the Christians they had come across in the Levant and Iraq; however, all
1
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their supporting evidence was taken from the Qur’an, though at times this
entailed somewhat far-fetched interpretations of the Qur’anic text.
The Mu‘tazilites flourished during the first quarter of the third century
AH – a time when their leading scholars were allied with the ‘Abbasid
authorities. Many of them were familiar with translations of foreign
philosophical works and this led them to examine concepts such as beauty
and ugliness, in the sense that they are applied to objects and actions. In
other words, their intellectual investigations included defining the functions
of the human mind and man’s efforts to come to grips with the question of
value and meaning rather than merely actions and behaviour per se. The
more cerebral and learned among them – such as Thumamah bin Ashras
and al Jahidh – wrote sarcastic epistles about the views of the traditionalist
fuqaha’, whom they referred to as “al Nabita” (“the Germinators”) and
accused of anthropomorphism. For their part, the traditionalist fuqaha’, who
called themselves “Ahl al Sunnah wa As-hab al Hadith” (“the People of the
Sunnah and Hadith”), ridiculed Mohammed bin ‘Abdul Malik al Zayyat, the
Vizier of al Wathiq and al Mutawakkil, who used to torture his opponents in
a bread oven and – if they begged him for mercy – would reply mockingly
and disdainfully: “No mercy, because mercy is [a sign of a] weak nature.”
Then when his master put him in the bread oven and he cried out for mercy,
the traditionalist fuqaha’ threw his words back at him, saying: “How can you
ask for mercy when mercy is [a sign of] a weak nature?”1
While it is possible that nothing of that kind actually occurred, it is
interesting to note here that the value of ‘adl (justice) was as central to the
Mu‘tazilites’ theological position as the value of mercy was to the As-hab
al Hadith. This was a time when open debate was still taking place on the
subject of anthropomorphism, or the nature of Allah and man’s relationship
with Him and, while the As-hab al Hadith disapproved of theology and its
practitioners, a movement had begun to appear that used the theological
approach as a methodological weapon against the Mu‘tazilites and
philosophers; however, it was based on a different set of assumptions
1
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which saw the Divine Attributes – particularly the value of mercy – as being
at the heart of the old/new system. Theological historians list the leaders
of this trend as being al Muhasibi (d. 243 AH), al Qattan and Ibn Kullab,
who based their opposition to the concept of the “createdness” of Qur’an
on a literal interpretation of the Qur’anic text. They also maintained that
Allah, Glory be to Him, the Most High, is Just and treats nobody unjustly.
He has “prescribed mercy for Himself” and has established the basis of
man’s relationship with Him as being one of care, goodness and kindness
rather than justice – though in their view justice was implicit as an aspect
of ihsan (beneficence) and mercy.
Around a hundred years later Abu’l Hasan al Ash‘ari (d. 324 AH) took
the bold step of disassociating himself from the Mu‘tazilites and devising
an alternative theology and value system – a theology of “care, mercy and
goodness”. Human deeds – which al Ash‘ari termed “kasb” (“earning”)
were a major problem for the followers of the new system, which gradually
came to represent the mainstream Sunni theological position.
Al Ash‘ari argued that all creation belongs to Allah, including human
deeds, and a person “earns” (“yaksib”) his deeds rather than “creating”
them. He is not held to account for the deed itself, but for his choice to
perform or not to perform it. Responsibility is incurred for the “earning”
which results from his intention or choice.
The considerations leading to this abstruse argument include the view
that qadar is a “part of belief”, and that all creation is solely in the hands
of Allah: “To create and decree is in His hands”.1 This proposition failed
to convince many theologians until al Baqillani (d. 403 AH) appeared on
the scene and perfected the system’s theoretical basis, including the
hypothesis that value judgements (beauty and ugliness) are Divinely
inspired, not rational; values are absolute, while deeds are relative in the
sense that they are judged rationally as being either good or bad, and if
they lead to reward or punishment, they are in the Shariah category.2
1

Al Ash‘ari: Maqalat al Islamiyin, ed. Hellmut Ritter, Istanbul, 1929, pp. 111-112, 216-221 and 312-318,
and Badawi: Madhahib al Islamiyin (see above), pp. 555-563.

2

Abdul Rahman Badawi: Madhahib al Islamiyin (see above), pp. 615-618 and 625-627.
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While al Ash‘ari’s “kasb” has continued to be controversial, the Ash‘ari
school in general has been the dominant one since the 6th century AH.
So three centuries of disputes over how to understand the Qur’anic text
led to the emergence of two theological positions: the lahut al tanzih wa’l
‘adl (theology which sees “anti-anthropomorphism” and justice as central)
and lahut al ‘inayah wa’l rahmah wa’l fadhl (theology which sees care,
mercy and goodness as central). Both positions saw Allah as the Creator,
but the Mu‘tazilites and philosophers regarded Him as being “abstract and
detached”, while the Ash‘arites saw Him as constantly engaged with His
creation and as a Dispenser of Care and Mercy.
After Abu Hanifah (d. 150 AH) fiqh (jurisprudence) ceased to have any
real relationship with theology or theologians. Though Abu Hanifah himself
was interested in theology and politics, he classed the two disciplines
as being separate branches of science: al fiqh al akbar (greater fiqh) –
i.e. ‘ilm al kalam (theology) or usul al din (principles of religion), and
al fiqh al asghar (lesser fiqh) – i.e. fiqh al furu‘ (branches of fiqh), which
is concerned with the way people worship and how they deal with each
other ; that is to say, whether their actions are halal (permissible), haram
(prohibited) or mula’im (appropriate).
While the theologian’s focus was on the validity (or otherwise) of a
person’s beliefs, the faqih’s concern was to ensure that people worshipped
and behaved in a right and proper way; in other words, his function was
to teach the people their religion, while helping to smooth their path
through life and look after their interests in this world. Hence the faqih’s
job was essentially a moral one that aimed to serve people’s interests in
their worldly lives and in the life to come. On the other hand, before the
5th century AH the fuqaha’– with the exception of al Hakim al Tirmidhi (d.
290 AH) - showed little interest in speculating about ijtihad (interpretative
judgement) on personal and public interests, nor did they care about
producing comprehensive fiqh systems in writing. However, we find that
during the 5th century AH certain Sufis and Hanbali and Shafi‘i fuqaha’
attempted to do precisely this. They included Abu’l Hasan al Mawardi (d.
450 AH), Abu Ya‘la al Hanbali (d. 458 AH), Imam al Haramain al Juwaini
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al Shafi‘i (d. 478 AH) and al Ghazali al Shafi‘i (d. 505 AH), as well as
al Raghib al Asfahani (d. 502 AH), who followed a somewhat different
creedal and fiqh path. Some fiqh historians – such as Ibn al Salah –
maintain that al Mawardi’s views and values can be ascribed to the fact
that he had Mu‘tazilite tendencies 1. However, it is interesting to note
that in his book Kitab Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (Ethics of Worldly Life and
Religion) he attempted to reconcile the “justice” and “mercy” theologies
and discussed the “value and benevolence principles” which he regarded
as essential conditions for “proper worldly order”. In his view there were six
of these: an established religion, a powerful Sultan, universal justice, law
and order, prosperity and hope.

II
Al Mawardi and the “benevolent society”
When al Mawardi (d. 450 AH) was writing his book – Adab al Dunya
wa’l Din - on the benevolent society in Islam in the 420s AH,2 the various
schools of theology, fiqh and philosophy were already more or less
established. The theologians were either Mu‘tazilite, Ash‘ari or Zaidi, the
philosophers were Aristotelians or Platonists and the fuqaha’ were Hanafis,
Shafi‘is, Malikis or Hanbalis. During this period a degree of overlap and
interpenetration between the different cultures, attitudes and strands of
thought had produced a number of common features which provided the
basis for what came to be generally regarded as “Islamic culture”.
Since the theologians were no longer debating questions like
anthropomorphism and human deeds, and – due to the influence of the
philosophers - had instead become preoccupied with issues such as
jawhar (“essence”), ‘aradh (“accident”) and tawlid (“bringing into being”),
debate on ethics had become more of a specialist philosophical topic,
1

Ibn al Salah: Tabaqat al Shafi‘iyyah, Dar al Kutub al ‘Ilmiyyah, Beirut, 1998, pp. 111-113.

2

I have been researching al Mawardi since the late 1970s and I have published three of his books.
See my Introduction to his Qawanin al Wizarah wa Siyasat al Mulk, Markaz Ibn al Azraq li Dirasati’l
Turathi’l Siyasi, Beirut, 2011, pp. 133-139, and my Introduction to his Tas-hil al Nadhar wa Ta‘jil
al Dhafar, Markaz Ibn al Azraq li Dirasati’l Turathi’l Siyasi, Beirut, 2011, pp. 11-95.
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though ethics and morality were also being considered in a somewhat
“fragmented” manner by certain leading Sufis. It was because of these
factors that al Mawardi’s engagement with values and ethics is such a
significant contribution to Islamic philosophy.
He is also significant for his work on constitutional jurisprudence in his
book Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah (Rules of Governance).
Writing in the 3 rd century AH Ibn Abi’l Dunya wrote extensively
about the ethics of asceticism, while in the 4 th century AH al ‘Ameri,
Miskawaih and Yahya bin ‘Udai wrote about ethical philosophy. The only
works on Islamic ethical philosophy we are aware of from al Mawardi’s
time areal Raghib al Asfahani’s Tafsil al Nash’atain and Al Dhari‘ah ila
Makarimi’l Shari‘ah. The two men had much in common and looked to
the Qur’an for their source material. However, al Raghib was particularly
interested in philosophical culture- a field in which he was well versed
– while al Mawardi drew more of his inspiration from the Arab literary
heritage and traditional aphorisms. One significant difference between
them and the philosophers is that, while the latter studied ethics with
the aim of achieving a “happy society”, al Raghib and al Mawardi
sought to describe the characteristics of a society that is benevolent and
upright.1
Al Mawardi divided his book2 into five chapters: “Virtue of the Intellect
and Censure of Immoral Desires”, “Ethics of Knowledge”, “Ethics of
Religion”, “Ethics of Worldly Life” and “Ethics of the Psyche” – a system of
division which is clearly inspired by earlier books on ethical philosophy
(particularly the chapters on the intellect and the psyche). However, he
gave greater prominence to the Qur’an and other Islamic sources and gave
pride of place to the chapters on religion and worldly life.
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See Majid Fakhri: Al Fikr al Akhlaqi al ‘Arabi, 1-2, al Dar al ‘Ilmiyyah, Beirut, 1978, and Mohammed
‘Abid al Jaberi: Al ‘Aql al Akhlaqi al ‘Arabi, Markaz Dirasat al Wahdah al ‘Arabiyyah, Beirut, 2001.
Both these books contain material about the ethics of al Mawardi, his contemporaries and his
predecessors.

2

Abu’l Hasan al Mawardi al Basri: Kitab Adab al Dunya wa’l Din, al Matba‘ah al Amiriyyah, Cairo,
1915. There is also a better version of the book edited by Mustafa al Saqqa, Cairo, 1954, but it was
not in my possession when I began writing this article.
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These were not the only chapters that signalled a difference between
al Mawardi and the philosophers. Unlike the latter group, in his chapter
on the ethics of knowledge he did not classify knowledge under separate
headings such as religious, evidence-based, mathematical, etc. For him,
knowledge was Islamic knowledge, even though he approached it as a
cognitive and behavioural discipline rather than in a fiqh sense - in other
words, as knowledge which affects behaviour or acquires the potential to
affect it. His approach was thus less far-reaching in its implications than
the Sufi one.
In al Mawardi’s view, there are two classes of intellect – matbu‘ and
masmu‘. Matbu‘ was the term he used to describe instinctive or “natural”
knowledge, while masmu‘ applied to knowledge acquired through
experience. While al Muhasibi (d. 243 AH) maintained the intellect is an
instinct that grows in strength through experience (a view designed as a
response to the philosophers who considered the intellect to be a “specific
essence” 1), al Mawardi favoured the approach of the theologians and
fuqaha’ who categorised the intellect as separate classes. At the same
time, however, he sided to some extent with the philosophers in his interest
in al ‘aql al nadhari (the “theoretical intellect”) which he saw as a blend of
the instinctive and the acquired.
In one sense he could be described as being “ahead” of the fuqaha’
and theologians, since he discussed the question of whether or not the
intellect preceded the Shariah or vice versa. In his view the intellect came
first in matters relating to the Oneness of the Creator and cosmological
perception, while the status of the Shariah was established by numerous
references in the Qur’an to the use of reason. Indeed, a careful analysis will
show that the Holy Qur’an progresses from fitrah– i.e. instinctive knowledge
- (a possible synonym for intellectual perspicacity?) to issues relating to the
“practical intellect”.
1

Al Muhasibi: Al ‘Aql wa Fihm al Qur’an, published by Husain al Qawatli, Dar al Fikr, Beirut, 1971.
Compare with my article: Baina’l Tanzil wa’l Ta’wil: Manhaj al Harith al Muhasibi fi Risalataih:
(Ma’iyyat) al ‘Aql wa Fihm al Qur’an, at the Rabitah al Mohammediyah li’l ‘Ulama Conference in
Rabat, Morocco, 2010; published by Dar Madarik li’l Nashr, Beirut, 2011, pp. 11-18. Compare also
with Ridwan al Sayyid: Al Ummah wa’l Jama‘ah wa’l Sultah, Beirut, Dar Jadawil li’l Nashr, 2011,
pp. 181-200.
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The intellect’s ability to perceive and understand is dealt with in the
chapter on knowledge. However, no trace of this “philosophical or quasiphilosophical culture” can be seen in the chapter on immoral desires - a
question he tackles from a strictly “Arab” standpoint in which he sees such
desires as being the psychological opposites of the intellect – a view that
takes him back to the “practical intellect”.
Al Mawardi’s complex dialectic returns to occupy centre-stage
when the question of the intellect reappears not only in the chapter
on knowledge (as we pointed out earlier), but also in the chapter on the
ethics of religion. As we have shown, his view of knowledge was completely
different from that of the philosophers; indeed, it was even different from
al Raghib al Asfahani’s.1
In the chapter on the ethics of religion two things stand out in
particular. The first is the close relationship (in al Mawardi’s view) between
religion, the intellect and knowledge, and the second is the simplicity of
his style when explaining the “reasons” – or maqasid (objectives) – for
acts of worship, including why Salat (statutory Prayer) takes precedence
over zakat, zakat over fasting and fasting over the Hajj. We find a similar
approach in al Hakim al Tirmidhi’s books on the maqasid – or “secrets” - of
Salat and the “secrets” of the Hajj. However, al Mawardi treats the chapters
on the intellect, knowledge and religion as preambles to his other two
chapters – the ethics of worldly life and the ethics of the psyche. In Ethics
of the Psyche – the longest chapter in the book – he focuses particularly on
two topics: morality and how the psyche can “acquire” it, and the ethics
- or etiquette - of conventions and accepted practices and how they are
learnt. As is the case with all the other chapters of the book, he draws
on 3rd and 4th century AH source material on the different classes of the
psyche and morality. However, with a few exceptions the substance of
these two chapters is Arab and Islamic, or at least Islamised. For example
1
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Al Raghib al Asfahani wrote numerous books, four of which are well-known to us in modern
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(and unlike al Raghib al Asfahani), while he mentions the dispositions
of the psyche according to Aristotle’s classification of choleric, sensual,
virtuous and vicious, he does not draw any major or striking conclusions
from them. 1 Instead, he focuses rather on what we might call “social
morality” based on a sound fitrah enhanced by moral principles acquired
though practical experience.
Let us now return to al Mawardi’s concept of a benevolent society. Like
his book Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah it represented a new departure, since
nothing like it had ever been written before. In his view the well-being of
the world should be considered from two angles:2 firstly, the management
of its affairs in a collective context and, secondly, the well-being of every
individual in it, “since these are two aspects, neither one of which can be
sound and proper without the other.” The chapter on the ethics of worldly
life (or social ethics) deals with the first angle – that is to say, the regulation
of affairs on a collective, or communal, basis, while the second is dealt
with in the chapter on the ethics of the psyche.3
According to al Mawardi, apart from some possible subsidiary factors
there are six basic elements that make for a decent worldly life. They are
(as we noted earlier): an established religion, a powerful Sultan, universal
justice, law and order, prosperity and hope.
On the first element4– “established religion” – al Mawardi states that
religion is a universal moral system that turns people away from lusts,
enables hearts to hold in check their improper desires and controls and
monitors the conscience and the psyche. Only religion is capable of doing
this, and people can only live upright and decent lives if they are guided
by it. Hence religion provides the strongest and most effective foundation
for a sound and properly regulated world order, and that is why – from
1

Al Mawardi was at his most Aristotelian in the first part of his book Tas-hil al Nadhar wa Ta‘jil
al Dhafar (see above), ed. Ridwan al Sayyid, pp. 127-166. Al Raghib, al Mawardi, al Ghazali and
(numerous other thinkers), were strongly influenced by Aristotle’s Ethics and Galen’s Ethics,
particularly their studies on the psyche and psyche-based ethics and personality traits.

2

Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), p. 112.

3

Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), from p. 204.

4

Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), pp. 113-114.
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the moment He created men as rational beings – Allah has imposed the
obligation upon them to follow the Shariah and embrace a faith that will
lead them to accept His Decree and submit to His Command.
Al Mawardi explains that religion is an all-embracing system of values
and ethics which is imposed from within the individual rather than from
an outside force. A person’s religious discipline comes from within him
because he has submitted to the Divine Originator of all things as the
ultimate Higher Power. Religion, in al Mawardi’s view, imposes discipline
over the mind as well as on outward behaviour and refines the lower
aspects of the human psyche, and in doing so it leads man to truth,
harmony and a sense of mental peace and security.
Al Mawardi uses the terms intidham (order) salamah (soundness/
security/well-being) and salah (probity) to describe the way religion exerts
its power over man’s humanity by subjecting him to its commands and
prohibitions. Thus religion produces an upright and benevolent society in
two ways: by reconciling the minds of its members and providing them with
mental discipline, and by “enjoining what is good” in a positive way, with
the result that people – individually as well as collectively – are induced to
perform good deeds. A human being finds discipline from religious values,
while human society embraces the Shariah so that the Shariah becomes
ingrained in its general behaviour, just as it becomes ingrained in the
thoughts and actions of each of its individual members.
So the first element – “established religion” – produces an upright
society or – in al Mawardi’s words – “salah hal al dunya” (“decent worldly
life”).
Al Mawardi then proceeds to consider the question that he examines
in the chapter on the intellect – that is to say, which came first: religion or
the intellect? He writes: “Scholars differ over the intellect and the Shariah.
Did they both appear at the same time, or did the intellect come first, to
be followed by the Shariah? Some say that the intellect and the Shariah
appeared at the same time, with neither preceding the other, while others
say that the intellect came first and was then followed by the Shariah, since
the Shariah can only be understood properly by a fully formed intellect.
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Allah the Most High says: ‘Does Man think he will be left to wander
aimlessly?’ This could not occur unless his intellect is fully formed.”
We should perhaps note here that it was al Mawardi’s philosophical
and theological background that led him to consider this question. In Arab
culture the intellect (‘aql ) is the opposite of passion/caprice (hawa) and
suppresses it; however, we can see from the above that al Mawardi saw
religion as the means for controlling passions and desires, though without
suppressing them – suppression being a tool used by the social and
political authorities.
The problem of the “Arab heritage” was not the only issue al Mawardi
had to contend with. According to the philosophical tradition, a person’s
intellect is an independent agent which directs his actions, while religion
is a tool of the intellect that is used in order to control and discipline a
person’s morals and behaviour.
Theologians see this concept as an aspect of the “beautiful and ugly”
– or “good and bad” - question: that is, who has the authority to determine
whether an idea or an action is good or bad? The Mu‘tazilites assigned
this authority to the intellect, while the Ash‘aris regarded it as the province
of the Shariah, while latter-day Ash‘aris draw a distinction between
religious actions (or actions leading to rewards or punishments) and other
actions that entail no such consequences. Actions leading to rewards and
punishments are subject to the Shariah, while the goodness or badness of
“permissible” – or “morally neutral” - actions is determined by the intellect.
We can see from this that al Mawardi ‘s approach to the subject
differed from that of the fuqaha’ and the Ash‘ari theologians, who
maintained that religion preceded the intellect – at least in the latter’s
practical, “managerial” sense. Al Muhasibi (d. 243 AH) – who also saw
the intellect as having a “managerial” function – solved the problem by
considering the intellect as an instinct or a “human impulse” and came up
with a concept that amalgamated the Shariah with a “collective intellect”
and offered the notion of “al ‘aql ‘ani’llah” (intellect from Allah)1 - meaning
1

Al ‘Aql wa Fihm al Qur’an (see above), pp. 201-202.
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that the group (or community) that embraces religion and determines its
values and behaviour devotes itself in its entirety to the Creator in such a
way that no distinction can be made between the intellect and the religion,
with neither taking precedence over the other.
It was perhaps this position that al Mawardi was referring to when
describing the scholarly view we quoted above -. i.e.: “Some say that
the intellect and the Shariah appeared at the same time, with neither
preceding the other.” Although he does not express his own personal
opinion on the question, his conclusions suggest he was inclined to
believe that the intellect came first, since he interprets the Qur’anic
verse: “Does man think he will be left to wander aimlessly?” as
meaning that religion only exists when the intellect is fully formed,
since the Shariah can only be properly understood by a fully formed
intellect.
If we take this verse at face value it would seem to indicate the
opposite - that is, that the Creator has never ceased to take care of man
from the moment he was first created, and will never cease to do so – since
religion has been ingrained in man from the very start.
Al Mawardi then proposes that there is a functional distinction
between religion and the intellect, and quotes “some sages” as saying:
“Ethics are of two kinds: Shariah ethics and political ethics. Shariah
ethics entail the performance of fardh (religious obligation), while
political ethics develop and civilize the earth.” Religion’s function
is concerned with imposing obligations, exercising discipline and
performing acts of worship, while the intellect (expressed in this context
as “politics”) is concerned with the practical and “managerial” aspects
of developing and civilizing the earth. These two functions are combined
in the value of “’adl”, or “justice”, since “both – religion and the intellect
- are dependent upon justice, which requires ‘salamat al Sultan wa
‘imarat al buldan’ – ‘a sound, virtuous Sultan and the development and
civilizing of countries’; moreover, a person who fails to perform a fardh is
being unjust to himself, while a person who wreaks havoc upon the earth
is being unjust to others.”
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Without coming to any decisive conclusion (perhaps deliberately),
al Mawardi then moves on to the second element1 of a decent worldly life
and a benevolent society –a powerful Sultan who “tames every passion
and whim with the awe he inspires, while under his power sundered hearts
come together, mutually battling hands are restrained by his authority and
mutually hostile spirits are suppressed through fear of him...” This element
is necessary because “it is in people’s nature to tussle over the things
they want and try to subjugate those who oppose them, unless they are
restrained by deterrent force...”
Al Mawardi then proceeds to extol the role of the ruling authority in
exerting its power by ascribing traditional attributes to it such as “the
Shadow of Allah upon Earth”, or asserting that Allah curbs excesses
through the Sultan more than he does with the Qur’an, and that a despotic
Imam is better than sedition and chaos. Finally, he says: “The Sultan is
himself the Imam who is to be obeyed, and the Faith is legitimately
established through his actions; if he acts unjustly, none of his subjects
will act justly, while if he acts justly, no-one will dare to act unjustly...”
Hence the ruling authority’s role in human society may be described as
a “Hobbesian” one (a term derived from the English philosopher Thomas
Hobbes), though al Mawardi refers to it in stronger terms: according to him,
al Sultan al qahir (a powerful Sultan) compels sundered hearts to come
together, restrains those hands that have a tendency to commit excesses
and holds back those mutually hostile spirits from fighting each other.
Hobbes describes the ruler’s function as being to prevent civil strife which
destroys human society.
According to the Greek theory of the origins of society and the state,
people come together to complement each other in satisfying their basic
needs, which are food, clothing and shelter. To sustain this collective
relationship there must be a ruling authority which restrains them
from behaving in a hostile manner towards each other and engaging
in impulsive actions. Philosophers speak of a “law” which the Sultan
imposes on society on the understanding that everyone will accept it
1

Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), pp. 114-119.
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and comply with it; at the same time, he takes steps to unite the people
around him on the basis of the “established religion” we referred to
earlier.1
Al Mawardi comes to a similar conclusion in his book on the ethics
of kings and the politics of governance – Tas-hil al Nadhar wa Ta‘jil
al Dhafar fi Akhlaq al Malik wa Siyasati’l Mulk – though he assigns
the ruling authority even greater powers. In his view the ruler does
not only protect man from himself and others; it is also his function
to safeguard and uphold the Faith. In Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah he
defines the two main responsibilities of the Imamate (i.e. the ruling
authority) as being to uphold the Faith and administer the affairs
of worldly life. He maintains that – in addition to his basic role of
protecting the interests of society and its members - the Sultan also
plays an important part in “safeguarding the Faith, protecting it...
and repelling and restraining apostates...and those who would seek to
change or corrupt it.” Religion only loses its authority if those in power
change it or try to reduce its influence. On the other hand, if the ruling
authority attaches due importance to the Faith, the Faith will also be
an important means of support for the ruling authority, which must be
fully committed to upholding it. Only if the ruling authority does so will
the people recognize its legitimacy and willingly obey its commands. A
ruler without a religion will be a “Sultan of repression and a corrupter
of the age...what is needed is an Imam who will be the Sultan of the
age and the leader of the Ummah (Islamic Nation/Community), so that
the Faith will be safeguarded through his authority and the government
will be guided by the established practices and rules of the Faith.” In
this instance al Mawardi was paraphrasing Ardeshir’s axiom: “Religion
is the foundation and the ruler is the guardian. What has no foundation
is doomed to destruction, and what has no guardian is lost.” He also
quotes this couplet of poetry which he claimed was composed by
‘Abdullah bin al Mu‘tazz:
1
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“Al mulku bi’l dini yabqa Wa’l dinu bi’l mulki yaqwa” (“Kingly power is
maintained by religion And religion is strengthened by kingly power”)
Al Mawardi was greatly preoccupied with the question of the “necessity
of government” and whether that necessity is based on the intellect or the
Shariah. He cites the differences of opinion among scholars on this subject,
some of whom assert that the “necessity of government” is based upon
the intellect, since it serves an overwhelming social interest, while others
say that it is based upon the Shariah because it serves religious ends.
In Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah1 al Mawardi is inclined to the view that the
necessity of government is based upon both the intellect and the Shariah.
On the basis of society’s need for a government and a ruler, al Mawardi
also tackles two other issues: government unity and the functions of
government. Of the former he observed that it was the opinion of the
scholars that there should be one single Imam because only then could the
Ummah and the land remain united. However, it would be permissible for
two Imams to be appointed if the regions of the state were widely dispersed
and there was fear of anarchy. This is a question he discusses at length in
Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah.
On the functions of government, al Mawardi says that these are
basically seven in number:
(1) To safeguard the Faith and preserve it from change,
(2) To protect the Ummah from enemies of the Faith and those who
seek to threaten lives or property,
(3) To develop the land and make it prosper by improving it and
safeguarding its interests,
(4) To rule justly and give fair decisions,
(5) To handle the assets in its charge in accordance with established
religious practice without acting wrongly in the taking and
disbursing of them,
1

Al Mawardi: Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah wa’l Wilayat al Diniyyah, ed. Mohammed Jassem al Hadithi,
Baghdad, 2000, pp. 126-127.
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(6) To impose hudud (mandated Shariah punuishments) on those who
are liable for them without being either too harsh or too lenient,
(7) I n choosing those who will act on its behalf, it should ensure
that they are competent and trustworthy in managing the affairs
entrusted to them.
In Al Ahkam al Sultaniyyah al Mawardi assigns ten functions to
the Imam rather than seven. They include such areas as finance,
administration, justice, domestic and external security, and safeguarding
the Faith and ensuring that it remains true to its established practices and
traditions.1
The third of these functions 2 comprises “universal justice which
calls for harmony and induces obedience, and by means of which the
land is made to prosper and wealth is made to grow”. Justice is one of
the cornerstones of the world, “without which there can be neither order
nor probity.” Al Mawardi expatiates at length on the question of justice.
He discusses the judicial system and the need to protect it from noninterference, since to act otherwise would be to interfere with the Shariah.
Then he describes how individuals exercise justice towards themselves,
their families, their Sultan and their peers: “And you will only find
corruption if it is a result of a departure from the path of justice to that
which is not justice.”
The fourth element 3 of a benevolent, upright society manifests
itself through “law and order that creates a sense of mental peace and
security which reassures the innocent and brings comfort to the weak”.
In al Mawardi’s view justice requires three things: a just judiciary, a
just Sultan, and sufficient material resources. The first two require no
explanation, while the third may be understood to mean that it is the
ruling authority and the judiciary who are capable of ensuring stability and
security; this in turn creates a sense of ease and confidence in which there
are ample material resources and agriculture and trade flourish.
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3

Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), pp. 122-124.
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While al Mawardi regarded ample material resources and a
comfortable life for the community as being conducive to security and
confidence, he also classed the fifth and sixth elements – prosperity and
hope - as being fundamental to people’s “sufficiency and optimism [about
the future]”. As he explains in his book Tas-hil al Nadhar,1 prosperity
- which he calls “khisb al dar” (“abundance of the homeland”) - occurs
for natural reasons such as a felicitous choice of location for establishing
the city/homeland, which takes into account the desirability of links to
rivers, seas and trade routes. In addition to this, there are also social and
political factors, including the way people interact with each other, how
their ruler deals with them, his welfare and development policies, his
subjects’ rights, the independence of the judiciary, and the avoidance of
war and conflicts unless they are genuinely necessary for defence and
security. Development – which al Mawardi calls the “growth of agriculture
and industry” – can only succeed if the right natural, social and political
conditions exist. Although the ruling authority has a major role to play in
all this, society too can be an important contributor when its members
deal with each other in a transparent and flexible manner, its artisans
carry out their duties diligently and honestly and all sections of the
community work together to safeguard the security which is so essential
for prosperity.
The sixth element2 - hope – is perhaps one of the more unexpected
elements to be listed by al Mawardi. In his view, justice, security and
development create prospects for a better and brighter future that will
continue to thrive after the present generation have gone – material
examples of this being houses, businesses and agricultural enterprises
that will outlive their owners. Without the hope these prospects bring, every
generation would be forced to start again from scratch and wealth would
never grow.
What al Mawardi is talking about here is a “moral culture of
confidence” resulting from good relations between the people and
their religion, their ruler and their natural, industrial and agricultural
1

Tas-hil al Nadhar wa Ta‘jil al Dhafar (see above), pp. 256-263.

2

Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), p. 125.
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environment. This confidence creates a new work ethic which builds for the
future. Rather than cursing the past, it builds upon it just as the past built
upon the achievements of former generations.
Al Mawardi’s view was that it is these six elements that “create a better
world and regulate its affairs in general. If they are fulfilled, all well-being
will be complete.”1
What he sought was the establishment of a “society of trust” founded
upon the True Faith, a just government, security and stability, development
and thought for the future. He believed that such a society would be a
society of benevolence, mercy and probity.

1
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Adab al Dunya wa’l Din (see above), pp. 125-126.

HOW CAN RELIGIONS
CONTRIBUTE TO WORLD
PEACE?
Emile Amin

O

n 21st September every year the United Nations
celebrates the International Day of Peace (also
known as World Peace Day) with an appeal
for ceasefires in combat zones and an end to violence
around the world. The idea was first adopted by the UN
General Assembly in 1981 to instil the ideal of peace in
the hearts and minds of all nations and peoples.
According to the original UN text launching the
International Year of Peace and International Day of
Peace 1, peace between states and peoples is one of
the main goals the Organisation was set up to achieve
under its Charter. The same goal is reiterated in the
preamble to the constitution of the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO), which states that “since wars begin in
the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the
defences of peace must be constructed”.
1

International Year of Peace and International Day of Peace. http://www.
un.org/ar/events/peaceday/2010/sgmessages.shtml

Writer and researcher from Egypt.
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As long as peace depends solely upon political and economic
agreements between governments, the peoples of the world will never be
able to come together and take firm and effective steps to establish it on a
permanent basis. Yet the only way it can really be achieved and guaranteed
to succeed is through intellectual and moral solidarity and a genuine
commitment from the whole of mankind.
One can conclude from the UN’s appeal for an end to armed conflict
that there is a global desire for true peace upon earth to prevail, rather
than for mere words that lead to nothing. Perhaps people in the late 20 th
and early 21stcenturies have learnt enough lessons from two world wars
to reject the machinations of those who would seek to undermine world
peace and ignite the fires of war whatever the consequences. If this is the
case, it could result in peaceful dialogue, good-neighbourly relations and a
rejection of violence and, while this may sound like an attempt to create a
Utopian dream, the very attempt itself could have the potential to change
the face of the earth for the better.
Unfortunately, as a concept peace is nothing like as simple as it may
seem. For example, can the entire world agree on a single view of world
peace? Are there values and principles shared by all the member states
that can be accepted as standards or yardsticks for judging the issues that
lead to disputes between states?
Then there is the vital question: “Can world peace really be achieved at
all in a human society that has never been a stranger to conflict throughout
its entire existence?”
If it is not possible to achieve it “one hundred per cent”, then what
would the next best thing be – i.e. what would be the options that could
take us closest to that dream?
In this paper we intend to examine whether religions can have a part
to play in showing us the way.
Our focus will be on the three monotheistic religions – Islam,
Christianity and Judaism – yet at the same time we shall not ignore that
half of the globe (or more) whose inhabitants do not follow any of the
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Abrahamic faiths. However, a full analysis of all the world’s religions is
outside the scope of our present investigation, though we may return to the
subject in greater detail in a separate article.
Before we try to give detailed answers to the question, we need to
examine the common ground shared by Islam, Christianity and Judaism in
their approaches to peace.

How can we define peace and what is the main value it represents?
We can define peace as an absence of war and violence, in which a
climate of serenity, confidence and tranquillity prevails as opposed to
fear, anxiety and unrest. Peace is the opposite of conflict and verbal and
physical violence, whether between individuals, communities or states.
Evidence suggests that peace is mankind’s natural state. However,
there has been fighting in the world since the human family had no
more members than the fingers of one hand; later the fight developed
into a clash between man and his environment and the earth ceased to
live in a state of peace. There are historical anecdotes about hostile acts
perpetrated by early man in the continent of Atlantis which caused nature
itself to rise in revolt. Consequently Atlantis caught fire and sank along with
all its human population as retribution for man’s violation of the natural
law of respect for his fellow human beings.
From that time on man strove for peace, but he usually found himself
mired in war. Dreams of world peace can be found in the writings of the
Ancients, but more from the angle of a “heavenly civilization” than as an
attempt to understand human civilization on earth with its values and
concepts of justice, equality and brotherhood.
In his famous book De Civilitate Dei1 (The City of God – which is really
almost an encyclopaedia) the philosopher and thinker Saint Augustine (an
ethnic Berber) wrote: “War is an accidental state which will cease to exist
when the Community of Faith is able to vanquish the worshippers of Satan
and achieve everlasting peace.”
1

De Civitate Dei (Arabic translation: Madinat Allah, Dar al Machreq, Beirut, 2nd impression 2007).
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Saint Augustine totally rejected the notion that a genuine value system
existed at all in a purely terrestrial context and asserted that the “Earthly
City” could never know peace because it was a city of sensuality and evil;
a virtuous person could only find perfect peace in the “City of God”, which
was the ideal model for the whole of humanity.
Why did Saint Augustine hold this view? Was this “City of God” really
the key to peace and the values it represented – values which needed to
exist on earth in order for true peace to prevail, as opposed to short-term
political expediency which was more like a truce. The latter situation,
exemplified by the First and Second World Wars, and in one way or another
during the Cold War, still occurs repeatedly around the world; the main
worry these days is that these wars might escalate in one way or another
and pose a threat to peace on a global scale.
In Saint Augustine’s view, the “City of God” is enveloped in the
Creator’s protective embrace. The “keys” to the “City’s” many doors “hang”
from the principles of justice, virtue and goodness and are constantly in
harmony with the system and purpose that the “City” was created to serve.
Is this a “city” of men or angels, and at what points does Saint Augustine’s
theological vision coincide with political realities on the ground?
In his book Ishkaliyat al Salam al ‘Alami baina Ibn Rushd wa Immanuel
Kant (The Problem of World Peace from Ibn Rushd to Immanuel Kant) 1,
‘Abdul Qadir Bu ‘Arafah raises an interesting point from Saint Augustine’s
vision and suggests that the “City” was only “Heavenly” in a metaphorical
sense, since the “City of God” on earth was intended to be understood
as a model and a methodology, though at the same time its terrestrial
inhabitants were supposed to emulate the angels so that peace could
spread its wings over every part of it.
The author also states that what Saint Augustine actually meant by the
“City of God” was Rome, the Eternal City and the place to which Christians
turned for inspiration at that time – that is to say, those who were trying to
1
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implement Christ’s Beatitude in the Gospel: “Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they shall be called the children of God”.1 It was this “City” which would
confront the “Worldly City” – that is, the material city of the Roman Empire
which wallowed in sin and depravity and sought to bring the whole world
under its sway.
What should we understand from this?
It is quite clear that the religious notion of a Utopia through the agency
of the Faithful was regarded as a feasible prospect upon earth, and that it
was possible to strive to establish the “City of God” based on a conceptual
model which gave precedence to peace, goodness and justice over
violence, evil and oppression.

Peace and the Abrahamic faiths – a preliminary overview
Even before the Abrahamic faiths were revealed through the prophets,
the natural disposition instilled in man by his Creator rejected killing and
fighting and saw peace as essential for human life.
The clearest evidence for this can be seen in the detailed description
of the first battle in mankind’s history when Adam’s two sons fought each
other and Cain killed his brother Abel. At that time there were no natural
laws or man-made legal systems apart from the first natural law which
Adam passed on to his sons and which included a provision that enjoined
peace and criminalized violence and fighting. Consequently, after he had
committed the heinous act of killing his brother, Cain fled from the face of
the earth in order to avoid being killed by anyone who found him; he could
have been easily identified since he bore the mark of his crime upon his
forehead.2
Successive revealed religions have always endorsed the concept of
world peace on the principle that all the monotheistic faiths come from a
single source – a Creator Who loves peace; indeed, Salam (Peace) is one of
His Beautiful Names.
1

Matthew 5.

2

Genesis 1: 1-16.
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It is the firm belief of every Jew, Christian and Muslim that global
stability does not exist of its own accord, but through the Grace and Power
of Almighty God and that, as a part of God’s creation, man is required to
render an account before his Creator, to Whom he will return. This is a deep
belief shared by Christians, Muslims and Jews, whatever differences they
may have over other issues. Indeed, the ground they share is far greater
than any differences that exist between them.
Is this due to primarily to the fact that they all subscribe to this basic
belief?
Without courting controversy, we can say that this common belief
recognizes that God is the Only Living Eternal God and that He is the
Fountainhead of peace. Therefore anything else – or anything that is
incompatible with peace yet seeks to set itself up as an absolute value
– is to be rejected as false and followers of the monotheistic creeds
are required not only to turn away from it, but to hold it to account and
confront it in every possible way. This is because our faith - as Muslims and
Christians, and even as Jews (Judaism has been seriously misrepresented
because of the creation of the State of Israel) – states that God is the One
and Only Absolute Truth; everything apart from Him is relative and comes
from Him as part of His Creation, and unto Him it will return.
Are religions the prime force for spreading peace among members of
the human race?
According to Mohammed ‘Abed al Jabri this is indeed the case.1 He
believes that despite the differences between the three religions over
the things needed by mankind that are classed as hajiyat (moral duties)
or tahsinat (laudable actions), they all agree on the dhururat (necessary
and fundamental categories) which are conveyed in the message of every
prophet. They are:
– Protection of life
– Protection of intellect
1
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– Protection of property
– Protection of religion.
All the prophets regard these dhururat as the original values from
which the hajiyat, tahsinat and takmilat (“extras”) are derived.
Al Jabri maintains that these fundamental values can provide the
building blocks for a common view of a culture of peace, because they are
basic to every situation in which peace prevails and without them there can
be no peace – no peace with oneself, no peace with one’s neighbour and
no peace between nations.
From here he argues that it is possible to devise a new, sound,
peaceful approach to dealing with the problems encountered by the
“religious and moral conscience” in the present age – problems which fuel
strife and create obstacles to peace.
He concludes that religion is the means through which the concept
of world peace can be properly established, since the achievement of this
goal requires a God-based rather than a social approach. Because of its
“transcendental dimension”, religion is an independent deterrent force that
is free from human interference.
It is certainly the case that all theistic religions without exception carry
the message of peace, since this is implicit in man’s submission to his
Creator and the Divinely Ordained Law, and in the reverence it engenders.
Hence when peace is seen in a religious context it enables mankind
to understand that all human laws, statutes, regulations and ordinances
– whether national or international – were created for the purpose of
reinforcing the bonds of peace between the individual and his Creator,
as well as between human beings in general and between states and
continents across the globe.
This takes us back to our starting point – the “City of God”. We need to
begin from here, even if man has distanced himself from it because of his
illusions of power and influence and his efforts to impose his will upon time
and place in a way that is incompatible with God’s Will and the role He has
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designated for man as His vicegerent upon earth until the coming of the
Hour.

The concept of “shalom” (salam/peace) in Judaism
Although this article is mainly concerned with the concept of peace in
Islam and Christianity, we feel it would also be appropriate to take a look (if
only a brief one) at attitudes to peace in the Jewish scriptures, particularly
the Old Testament.
The German theologian Gottfried Vanoni1 is of the opinion that God
and peace occur together in some very important contexts and cites
evidence from the Old Testament book of Isaiah - one of the great prophets
of the Israelites: “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who
bring good news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who bring
salvation, who say to Zion: ‘Your God reigns’.”2
From the contexts in which it appears in the Old Testament the Hebrew
word “shalom” has acquired connotations of pain and deprivation – and
even subjugation and humiliation of the kind experienced by the Jews
during their years of captivity in Babylon. However, the Greek version of
the Bible usually translated “shalom” as “irene” (“Peace”), which a Greek
would understand to mean the opposite of war.
While the general sense of “shalom” is not altogether different from
“irene”, it also implies other meanings too and its opposite is not just “war”
but also “evil” and “corruption”.
Combing through the Old Testament for verses that convey the notion
of peace, one will inevitably be struck by the Psalms of David, some of
which offer a distinctive angle on the concept in that they see it as the
twin brother of justice. Psalm 85 says: “Mercy and truth are met together;
righteousness and peace have kissed each other”. This reveals an “ancient
thread” linking justice and peace, which is rooted in Israel’s old Canaanite
religion and extends all the way from there to the New Testament.
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Has the Jewish “shalom” any other close links with this notion – i.e.
the notion of peace which is generally endorsed by other faiths?
The answer, of course, is “Yes”, but in order to understand it fully
we need to consider its other connotations such as peace of mind and
security. But what kind of peace of mind? Is it the peace of mind enjoyed by
people who have confidence in themselves and look upon their lives with
satisfaction and perhaps a sense of smugness? Does it refer to the rest and
repose of the affluent and indolent?
The answer to those questions is “No”. The “peace of mind and
security” conveyed by the word “shalom” is impossible to achieve without
justice: “The fruit of that righteousness will be peace; its effect will be
quietness and confidence forever. And my people will live in a peaceable
habitation, and in secure dwelling, and in quiet resting places”.1
It is through the words of Isaiah, more than any other prophet, that
the Jewish “shalom” can be best understood. Speaking of the return of
the Israelites from their Babylonian captivity2 he makes a clear distinction
between those who seek peace and the evildoers: “Their feet run to evil
and they make haste to shed innocent blood; their thoughts are thoughts of
iniquity; wasting and destruction are in their paths. The way of peace they
know not; and there is no judgment in their goings; they have made them
crooked paths; whosoever goeth therein shall not know peace.”3
There is also a suggestion that the road to peace entails wisdom and
discipline. We find this in the Old Testament books of wisdom and poetry.
For example, in the Book of Proverbs the Wise King Solomon says: “Deceit
is in the hearts of those that plot evil; but to the counsellors of peace is
joy”.4 Along with other prophets of Israel who promoted the message of
1

Isaiah 17: 18-32.

2

The Babylonian Exile was a period in Jewish history when the Jews of the old Kingdom of Judea
were held as captives in the ancient Iraqi city of Babylon by the Chaldean Nebuchadnezzar, the
son of Nabopolassar, who transported them from Palestine on two occasions – once in 597 BC and
again in 586 BC. The Jews returned to Palestine after the fall of the Chaldean state at the hands of
Cyrus the Great, the Ruler of Persia, who promised the Jews that they could return to Palestine.

3

Isaiah 59: 7-8.

4

Proverbs 12: 20.
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political peace between Jews, Isaiah also declared: “And all thy children
shall be taught by the Lord, and great shall be the peace of thy children. In
righteousness shalt thou be established”.1
“Shalom” also carries the implication that religion has a peacekeeping role to play, not just between man and his fellow man, but also
between man, his environment and the natural world.
Over three thousand years ago it was not possible for Jews to foresee
the environmental catastrophe that threatens to engulf the world today.
Even so, the great prophets of that time told us what would happen as
a result of abusive and arrogant treatment of the poor by the rich. “The
populated and cultivated land shall become an empty and barren desert”.2
While the scripture is clearly referring to the destruction produced
by war, it also means that the destruction of nature is an indirect result
of social injustice. However, the poetic language in which it is couched
enables us to see a connection between injustice, violence and the
destruction of nature.
Does the Jewish concept of “shalom” include the realm, the state,
peace and war?
In the Book of Zechariah we read: “Rejoice, O daughter of Zion; shout,
O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy king cometh unto thee: he is just,
and having salvation, lowly and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the
foal of an ass. And I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim, and the horse
from Jerusalem, and the battle bow shall be cut off; and he shall speak
peace unto the heathen; and his dominion shall be from sea even to sea,
and from the river even to the ends of the earth”.3
What is the most striking thing about this passage?
First and foremost, we see justice mentioned in the same breath as
peace, since the King of Peace described by the prophet Zechariah is the
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diametrical opposite of the monarchs known in the history of Israel as the
“Davidic Kings” (the term is taken from King David), who imposed peace by
force of arms in the style of the rulers of those days from the Pharaohs of
Egypt to the Caesars of Rome.
The picture of the King of Peace presented by the prophet Zechariah 1
is of a lowly man riding upon a humble ass – a striking contrast to the
steeds of war favoured by the traditional kings.
A fundamental question that arises from the concept of “shalom”
in Judaism and the Old Testament is: “What does Jehovah – the God of
Israel – desire from the whole of mankind at the end of time? Is it peace or
conflict?”
The answer is to be found in Isaiah, who expresses Jehovah’s desire as
follows: “And they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears
into pruning-hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither
shall they learn war any more”2.
Today those words are engraved on the Isaiah Wall on New York
City’s Manhattan Island, at the junction of 1st Avenue and 43rd Street
opposite the United Nations building. They stand as a reminder that the
UN’s main goal, and the core idea behind its creation, is to preserve
world peace. The words need no explanation: the swords pointed
at people’s breasts will become ploughs for cultivating the earth and
benefiting humanity, while the spears will become sickles for harvesting
what man has planted. Consequently, human beings will cease to fight
each other, there will be no more war and the wolf will no longer have
predatory designs upon the lamb. Although this is what the United
Nations was established to achieve, it has unfortunately failed to fulfil
this aspect of the Jewish term “shalom”.
How great is the discrepancy between Jewish theological principles
and the reality of Israel today?
1

Zechariah.

2

Isaiah 2: 4.
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It is enormous. In Israel’s efforts to create a national entity, “shalom”
and justice are nowhere to be seen and the spirit of Jehovah has been
abandoned along with the sense of the Divine Will that expresses itself by
destroying spears, swords and all other weapons of war. (This situation is
also paralleled in contemporary Christian life, which today is far removed
from the true spirit of Christianity.)
In his immortal work Sand and Foam, Jibran Khalil Jibran wrote:
“Once every hundred years Jesus of Nazareth meets Jesus of the Christian
in a garden among the hills of Lebanon. And they talk long; and each time
Jesus of Nazareth goes away saying to Jesus of the Christian, ‘My friend, I
fear we shall never, never agree.’”
What conclusion, if any, can we draw from this about the relationship
between Christianity and peace?
Before we try to do so, perhaps we should conclude our brief look
at the Jewish notion of “shalom” by pondering on Sheikh Mustafa Abdel
Razzaq’s comment that religion – any religion – is “beautiful in the devotion
and certainties it engenders, and beautiful in the way it wipes away man’s
pain and suffering. However, religion deforms and disfigures those who
seek to deceive and mislead hearts and minds.”

The dialectics of the relationship between peace and Christianity
When we consider the relationship between Christianity and peace, the
most remarkable thing about it is that at the hour of the Messiah’s birth the
angels in Heaven came down to earth and filled the world with these words
of peace: “Glory to God in the Highest and on earth peace, goodwill toward
men.”1
So from the moment that Jesus was born peace was inseparable from
goodwill.
Did peace and its associated virtues always lie at the core of the
Messiah’s message to mankind?
1
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It is certainly the case that Jesus’s character embodied the essence
of that love and gentleness that are inextricably associated with peace –
peace with oneself as well as peace in one’s relations with others. When he
sent his apostles and disciples on their first mission to spread the message,
he told them: “And into whatsoever house ye enter, first say, Peace be to
this house. And if the son of peace be there, your peace shall rest upon
it: if not, it shall turn to you again. And in the same house remain, eating
and drinking such things as they give: for the labourer is worthy of his hire.
Go not from house to house. And into whatsoever city ye enter, and they
receive you, eat such things as are set before you: And heal the sick that
are therein, and say unto them, The kingdom of God is come nigh unto
you.”1 When greeting his disciples and apostles he always addressed them
with: “My peace I leave with you” or words to that effect.2
It is a historically established fact that the time of Jesus’s birth was
a time of peace across the entire known world. In the years leading up to
the arrival of Christianity the Roman Empire was at peace; at the start of
the year 15 BC the Emperor Augustus’s sons - the brothers Tiberius and
Drusus – brought a territory extending from the Alps to the Danube under
their sway; then in 13 BC Augustus’s brother-in-law Agrippa conquered
Dalmatia and Pannonia and from 12 BC he launched his campaign against
the Germanii and imposed Roman rule over them.
Peace prevailed from the year 8 BC as the Romans tightened their grip
across the length and breadth of their empire; the only exceptions were a
few isolated incidents at the beginning of the Christian era involving the
Germanii and the inhabitants of one or two other far-flung regions.
This was a Golden Age for the Emperor Augustus, the architect of
“Pax Romana”, or “Roman Peace”, and many people believed that he
was immortal. As master of the known world and held in greater honour
and reverence that any emperor before him, temples (and indeed whole
cities) were established in his name and his people claimed that he was
descended from Jupiter - the greatest of all the Roman gods.
1

Luke 10: 5-9.

2

John 14: 27.
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However, despite the glorious titles bestowed upon him, the was never
given the accolade “the Prince of Peace”, although some seven centuries
earlier the Prophet Isaiah had described the awaited Messiah in those
and similar terms: “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and
the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called
Wonderful, Counsellor, The Mighty God, The Everlasting Father, The Prince
of Peace.”1
Would we be correct to describe the Messiah - who called himself the
Son of Man - as a revolutionary embodiment of peace?
We would indeed. Let us consider the Sermon on the Mount in Chapter
Five of the Gospel of St. Matthew (or Chapter Six of the Gospel of St. Luke),
when Jesus said to his disciples: “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs
is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be
comforted. Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth. Blessed
are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be
filled. Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy. Blessed are the
pure in heart: for they shall see God. Blessed are the peacemakers: for they
shall be called the children of God. Blessed are they which are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake: for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven. Blessed are
ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner
of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for
great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which
were before you...”
Was this a sermon or a revolution?
It was in fact a “peace revolution” – something completely new, a
message of a kind the world had never witnessed before. Until then –
whatever their views on other matters might be – people were agreed
that being “blessed” meant being happy, satisfied, and able to fulfil
their desires and enjoy respect and status in the eyes of others. When
they heard a sermon on the subject, this was the sort of thing they
expected to hear.
1
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While the Stoics used to regard any unconventional view as being
“at odds with reality”, by contrast the Sermon on the Mount created
a revolution in people’s heads and turned the world upside down, so
that what had previously been white became black and what had been
black became white. Bad and good were reversed. In fact, an honest
comparison between the principles laid down in Jesus’s Sermon on the
Mount Revolution and the other revolutions that have taken place in
human history will reveal the latter to be relatively petty affairs of no
lasting value.
Modern revolutions are not the result of ideological or social
interaction; instead, they have been imposed and driven by diktat – e.g.
“It’s like this because I say so,” or “That’s what they used to say to you, but
I say.”
The basic principle of Mosaic Law was “An eye for an eye and a tooth
for a tooth”, while Jesus’s Law was “And him that taketh away thy cloak,
forbid not to take thy coat also.”1
During Jesus’s mission the symbols of the Roman Empire were a
sword, a spear, an iron shield and the weapons of war which it used to
subject the world to its will. Meanwhile, the Messiah spoke of peace and
peacemakers, whom he described as the children of God, since God the
Most High is Himself the very embodiment of peace.
According to the Gospel of St. Matthew Jesus regarded the seekers
after peace as being not only those who were satisfied to live in peace, but
also those people who spread peace and upheld it. At the same time, those
who suffered persecution and humiliation in the cause of righteousness
would be granted joy and happiness because their reward would be the
Kingdom of Heaven.
At this point we are inclined to ask what precisely this peace consists
of – this peace which Jesus aspired to promote through his disciples as his
legacy for mankind.
1

Luke 29-6.
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In his book Meditations the French-born priest Fr. M. Hamon describes
this peace as a “tranquillity” which inspires self-control, curbs the passions
and lusts, disciplines the heart and protects it from rashness, anxiety and
turbulence.
The peace that Jesus referred to is that “sweet freedom” which leads
every action to be performed at its appropriate time in a prudent and
orderly manner. It enables man to focus on those things that are of concern
to him and refrain from lamenting past misfortunes or mistakes, while
viewing the present with detachment and the future without fear or anxiety.
Finally, the “true Christian peace” is that inner peace of mind and
confidence which casts its radiant light into the outside world and ensures
that a person’s every movement and physical action is characterised by an
equanimity, meekness, gentleness and moderation that produces positive
echoes in other people.
However, those proponents of the Christian message of peace find
themselves baffled to some extent when they consider it in relation to
the history of Christianity (rather than the Christianity of Jesus himself).
Historically, Christianity has a legacy of violence that is completely at odds
with the Gospel’s peaceful roots. It is an undeniable fact that some European
Christians engaged in Holy Wars in the name of God and the Cross, and any
attempt to “sweeten” this reality can only be described as cynicism of the
highest order. Certain Christians have insulted the memory of the victims by
resorting to the behaviourist argument that violence and destruction are just
a part of human nature1 - an attitude which, from a theological point of view,
reflects a deep lack of faith in the Creator and a rejection of the notion that
peace is a miraculous phenomenon granted to mankind by God.
How did the early Christian philosophers regard the concept of “the
true Christian peace” – the kind of peace that has nothing to do with the
specious logic that led to religious conflicts, particularly during the Middle
Ages and the era of the “Crusader peace”?2
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To answer this question we need to go back to St. Augustine’s
immortal work The City of God, in which he states that peace is an innate
aspiration of every created being and the ultimate goal of every war.1 In
considering the notions of war and peace, Augustine points out that there
is no human being on earth who does not desire peace, and that those who
want war are seeking victory – though victory with peace on their terms. In
other words, their sole aim is to use war as a tool for achieving a “glorious
peace”.
It may be said, with some justification, that this view is not above
criticism (let us consider, for example, the “Pax Romana” – the peace
imposed by the Roman Empire). Indeed St. Augustine himself was aware
of the inconsistencies of this position and subsequently he noted that
everything connected with the temporal world serves the interests of
temporal peace, while that which is concerned with the “Heavenly City”
serves the interests of everlasting peace.
In St. Augustine’s view, if we were dumb animals we would only be
interested in those things that satisfy our bodily organs and instincts and
give us pleasure; in other words, peace of mind would be a by-product of
“bodily peace”, since “non-rational mental peace” is disrupted if the body
is not at peace – i.e. if it is suffering from physical discomfort.
What can we conclude from St. Augustine’s position? Briefly, it is this.
From a Christian point of view the search for peace is a dynamic (not a
static) process which is constantly being renewed on a daily basis. The
clearest evidence for this can be seen in Christian history and the examples
of those individuals who have understood the important role religions have
to play in promoting peace around the world.
During the Mediaeval period – particularly the part of it that coincided
with the Crusades – we have the example of St. Francis of Assisi, who
opposed the Crusades2- the military campaigns which were justified on the
grounds that the Christians were fighting to redeem the Holy Land from the
1

De Civitate Dei (Arabic translation: Madinat Allah, Book 19, Vol. 3, Beirut, 2007).

2

Emile Amin: Jusur La Jidran, Al Maktab al Misri al Hadith, Cairo, 2005.
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Muslims. Consequently he appealed for another Crusade of a kind that was
a stranger to fighting, killing and terror. What he called for was a Crusade
of Love.
There was nothing in the least Christian about the Crusader wars
waged under the command of the big feudal landlords and greedy
merchants, who saw them as just another opportunity for indulging
their insatiable material ambitions. The crucifixes they wore and carried
into battle were no more than a screen for their political and economic
schemes, which were a gross perversion of the morality and ideals of
Christianity.
St. Francis1 believed that the Crusade of Love was the proper way to
enter people’s hearts and to this end he was prepared to go to any lengths
– even to the point allowing his own blood to be shed if necessary. This can
be seen in his repeated warnings to the Crusaders in Damietta, when he
told them that they were doomed to suffer defeat and they accused him of
insanity.
St. Francis of Assisi was able to serve the cause of peace through his
meetings with the Arab Sultans and the Muslims of the East, and through
the love he expressed in his discussions with them he was able to build
bridges of communication with them and achieve benefits that – in the
words of his contemporaries – were greater than any gains that could be
won through forty battles.
St. Francis summed up his life and his Christian mission in a strife-torn
world with the most famous prayer in Western spiritual literature: “Lord,
make me an instrument of Thy peace.
Where there is hatred, let me bring love. Where there is offence, let me
bring pardon. Where there is discord, let me bring union. Where there is
error, let me bring truth... Where there is despair, let me bring hope. Where
there is darkness, let me bring your light. Where there is sadness, let me
bring joy... Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace.”
1
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Other Christians also carried Jesus of Nazareth’s message of
peace and rejected violence and war, including St. Martin of Tours, who
abandoned a military career in favour of Christianity with the words: “I am
a soldier for Christ and I am not permitted to wage war.” After becoming
Bishop of Tours he called for a non-violent approach in dealing with
heretics.
Another committed Christian - St. Nicholas of Flue – was renowned for
his ability to settle disputes by persuading the opposing parties to reach a
compromise in the interests of genuine reconciliation, on the principle: “My
advice is that the issue should be settled amicably, because one good deed
produces another.”1
We also have the example of Maximilian Kolbe, who voluntarily gave
his life in order to save some of the Jews held in the Nazi concentration
camps in Poland – an act of selflessness which inspired awe in the minds
of the concentration camp guards. According to one witness: “After Kolbe
sacrificed his life, we were not beaten nearly so often or so hard as we had
been hitherto.”
The most recent example I can think of – from the 1960s – is Martin
Luther King, who embraced a philosophy of non-violence because he
believed it offered the best approach to tackling humanity’s problems.
Can we learn anything useful from the lives of these men?
They were all Christians who understood the true meaning of
Christianity as it was preached by Jesus of Nazareth and they realised that
peace could not be achieved unless people’s hearts were in the right place.
They were therefore torchbearers for those who worked to promote peace,
about whom Jesus had said that “they shall be called the children of God”.
In 1997 the Vatican published an Apostolic Letter entitled “New Hope
for Lebanon” in which Pope John Paul II declared: “Today I exhort all
Catholics, and at the same time I call upon all Christians and people of
good will around the world to... arm themselves with the weapons of peace
1

Niklaus von Flue in Berichten von Zeitgenossen.
79

HOW CAN RELIGIONS CONTRIBUTE TO WORLD PEACE?

and justice. Developing the weapons of peace and justice is crucial, as is
the training of consciences to [embrace] peace, reconciliation and harmony
between people.”
The Pope added: “We must never forget that by espousing a peace
initiative it is possible to disarm one’s opponent, since it often leads him to
respond positively and with an open hand. This is because peace - which
is the highest good – has a propensity to spread. The history of religion
reminds us that the saints were founts of conciliation because of their
peaceable dispositions, which were based upon prayer and emulation of
the Messiah, the Messenger of Peace.”
Do these words convey a message to the reader?
Indeed they do. They state unequivocally that there are people at the
highest levels of the Christian church who believe strongly that they have a
part to play in promoting peace.

There is a meaningful relationship between Islam and “salam”
(peace)
In Islam “al Salam” – or “[the Giver of] Peace” – is one of Allah’s
Beautiful Names. In verses 23 to 24 of Surat al Hashr the Holy Qur’an
says: “He is Allah, other than whom there is no deity, Knower of the
unseen and the witnessed. He is the Entirely Merciful, the Especially
Merciful. He is Allah, other than whom there is no hdeity, the Sovereign,
the Pure, [the Giver of] Peace (‘al Salam’), the Bestower of Faith, the
Overseer, the Exalted in Might, the Compeller, the Superior. Exalted is
Allah above whatever they associate with Him. He is Allah, the Creator,
the Inventor, the Fashioner; to Him belong the Beautiful Names.
Whatever is in the heavens and earth is exalting Him. And He is the
Exalted in Might, the Wise.”
Why is “al Salam” one of Allah’s Beautiful Names in the Islamic faith?
Our immediate reply could be: “Because Allah, Glory be to Him, is the
Creator of peace and harmony and He has established laws and principles
to enable mankind to enjoy those blessings and He has sent prophets and
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revealed holy scriptures in order to promote them. He – the Most High – is
the Source of all peace, harmony, goodness and virtue.”
Does Islam offer a basic definition of “salam”?
In the Islamic view “salam” is both a human activity or condition and a
blessing bestowed by Allah upon mankind.
According to Hamdi Zaqzouq,1 Allah the Most High describes Himself
as “al Salam” in verse 23 of Surat al Hashr and the Arabic word “salam”
is derived from the same root as Islam (submission). Hence there is a
correlation between Islam and “salam”.
Experience teaches us that a person who embraces peace and seeks
to adopt it as one of his own personal qualities will be able to spread peace
to his neighbours and the world in which he lives. When the Noble Qur’an
tells us that all human beings belong to the wider family of mankind and
can trace their origins back to a single source, we can understand from
this that a person who seeks peace seeks it not only for himself but also
for others. Peace by its very nature has the quality of uniting human hearts
and minds.
But is it possible for mankind to achieve this without Divine
assistance?
Islam states clearly that mankind cannot do so without guidance from
Allah, who desires the well-being of all humanity. This Divine guidance
begins with a call for “salam” or an invitation to “Dar al Salam” (the
“Home of Peace”). Verse 25 of Surat Yunus says: “And Allah invites to the
Home of Peace”.
Muslims around the world regard the Noble Qur’an as the Book of
Peace and Love.2 We can see clear evidence for this in the fact that their
daily greeting is “Al salamu ‘alaykum” (“May peace be upon you”).
1

Al Islam wa Qadhaya al Hiwar, Maktabat al Usrah, 2007.
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Abdul Qadir Bu ‘Arafah: Ishkaliyat al Salam al ‘Alami baina Ibn Rushd wa Immanuel Kant. (See
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Allah calls upon Muslims to incline towards peace if others incline
towards it. However, this does not mean that they should only do so in
those circumstances; that is to say, He is not telling them that they should
naturally be warriors and battle-ready. Muslims understand that Allah does
not like war and fighting between members of the human race, though
circumstances sometimes make it inevitable. (The Qur’an recognizes that
conflict and rivalry are a part of life.)
The Islamic Shariah is full of instances that highlight the organic
relationship between “salam” and Islam and the leading role “salam” has
to play in determining the thinking and behaviour of the Muslim Ummah
(nation/community). Verse 5 of Surat al Qadr describes “Lailat al Qadr”
(“the Night of Power/Destiny”) – the most important night of the year - as
“‘salam’ (peace) it is till the rising of the dawn”.
When Muslims meet, the preferred greeting between them includes the
word “salam”. The Holy Qur’an says: “When you enter houses, greet one
another [with words of] peace” and “Do not enter houses other than your
own until you have asked permission and greeted their occupants [with
words of] peace.”
Let us now pause to consider the many misconceptions entertained
by Western and Eastern Orientalists over the question: “Has Islam always
promoted peace from the start of the Islamic Mission to the present day?”
The answer to this is extremely important, because if we regard Islam
as a faith that is equally applicable to every time and place, we are bound
to conclude that its teachings have not only had an impact on the past, but
that - on the contrary - they are also just as relevant for world peace today.
Islam has always sought to instil a strong desire for peace in the
hearts and minds of its followers. This does not mean a belief in peace
only among Muslims, but rather in peace with and between all peoples,
regardless of race, religion or colour.
As we pointed out earlier, there is a clear correlation between Islam and
“salam”, or peace. In Arabic the word “Islam” is derived from the same root
as “salam”, and the word “salam” is used as a greeting between Muslims.
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Each of the five daily Muslim congregational prayers concludes with
the Islamic salutation “salam”, which the worshipper addresses to right
and left – an act which can be seen as symbolising the world to his right
and the world to his left and expressing the Muslim aspiration for global
peace.
Has Islam had a “constitution” for world peace ever since the time it
was first revealed?
Yes, it has. It has a “constitution” which even today offers peace and
secure coexistence to a world in conflict and turmoil. Verse 8 of Surat
al Mumtahinah states: “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.”
What this verse means is that Islam has given Muslims a general
principle for peaceful coexistence with each other and the wider world.
They are told that they need to live together with other people - whoever
those others may be - and that non-Muslims must be treated with justice
and tolerance as long as they do not engage in hostile acts towards
Muslims, or work with the enemies of Islam to undermine the Muslim
community.
To understand the relationship between Islam and peace (as a concept
and a value), we need to unravel the complexities of the relationship
between a desire for peace and the limits of justice.
In another surah, the Qur’an informs mankind that Allah does not ask
them to bear a burden that is beyond their capacity. What does this mean?
If the verse we have just quoted above speaks about refraining from
hostile acts against Muslims, their property, their lives and their honour,
how should Muslims react when they are forced to confront an aggressor?
Would such a confrontation be incompatible with the concept of world
peace?
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Most reliable interpreters would maintain that tolerance towards
enemies who persist in their acts of aggression is undesirable, to say
the least, and the Qur’an recognizes this as a human reality. Hence
it would be wrong for Muslims to turn to their enemies who wish to
destroy them and treat them as friends, because if they were to do so,
they would be wronging themselves and helping others to treat them
unjustly. Therefore the Qur’an forbids Muslims to befriend such people.
Verse 9 of Surat al Mumtahinah says: “Allah only forbids you to turn in
friendship towards such as fight against you because of [your] faith, and
drive you forth from your homelands, or aid [others] in driving you forth
and as for those [from among you] who turn towards them in friendship,
it is they, they who are truly wrongdoers!”
If aggressors stop acting unjustly towards Muslims and show a desire
for peace, then Muslims should be prepared to deal with them in an
amicable way. Verse 61 of Surat al Anfal says: “But if they incline to peace,
incline thou to it as well, and place thy trust in God.”
Is global Islamic solidarity conducive to world peace or does it pose an
obstacle to it?
This would seem to be an unnecessary question, but there are many
people in the West who see it as an obstacle to world peace. Why should
this be so, and how should we reply to them?
In their book A Sense of Siege: Geopolitics of Islam and the West, 1
Graham E. Fuller and Ian O. Lesser write that the vast majority of Muslims
believe solidarity between Islamic states is right, proper and desirable, at
least in principle. This, they maintain, is a perfectly natural attitude, but
realistically speaking there is a question mark over the extent to which
Islam is capable of uniting the Muslim world against its opponents –
particularly the West.
1
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‘Abdul ‘Aziz bin ‘Uthman al Tuwaijeri1 provides us with the answer. He
believes that the question is “booby-trapped” and designed to blow skyhigh the notion of “salam” being consistent with Islam by suggesting that
they are two irreconcilable opposites. Fuller and Lesser, he says, are guilty
of an error which is common among Western writers; contrary to what
they maintain, Islamic solidarity is not necessarily targeted against the
West (or the East for that matter), but aims to serve the higher interests of
the Islamic Ummah, whether they be political, economic, social, cultural
or scientific. It is a benign solidarity which is designed to empower and
defend the Ummah, while providing it with the means to progress under
the banner of world peace. Hence Arab/Islamic cooperation is more than
just a tool for shaping the future of the Arab Nation and the Islamic world;
it will also be good for the future of humanity and help promote peace
around the globe.
Over the past three decades some of the Western media have accused
Islam of violence and posing a threat to world peace. For our part, what
we need to do is examine Islam’s attitude towards those who advocate or
practise violence and aggression.
Most thinkers regard Islam as a religion of peace, love and harmony
and see Muslim hearts as radiant with the Light of Islam. Islam teaches us
that if we are afraid of anyone we must not act treacherously towards them
but speak to them frankly so that they understand the situation clearly.2
Verse 58 of Surat al Anfal says: “If thou hast reason to fear treachery
from people [with whom thou hast made a covenant], cast it back at them
in an equitable manner: for, verily, Allah does not love the treacherous!”
Perhaps Islam could make its most effective contribution to world
peace by highlighting the forbearance, patience and detachment which
tend to characterise Muslim attitudes towards humanity everywhere,
regardless of their nationality, colour, creed or age.
1
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Muslims need to interact with those who disagree with them and seek
to find satisfactory solutions when differences exist between them. Verse
6 of Surat al Tawbah says: “And if any one of the polytheists seeks your
protection, then grant him protection so that he may hear the words of
Allah. Then deliver him to his place of safety. That is because they are a
people who do not know.”
The message of Islam is one that calls upon people to do good and
eschew evil so that the world can enjoy security, stability and peace. Verse 104
of Surat Aali ‘Imran states: “And let there be [arising] from you a nation inviting
to [all that is] good, enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong.”
The best way to understand our view of “salam” within a Muslim
context might be to view it as a pattern of concentric circles.
Seen in this way, the first circle could represent the peace of mind
– the mental peace - which exists within a person’s psyche. This can be
attained via the second circle – peace with the Creator, which is a state of
spiritual peace achieved through religious faith. A combination of these two
circles together can lead us on to the third – peace with other people and
the wider world around us. Then if we stand back a little, we will see that
all these three circles interact with each other.
If a Muslim’s faith requires him to be at peace with others and the
world around him, this by definition means that Muslims need to be
at peace with the world in which they live. The concept of world peace
presupposes that all the peoples of the world should have the opportunity
to enjoy peace, and consequently play their part in making peace.
Muslims believe that world peace is a necessary condition for saving
the world from disaster and this is why they want to contribute to it. It is
indeed vital that they should do so, because they comprise at least twenty
per cent of the world’s population.
One thing that distinguishes the Muslim religion from the older
Abrahamic faiths is the fact that in principle it recognizes its predecessors;
this allows it to live in peace and cooperate with them in spreading the
blessings of peace around the world.
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According to Feisal Abdul Rauf in his article Religious Organisations are
Key to Mideast Peace, Islam – particularly today – is able to play a vital and
effective role in promoting the notion of world peace.
For the benefit of those who do not know him, Abdul Rauf is the cofounder and chairman of the Cordoba Initiative – an independent, multinational Islamic project which seeks to improve relations between Muslims
and the West – and author of the book What’s Right with Islam Is What’s
Right with America.
Abdul Rauf states that Islam defines itself not as the religion of
Muhammad, but as the religion of Allah the Most High which was originally
established by the Prophet Abraham – the source of a common legacy
shared with Jews and Christians, whom the Qur’an refers to as “Ahl
al Kitab” (the People of the Scripture). Verse 46 of Surat al ‘Ankabut says:
“And do not argue with the People of the Scripture except in a way that
is best, apart from those among them who commit injustice, and say, ‘We
believe in that which has been revealed to us and revealed to you. And our
God and your God is one; and we are Muslims [in submission] to Him’.”
This verse means that Muslims are called upon to seek what unites
rather than what divides, and that they should shun anything that threatens
to divide mankind into mutually hostile sects because of differences in
religious beliefs. Religion should be a beacon of world peace – now and
always.
As we conclude this brief overview – which gives only the meagrest
description of the reality of “salam” in Islam – we should like to consider
the question: “Have the Arab and Islamic peoples really been able to
benefit from the recent Renaissance and revolutions in order to play their
part in promoting the concept of ‘salam’ in the way that it should be
understood?”
The coming years will undoubtedly produce a verdict on how (or
whether) Muslims around the world have helped spread harmony, prevent
wars and create something similar to “al Madinah al Fadhilah” (“the
Virtuous City”) envisioned by the Muslim philosopher al Farabi.
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There can be no peace between nations without peace between
religions
In his book Christianity: Essence, History, Future, the famous Swiss
theologian Hans Kung observes that there can be “no peace among the
nations without peace among the religions”.
Hans Kung has carried out an in-depth examination of the different
faiths and this has led him to conclude that they are “vehicles of peace”
rather than “instruments of conflict”. In an age when man possesses every
kind of technology – new, old and “Mediaeval” – it is incumbent upon all
faiths, particularly the three prophetic ones (which have more often than
not been at each other’s throats), to do everything in their power to avoid
wars and spread peace. In Kung’s view, the only way this can be done is
through a meticulous reappraisal and reinterpretation of every element of
their respective religious traditions.
We need to understand the Qur’an as it applies to the world of
today. This means that we should not necessarily accept every one of its
statements about war at face value – that is to say, as categorical precepts
and rigid laws. Instead, they should be understood in their historical
context.
In this connection, Kung proposes the following approach:
Firstly: Since all references to fighting that occur in the religious
traditions of the three Abrahamic religions should be interpreted in the
context of the historical eras in which they occurred, we should:
– Consider the cruel “Jehovah wars” and vengeful psalms in the Old
Testament as relating to the seizing of territory and subsequent acts of selfdefence against more powerful enemies.
– Apply the same criteria to the way we interpret the Christian
Crusades and religious wars in the Middle Ages.
– Understand that the Qur’an’s call to arms reflects the Prophet’s
particular circumstances during the Madinan period. Consequently,
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the message of the Madinan surahs – especially those calling upon the
Believers to fight the Makkan polytheists – cannot possibly be used today
as a justification for war.
Secondly: Words and deeds that support and advocate peace should
provide the inspiration for the modern age.
Kung wonders whether peace is doomed to be for ever an illusion as
far as followers of the different faiths are concerned. Is anyone alive today
– however great, wise or powerful – capable of establishing peace between
Muslims, Christians and Jews; particularly between the Arabs and Jews (or
the Israelis and the Palestinians)?
People have been dying every day in the Balkans and the Middle
East while the world looks on in expectation of a sixth Arab-Israeli
war. Even so, after seeing how peace between the Catholics and
Protestants has become possible after all the hot and cold conflicts
that have occurred between them, many people are asking themselves
whether peace might not also be achievable on a “step-by-step basis”
between Jews, Christians and Muslims. And after all, if peace has been
established between the French and Germans – those traditional bitter
enemies – why should it be out of the question between the Arabs and
Israelis?
As Hans Kung wisely observes, peace was established between the
Catholics and Protestants and the French and the Germans when the
opposing sides agreed to stop trying to “deny each other’s existence”. On
the other hand, modern Zionism is based upon denying the Palestinians an
independent country of their own and preventing them from exercising their
innate right of self-determination; this means that peace in this situation is
impossible not because of Islam or Judaism, but because of the nature of
Zionism.
Hans Kung’s enlightened vision may be summed up as follows: All
three of the Abrahamic faiths have the power and the ability to create a
better future on the basis of their spiritual and moral qualities, and all
three of them are capable of making a greater contribution through mutual
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understanding and cooperation. We should therefore look forward to each
of them playing its respective and vital role in creating a more peaceful
world in which a greater degree of justice prevails.
There can be no peace between nations without peace between
religions, and there can be no peace between religions without serious
dialogue between their followers.
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A

re peace and tolerance achievable in the global
age? This is perhaps one of the most difficult
questions we can expect a sociologist to answer;
after all, globalisation is an extremely intricate and
complex process and, if one aspect of it is capable of
accommodating a “peace and tolerance space”, it also
threatens to open up a parallel “violence and chaos
space”. Consequently, while “peace” and “tolerance”
remain the buzzwords of globalisation and are on
everybody’s lips, in the real world they find themselves
shaken to their very foundations.
In fact, I am tempted to believe that this paradox
represents the essence of what globalisation is all
about: on the one hand, fine words about noble
humanitarian values, and popular movements that
voice support for those values while claiming to reject
the crasser aspects of globalisation and, on the other,
practices and statements which, while driving the world
towards integration (either by force or on a voluntary
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basis), at the same time spread destruction, ruination and anarchy.
In situations such as these, how can it be possible for peace and
tolerance to thrive?
Although this is a difficult question, the very fact of raising it could be
extremely useful, because it can enable us to gain a better understanding
of what globalisation really is and reveal something of its seamy underbelly.
Moreover, it also shows a readiness to embrace a “humanitarian element”
that is absent from today’s globalisation scene. A person who speaks
of fine and noble values – such as justice, peace and tolerance – during
the present era is in a similar position to Socrates when he addressed the
Athenians and championed the true virtues in an age which valued pride
and arrogance above all else, regardless of any impact they might have.
Like Socrates, those who preach the virtues of tolerance and peace today
are playing a vital humanitarian role by helping to mitigate the negative
effects of globalisation.
While our question about the prospects for peace and tolerance
is difficult, wide-ranging and rather hard to define, it raises a number of
significant points including: How can the world be expected to view the
values of peace and tolerance in the age of globalisation? Or, to put it
another way, what are the chances of peace and tolerance enjoying the
status of established values in a globalised world? What are the challenges
those values face and how can they be propagated in the light of those
challenges? Before we answer these questions we should like to begin
with a brief examination of the problems and contradictions created by
globalisation and the obstacles they pose to transforming those values into
realities.

One: Globalisation: problems and contradictions
Globalisation is a highly complex phenomenon. This is not only true of
the elements and processes that comprise it; there are also fundamental
disagreements over what exactly it is, what its history is, and what its
relationship is with other concepts such as capitalism, the world order
and modernisation. In this paper we do not intend to become involved
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in a discussion about its history which, according to some, dates from
the 15th century; that was the century which saw the birth of the spirit of
enterprise and adventure in the West, followed by marauding expeditions
across the globe in search of wealth and colonies, then a succession of
other stages ending with the present day – which represents the climax
and most distinctive phase of the history of globalisation. For our part, all
we should like to point out is that our present era is one that has seen a
massive transformation in communications and telecommunications,
a huge expansion of markets and capital, and a rise in the movement of
goods, people, ideas and information, to a point whereby conceptions
of time and place have been turned on their heads. Physical locations
continue to shrink and lose their relationship with time, so that today a
person can be in several times and places simultaneously1. This is why
sociologists characterise the present stage of the world’s history in terms
that demonstrate the tremendous changes taking place and their highly
complex consequences: it has been described as an “age of uncertainty”2,
“unregulated capitalism”,3 “empire of chaos”,4 “clash of civilizations”5 or
“risk society”6.
This is all due to the fact that globalisation is generally too complex to
be described simply as the “unification of the world” or its “transformation
into a single village”. Probably its most significant contradiction is the fact
that today’s world, which is becoming increasingly integrated, regulated
and interconnected, is also experiencing conflict and mutual alienation and
estrangement. Consequently, “globalisation” has come to be associated
just as much with disintegration and confrontation as it is with unification
and integration. It may be defined as a disproportionate division, or
distribution, of the products of Western modernisation – whether they
1

On the changing relationship between time and place in the age of globalization see; Anthony
Giddens: The Consequences of Modernity, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1990.

2

Ronald Robertson: Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture, Sage, 1992.

3

C. Offe: Disorganized Capitalism, Oxford, Polity Press, 1985.

4

Samir Amin: Imbaraturiyat al Fawdha, Tr. Sana’ Abu Shaqrah, Dar al Farabi, Beirut, 1991.

5

See Samuel Huntington: The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, Simon and
Schuster, 1996.

6

Ulrich Beck: What is Globalization?, Wiley, 2000.
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entail the imposition of a uniform model of “modernity” across the globe,
or are related to the conflicts, alienation and disintegration created by
the daily struggles resulting from the imposition (or opposition to) this
modernisation model.
Globalisation, then, may be described as a continuous transformation
and reshaping of global and regional relationships1. The paradoxical
situation created by it raises an important question that has a direct
bearing on the values of peace and tolerance: Does globalisation
alienate members of the human race from each other or bring them
closer together? I believe there is no easy answer to this question. While
globalisation creates similar material conditions and patterns in different
parts of the world, along with a uniform system of knowledge and
information, it also causes people to reinterpret accepted ideas, thereby
generating a range of new and conflicting views and concepts that lead
to endless disputes and sometimes escalate into violence. Hence we find
that a single culture becomes transformed into a multiplicity of cultures,
leading to a subsequent collapse of its social cohesion. This is particularly
true in situations of rapid change.
Against this background of rising cultural disintegration and global
cultural conflict, globalisation continues to pour forth new ideas and
agendas through a plethora of channels such as the internet. It is at this
level that one of globalisation’s major contradictions becomes apparent –
the contrast between one set of discourses which calls for peace, harmony
and dialogue, and another set which stokes and aggravates conflict.
For example, there are the familiar calls for a North-South dialogue to
reduce the poverty and backwardness gap, and for an interfaith dialogue
to mitigate sectarian and religious tension; then we have the succession
of international resolutions on the protection of human rights, particularly
the rights of women and children, and on the protection of societies from
crime, drugs, terrorism and human trafficking. Let us consider all these
measures and their worthy promises; then let us see how incompatible they
1
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are with the rhetoric we hear on topics such as the rights of minorities,
“creative chaos” and the clash of civilizations.
What should we expect the result of this contradiction to be? Dialogue,
harmony, peace and tolerance, or alienation, secession and the creation of
boundaries and barriers? The latter is certainly more than a possibility in a
world that does not know what its real goals are, makes no genuine effort
to reach a true accord and ends up by descending into ever-increasing
violence and strife. We can see plenty of evidence to suggest that this is
already happening if we look at the recent past. According to the records,
the number of armed conflicts around the world rose from 47 in 1989 to
56 in 1990, 68 in 1992 and 118 in 1999-2000 1. These figures speak for
themselves.
Another contradiction - which is possibly even more fundamental –
concerns the inequality created by globalisation. Calls for an integrated
world and dialogue for the sake of a better future are shown to be nothing
more than empty words when one considers the growing disparities
between the states and communities that make up our one global society,
as well as the pressures which the weaker groups are subjected to within
the different societies which comprise it. This situation exacerbates the
world’s problems and puts it under severe strain. I am not talking about
major challenges such as environmental pollution, climate change, the
greenhouse effect, CO2 emissions, the world financial crisis and global
economic stagnation (all of which pose significant threats in their own
right and cannot be seen in isolation from the disparities between the
states at the centre of the capitalist system and the developing countries).
What I am more concerned with here is another set of problems that are
essentially social in nature:
1 – Growing poverty and unemployment around the world, particularly
in the poorer societies. According to reports, 40% of the world’s population
receive 5% of the world’s income and the richest 20% receive 75% of it.
Approximately half the world’s population (about three billion people) live
1

Dan Smith: Trends and Causes of Armed Conflict, Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict
Management, 2001, pp. 3-4. Available online: www.edoc.amnesty.org/armed/conflict
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on incomes of not more than 2.5 US Dollars per head per day. UNICEF
reports state that 22,000 children die of hunger every day in the world’s
poorer regions, particularly the developing countries in Africa and Asia1.
Moreover, the 2009 economic crisis created an estimated additional 81
million young unemployed in various parts of the globe2.
2 – New kinds of crime – particularly human trafficking and related
activities. Globalisation has created a huge upsurge in communications
and telecommunications, causing the world to shrink and opening up
new channels for the flow of goods, ideas, technologies, ideologies and
money. One effect of this has been an acceleration of human movement
and the consequent appearance of certain types of crime that were
previously unknown. This is largely because, while states are tightening
controls over their immigration procedures and introducing stricter
border controls in response to fears over terrorism, the rise in illegal
movements of people, people trafficking and the exploitation of migrants
has become a world-wide phenomenon. Reports and figures show that
the by-products of human trafficking – such as drug smuggling, gunrunning and the sex trade - have become such a serious global problem
that they now pose a threat to modern society. Some seven million
people have fallen victim to people trafficking, around 800,000 have
been smuggled across international frontiers and a million children have
been forced into the sex trade.
People trafficking has generated incomes totalling 32 billion US Dollars
and has affected 161 states in one way or another3. Thanks to globalisation,
the sex trade is flourishing and women and children are being treated as
profitable commodities in the global capital market4.
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3 – The rising number of refugees; by the end of the 20th century this
figure – excluding political asylum seekers - had risen to between 18 and 20
million people being forced to leave their homes because of wars, armed
conflicts and inter-ethnic strife1.
There is a growing social gap between large sections of the world’s
population as a result of the increase in poverty and deprivation across
the globe and this is creating actual and potential conflict between
communities as well as between their individual members. Borders
between states are being sealed tight in response to rising crime particularly human trafficking – and illegal immigration and this is likely
to lead to new ways being devised in order to evade border controls. This
is indeed a graphic demonstration of the paradoxes of globalisation: on
the one hand improved cross-border facilities for trade and the transfer of
capital, technology, ideas and people and, on the other, stricter controls
by governments over their countries’ borders. Seen from this angle,
globalisation seems to be a liberal laissez-faire process that allows freedom
of labour and movement, while at the same time it imposes restrictions on
both when it suits it.

Two: The need for peace and tolerance in the globalisation age
The contradictions we have indicated (not to mention a range of other
factors) have led us to conclude that, while globalisation has its positive
side, it has also produced negative consequences. One of the most
important of these is the fact that it exacerbates geographical, social and
cultural differences – or “mutual estrangement” – so that consequently
“tolerance and peace discourse” has become a vital tool for promoting
rapprochement and integration and inspiring humanity with hope for an
alternative, more humanitarian form of globalisation.
There is a strong relationship between peace and tolerance. They
are both moral values, there can be no peace without tolerance, nor can
there be tolerance without peace. We can understand this clearly if we
examine the meanings and derivations of the two words. In English the
1

R. Cohen and P. Kennedy: Global Sociology, Palgrave, London, 2000.
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word “tolerance” is derived from the Latin verb infinitive “tollere”, which
means to raise, concede, consider or respect. All these meanings have the
connotations of tolerance (or leniency or forbearance). The Arabic root of
“tasamuh” (the common word for tolerance) has much the same meaning.
The noun “tasamuh” comes from the verb “samaha”, which means to
be magnanimous, generous or indulgent, and also has connotations
suggesting an ability to endure a situation; when someone exercises
leniency or acts magnanimously and with respect, this means that he is
able to “grin and bear it”.
In my opinion the word “peace” reflects the same meanings. It is
derived from the Latin word “pax”, which means tranquillity, lack of
rebelliousness and surrender, or accepting a state of general harmony
and conciliation. (Historically, the “Pax Romana” was a time of peace
marked by the cessation of the civil wars in the Roman Empire.) Its Arabic
equivalent – “salam” or “silm” – is derived from the verb “sallama” (from
“salima”), which means to forgive or rescue. Both “salam” and “silm” have
connotations of conciliation and surrender, or even embracing Islam (since
entering the Faith is a form of surrender, acquiescence and acceptance –
i.e. surrendering oneself and one’s affairs to Allah, Glory be to Him, the
Most High)1.
So there is a kind of semantic convergence between peace and
tolerance. Both suggest an acceptance of the “other”, respect for his point
of view and a willingness to overlook differences and coexist peacefully
and tolerantly alongside him. A tolerant person is a person who is willing
to make concessions to the “other” within the context and limits agreed
between them, and consequently live with him in peace and amity. It
would be equally true to say that a placid, peace-loving person is almost
by definition a person who accepts the “other”, feels and acts tolerantly
towards him and accepts his point of view.
Peace and tolerance, then, are inextricably related to each other and
1

Language definitions in the following dictionaries:
– Merriam Webster. Available online: www.MerriamWebster.com
Lisan al ‘Arab. See “samh”. Available online at www.Baheth.info
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have the potential to create a “virtuous space” capable of counteracting
the more undesirable effects of globalisation and setting it on the right
track. Let us now consider how they can best do this.
1 – Focusing on the human aspect of globalisation
By promoting the values of peace and tolerance we can help foster
the positive side of globalisation – the side which reinforces the social
movements that oppose globalisation in its present form and seek to
replace it with something better. In the view of Michel Kilo1, globalisation
is “capitalism freed from its restraints, which seeks to reshape the world
in the interests of certain states, centres or economies. It marks the
beginning of a new era in the history of international exploitation and
oppression.” Hence the task of “humanising globalisation” is “the destiny
of the entire human race”.
While humanising globalisation is a major challenge both politically
and economically, culturally it is even more difficult because it requires
a “human culture” which puts mankind at the centre of existence and
believes that they are capable of achieving freedom and progress and able
to build a rational world with a liberal, democratic culture and universal
values. However, man cannot become “the centre of existence” without
a new system of virtuous and humane values, the most important of
which are tolerance and peace. Man cannot occupy this central space
through accumulating material wealth and profits, or through oppression,
colonialism, violence and conflict; in fact, the only way he can do this is
by embracing “virtuous values” which prevent him from acting unjustly
towards his fellow man and create the conditions for tolerant, peaceful
coexistence. A humane, alternative form of globalisation does not only
give the human race a “central position”; it also puts values, as opposed to
capital, at the centre of existence.
It follows logically from this that if capital is forced to comply with
these “virtuous central values”, then it will have the potential to cease
being an instrument of oppression, injustice, exploitation and alienation.
1

Michel Kilo: Min ajli ‘Awlamah Insaniyah, Al Tafahom magazine, No. 26, Spring 2009.
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2 – A common global culture
Closer relationships between peoples can lead to shared global values
like peace and tolerance, followed by justice, equality and a commitment
to mankind’s physical, spiritual, psychological and intellectual welfare.
In such a situation mankind would share a common culture which would
satisfy their needs, including their religious beliefs – a culture that
would enable man to live in harmony with his environment, develop the
earth and establish a civilization that would guarantee his dignity and
intellectual integrity and provide him with the wherewithal for a decent life.
Anthropologists have frequently observed that there is a close relationship
between a society’s culture and its essential needs. 1 Accordingly, as long
as all people’s needs are similar, so too will be their cultural output, beliefs
and attitudes. Even if they may differ in some of their minor details, they
will grow from a single root derived from the “virtuous values” we have
referred to above, and this means that they will provide the means for a
peaceful, tolerant life, or tolerance based upon peace.
3 – Cultural pluralism
If peace and tolerance are recognized as shared “virtuous values” in
the age of globalisation, this will promote mutual understanding between
peoples and enable the notion of cultural pluralism to flourish. In its
famous document on cultural diversity the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) affirms the principle of
pluralism and points to dialogue as the way to establish a framework of
interdependence between peoples, coupled with interaction between
different ideas and belief systems2.
In this paper UNESCO calls for a new world, or a new kind of
globalisation in which all the component parties are equal, even if they
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differ from one another in their material resources and assets. It calls for
a new framework of tolerant, peaceful coexistence between peoples that
is based not upon the economic division of labour between states, but
on cultural interrelationships. Moreover, it also stresses the link between
peace and tolerance on the one hand, and diversity and pluralism on the
other.
The cultural pluralism advocated by UNESCO and those who believe
in a “humane globalisation” can only exist in a climate in which there is
an abundance of tolerance and peace. Neither of these two qualities can
exist in the absence of the “different other” and without a recognition
of – and interaction between – “different others”; that is to say, a world
in which different human groups work peaceably together for the benefit
of all, without any one group imposing its will on – or tyrannising - any
other.

Three: The chances of peace and tolerance in the age of
globalisation
The question we shall endeavour to answer here is: Can peace and
tolerance really be achieved under the present system of globalisation?
The reality is that globalisation in its present form only allows peace
and tolerance to exist at a rhetorical level. While “peace and tolerance
discourse” can be heard across the world, it also carries a subtext which
implies that, as well as the opportunities that exist for creative peace,
tolerance and interaction between different peoples and cultures, mankind
also faces significant dangers. Furthermore, at present such discourse is
“just talk” and can only be heard in speeches at conferences, pageants,
festivals, competitions and other formal events divorced from the realities
of everyday life. From our perspective – as we pointed out earlier – our
situation is not unlike that of the conflict between Socrates, who called for
virtue and goodness, and the arrogant Athenian leaders who rejected those
moral qualities.
I believe this is something we need to be aware of as we seek out the
opportunities for peace and tolerance in the age of globalisation.
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1 – “Peace and tolerance rhetoric”
Where did all this talk of peace and tolerance come from? It was
almost certainly initiated by those people who are aware of the hidden
dangers of materialistic, consumerist globalisation and its alienating
effects. The United Nations and its organisations and agencies have been
the most active proponents of the values of peace and tolerance and their
discourse is without doubt based upon an anti-globalisation culture that
highlights the unjust principles upon which globalisation is founded, its
consumerism and the social disintegration it causes, and the domineering
arrogance of the big powers in the modern world.
Calls for a “culture of peace and tolerance” have been gaining
traction in the corridors of the United Nations for some time; in 1997 the
UN General Assembly included the question of a “peace culture” on its
agenda and the year 2000 was declared an International Year of Peace.
Subsequently the decade from 2001 to 2010 was declared a Decade for
a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the World and
a “peace culture” plan of action was approved. Following this, peace,
tolerance and mutual understanding between states became a major
theme of the speeches of world leaders and their General Assembly
representatives and the Assembly issued several resolutions on the subject,
including the need for co-operation and harmony between religions and
cultures1.
At its 1995 Conference UNESCO issued a Declaration of Principles
on Tolerance and a plan for implementing the UN’s Year of Tolerance
(approved by the UN General Assembly on UNESCO’s recommendation
in 1995). In 1996 the General Assembly called upon member states to
mark the International Day of Tolerance each year on 16th November
by organising programmes of educational and cultural activities aimed
at promoting dialogue, positive interaction and a rejection of violence
and extremism, while stressing the need for peace and tolerance and a
commitment to the principles of UNESCO’s Declaration on Tolerance.
(The Declaration affirmed that, while tolerance is a virtue of which
1
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the world stands in desperate need, it is threatened by fanaticism and
violence.1)
As a further step, UNESCO also established a Chair of Human Rights,
Tolerance and Peace and other chairs were set up in several universities
in order to carry out studies on human rights, tolerance and democracy
and provide education and training in those fields. Through UNESCO’s
influence the issue of peace and tolerance also became a feature (if
indirectly) of a number of academic chairs dedicated to various other
disciplines, including a Chair of Philosophy and an Ibn Rushd Chair2.
Calls for a culture of peace and tolerance started to permeate from
the General Assembly and UNESCO into other institutions such as civil
society bodies. These in turn began to foster world peace and tolerance
and recognize the role they have to play in creating democratic systems.
Numerous symposiums, seminars and conferences were held and websites
were set up calling for peace and tolerance, particularly between peoples
who were prone to wars and armed conflicts3. Research centres were also
established to study peace and conflict resolution, and academic books,
papers and other publications were published on these topics and related
subjects. Perhaps one of the most significant of these in the Arab world
is Al Tasamoh (now Al Tafahom) – a periodical published by the Ministry
of Endowments and Religious Affairs in the Sultanate of Oman since 2003
- which plays an important role in studying and promoting a culture of
tolerance and acceptance of the “other”, by offering a range of different
points of view – including religious opinions – on the question of tolerance.
2 – Promoting cultural interaction and peace
Cultural interaction is another way of promoting peace and tolerance.
If globalisation has led to actual conflict and disintegration, it has also
1
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produced various forms of discourse that have the potential to be highly
disruptive on a global scale. One of the most significant of these is the
notion of cultural conflict, or the clash of civilizations – a thesis proposed
by the American thinker Samuel Huntington who observed that the world
is undergoing a process of cultural polarisation. Since the Cold War,
he claimed, the world has seen the emergence of new civilizations and
identities (particularly the Islamic and Chinese civilizations); at the same
time, there has been a growing awareness of a link between economic and
political interests and “cultural regions”. Consequently, alongside a decline
in ideologies we are witnessing a resurgence of cultural and religious
identity, which is leading to increased conflict and competition between
civilizations1.
Although there is much truth in the concept of a clash of civilizations
and inter-cultural and inter-religious conflict in the globalised world of
today, it holds little appeal for those like us who are seeking an alternative
version of globalisation and regard it as a factor in generating alienation
and new enmities at a time when they were believed to be (almost) things
of the past. (I am referring here to religious and cultural enmities.) This is
why there is a growing counter-discourse which sees genuine opportunities
for dialogue, tolerance and peace rather than conflict, leading to a new
kind of civilization based upon cultural and spiritual values rather than
mere crass materialism.
Numerous philosophers and thinkers have been attracted by the idea
of cultural interaction and cross-pollination. Indeed, the philosophical
notion that human societies are in a constant state of advancement
and development is a fundamentally humane one which sees a people’s
progress as an indication of movement towards perfection and intellectual
maturity and a willingness to develop harmonious relations with other
cultures 2. In many ways it is similar to Hegelianism with its dialectic
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of progression towards a state of perfection and maturity before finally
attaining the Absolute, which is Pure Spirit and Total Perfection – i.e. a
form of perfection that is intellectual and spiritual as opposed to material
and political 1. Nietsche’s search for the Ubermensch, or Superman, in
Also Sprach Zarathustra is also a search for a state of perfection in which
man is free to exercise the full power of his will – in the interests not (as
some people think) of a tyrant or oppressor, but for the sake of virtue and
goodness2.
While it is true that the goal here is an ideal state which may never
actually be achieved, the very process of striving to achieve it is bound
to reduce the intensity of inter-cultural conflict and inspire hope in the
prospects for a “perfect civilization”. However, materialistic, consumerist
globalisation has the opposite effect, since it drives people apart from each
other rather than bringing them closer together, so that consequently the
aspiration towards a perfect, mature civilization has tended to give way to
the more modest goal of cultural interaction.
Thinkers, politicians and international organisations have helped
spread this idea among the different peoples of the world. Here I should
like to return to the UN’s initiatives in this regard, particularly the efforts of
UNESCO, which held an international conference on inter-cultural dialogue
from 23rd to 26th April 2001.3 In his message to this conference UNESCO’s
Director-General wrote: “Dialogue is the main tool for improving relations
and mutual understanding between different cultures and it will continue
to be so. We are in desperate need of serious and broad-ranging dialogue,
because it is the only way we can succeed in ensuring that we listen to
each other, adjust our attitudes and appreciate the points of difference
between us. Through committed and serious dialogue we can resolve
conflicts, overcome disagreements and bandage wounds. Thus we will
1
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be able to begin our main task of infusing globalisation with a humane –
or humanitarian – quality and making it a more acceptable process that
promotes greater equality [between nations, societies and individuals].”
The notion of inter-cultural dialogue and peaceful coexistence enjoys
its strongest support in those weaker cultures that have suffered most from
the ravages of globalisation and its gross materialism. Over the past ten
years the Arab world has seen countless discussions, conferences, books
and articles on the proposition that dialogue between civilizations is one
of the keys to an alternative globalisation. Indeed, many Arab thinkers who
are in favour of it believe that is offers a way towards understanding and
emulating Western culture. They are not advocating a return to Western
colonialism; instead, their focus is on the West’s interest in studying,
identifying and understanding different civilizations. It is through dialogue
that people can understand the “other” and coexist amicably with it in a
diversified world1.
3 – Global civil society
The current interest in civil society stems from the rising domination
of market forces and the increasing power of the state. In its present-day
form globalisation has created a savage version of capitalism and enabled
nation states to arm themselves with instruments of repression which
the rich states are using against the poor ones and the poor states are
using against their own populations. Consequently we can conclude that
the emergence of civil society is a natural reaction against this situation.
Civil society consists of independent organisations and groupings that
are not connected to market forces or the state and involve people in
their activities on a free, voluntary basis. Arab thinkers describe it as
a “freedom space which operates independently”2 in such a way that its
independence enables it to set both the state and the market on the right
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track. At the same time, it gives individuals the opportunity to work and act
unrestrictedly on their own behalf.
This opens up a prospect for a third alternative – a Middle Way –
which recognizes the anomalies created by globalisation and puts forward
ideas for an alternative economy. This was summed up by the French
Prime Minister Lionel Jospin: “Yes to market economy but no to market
society.”1 In other words, we do not reject or deny globalisation and the
kind of economy it imposes upon the market, but globalisation must not
be allowed to transform society into a market ruled by competitiveness and
conflict.
This clearly reflects an aspiration towards a globalisation model that
brings people closer together through a range of independent organisations
that they set up and manage themselves. These are the civil society
associations; some of them are regional, others international.
Since they have taken upon themselves the task of confronting
globalisation or exposing its “other face”, even regional or transnational
associations have found that they also need to perform a global
role. Academics and thinkers have described this development as an
“associational revolution” – a process which has been spurred on by
the development of information technology, worsening economic and
environmental crises and the need for a form of social capital based
upon mutual relations and trust 2. We may describe this “associational
revolution” through the global civil society networks as an expression of
an aspiration for world peace and tolerance and a rejection of violence.
Hence it would be wrong to say that all these international (or national)
civil society associations are anti-globalisation, or working to establish
an alternative version of globalisation. They are much broader-ranging
and more diverse than that and include pro- as well as anti-globalisation
organisations. They can be divided into four main categories:3
1

Quote from L.M. Salamon, S.W. Sokolowski and R. List: Global Civil Society: An Overview; the Johns
Hopkins University, 2003, p. 2.

2

Ibid. pp. 7-8.

3

See K. Chondary: Global Civil Society, Globalization and Nation-State. Paper presented at the ISTR
Conference, Toronto, Canada, 2004. Available online: www.iste.org
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(1) Supporters of globalisation: These are organisations and
movements that are enthusiastic champions of globalisation and the
expansion of international capital and world governance on the basis of
supra-national laws and regulations. They are in favour of multi-national
corporations and pro-globalisation governments and generally benefit
from globalisation themselves in the form of either logistical or financial
support.
(2) Opponents of globalisation: These are organisations and
movements that reject globalisation and call for a reassertion of the nation
state, the existence of which they see as being threatened by the relentless
march of globalisation. Their supporters, who are drawn from the right,
left and middle of the political spectrum, may differ with each other over
the details. However, they are all agreed that globalisation is a harmful
phenomenon and that its economic and legislative expansion needs to be
curbed.
(3) The reformers: These form the broad base of the organisations
and movements that accept globalisation as an inevitable reality. At
the same time, however, they call for reforms to give it a more human
or “civilized” character. This would entail “infusing” it with higher doses
of justice, tolerance and peace, while creating opportunities for greater
equality so that all can benefit from a more equitable economic and
social system.
(4) Those looking for an alternative: These include organisations
and movements that are neither pro- nor anti-globalisation but operate
through channels that are independent of governments and international
organisations. The result is the creation of free, independent spaces that
challenge globalisation. For example, they may boycott certain types of
food or international brands, or resist armaments and wars in an attempt
to create a different and better world.
If we ignore the first category, we will find that the other three
are critical of globalisation or call for its reform or the development of
alternatives to it. This shows that this area of the civil space is growing both
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locally and internationally; however, it offers an opportunity not to destroy
globalisation, but rather a chance for its main players to “mend their ways”
and come up with a more just version of globalisation that is better able
to unite people towards common goals through a culture of peace and
tolerance.

Four : Challenges facing peace and tolerance in the age of
globalisation
Some people (particularly the powerless and those with humanitarian
instincts) harbour the hope that the world is capable of overcoming
globalisation in its present crude form and replacing it with a juster version
governed by virtuous values. The categories we described above show
that there is indeed a chance (if a remote and not very obvious one) for
this hope to be achieved. However, while this hope may have begun to
see the light of day in the minds and consciences of those seeking new
prospects for humanity, materialistic globalisation is becoming ever further
entrenched and producing new “counter-humanitarian challenges”. In this
section we shall endeavour to identify them.
1) Political hegemony and the stereotyping of values
Globalisation with a human touch, based upon a culture of peace
and tolerance, is a form of globalisation which allows for pluralism
and creative competition. It leaves peoples with the opportunity to live
in dignity and preserve their cultural heritage and beliefs. However,
globalisation as we know it today is of a different stripe. It imposes
models of political and cultural hegemony, forcing peoples to follow
centralised political and cultural agendas. In fact it could be true to say
that it has replaced Eurocentric centralisation with global centralisation.
Western-style modernisation - particularly its cultural aspect – has
become widely criticised during the present era, with the result that
Eurocentrism has been replaced by globalisation and a multi-polar world,
led by America, and a new kind of centralisation has appeared which
reflects a political and cultural model dominated by the USA and the
major industrial nations.
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At the political level, globalisation’s new ascendancy has been
achieved through the imposition of a series of political and economic
agendas. The most significant of these is political liberalism, which
champions the interests of the individual and calls for a degree of social
justice underwritten by the state. In many countries these policies have not
led to genuine development, but rather to conditions that have produced
higher levels of poverty and unemployment, rising tensions at home and
increased repression – even to the point of tyranny - on the part of the
state.1 Moreover, while these policies have been introduced in order to
foster the interests of the individual, they are incompatible with the new
social contexts in which they find themselves (such as ethnic and sectarian
divisions). As a consequence they are not conducive to communal peace
and tolerance, but rather the opposite.
This observation should not be interpreted as an attack on liberalism
as a concept or a philosophy. Rather, it is a criticism of the way in which
governments are coerced into adopting certain policies as a result of the
centralising and “dictatorial” character of globalisation, which forces
them to comply with World Bank and International Monetary Fund diktats.
As a consequence they find themselves drowned in debts and obliged to
resort to measures such as the repression of their own populations. Thus
although globalisation may appear on the surface to have a human face,
in reality it creates contradictions that are bound to threaten communal
peace and harmony and stretch the boundaries of tolerance between
individuals and groups to an unacceptable degree. It is this factor that – in
Edward Said’s view – makes globalisation and neo-colonialism so similar2.
From this we can conclude that this form of globalisation – or “neocentralisation” – is a form of hegemony that applies just as much to
the cultural sphere as it does to politics and economics. In doing so
it takes modernisation out of its Western context and – after adapting it
slightly to conform to what it sees as “local conditions” – it grafts it on
to traditional, non-Western societies. This is why globalisation has always
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had a tendency to “stereotype the world” – an operation which entails two
processes: firstly, by establishing capitalist-style economic, political and
social models, such as markets and banks, nation-states and educational,
military and municipal systems; and secondly, by spreading ideas and
concepts such as freedom, equality, values and human rights. During the
current phase of globalisation stereotyping has begun to change direction
somewhat, so that today its focus is more on values, ideas and “positive
images” of such things as capitalist economics (free movement of labour,
freedom of choice etc.), capitalist political notions (freedom, democracy,
human rights etc.) and capitalist cultural and social values (empowerment
of women, creative diversity, freedom of religion etc.); at the same time, it
promotes the American approach to these issues by adopting a range of
different types of media channels and “hidden persuaders”.
These “positive images” apply not only to value systems, but also
to numerous other areas of life, including happiness, love, hatred,
art, religion, statesmanship, gender identity etc. This has resulted in
a “stereotyping of the intellect and the emotions” and a narrowing of
the distance between the world of the image and the world of reality (or
between reality and fantasy).1
So the globalisation culture tries to create a single, standard, universal
social system and lifestyle. Instead of being a culture that develops
naturally and in response to evolving circumstances, as was the case in
the past, it has become subjected to a clearly defined economic, political
and social agenda – an agenda outlined in the rhetoric of the industrial
countries. (This particularly true of the political discourse we find in
America, Britain and Germany.) It is set out in detail at international
conferences on topics such as population, women and crime, to name
but a few - which are generally designed to follow the political agendas
of the major industrial nations and to put forward (or “impose from the
globalisation centre”) new ideas on the family, marital relations, human
rights, the “peace culture” etc.
1

Ahmed Zayed: ‘Awlamat al Hadathah wa Tafkik al Thaqafat al Wataniyyah, in ‘Aalam al Fikr, Kuwait,
Vol. 1 No. 32, p. 19.
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2) Identity, peace and cultural boundaries
The way in which globalisation stereotypes the world is producing
various kinds of polarisation, not only on a global scale but also regionally
and domestically, and in doing so it is forcing peoples and communities
to defend their identities by pulling up the drawbridges and fortifying their
own cultural boundaries. In fact, it could be true to say that the concept
of the relationship between the “I” and the “other” – which is based upon
tolerance, acceptance and getting on together – is changing from one of
common assumptions to one of uncertainty.
If the relationship between the “I” and the “other” is becoming
primarily one of uncertainty, the question of identity begins to rear its head
and the boundaries of identity become cultural (and maybe even physical)
fortresses characterised by extremism and violence.
Identity is a process of “ongoing consolidation” with a specific culture
which has its own language, symbols and social characteristics.1 The way
in which the world is becoming stereotyped by globalisation is leading not
to a rising sense of cultural identity at the political and social levels, but
rather to alienation, conflict and endless cultural strife. While on the one
hand globalisation has let us live the dream of freedom and emancipation
(at the rhetorical level), it has also plunged us into conflict over questions
of identity: Who are we? What is our history? What will become of us? What
is our role in life?
These questions awaken the “I” and cause the “we” to take a back
seat. And if these uncertainties continue and spread, harmony and shared
assumptions will eventually be put to the test in no uncertain terms.
In a previous paper I described this process as a “process of
recognizing boundaries” – i.e. a communal awareness of cultural
boundaries and possibly rising hostility towards other social groups.2
This process is also linked to what academics call a “process of inter-
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boundary alienation”, or “deterritorialization”, which may be interpreted as
uprooting a social group’s cultural experience and training it to adapt to
other cultural experiences in different times and places.1 The result of this
process is that, while people find themselves experiencing other cultural
systems which are essentially different from their own national cultures,
they also develop a heightened sense of their own identity; this produces
“divisive identities” which may on occasion escalate into violent conflict,
as happened in Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo and numerous
other states composed of more than one ethnicity. These conflicts are
designed to “restore recognition of boundaries” – a situation known as
“reterritorialization”.
Conflicts of this kind do not necessarily involve violence. There are
other, more peaceable, versions in which the process of “inter-boundary
alienation” takes on a “hybridized” form; in this form traditional culture
and its symbols are promoted, reinforced and reinvigorated.2
We can infer from this analysis that the process of “recognizing the
boundaries of identity” also entails a recognition of the boundaries of
peace and tolerance between peoples and social groups. While it is true
that “recognizing the boundaries of identity” plays an important role
in maintaining sustainable social cohesion, when it involves negative
attitudes towards other communities - or overweening arrogance about
one’s own – peace and tolerance will be placed in jeopardy.
3) Extremism and violence
Extremism and violence are the main challenges facing the values of
peace and tolerance in the world of today. Extremism can take on many
forms - the capitalist system which is an adjunct of globalisation has
produced some historically unprecedented versions – but we can clearly
identify four types:
– Political extremism, reflected in the rise of Nazism and Fascism
in Europe, which led to a world war and millions of deaths. This type of
1

See J Tomlinson: Globalization and Cultural Identity, The University of Chicago Press, 1999, p. 273.

2

Ibid. p. 275.
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extremism really belongs to the past, but it still rears its head from time to
time in various countries and guises.
– Ideological extremism, associated with the emergence of
totalitarian political systems which, while achieving notable successes
in industrialising and modernising their countries, were guilty of extreme
repressive practices against their own peoples. Examples of this are the
Cultural Revolution in China and, even more notably, Stalin’s victims in the
former Soviet Union.
– Racial extremism, based on creedal or political myths and
prejudices and involving various forms of occupation and repression, as
– for example – in the case of Zionist extremism, whose followers stole
the Land of Palestine and killed, violated and dispersed its inhabitants.
(Another example is the extreme racism that stripped the Africans of their
land, exploited their labour and discriminated against them in numerous
different ways, as happened in South Africa and Zimbabwe during the
colonial era.)
– Religious extremism. This - the most modern form of extremism –
has been created by capitalist globalisation and is characterised by the
Islamic and Christian extremism we see in the world of today.
An historical analysis of these types of extremism will show us that the
world, which ostensibly calls for peace and tolerance (the United Nations
and its bodies were set up at the end of the Second World War to promote
peace and goodwill between peoples), continues to generate a range of
different types of extremism which are totally incompatible with the values
of peace and tolerance. Numerous studies on extremism have shown that
extremist groups use every available means in order to strengthen their
solidarity in the face of their external enemies.1 Consequently it becomes
a case of “us” against the “other” – every “other” being regarded as an
enemy to a greater or a lesser degree. In such a situation peace becomes
almost impossible to achieve.
1
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The disintegrative forces of globalisation have been unable to defeat
extremism, despite having been able to penetrate some of these groups
and influence their ideas. Rather than breaking up those groups, the usual
outcome is that they turn to violence towards their (supposed) enemies
in order to reinforce the sense of solidarity between their members.
Undeterred by the threat of punishment, these groups are not afraid to lose
their lives for the sake of the Cause – as we see from the readiness with
which extremists are prepared to blow themselves up.1 The consequences
of this may be even more serious. Firstly, it may cause the spread of
extremism; the very process of trying to prevent extremism can encourage
others to support the targeted extremist groups and heighten awareness
of “cultural boundaries”, and secondly, the extremist groups may be more
inclined to resort to violence or counter-violence.
The situation is exacerbated by the globalised economic system,
which creates ever increasing poverty and deprivation; this explains
why researchers are inclined to see a link between it and rising levels of
extremism and violence, particularly in poor countries.2 However, the kind
of violence that we see in poor countries is not only inspired by extremism,
since there are also a range of political and social factors involved, which
may be expressed in violence against a ruling political system or reflected
in ordinary crime levels.
Here we should perhaps note that, while globalisation threatens peace
and tolerance at a global level, the challenges it poses at a local level may
be even more challenging.

Conclusion
Although many centuries have now passed since Socrates put forward
his argument in favour of virtue, the ideal of virtue is still alive today. Ever
since the time of Socrates there have been empires with their own versions
of globalisation, kingdoms and states have risen and fallen, and today we
1

Ibid. Chs. 5 and 6.
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and Violence in Poor Countries, in Third World Quarterly, Vol. 25, 2004, pp. 1030-1077.
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have a modern form of globalisation on the Western model. Under the
present system, which has been imposed on the world through the tools
of direct and indirect imperialism, we find a jumble of juxtapositions and
contradictions of a kind the world has never witnessed before.
In this paper we have cited the example of Socrates as we try to
understand the challenges of achieving peace and tolerance in the
globalisation era. The world has changed a lot since his day, but the
paradoxical situation he described is still here: a global consumerist
society arrogant in its material development and arrogant in the way the
strong oppress the weak – a society of conflict and alienation between
man and man in which peace and tolerance are under serious threat. It
is against the background of this welter of contradictions that voices are
raised in an appeal for a “humane globalisation” based upon peace,
tolerance and mutual love and understanding instead of injustice and
aggression.
Today we have the example of Socrates before us in a Socrates-less
world.
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GLOBALISATION AND
THE MORALITY OF THE
YOUNGER GENERATION
Mustafa El Nashar

G
“

lobalisation” is a major feature of the modern
world and during the second half of the 20 th
century it became a hot topic in every country
and continent. In the early 21st century it continues to
dominate the world’s cultural, political, social and
economic scene as well as the moral values and
behaviour of its inhabitants.
This is why the Arab and Islamic worlds need to examine
its impact in all those fields, particularly its influence
upon the younger generation, since it is that section of
the population which is most affected by globalisation –
particularly in the moral and economic spheres.

One: What is globalisation? And who are the
“globalised” youth?
Globalisation is a historical phenomenon.1 It is the
1

See our book Dhidd al ‘Awlamah, Dar Quba’ li’l Tiba‘ah wa’l Nashr wa’l
Tawzi‘, 1 st impression, Cairo, 1999, from p. 48, and our book Ma ba‘d
al ‘Awlamah, Dar Quba’ al Hadithah li’l Tiba‘ah wa’l Nashr wa’l Tawzi‘, 2nd
impression, Cairo, 2007 pp. 40-42.

Professor of Philosophy at the Faculty of Arts, Cairo University.
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term commonly used to describe the process of eliminating the distances
and differences between peoples and states through modern technology,
with the result that some people now compare the world to a single
village. When they say this, they mean that everything has an impact upon
everything else, due to the rapid transfer of information, capital, goods
and people and the growing similarities between cultures – to the extent
that most people around the world now seem to share common attitudes,
interests and habits.
This can be most strikingly seen in the youth of today. “Globalised”
youth dress in similar Western styles – either jeans and tee-shirts or
fashionable smart suits and ties. They generally carry laptops or the latest
mobile telephone models and when they speak, the words they use suggest
that they are familiar with foreign languages – particularly English, the
main international language. They see the internet as an essential daily
tool and pride themselves on having cvs that include the International
Computer Driving Licence (ICDL) and course certificates in English and
other foreign languages.
After graduating from a government or private university (preferably
American, German, French etc.), a “globalised” youth looks for a job in
one of the multinational companies so that he can earn a monthly salary
in US Dollars which is considerably higher than his parents’ combined
monthly pay packets as civil servants. His preferred diet is American-style
fast food and takeaways, accompanied by canned drinks, Marlboro or Kent
cigarettes etc.
These “globalised youth traits” we have identified here are the positive
ones found in those young people who have been able to exploit the best
aspects of the modern world and put their qualifications and skills to good
use when dealing with the age in which they live. If they are also modest,
pious people of good character (i.e. representatives of all that is best in our
national cultural identity), then we can fairly describe them as models that
we would wish our younger generation to emulate. We would like our young
people to be able to handle all the intellectual and technological challenges
of the modern world and interact and compete effectively with their foreign
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counterparts in every economic sphere, while at the same time remaining
true to their traditional moral and religious values. This will ensure that, while
adopting the language, methodologies and tools of the modern age in their
dealings with others, they will also devote their skills and creative talents to
serving their society and contributing to its progress and prosperity.
However, there is also another kind of “globalised youth” - similar
in appearance and equally familiar with modern culture, but hell-bent
on personal pleasure. They sit idly for hours in front of their computers
browsing through salacious websites, chatting up depraved members of
the opposite sex, searching for ways of strengthening their sexual prowess,
indulging in drugs and alcohol, and financing their immoral activities
through hacking and cyber-fraud.
Both these models of “globalised youth” are exceptions. It is rare
to find a young person who not only has the skills needed to compete
effectively on the global stage in the world of today, but is also a paragon
of moral rectitude and piety. Those who embrace globalisation with open
arms often say that “the secularisation of society cannot be separated from
its globalisation”1 - that is to say, that in the age of globalisation there is
no room for morality and religion, since progress and success depend upon
worldly knowledge and economic superiority.
Fortunately, it is also rare to come across a young person who has
been totally corrupted by the culture of globalisation. What we usually find
is a mixture of the two. In the Arab world the negative aspects are mainly
due to an unawareness of what globalisation really means, aggravated by
the specific economic, political and social factors that are a feature of our
particular societies. The result of all this is that our younger generation
experience disappointment and a sense of failure, along with a feeling
of insecurity and confusion over cultural identity. Should they identify
themselves with the West and sever their ties with their traditional moral
and religious values, or should they become entrenched behind the walls of
1

Peter Beyer (in Arabic): Al Khaskhasah wa’l Ta’thir al ‘Aam li’l Dain fi’l Mujtama‘ al ‘Aalami,
from Mike Featherstone (in Arabic): Global Culture, tr. ‘Abdel Wahhab ‘Alub, Al Majlis al A ‘la li’l
Thaqafah, Cairo, 2000, p. 370.
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their own national culture and reject anything connected with the West and
the modern world?

Two: The negative cultural and moral impact of globalisation
Despite our reservations we cannot but recognize that our young
people need to understand globalisation in all its aspects. Globalisation - in
the sense of radical social transformation that turns mankind into what is
basically a single, uniform community – has not happened yet.1 Nor indeed
will it ever happen, because – to quote Anthony Smith - “the differences
between segments of humanity in terms of lifestyle and belief repertoire
are too great, and the common elements too generalised, to permit us to
even conceive of a globalised culture.”2
So the prospects of a single global culture are remote. This is also
the view of Mike Featherstone, 3 despite the intensity and speed of
global cultural interaction and the impression this gives that the world
is a single entity. There are numerous obstacles to the emergence of
a globalised culture – which is actually another term for the Western/
American cultural model that appears to see itself as a template for all the
peoples of the world to fit into. Globalisation is in fact nothing more nor
less that the cultural and economic Americanisation of the world; yet this
Americanisation will not actually take place, despite America’s extensive
cultural influence in so many spheres,4 because people are aware that
Allah has created humanity to comprise different communities, each with
its own individual and specific characteristics. How then can we conceive
– even theoretically – that it will ever be possible to pour them into a single
cultural, social and economic mould?
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The truth is that it would not only be impossible. It would also be
undesirable for the following reasons:
1) It would destroy mankind’s diversity. Humanity has been
created in numerous different forms, shapes, colours, belief systems
and environments and lives in a range of different social and economic
conditions. Whatever the pressures it may be subjected to, and however
advanced and powerful the technology ranged against it, this diversity will
always remain a fundamental, and highly desirable, feature of the human
race.
2) It would stifle creativity. Human diversity and differences in
environment, history and political, social and economic conditions are the
most powerful of all the creative forces that we are endowed with as human
beings. It is because of this diversity that we are able to speak of “cultures”
in the plural, rather than a single “culture” in the singular.
3) Attempts to stereotype human cultures and mould them into a
single Western-style (or, more specifically, American-style) culture entail
numerous risks. To quote a leading philosopher, Western (particularly
American) culture is a one-dimensional phenomenon with several negative
aspects, particularly at the moral level. For example:
a) Physical pleasure tends to take precedence over ethical and
religious values. The main purpose of the prevailing Western culture is the
gratification of bodily desires, and this creates an imbalance in a person’s
physical and psychological composition. Many philosophers and thinkers
have called in vain for this imbalance to be rectified.1
b) The dominance and globalisation of contemporary Western and
American culture has caused the ideals and goals which mankind have
established through their cultures, civilizations, and religions to become
transformed, with the result that today’s modern human being is described
1

For example see Albert Schweitzer (in Arabic): Falsafat al Hadharah, tr. ‘Abdel Rahman Badawi, ed.
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as “consumer man” - - i.e. as a person whose sole ambition is to satisfy his
own personal inclinations and seek out new ways of enjoying everything
the material world has to offer.
c) Among other things, the globalisation of culture means that
national identity is replaced by a “universal identity”. In the modern era
(and this is applauded by those who support globalisation) individuals
are coming to see themselves as citizens of the world, with the result that
today everyone has a weaker sense of identity with his or her own country
and its values.
d) Among other things, this loss of national identity accelerates the
Westernisation of the younger generation. Rather than feeling that they
belong to their own societies, they pride themselves in being part of an
invading culture that is basically alien to them, their environments and the
moral and religious beliefs of the communities into which they were born.
e) The popularity of the principle of the end justifying the means is a
natural consequence of a prevailing culture based on physical gratification.
As long as the end is the gratification of bodily desires, the means by
which that end is achieved is unimportant. This leads to a deterioration
in the relationships between family members – between parents and their
children – causing the younger generation to rebel against all family and
social ties and values.
f) The gap between rich and poor is widened. Economic globalisation
transforms transnational companies into multinational companies
that are able to manipulate the world’s economies. In such a situation
one is tempted to wonder how the peoples of the world will ultimately
respond to these unbridled capitalist corporations that – to quote an
American company executive 1 - operate on the principle of “Either
eat or be eaten”. According to the authors of The Global Trap,2 when
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capitalism of this kind is freed from all restraints, its sole raison d’etre
is to concentrate as much wealth as possible in the hands of the owners
of the world’s mega-enterprises while providing the remaining frustrated
populations with just enough trivial entertainment to keep them
quiet and pliable. It is certainly the case that a large segment of the
population of the developing world has begun to recognize this appalling
gap which exists between the few who have everything and the exploited
majority whose dreams extend no further than a desire to have enough
to eat and drink and a roof and four walls – in other words, the basics
they need to protect themselves from dying of hunger and exposure. As
Ethan Kapstein observes, the financial crises of the last twenty years
have had dire consequences – particularly for those most in need who
are generally deprived of access to social services, particularly in Eastern
Europe and the developing countries. 1 Some economists assert that
under globalization we are living in the age of the “rich fifth and poor
four fifths” society.2
The question now is: How can we deal with the negative effects of
cultural and moral globalization? And how can we protect our youth from
falling prey to their influences?

Three: A suggested strategy for tackling the negative impact
of globalization on the morality of our younger generation
Before we discuss this question we need to stress that it is vital
to make use of all the tools available to us in this age of globalization.
If we use them in a positive way, our young people will be able to derive
maximum benefit from the information, education and training facilities
on offer in the world of today, so that they can compete effectively in the
global labour market. Young Arabs have just as much potential as their
counterparts in India, Japan, China, Malaysia or anywhere else. Given the
right education, training and guidance, they will be more than capable of
1

Ethan Kapstein (in Arabic): ‘Aqd Ijtima‘iy Jadid fi Sabil Marhalah Jadidah mina’l ‘Awlamah, in the
UNESCO publication Mafatih al Qarn al Hadi wa’l ‘Ashrin, tr. by a team of translators and published
by Bait al Hikmah, Tunis Carthage, 2003, p. 627.
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Fakhkh al ‘Awlamah, p. 21. (See above).
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contributing positively and creatively to modern civilization, regardless of
the challenges and dearth of facilities available to them.
However, while we accept the positive aspects of globalisation and
believe that we should benefit from it for the sake of our societies, we
should not forget that we often find ourselves doing harm when we think
we are doing good. Nevertheless, negativity and evil can motivate us in a
good and positive way. That is to say, a recognition of the negative aspects
of the age of globalisation can show us how to deal with them and protect
our young people from them.
I believe that a positive approach to globalisation – particularly one
that is aware of its negative aspects – should be based on a principled Arab
strategy comprising:
1) A reinforcement of our national cultural values in the hearts
and minds of our youth, so that as they grow up they will have a strong
awareness of the values and principles upon which Arab and Islamic
civilization is based – particularly its emphasis on a balance between the
demands of the body, mind and soul. In this connection I believe that
the roles of the educational institutions and the family must be closely
integrated and that “moral security” is basically a product of the individual
conscience and a strong personal commitment - religious as well as
ethical - that is internally motivated from within the self rather than a result
of external pressures. At the same time it must be compatible with the
demands of day-to-day life in our constantly changing world.1
2) Developing the nation’s “inner” qualities. As I have pointed out on
numerous earlier occasions,2 a nation’s true strength is something that
“grows from within” – not as a result of external factors; it springs from
a self-generated revitalisation of the nation’s culture, economy, sciences
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and technology and cannot be achieved by relying upon outsiders, however
sophisticated and advanced they may be.
3) Modernising our educational systems so that they will be mainly
targeted at training our young people to think in a proper scientific,
philosophical and objective manner. The aim should be to provide them
with analytical skills and a critical approach to everything they read
(whether from their own traditional literature or Western sources); this
in turn will enable them to benefit from all the positive elements that the
Information Age has to offer while rejecting anything that is detrimental or
a waste of time.1
4) Giving the family and society a greater role in providing guidance
for our young people in the use of computers and the internet. This will
only be possible if parents themselves genuinely understand how important
it is to master modern technology and are properly trained in how to apply
it, so that they can ensure their children do not fall into such misuses of it
as cybercrime, blackmail, identity theft, hacking and other abuses.2
5) Propagating a healthy internet culture in our Arab society. These
days the internet is no longer a luxury, but a necessity that has to be
approached in a positive manner. According to the experts and data
security specialists employed by government departments and other
official or private sector bodies, this means that preventive measures need
to be put in place to avert the dangers that lurk in the world of the internet.
They include: i) Warning youngsters against giving out personal information
about themselves to people they have met through internet chat rooms;
ii) Warning them of the dangers of arranging face-to-face meetings with
people they have met through the internet without first consulting their
1

Nabil ‘Ali: Al Thaqafah al ‘Arabiyyah wa ‘Asr al Ma‘lumat, Kuwait, ‘Aalam al Ma‘rifah Series 265,
January 2001, from p. 503. And see our book Fi Falsafat al Ta‘lim – Nahwa Islah al Fikr al Tarbawi
al ‘Arabi li’l Qarni’l Hadi wa’l ‘Ashrin, Al Dar al Misriyyah al Sa‘udiyyah li’l Tiba‘ah wa’l Nashr wa’l
Tawzi‘, Cairo, 2009, from p. 80.
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‘Abdel Fattah Bayoumi Higazi: Al Ahdath wa Jara’im al Internet – Dirasah Muta‘ammiqah fi Athar
al Internet fi Inhiraf al Ahdath, Dar al Fikr al Jami‘i, Alexandria, 2002, pp. 275-281. And see Al Amn
wa’l Internet, a series of studies on data security published by the Dubai Police Centre for Research
and Studies. www.dubaipolice.gov.ae
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parents; iii) Keeping the computer in the living-room or an “open” area
of the house, or a club etc; iv) Using systems or programmes to enable
parents to monitor the sites their children visit when they (i.e. the parents)
are not present, or to deny them (i.e. their children) access to prohibited
sites1 ; and v) Protecting computer systems against hacking; it should be
understood that it is stupid to leave a data system unprotected so that
anyone can hack into it.2
6) Introducing pan-Arab legislation and ethical charters to regulate
the use of the internet and keep pace with the latest technological
developments and practices. Such regulation would enable policies to
be adopted in order to counter cybercrime, and the relevant members
of the judiciary or police force should be trained in the content and
implementation of its provisions.3 Any Arab regulations or charters of
this kind should be based upon international ethical agreements on
dealing with the internet. Areas covered would include emails, personto-person discussions and chat sites, and would include rules governing
communication between individuals and groups and rules to ensure the
development and character of internet data services.4
7) Taking steps to promote positive international action with regard to
the internet’s information content. Unlike other written and audio forms of
communication, the internet enables us to express ourselves in a unique
way. In the view of Joel de Rosnay, we have become both actors and
interactors with it; we are able to conceive, develop and print a piece of
text and, thanks to video, we are able to make our own TV programmes
and transmit them over the internet. We can create, participate and
exchange information. Unlike email, which is a system for exchanging
messages or telecommunications in word form, the internet enables us to
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establish mass links across the globe – either through our own personal
blogs or through electronic publications issued by our organisations or
associations.1
To put it simply, words we transmit or publish from an internet site
in any part of the world can influence other people everywhere. Just
as we and our young people are affected by the impact of internet data
originating from the West, so too do we and our younger generation
have the potential to exert our influence by sending a counter-flow of
information in the opposite direction – whether in Arabic or a recognized
international language – that expresses our values and identity, promotes
our causes and demonstrates our creativity so that people in the West can
see what we are made of and become susceptible to our influence.
The internet is creating a new kind of “citizenship” in the world of
today, as well as a new form of democracy in which everyone - regardless
of nationality, language or national affiliation – can contribute his or
her opinion and exchange information. In the near future this “internet
citizenship and democracy” may possibly represent a new type of identity
which transcends the boundaries of “parochial” time and place. What we
are witnessing today is the emergence of a new global super-organism
which – as de Rosnay points out – encompasses all of us and inevitably
transforms us into an “identity conundrum”: Have we become merged
into a single entity that is greater than its component parts, or do we still
continue to enjoy exchanges as individuals who retain our own separate
identities? Do we have internet identities or are we ourselves the internet?
That is the question we need to ask ourselves today? According to de
Rosnay, the “internet theory” states that we are simultaneously the totality
and the component part. However, he adds, it is vital (whether from a
political and moral point of view, or from the point of view of ethical theory
and certain spiritual aspirations) that an answer should be found to this
fundamental question.2
1

Joel de Rosnay (in Arabic): Ma‘lumat - Shabakat – Hawiyat, from the book Mafatih al Qarn al Hadi
wa’l ‘Ashrin (see above), pp. 395-396.
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Ibid. p. 398.
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In fact, this “identity conundrum” of the internet age does not matter
too much here as long as a person remains true to his or her identity and
values (including religious faith). Although an individual human being is
only a component part, he has the ability to influence others and absorb
them into his cultural identity to such an extent that they come to identify
themselves with his beliefs, demands and causes.
If a clash of identities is offset by a readiness to make a positive
contribution on the basis of shared values, beliefs, knowledge and
creativity, then it will not matter very much, because ultimately the
most important thing will be the principles and values that best express
mankind’s humanity and man’s view of his relationship with Allah, other
human beings and the rest of creation. In such a situation clashes will
cease to exist and will be replaced by dialogue, and dialogue will enable
the party with the strongest arguments to attract others to its side so that
they come to share its beliefs and support its principles.
Are we ready for a positive global dialogue along those lines,
in which we play our part in contributing to the internet’s universal
knowledge content? I believe we will be able to do so if we acquire a better
understanding, along with a mastery of the necessary analytical, dialectical
and intellectual skills. First and foremost, however, what we need is a level
of scientific and cultural creativity that will enable us to compete and
excel. That is the real challenge facing our discerning youth in the era of
globalisation and the Information Age.
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THE ISLAMIC REFORM
PROJECT NEEDS TO BE
“RESUMED”
Abd al Ilah Balqaziz

1
I have no need to stress the importance of any
discussion about the Islamic reform movement, which
is undergoing a revival today as we celebrate the
centenary of the birth of the great mujtahid (Islamic
scholar and interpreter of Islamic Law) Allal al Fassi. The
original version of Islamic reform, which first appeared
in the 1830s and continued till the early 1920s, offered
sober intellectual answers to a wide range of problems1
following the massive upheavals produced by the rise
of modern European civilization and Europe’s colonial
conquests. Apart from backwardness, these problems
included – among others: the challenges posed by the
colonial invasions of Arab and Muslim lands; reform
and the creation of the modern nation-state; and the
1

For more detail of our view see Abd al Ilah Balqaziz: Al Islam wa’l Siyasah,
Beirut, Casablanca, Al Markaz al Thaqafi al ‘Arabi, 2nd impression, 2008,
and Abd al Ilah Balqaziz and Ridwan al Sayyid: Azmat al Fikr al Siyasi
al ‘Arabi, Damascus, Dar al Fikr, 2001.

Professor of Philosophy at King Hassan II University, Morocco.
129

THE ISLAMIC REFORM PROJECT NEEDS TO BE “RESUMED”

question of ijtihad (interpretative judgment) in interpreting the Scriptures in
the light of the changing circumstances of the modern age.
The responses to these problems helped Muslims to acquire a more
balanced view of the new world in which they found themselves after the
final years of the 18th century.
In more recent years Islamic reform – which had originally shown
such promising signs of rationalising the Muslims’ view of the world, their
history and the age in which they lived – has been in the doldrums and is
showing signs of losing its way, and this explains why the Muslim world
today is flooded with Islamist political-ideological literature which has no
intellectual or fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) connection with the original
reformist legacy.
This “second wave” of Islamic reform – which has been around
for some eighty years (for the past fifty years in its most acute form)
and seems to regard itself as the sole legitimate “representative” or
“spokesperson” of the Faith – is presenting the worst possible face of Islam
to Muslims and the world as a whole.
Any discussion of Islamic reform must take these two factors into
account – i.e. its promising beginnings, open-mindedness and readiness to
exercise ijtihad, followed by the dramatic decline in Islamic thought from
the second quarter of the 20 th century, particularly after the 1960s and
1970s. Although the time period concerned can be calculated in years and
decades, in terms of the difference, or distance, between the two modes
of thinking it would be more appropriate to reckon it in centuries. (Though
in fact it would be even more correct to describe the gap between the
reformism of the past and the revivalism of today as a whole era rather
than a century.)
As a concept and movement, Islamic reform died in the early 1920s
for a number of reasons, some political, others intellectual. The political
reasons were due to two major events: firstly, the foreign occupation of
the Arab and Islamic countries as a result of European supremacy and the
failure of reform efforts in the Arab and Islamic world (Egypt, Tunisia, the
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Ottoman State, Morocco and Iran), then the collapse and disintegration
of the Ottoman Empire. The intellectual reasons – and it is these that are
of greater concern to us in this discussion – stem from within the Islamic
reform movement itself because of the actions of one of its later leaders,
Mohammed Rashid Rida. In contrast to the traditional reformists from
Rifa‘a Rafi‘ al Tahtawi to ‘Abd al Rahman al Kawakibi, who championed the
idea of the modern nation-state, Rida strongly defended the principle of the
Caliphate1 in his book Al Khilafah aw al Imamah al ‘Udhma (The Caliphate
or the Great Imamate).2
The idea of reform through the application of ijtihad suffered more
than one setback until Sheikh ‘Ali ‘Abdul Raziq attempted to revive the
notion of a connection between religion and politics in Islam3 that did not
posit the existence of a Caliphate in Al Islam wa Usul al Hukm (Islam and
the Foundations of Governance)4. In the 1920s the publication of his book
rekindled the flames in another region of the Arab world – the Maghreb.
While the ijtihad initiatives of Taher ben Achour and al Tha‘alibi may be
seen as a turning point in the way Maghrebi ‘ulama (religious scholars)
and thinkers came to regard Islam and the issues of the age, it was the
Algerian sheikh ‘Abdul Hamid ben Badis and the Moroccan scholar Allal
al Fassi who took those initiatives to a higher level. Even so, it would still be
correct to describe this reform period in Islamic thought as a “resumption
of reform”5.
The very same ideas that flourished in Islamic reformist circles in the
19 and earlier 20 th centuries were reiterated in the “resumed reform”
writings of the Arab Maghreb between the 1930s and the 1960s. First and
th
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foremost among these was the concept of a modern nation-state based
upon the principles of liberty, a constitution and a representative system.
Like their predecessors in Egypt and the Levant, the Maghrebi thinkers
regarded such a state as fully compatible with the teachings of Islam and
its principles of governance, such as shura (consultation) and ‘adl (justice).
While ‘Abdul Hamid bin Badis laid the foundations - which implicitly
supported the notion of a modern nation-state - with his refutation of the
idea that Islam cannot exist in a proper form without a Caliphate,1 the fiqh
justification for such a state was based upon Taher ben Achour’s2 and Allal
al Fassi’s ijtihad propositions, which were inspired by a new interpretation
of Abu Ishaq al Shatibi’s fiqh al maqasid (“goals of fiqh”) in his book
Al Muwafaqat fi Usul al Ahkam 3 (Reconciliation of the Fundamentals of
[Islamic] Rulings), and reinforced (particularly by Allal al Fassi) by a new
and more open-minded attitude to modern political thought and theories of
the state.
Al Fassi’s book Maqasid al Shari‘ah al Islamiyyah wa Makarimha 4
(1964) (Goals and Virtues of Islamic Law) contains plenty of evidence of
this new approach to fiqh, including an enlightened attitude to the history
of Islamic jurisprudence and constructive proposals for applying maqasid
(“fiqh goals”) to the circumstances of the modern age. In this respect
al Fassi – who was a Maliki – did not feel himself under an obligation
to side with his own school on every issue, but, in the manner of a true
mujtahid, frequently opted for the Shafi‘i or Hanafi positions on certain
questions. At the same time, al Shatibi’s maqasid and al kulliyat al khams
(“the five logical predicates”) freed him – just as they had freed al Shatibi
himself and Muhammad ‘Abduh – from the feeling of obligation to follow
the qiyas (juristic reasoning/analogy) procedures which had dictated the
way Islamic fiqh thinking operated ever since the era of Imam al Shafi‘i in
the 2nd century AH (8th century CE); this ensured that he was better able to
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apply the criteria of maslahah (public interest in the fiqh context) and waqt
(time/era/period) to politics and the system of government and adopt an
open-minded approach to the knowledge of his age.
Al Naqd al Dhati 1 (Self-criticism) – the weightiest of his writings on
reform and ijtihad and the work most in tune with his age – was written
in 1948 or 1949 and its first print edition appeared in 1952. In this book
al Fassi sought to define his vision of the ideal society of the future and
offer a practical guide as to how that society could be established under
the guidance of the nation’s cultural and political elite, who would
devise a suitable social and political programme for an independent
Morocco. As the scope of his vision was wide-ranging, the book covered
an impressive array of intellectual, social, religious, political and economic
topics including the individual and the family, social class, political
parties and trade unions, the state and religion, freedom and the law,
education, personal choices and social awareness, land ownership and
the relationship between the state and the economy, women’s rights and
legislative issues in Islam, identity and adapting to the modern world etc.
In other words, his vision gave equal weight to both society and the state.
However, his most significant writings were his acute and highly
perceptive works on reason and ijtihad which reflected his unhesitating
readiness to embrace the knowledge of his age and apply it when
formulating his theories.
Al Fassi’s death in 1974 marked the end of this phase of “resumed
reform” which had appeared on the scene after the demise of the first
reformist wave in the eastern Arab world at the end of the first quarter of
the last century. Meanwhile, the “Islamic revival” – which began with the
rise of Hassan al Banna’ and the Muslim Brotherhood in the late 1920s
and appeared in the Maghreb at the precise moment that Allal al Fassi
died - was able to benefit from the decline of reformism, traditional Sunni
Islam and the scholarly institutions such as al Azhar. In the Maghreb
the revivalists also benefited from the demise of the “resumed reform”
period and the declining role of the traditional Islamic ‘ulama’ and their
1
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institutions (al Karaouin, Ez-Zitouna, the ‘ulama councils etc.). Moreover,
just as there was no relationship or sense of affinity between the revivalism
of al Banna’ and Islamic reformism, so too was there no connection
between the revivalism of ‘Abd al Salam Yasin1 and ‘Abbasi Madani and
the reformism of Allal al Fassi and ‘Abdul Hamid ben Badis. Indeed, the
Islamic revivalist movement – in both the eastern Arab world and the
Maghreb - declared a break with the reformists – a break which became
irreparable when matters deteriorated further during the second half of the
20th century.

2
Today, if we try to distinguish between the Islamic reform movement
since the 1830s and the Islamic revivalists since the 1930s we will find that
the difference between them is essentially one of fundamental character
rather than degree. The focus of the reformist position is on the central
question that is posed by all its thinkers: How can we move forward? The
revivalists, on the other hand, are concerned with the question that most
preoccupies their sheikhs, murshidin (“guides”) and du‘at (“missionaries”):
How can we protect our identity?2 Each of these questions has a “special
nature” – in the Aristotelian sense – and sets in motion trains of thought
that lead to different conclusions, judgments and views.
Here we can usefully begin by noting that the question about “moving
forward” puts the person who asks it in the position of seeking a way to
become part of an era characterised by progress; it is therefore a dynamic,
lateral, future-oriented question and quite different in nature from the
question about “identity”, which is defensive, introspective, retrograde
and essentially antipathetic to the changes taking place in the arena in
which it is posed. Despite the radical dissimilarity between the two groups’
questions, both stem from a common point of reference – that is to say,
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Islam, though their visions and goals differ widely. While the reformists are
seeking to become very much part of the modern age, but in the name of
Islam, the revivalists aim to withdraw from it and take refuge in the past by
turning in upon themselves on the pretext of protecting their identity from
“dissipation and distortion”, also in the name of Islam.
The difference between the two positions is between two
interpretations of reality, two attitudes to life and Islamic society and two
views of the present and future.
Every problematic question of this kind lays down the parameters of
its answer. As far as the reformers are concerned, there can be no progress
without access to the exact same tools used by the people who have
actually achieved progress – that is to say, the Europeans. And if seeking
that goal is permitted (and catered for) in the teachings of Islam and
Islam’s political and intellectual heritage, then there is nothing to prevent
“the Muslims of today” (i.e. the 19th century, when the question was first
posited) from adopting the means of achieving it from other nations, even
if those nations do not share their faith.1 However, the revivalists maintain
that the only way the Ummah (Islamic Nation) can preserve its identity
from danger is through a total separation from the source of that danger
– that is to say, European civilization and its values. And the only way to
achieve that separation is by going back to the “basics” - the past and the
heritage - remaining true to them and holding fast to their eternal truths in
order to keep the evils of the modern age at bay and reaffirm the Muslim
identity by safeguarding its pristine purity. In the reformist discourse,
Muslims will only be able to advance when they are able to establish
a modern nation-state – a state of justice and liberty with a constitution
– and to exercise ijtihad in understanding the teachings of their religion;
in other words, they should not make those teachings a barrier between
themselves and progress, the “laws of life” etc. On the other hand, in the
revivalist discourse the only way Muslims can preserve their identity is by
establishing an “Islamic State” and applying the Shariah; unless they do
1
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this, they say, how will it be possible to ensure that the teachings of Islam
remain valid for every time and place and protect the Islamic heritage from
interpretations that will sow discord and division among Muslims? Where
their worldly affairs are concerned, Muslims have no need to draw upon the
ideas and practices of other nations.
So here we have two opposing positions. The fact that they have a
common point of reference - i.e. Islam - raises the question of why they
should come to different conclusions despite having started from the
same premise. The fact is, though, that having a common startingpoint merely means that, while they share a single religious principle,
it is not the kind of principle that is able to generate identical thought
processes and approaches to concepts. It is more similar to the general
common ground shared by the Mu‘tazilites and the Ash‘aris despite their
fundamental disagreements over questions of scholastic theology – or
between the Hanafis and Hanbalis, despite their differences over usul
al fiqh (fundamentals of fiqh), or between fuqaha (Shariah jurists) and
philosophers, despite their differences over the status of reason in religion,
or between Sunnis and Shias, despite the fact that they disagree over
the question of the Imamate, etc. We therefore have no alternative but to
subject the meaning of the term “starting point” (in Arabic “marja‘iyyah”)
to close scrutiny.
We can also cite another piece of evidence to show that a single
religious starting point or premise (i.e. Islam) does not necessarily lead
to common means and goals. We have seen how the goals of reformist
and revivalist activists differ (i.e. nation-state and Ummah as the source
of authority versus an Islamic State based upon the principle of enforcing
the Shariah). However, where the two sides are even further apart is over
their vision of the means to be adopted in order to reach those goals.
Here it is not a question of a difference or “gap”, but rather a clash
between two irreconcilable lines of approach. The reformists followed
the intellectual approach, writing books and publishing magazines and
newspapers with enlightening and informative articles, and formulating
political, administrative and educational strategies and proposing them to
the ruling political elites. They continued to put their case by promoting
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awareness through writing, school educational programmes and the press;
at the same time they also engaged in democratic struggle with the aim
of establishing freedoms and institutions that would enable society to take
part in the political process, determine its own destiny and improve its
conditions. If we disregard the 1930s and 1940s, when Hassan al Banna’
showed a preference for peaceful political action, during which time he
recognized the constitution and took part in elections, we will find that the
second generation of revivalists followed a completely different path and
resorted to violence in order to achieve their political ends on the grounds
that they were fighting a legitimate jihad against the new “Jahiliyyah”
(“Age of Ignorance”)1 and enforcing Allah’s law on earth. When the Islamic
movements reverted to peaceful political action and took part in elections
again – particularly from the `1980s – the spectre of violence faded,
peace and stability were restored and the new generation of the “Islamic
Awakening” began to opt for political action as an alternative to armed
combat.
This stark difference between the two movements’ approaches is
due to a number of historical, social and cultural factors. The historical
period during which reformism was born and developed (between the
1830s and 1960s) differs significantly from the era which saw the rise of
revivalism. The first coincided with the creation of the nation-state, while
the second took place during the crisis and failure of the nation-state. The
social factors behind the two concepts (reformism and revivalism) and
their movements were different too. Reformism is associated with the rise
of the middle class and the spread of modern middle-class culture, while
revivalism coincided with the collapse of that class’s status in the social
structure and the growing size of the marginalised social groups 2 as a
result of the rise of a perverted form of capitalism which destroyed the
agricultural and productive sectors and turned the labour force into a class
of poverty-stricken unemployed.
1

See Sayyid Qutb: Ma‘alim fi’l Tariq, 10 th impression, Cairo, Beirut, Dar al Shurouq, 1993, and
Mohammed Qutb: Jahiliyyat al Qarn al ‘Ishrin, Beirut, Dar al Shurouq, 1994.

2

See ‘Ali Oumlil: Al Islahiyyah al ‘Arabiyyah wa’l Dawlah al Wataniyyah, Casablanca, Al Markaz
al Thaqafi al ‘Arabi; Beirut, Dar al Tanwir, 1985.
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Another equally important factor (in addition to history and social
environment) is the difference between the two discourses and concepts.
Islamic reformism is primarily an intellectual movement, even if it gave
birth to the national political movements, while revivalism has always
been a party-political movement1 without an established theoretical basis
to underpin its mission. It was only to be expected, therefore, that there
should be differences between a religious scholar’s or thinker’s approach
and the means adopted by men with missions, party political activists and
fighters
It is clear then that the question of a common “marja‘iyyah”, or
starting point, is not as simple as some people may think. Islam is the
religious starting point for the entire Ummah and all the different trends,
tendencies and factions that comprise it. However, it is a creed and not a
political concept that everyone can agree upon. If it were, Muslim history
would not be marred by schism, conflict and civil wars,2 so consequently
if one considers the “starting points” of the reformists and revivalists,
one should think of them in other than religious terms. That, of course, is
another issue which it would not be appropriate to examine in detail here.

3
It is undeniable that Islamic thought’s appalling decline since the
1930s - particularly over the past forty years - has had a major impact on
the Islamist political organisations that have embraced the increasingly
popular “Islamic Awakening discourse”,3 and it also explains why so many
of them are so strongly inclined to use violence for political ends that they
are prepared to draw the Arab and Islamic political communities into open
conflict and civil war. This leads us to look back nostalgically to the fertile
intellectual role played by the Islamic reform movement in the thought of
its time and reinforces the feeling that the world of today needs it more
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than ever as a true, civilized, radiant expression of Islam – the faith that is
currently being perverted in the name of religion.
This nostalgia is not inspired by the despair and frustration that have
been so prevalent ever since Islam was hijacked by political groups that
claim a monopoly of it and assert that they alone have the right to speak
in its name. Rather, its inspiration comes from a “historical intellectual and
social necessity” which needs to be satisfied.
It is a “necessity” in at least two senses: “defensive” or “tactical”, in
order to respond to attacks on Islam which claim it is a religion that calls
for violence and hatred and is so bigoted and certain of its beliefs that its
followers are unable to see non-Muslims objectively and benefit from their
progress; and “strategic”, so that it can take ijtihad to its logical conclusion
after freeing it from the dogmatism that encumbers it, and in doing so
provide Muslims with the intellectual, political and social tools they need in
order to open up opportunities for progress.
Needless to say, Islamic reformism’s intellectual legacy lacks the
means to satisfy these two “necessities”.
For some time there have been people calling for a new, “streamlined”
kind of reform in response to the discouraging and gloomy situation we
have described. This is certainly apposite and, while we accept it without
many reservations, we should like to reformulate one or two minor aspects
of it and reassert its links with its historical origins. For example, instead
of calling for a new reform movement, we should prefer to say that there
is a need for a “resumption” of the Islamic reform project which came to
a halt with the death of the last of its champions - Allal al Fassi (d. 1974) because in our view “resumption” is a better way of describing what we are
seeking when we talk about Islamic reform.
Why “resumption” rather than a search for something new and
different?
There are at least two reasons for this. Firstly, while the call for a new
reform is a must, the conditions for achieving it may not always exist just
because there is a desire or a will for it. Secondly, the idea of “resumption”
139

THE ISLAMIC REFORM PROJECT NEEDS TO BE “RESUMED”

is justifiable on historical grounds, since, although the process of Islamic
reform began nearly two centuries ago, it is still incomplete and the use
of a term like “resumption” will indicate that the original concept is not in
serious danger of being aborted.
Let us explain this briefly.
Until further notice, the “Islamic concept” is still bound by the
parameters that the Islamic reformist discourse first laid down in the 19th
century; that is to say, the use of ijtihad for understanding the Scriptures
and reinterpreting them in response to changing realities, and also in order
to understand the real world from an open-minded Islamic angle. It can in
no way be said that ijtihad has served its purpose and there is no longer
any need for it, so therefore we can leave the age of reform behind us.
Ijtihad is able to deal with new developments and events, though at the
present time it has been stifled, so that those who turn to the texts and
wording of the Scriptures today use them as a barrier to isolate themselves
from the world and the need for progress. This is more in evidence today
than ever before, so there is a greater need than ever for ijtihad to be
resumed and the obstacles to it to be lifted.
This is one point. The second point is that the social and political
programme offered by the Islamic reform project over the past 180 years
has not been achieved, so it cannot be said that there is no longer any
need for it.1 Moreover, as it has not proved to be faulty in any way, there
is no reason for us to call for a “new reform”. If we look at its goals we
will find that the three most important ones are: spreading education
through a national school system, carrying out religious reform and
creating a modern nation-state – a state with freedoms, a constitution and
institutions.
Even today we can clearly see that the Arab nation – now as well as in
the future - depends upon these goals for its renaissance and in order to
free itself from the backwardness that has plagued it throughout its recent
history. Not only have those goals not been achieved; in fact, the material
1
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and intellectual obstacles to their achievement are even greater now than
they were in the past. Today, after a century and a half of striving to create
an effective, modern educational system, what does Islamic reformism
find? The collapse of that system, rising illiteracy, and a “mass invasion”
of foreign educational institutions that operate through a foreign language
medium. Religious reform – in which Muhammad ‘Abduh rebutted the
idea of a religious authority in Islam and asserted that the only authority
should be civil – today finds itself up against increasing calls for a merging
of politics, state and religion and the creation of an Islamic State subject
to Shariah Law. The nation-state, which the reformists envisaged when
they championed the notions of liberty, constitutional government, a
representative system and the separation of powers, is today seen as a
failure, replaced by a form of despotism in which government has become
the preserve of small, exclusive elites and other influence groups.
This great project – Islamic reform – has not been achieved, so it
cannot be said to have run its course or outlived its usefulness. Nor
has it shown itself to be defective, so consequently there is no need for
a new, alternative version of it. What is required is a “resumption”, not a
new movement. However, its problem is that it is waiting for a “hero” to
lead it and at present no such “hero” exists. Instead, his place is filled by
marginalised “stand-ins”.
Reform cannot take place without reform activists, and the reform
project cannot be accomplished without a political vehicle that will enable
it to achieve tangible success.
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CONSTITUTIONAL STATE
IN THE MODERN ARAB ERA
(THE EXAMPLE OF TUNISIA)
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T

h e c o n s t i t u t i o n a l m ove m e n t s i n t h e A ra b
world played a fundamental role in the Nahda
(renaissance) which began in the 19th century. In
fact, we can say that they represent the practical aspect
of the movement, insofar as they embody the new
concepts proclaimed by the champions of reform and
renaissance. It was their influence that led to broader
public participation in public affairs, the spread of
education and awareness among the general population,
resistance to foreign dangers and challenges, the revival
of the national heritage’s positive values, a readiness to
embrace innovation and ijtihad (interpretative judgement
on Islamic legal or theological questions), a willingness
to adopt new ideas and practices from “other” sources
in the public interest, and the propagation of values such
as liberty and dignity.

Several important historical reference books on the
Arab Nahda date the constitutional movements from
the promulgation of the first Ottoman Constitution on
Professor of Arab Civilization Studies and Comparative Religion, University of Tunis.
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23rd December 1876, in which the active players also included the Arab
subjects of the vilayets that were directly under Ottoman rule. This event
received considerable attention from the Arab reformist newspapers of
that time, particularly Al Jinan, published in Beirut between 1870 and 1886
by the writer and scholar Butrus al Bustani. The Constitution established
a Representative Council. Shortly afterwards, however, the Council was
dissolved and the Constitution was suspended until the Unionists later
succeeded in carrying out a coup and seizing power. The second Ottoman
Constitution was declared in 1908 and was widely welcomed by the Arab
intellectual class. However, it suffered the same fate as its predecessor and
was suspended at the beginning of the First World War.
Both these constitutional initiatives left a deep impression on Arab
thought through the reformists who lived through that period including –
among others - Butrus al Bustani, Suleyman al Bustani - author of the book
‘Ibrah wa Dhikra aw al Dawlah al ‘Uthmaniyyah qabl al Dustur wa ba‘dahu
(Al Lesson and Remembrance, or the Ottoman State before and after the
Constitution) (1908) – ‘Abd al Rahman al Kawakibi, Shakir al Khoury, Jamal
al Din al Afghani, Shakib Arslan, Ahmed Rida and Khalil Ghanim.
However, as the main historians of the Nahda focused particularly
on these men, they rather overlooked the other significant constitutional
initiative which preceded the first Ottoman Constitution - the Tunisian
Constitution of 1861; i.e. fifteen years earlier.
In this study we shall endeavour to throw some light on that
groundbreaking venture by analysing its contents and highlighting the
problems and issues that arose out of it, particularly those concerned with
the religious legitimacy of the concept of a constitution.

The principle of dustur (constitution)
A dustur, or constitution, is defined as the legal text regulating
relations between a human community living within specific geographic
borders, whose individuals coexist on a basis of citizenship and equal
rights and duties. The constitution regulates rights and duties between
citizens and between them and the ruling authority.
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Some societies live under what is known as an uncodified – or
unwritten - constitution, if the community have long been agreed among
themselves on a set of common political rules, as in the case of Britain,
for example. However, most countries around the world have written
constitutions which are amended from time to time if necessary or
appropriate. There are two types of written constitution: an abridged – or
simplified - version which limits itself to general principles, and a longer
constitution that includes a greater number of principles and regulations.
Constitutions are usually formulated on the latter model if they are
produced after revolutions or bloody events, with the aim of preventing a
return to previous political practices.
Constitutions were a familiar feature of the Ancient Greek city states,
Rome and Carthage, while England introduced the Magna Carta, or Great
Charter, in 1215 – a quasi-constitutional document which divided the ruling
authority between the king and the nobles, prohibited abuses of personal
rights and beliefs and prepared the ground for the creation of a limited
monarchy. In 1689 England promulgated the Bill of Rights, which explicitly
established a limited monarchy, guaranteed the basic rights of subjects
and residents and updated English legislation to make the country a model
example of a constitutional monarchy. Republican constitutions were
introduced in America and France; America threw off its allegiance to the
British throne and established the United States of America, announcing
its constitution on 17th September 1787, which came into force in 1789 after
it had been ratified by its states. Subsequently 27 amendments to it were
introduced.
In France, after the French revolution had overthrown the monarchy,
the revolutionaries issued the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of
the Citizen on 26th August 1789 and a series of draft constitutions were
produced which were amended over the years in response to the changing
political situation. They included the Constitution of 1791, the Charter of
1814 (which provided for the restoration of the monarchy in a constitutional
form), the Charter of 1830 (translated into Arabic by al Tahtawi in his book
Talkhis al Ibriz – his account of his journey to France and his description
of Paris), the 1848 Constitution of the Second Republic, the Constitutional
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Laws of the Third Republic in 1875, the Constitution of the Fourth Republic
in 1946 and, finally, the Constitution of the Fifth Republic in 1958, which
has remained in force till this day.
As the French revolution of 1789 was such a significant event, most
countries subsequently moved towards producing written constitutions,
including the states with monarchical systems, which became
constitutional monarchies. The idea spread across Europe and beyond
to countries such as Japan, Tunisia and Turkey, which had embarked on
reform at an early date. Later, after the success of the national liberation
movements in the 20 th century, constitutions became the norm when
the newly independent countries promulgated written constitutions in
affirmation of their independence from their former imperial masters and in
an attempt to establish common governing principles for their new political
regimes. However, the failure of several of these regimes undermined their
citizens’ confidence in the very concept of a constitution.
Here we should point out that the pre-written-constitution era was
not necessarily a time of chaos, since societies and states had always
been guided by customs and conventions. For example, Arab and Islamic
societies were organised in accordance with a system of rules and laws,
some religious, some custom-based. However, their ruling authorities
were not usually subject to any particular system and that is why there
were constant tensions in the Islamic world over the question of rule. As
soon as one ruler died there would be disputes over who should succeed
him, because there was no definite procedure for the transfer of authority.
Moreover, there were no specific, binding provisions governing the
relationship between the ruler and his subjects; this gave the ruler absolute
power and meant that there were no guarantees to safeguard the rights of
his people.
Unsurprisingly, from the start of the Arab Nahda in the 19th century
the constitutional issue was its main preoccupation. This was because
the early reformers – who were ministers or advisers – realised that no
reform would be possible if the governing authority continued to exercise
absolute power in a random and disorganised fashion. In the 19th century
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the prevailing trend favoured a shift from absolutist rule to a constitutional
monarchy with limited powers; the idea of a constitutional republic
did not appear until the 20 th century and gained traction in the middle
of that century in the wake of the July 1952 Revolution in Egypt and the
independence of a number of Arab countries, some of whom (e.g. Tunisia in
1956) abolished their monarchies.
In this climate of political and ideological change, some Muslim
thinkers began to explore Islam’s roots in order to see if they contained
the concept of a constitution. The French-resident Pakistani scholar
Mohammed Hamidullah published “Sahifat al Madinah” (“The Charter of
Madinah”), which is mentioned in Ibn Hisham’s Sirah (Life of the Prophet)
and translated it into French under the title “Constitution de Medine”
(“Constitution of Madinah”). The name immediately began to spread.
Others sought to highlight the constitutional values in the Holy Qur’an.
In this study we shall not examine these aspects of our subject,
because they only appeared on the scene in the 20th century. However,
those engaged in the Nahda’s 19th century “constitutional ventures” had no
qualms about adopting the idea of a constitution from the modern political
systems which had appeared with the French Revolution, because they
felt that doing so would bolster their renaissance and serve the cause of
progress and modern civilization. Consequently, they were less interested
in looking for constitutions in their heritage than they were in proving
that the modern version of a constitution was concerned with the civil
administration of public affairs and not with religion; accordingly, it could
not conflict with Islamic rulings, since it was designed to establish justice
and serve the public interest.

The constitution and religious legitimacy
The religious legitimacy of constitutional government was a sensitive
issue from the moment that the reformist movement discovered this new
system for establishing the ruling authority. It is important to note here that
the original notion of a constitution known to the Ancients had disappeared
completely by the Middle Ages – in the Islamic world as well as in its
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neighbours such as the Latin region of Europe. The new incarnation of
the concept only began to spread across the world after the American
Revolution of 1763 and the French Revolution of 1789.
From the moment the first attempt was made to bring the concept to
the notice of Arab readers we can get a sense of the unease the reformists
felt when doing so. The first steps in this direction were taken by Rifa‘ah
al Tahtawi in his famous account of his trip to Paris – Takhlis al Ibriz fi
Talkhis Bariz – published in 1834, in which he translated the text of France’s
new 1830 Constitution into Arabic. He called this document “Al Shartah” –
an Arabic transliteration of the French word “Charte” (in English “Charter”),
which was the French name for it. Al Tahtawi added several annotations to
his Arabic text because it contained concepts that were totally unfamiliar to
his readers.
Khayr al Din al Tunisi (1822-1890) discussed the idea of a constitution
with the same degree of unease, though with the difference that al Tahtawi
was writing about something that he had seen in practice in France, while
in his book Aqwam al Masalik – published in 1867 - Khayr al Din was
dealing with an experiment that had been tried out in Tunisia, and in which
he had been one of the leading participants. Even so, he (Khayr al Din)
preferred to talk about Europe’s experience rather than his own country’s.
For example, he wrote: “We have seen with our own eyes that the countries
which have evolved to the highest levels of development are the ones in
which the roots of liberty and constitution have become ingrained in [their]
political system, so that their populations have reaped their fruit by turning
their attention to their worldly interests.”1 He described the European
monarchies as “constitutional kingdoms”.2
While Al Tahtawi used the word “shartah” (from the French “Charte”),
Khayr al Din opted for “kunstitusiyun” (from the French “constitution”),
because the Arabic word “dustur”, which is of Persian origin, was not in
common use at that time; consequently, Khayr al Din felt he was faced
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with a choice between the phonetic transliteration from the French or the
word “Tandhimat” or “Tanzimat” (“Reorganisation”), which itself had its
origins in the reformist movement which began in the Caliphate’s capital,
Constantinople, with the promulgation of the “Khatti Sherif Gulkhane” (the
Gulhane Edict) in 1839. That movement was not exactly “constitutional”,
even though it helped prepare the ground for the concept of a “dustur”,
which occurred later. The use of the word “dustur” dates from the end of
the 19 th century and became widespread during the 20 th. However, the
concept itself is considerably older. It was probably al Tahtawi who first
gave clear and detailed expression to it in the context we have referred to
above; however, it was first formulated in practice in Tunis in 1861.
On rereading Khayr al Din’s “Aqwam al Masalik” – published
after Tunisia’s venture into constitutionalism (which, as we shall see,
ended in failure) – we find that he avoided any precise discussion about
a constitution and considered the question in a broader context by
comparing it to the Ottoman “Tanzimat”, taking advantage of the fact that
the concept (of “Tanzimat”) originated in the Caliphate’s capital, since
his fellow citizens regarded that city as an important source of religious
legitimacy; over the years the relationship between Tunis and the Ottoman
Empire had lost its political significance and Tunis’s rulers were free to
make their own independent decisions, though they still owed symbolic
allegiance to the Ottoman Caliphate, in which the religious aspect played
a prominent role. The Introduction to “Aqwam al Masalik” includes a range
of religious arguments to prove the religious legitimacy of the “Tanzimat”,
and in particular the concept of a constitution. The profusion of these
arguments is clear evidence of the fact that the two concepts were not
incontestable and that they faced strong resistance, including on religious
grounds. It was no coincidence that Khayr al Din designed his book in the
form of a Fatwa on the subject of whether it is permissible to apply those
modern methods to the administration of public affairs.
His book begins with an endorsement of this principle:
“If the matter were to come from a source other than ourselves and
was sound and in accordance with the evidence... and if it was taken out
149

THE CONCEPT OF DUSTUR (CONSTITUTION) AND A CONSTITUTIONAL STATE IN THE MODERN ARAB ERA

of our hands, then there would be no justification for rejecting or ignoring
it; indeed, it would be incumbent [upon us] to try to adopt it and make
use of it. If anyone committed to a religion sees another following a wrong
religion, this should not prevent him [i.e. the former] from emulating those
of the latter’s actions pertaining to worldly affairs – such as the actions of
the Frankish nation - that he regards as good.”1
While Khayr al Din was not a religious scholar, despite having an
extensive grounding in religious culture, his book contains numerous
quotes from leading religious figures of recognized authority. He also
relied upon the opinions of three of the major Shariah scholars of his era:
Sheikh Ahmad ‘Aref (1786-1859), who was the senior Hanafi sheikh in
Constantinople from 1845 to 1854; Sheikh Ibrahim al Riyahi (1766-1850),
senior Maliki mufti in Tunis, who combined Maliki fiqh (jurisprudence) with
Tijani Sufism; and Sheikh Mohamed Bayram I (1718-1800), who belonged to
a somewhat earlier period, though he was still highly influential due to the
fact that his family (the Bayrams) played an important role in the reforms;
Mohamed Bayram V was one of Khayr al Din’s strongest supporters.
Mohamed Bayram I wrote a notable book entitled Risalah fi’l Siyasah
al Shar‘iyyah (Letter on Shariah Poltics) in which he defined Shariah
politics as “that with which people are closer to probity and further from
corruption, even if the Messenger did not ordain it and it is not mentioned
in [Divine] Revelation.”2
Khayr al Din sought to rally the Shariah scholars and enlist their
support for the reforms. Some, like Bayram V, Salim Bou Hajib and
Ahmad Ibn Abi Diyaf (1802-1874), backed him, while others opposed him.
However, most of them preferred to keep their distance from “new-fangled”
questions that they did not understand.
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One of the most important 19 th century sources on the reform
movement in Tunis at that time is Ahmed Ibn Abi Diyaf’s Ithaf Ahl al Zaman
bi Akhbar Muluk Tunis wa ‘Ahd al Aman. The book opens with a chapter in
which the author describes the reformists’ political vision of the period;
this is of particular interest because he was the movement’s spokesman
and the voice of its hopes and aspirations. He begins by endorsing the
traditional principle on which most Muslims have always been agreed
from the earliest times – namely, that the requirement to establish a ruling
authority is a Shariah obligation classified as a fardh kifayah (a collective
binding obligation) falling under the jurisdiction of Ahl al Hall wa’l ‘Aqd
(the legal scholars qualified to elect of depose a ruler), and that the ijma‘
(consensus) of the Sahabah (Prophet’s Companions) proves that this is the
case. He cites Ibn Khaldun’s concept of mankind’s madaniyyah (organised
social/civilized character) as rational evidence to justify some aspects of
this Shariah obligation and responds to the assertions of some Khawarij
(Kharijites) that it is not obligatory. The opening chapter also touches on
some of the other traditional masa’il (issues) dealt with in books on the
laws of Islamic governance and Shariah politics. However, we should make
an important observation here – that is to say, the fact that he profited from
Ibn Khaldun’s ideas in two major respects. We have just mentioned the first
of these – the principle of governance based upon mankind’s madaniyyah
and the need for a ruling authority, since “man is by nature a social/
civilized being – i.e. imbued with a natural disposition which necessitates
[a] communal [existence].”1 The second – which represents a revolution in
Islamic political thought – is the assertion that the Caliphate model is a
historical model whose time has passed and cannot be resuscitated, and
that mulk (a ruling authority) is the only option open to Muslims.
Ibn Abi Diyaf summarises Ibn Khaldun’s position as follows: “This is
the problem: should there be a Caliphate representing the [Supreme]
Lawgiver? The Shariah view is that the Caliphate is fully responsible for
[looking after people’s] interests in the next world as well as this, because
from the Lawgiver’s point of view all [mankind’s] worldly situations
1
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determine his interests in the next world, since [Allah’s] creation does not
only apply to their [life in] this world, but [also concerns] their religion,
which determines their happiness in the next world. The Hadith of the
Prophet states: ‘The Caliphate [will continue] for thirty years after me,’ so it
ended when al Hasan bin ‘Ali handed it over to Mu‘awiyah bin Abi Sufiyan
(may Allah be pleased with them)... What followed after this was mulk,
which fell into three categories: absolute monarchy, republican rule, and
monarchy limited by the Law or a political rationale.”1
The Caliphate came to an end and all that remained was mulk. Hence
the Prophet’s Hadith (a “historical” rather than a “religious” Hadith) was
about governance – that is, government in general - and from a historical
point of view, it is the study of history that enables historians to come up with
these three categories and make the choice between them a rational act.
Basically, absolute monarchy should only be assigned to Allah, in
Whose Hand is creation and command. This view demolished the principle
of absolute monarchy which used to prevail throughout the Muslim world.
Here Ibn Abi Diyab makes his position quite clear: “A monarch of this
kind drives the people with a stick towards what is desired from them in
accordance with his own personal interpretation of maslahah (public
interest). [In this capacity,] he is a fallible individual with the same
obligations as [the rest of] mankind.”2 The shortcoming of this monarch
is not the fact that whim takes precedence over the public interest,
but rather that a single individual determines the public interest. This is
fundamentally unacceptable, because individuals are sometimes right and
sometimes wrong. So it is unacceptable in principle - whether he is right or
wrong - because it is a system that is unfit for purpose by its very nature.
Ibn Abi Diyaf then turns to the different Sunni positions on absolute
rule. According to the quotes from most early sources, absolute rule is right
and proper and opposition to it is prohibited on the grounds that obedience
to the wali al amr (person in authority) is obligatory and it is more correct
to be patient and continue to obey him. An unjust Sultan is better than
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lasting turbulence and chaos; Allah exacts retribution from a tyrant at the
hands of another tyrant, then He exacts retribution from both of them.
Various other sources are also cited on the same subject.
Ibn Abi Diyaf comments: “No. And most of the Ummah (Islamic
community)’s early authorities maintain that the Imamate contract is
dissolved if [the Imam or Caliph] is in breach of its intention, which is
justice and restraining the hand of aggression. If he transgresses and
violates [the purpose] for which he was appointed, then he is not of the
‘People of the Imamate’.”1 However, the writer does not go so far as to call
for “opposition”; rather, he calls for “taghyir bi’l lisan” (“change with the
tongue”). “’Taghyir bi’l lisan’ does not require a rejection of obedience,
or opposition to the ruler by forming a party to overcome him. It permits
numerous lines of approach such as the provision of advice and guidance
by the religious scholars and heirs to the prophets, polite protests by those
who have been wronged and other defensive or preventive measures. Such
actions will undoubtedly produce something of the desired effect.”2
Here Ibn Abi Diyaf’s focus is not solely upon the sayings of the
Ancients. He also describes the programme for change championed
by the reformists in the 19 th century – an approach which we today call
“change from within” – including attempts to reform the state by reforming
its structure; we should remember that the reform and constitutional
movement was spearheaded by people from within the state apparatus –
ministers, advisers and writers. (It was, after all, a reform movement, not a
“revolutionary” movement.)
If absolute monarchy – or absolute rule – is unacceptable, then the
remaining options are limited monarchy and republican rule. In the writer’s
view, and in the view of the reformists in general, republican rule was an
extremist option likely to lead to absolute rule, on the principle that the
middle course is the best course to follow and limited, or constitutional,
rule represents the happy medium between the two extremes of absolute
and republican rule. The example he offers is the United States of America.
1
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On the last option - “monarchy limited by the Law” – of which Tunis
after declaration of the Constitution in 1277 AH/1861 CE is an example, he
wrote: “After the Caliphate this is the system which people understand,
in which corruption is eradicated and under which the desired [result] is
achieved.”1 He notes that in ancient times it was practised by the Persians
and then by the Christians, and that the Christians were more ready to
accept it because the Christian religion wields authority over souls, not
bodies. At the same time, in his view the important thing is not religion, but
people’s quest for liberty, and the Christians were zealous in their pursuit
of liberty and in preventing tyranny, as affirmed by the Prophet of Islam
himself. Al Mustawrid al Qurashi gave this narration on an occasion in
which ‘Amr bin al ‘As was present: “I heard the Messenger of Allah (PBUH)
say: ‘The Hour will be established and the Romans will be a majority of the
people.’ Amr said, ‘Be careful what you say.” [Al Mustawrid] said, ‘I have
said what I heard from the Messenger of Allah, who said, ‘If I should say
this, indeed, there are four qualities in them: they are the most judicious of
people during tribulation, they are the quickest to recover after a calamity,
they [i.e. the Romans] are the quickest to return to battle after a retreat,
and they behave well with the orphan, the poor and the weak. Their fifth
quality is good and beautiful: they are best at preventing oppression by
their kings.”
It is probable that Ibn Abi Diyaf – who followed the Maliki school – was
aware of this Hadith from Qadi Ayyad. Ayyad was one of the most famous
Maliki scholars in North Africa and his books, which were widely read in
Tunis, included his commentary on Sahih Muslim (one of the two most
famous collections of Hadiths), which includes this Hadith with Ayyad’s
observation that the truth of a Hadith is demonstrably confirmed at the end
of time. In this instance Ibn Abi Diyaf seems to be hinting that the modern
age is the time referred to in the expression “the Coming of the Hour”.
Ibn Abi Diyaf did not merely cite sources from the past to support his
position on limited constitutional government. He also offered evidence
on the basis of practical experience, including the fact that the European
1
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countries had benefited enormously when they abandoned absolute rule in
favour of a constitutional system. In doing so, and - by shifting the focus of
the question from “Is the ruler fitting or not?” to “Is the system of government
fitting or not?” - he brought about a sea change in Islamic political thought.
Traditional Islamic thought has always concerned itself with the
first of these two questions – that is to say, it considered the system of
government on the basis of the character of the ruler. On the other hand,
modern political thought is concerned with the system of government itself
and it was for this reason that Ibn Abi Diyaf pointed out that the fitness or
otherwise of the ruler does not solve the problem. He cites a discussion in
Paris between Khayr al Din Pasha – the Father of the Tunisian Constitution –
and a French politician during the reign of Napoleon III. The Frenchman was
a great admirer of Napoleon III and Khayr al Din said to him: “If he is that
competent, why are you trying to impose more constitutional laws on him?”
The Frenchman replied: “Can anyone guarantee that he will always continue
to have this high moral character? Or that his son will have his qualities?”
As a historian who was able to understand and interpret events Ibn Abi
Diyaf notes that constitutional rule comes about either through revolution
and bloodshed or on the initiative of wise monarchs who accept limits
being placed on their authority. With an oblique reference to the Ruler of
Tunis, he produces an impressive body of evidence (traditional, rational and
empirical) to show that there is no incompatibility between the concept of a
constitution and the Islamic Shariah. On the contrary, it guarantees justice,
which lies at the heart of Islam, He asserts that the form of rule which
enforces or follows every literal detail of the Shariah has been virtually
impossible since the end of the Caliphate, and that what has emerged
since then is a blend of maqasid al shar‘ (“objectives of the Shariah”),
reason and experience. In the modern age, he adds, we see the virtues
of constitutional government. It is therefore incumbent upon Muslims
to adopt it and apply it step by step in a gradual manner; they need to
accept the notion of equality, which is its first principle, or – as he put it –
“equality between people in human rights”.1
1
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We should note here that, like the term “dustur”, or constitution, the
word “muwatanah” (“citizenship”) did not exist during his time, so he
used the terms “muqayyad” (“limited”) or “qanuni” (“legal”) to denote
constitutional government and “nas” (“people”) to denote “citizens”.
If we ponder over the evidence presented by Ibn Abi Diyaf we will
find that it can be classed as falling into two categories: the first category
considers the traditional position that objects to the idea of limited (i.e.
constitutional) rule on the grounds that it is incompatible with Islam, while
the second is concerned with examining actual cases and using historical
evidence to show that a nation’s prosperity is linked to its adoption of
limited rule - the most recent examples of this being in Europe (during Ibn
Abi Diyaf’s time): “Consider the case of the Franks; development in their
countries has reached a level that almost causes a listener to disbelieve
[his ears] until he has [actually] seen it [for himself]; how they have
progressed because of it in a reasonable manner, for they have established
laws of justice...” 1 Ibn Abi Diyaf’s approach combined his extensive
religious culture with a wealth of historical knowledge in order to achieve
a single goal – that is, to persuade the people of his time of the need to
establish a constitution as a major precondition for successful reform,
progress and a resurgence of their civilization.

Tunisia’s constitutional experience: introductory comments
When the Ottoman Caliphate first began to implement the Tanzimat
with the promulgation of the “Khatti Sherif Gulkhane” (the Gulhane Edict)
in 1839, it sent a copy of this document to the Ruler of Tunis – Ahmad Bey
(1837-1855) – so that he could publish it in the Province of Tunisia, which
at that time was part of the Ottoman Empire. To this end the Ottoman
Caliph dispatched an official delegation which received a warm reception
from the Ruler, though he turned down its request. Ahmad Bey’s policy
was one of independence from the Caliphate, though without going so far
as to effect a total break from it. He did not see himself as merely an
Ottoman Vali and expressed his policy – which had been followed in Tunis
1
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since at least the time of the Husainid ruler Hammuda Pasha (1782-1814)
– through a series of symbolic and practical measures such as adoption
of the Arabic language in place of Ottoman Turkish, the establishment of
direct relations with European states (marked by the first visit to France
by an Arab ruler in 1846) and non-payment of the annual tribute to
Constantinople.
However, Ahmad Bey was careful to ensure that his rejection of the
Turkish Tanzimat did not mean he rejected their concept as such; at the
same time, though, he aimed to implement reforms in his own name
and the name of his ruling family rather than the name of the Sultan,
particularly since Tunis’s reforms had begun during the reign of Hammuda
Pasha – that is, before the Turkish Tanzimat. Moreover, Ahmad Bey himself
had begun a reform programme of his own before the promulgation of the
“Khatti Sherif Gulkhane”, as evidenced by the establishment of the Bardo
Military School in 1838, which included the nucleus of the first reformers
among its ranks. In addition to refusing to enforce the Ottoman Tanzimat,
Ahmad Bey also speeded up the pace of his reform process, as if he wished
to prove that he was the more capable of implementing them; this was
why he pre-empted the Caliphate’s capital in a range of reform initiatives,
including the declaration of a constitution.
Ibn Abi Diyaf and – subsequently – Khayr al Din Pasha played an
important role in averting a crisis or rupture of relations between the
Ruler of Tunis and the Sublime Porte and both men were able to take
advantage of the fact that Ahmad Bey needed them for his critical mission
of proceeding with political reform.
In refusing to implement the “Khatti Sherif Gulkhane” and in his
efforts to introduce Tunisian reforms that would rival the Turkish reforms by
turning to the European experience directly rather than via Constantinople,
Ahmad Bey helped pave the way for the Tunisian Constitution. While the
Turkish reforms were in line with the “advice” offered to the Ottoman
Sultan by England, the Tunisian reforms were closer to the “advice” offered
to the Bey by France (though they were also influenced to some extent by
Britain and Italy).
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In a further move to bolster the Province of Tunis’s independence from
the Caliphate without breaking off relations with it, in 1846 Ahmad Bey
decided to visit France and England. The Sublime Porte objected because it
regarded the Ruler of Tunis as an Ottoman Vali who had no right to operate
his own foreign policy and, as Britain was a strong ally of the Ottoman
Sultan, it responded to pressure from Constantinople and blocked the Bey’s
visit. France, on the other hand, welcomed and encouraged it.
Ahmad Bey was accompanied by several leading notables who were
later to play an important role in the reforms, including Ahmad Ibn Abi
Diyaf and Khayr al Din Pasha. To prove that he was even more committed
to reform than the Ottoman Caliph, Ahmed Bey introduced a series of
significant measures including the abolition of slavery in 1846. He was
succeeded by Mohammed Bey (1855-1859), who continued with the same
policy. When the Ottoman authorities asked him to implement the Tanzimat
and sent a high-level delegation to discuss the “Khatti Humayun” Decree
with him and ask him to bring it into force, his response was the same as
his predecessor’s and he announced a reform charter of his own known
as the “‘Ahd al Aman” (“Pledge of Security”), which was a further step
towards the promulgation of the Tunisian Constitution.
If we analyse the contents of the “‘Ahd al Aman”, we will find that it
is similar to the Ottoman “Khatti Humayun”, but with the difference that
it was issued in the name of the Ruler of Tunis rather than the Caliph and
written in Arabic rather than Ottoman Turkish in order to affirm the Bey’s
relative independence from the Caliph. Otherwise, the “‘Ahd al Aman” was
almost identical to the Tanzimat. It was written by Ahmad bin Abi Diyaf,
because the Bey had approved him under pressure from the British and
French (and in haste in a race against time with the Ottoman Sultan).
The “‘Ahd al Aman” was read out at an official pageant on 20 th
Muharram 1274 AH/1857 CE, which was attended by the Bey, the members
of the Legislative Council, state notables, religious minorities and foreign
consuls. Its primary focus is on the concept of “‘adl” (justice) and it asserts
that it is a political, not a religious, law though it does not conflict with the
Shariah (“...and with regard to its political chapters we have legislated in
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a manner that does not clash – Allah willing – with the principles of the
Shariah...”). It was called the “‘Ahd al Aman” because its first chapter –
the most important one – declares in the name of the Bey: “Affirmation
of security for all our subjects and the residents of our Province, whatever
their religions, languages or colours, with respect to their venerable
persons, inviolable property and respected honour.”
The other chapters set out the rules, which include: equality between
the population in the calculation of their taxes (Rule 2); equal entitlement
to justice for Muslims and non-Muslims, “because their entitlement to it is
a human attribute and no other attribute is applicable” (Rule 3); protection
of all rights of the Ahl al Dhimmah (non-Muslims living under Muslim
protection) (Rule 4); regulation of the military and length of military service
(Rule 5); the right of Ahl al Dhimmah to be accompanied by one of their
leading citizens if they appear before the courts (Rule 6); the establishment
of a commercial court (Majlis li’l Tijarah) to rule on commercial cases
between the population of Tunis and foreign merchants (Rule 7); equality
before the laws between Muslims and non-Muslims, with the exception of
religious laws (Rule 8); that the state should refrain from engaging in trade,
and ensuring freedom of trade for all (Rule 9); permission for foreigners
to set up economic projects and, in doing so, that they should be treated
in the same way as nationals of the country (Rule 10); permission for
foreigners to own land (Rue 11).
It is clear that this “Pledge” included provisions to protect the interests
of the European powers that had been exerting direct pressure on the Bey.
However, if we compare its contents with the Constitution that followed
on from it, we will see that the latter cut back on the concessions granted
to foreigners by imposing restrictions on foreign land ownership. On the
other hand, the Constitution took a further step forward with regard to
equality between the country’s subjects by dropping all discriminatory
terms like Ahl al Dhimmah and dhimmi (non-Muslim subject) rights and
stating explicitly that all citizens were equal regardless of their religious
affiliations. Thus the Constitution of 1861 avoided the confusion in the “‘Ahd
al Aman” between “foreigner” meaning a non-Muslim and “foreigner”
meaning an expatriate who has come to the country from abroad.
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In our opinion these developments do not just reflect the changing
political circumstances; they also represent progress in the thinking of
the reformist elite, who were gradually moving towards the concept of
“muwatanah” – or “citizenship” – even though they had not yet travelled
quite that far; indeed, the term “muwatin” (“citizen”) does not occur in
either the “‘Ahd al Aman” or the 1861 Constitution; however, we can clearly
see that an evolutionary process was underway if we compare the two
texts, which were only about four years apart.
We should note here that the Bey was not sincere in his commitment
to the “‘Ahd Al Aman” which he had promulgated in his name; rather,
he saw it as a manoeuvre in order to free himself from Ottoman and
European pressure to implement the Tanzimat. This was recorded by his
scribe Ibn Abi Diyaf when he wrote: “After this Pledge the Bey continued
to rule through his Court and decide on matters of justice in the way he
wished in his customary manner...The Bey felt that the intention of the
‘‘Ahd al Aman’ had been achieved once its words existed in the published
gazettes...”1
However, continued pressure from the foreign consuls forced the
Bey to put the “‘Ahd al Aman” into practice and begin to convert it into a
binding constitutional charter. Consequently, he established a committee
of state notables and senior legislators to oversee the codification of the
new legal texts derived from the “‘Ahd al Aman” and instructed them to
meet twice a week for that purpose. Among the notables appointed to the
committee were Ahmed Ibn Abi Diyaf, the original writer of the “Pledge”,
and the reformer Khayr al Din Pasha; the others included four leading
Shariah scholars – the Hanafi “Sheikh of Islam”, the senior mufti of the
Maliki school, and the Hanafi and Maliki muftis. Subsequently, however,
the Shariah scholars sought to distance themselves from the process,
while the reformers counted upon their moral authority to compel the Bey
to comply with the new laws; this explains the reformers’ expressions of
censure when writing about the scholars. For example, in his book Al Ithaf
Ibn Abi Diyaf writes:
1
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“Then the aforesaid fuqaha’ (scholars of Islamic jurisprudence)
requested to be relieved of their duty to attend this Council. So if the rest
of the Council found themselves unable to resolve a matter that was within
the [scholars’] province, they would ask them and they would reply in
writing... They pleaded that their legal status meant it was unsuitable for
them to become involved in political matters and offered other excuses as
well...How can their excuse be seen as credible when they are the foremost
authorities in the field of the rational sciences? [We should] lament the
worthy scholar Ibrahim al Riyahi; if he was alive and this blessing came
along from Allah, can you see him exchanging it for something fitting or
unfitting to his position? I say this...because [by behaving] in this way they
have lost the opportunity to foster knowledge and help contribute to the
people’s progress...”1
Another stumbling-block was a tendency to flattery which was deeply
ingrained in the mentalities of many of the country’s notables. We can see
several examples of this in Al Ithaf, including the fawning reaction of some
members of the Council when Rule 1 [of the “‘Ahd al Aman”] had been
explained to them in the presence of the Bey.2
The committee responsible for explaining the “‘Ahd al Aman” rules
presented a document comprising four points: security of religion, security
of the person, security of property and security of honour. This approach to
elucidating the Pledge is reminiscent of the Maqasid (“Intentions”) set out
in an earlier era by the Maliki faqih (scholar of Islamic jurisprudence) Abu
Ishaq al Shatibi.
Security in religion was defined as respect for the freedom of nonMuslims to retain their affiliation to their original religions or convert
to other faiths without compulsion. Naturally, there was no mention
of the question of a Muslim converting to another religion; as far as
Muslims were concerned, religious freedom was considered to be their
right to follow the Imam whom they customarily followed, bearing
in mind that the ruling family and leading notables were of Ottoman
1
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origin and followed the school of Imam Abu Hanifah, while the majority
of the Tunisian population followed the Maliki school. Conditions for
the sizeable Jewish minority at that time were poor; Ibn Abi Diyaf
observed that before the promulgation of the “‘Ahd al Aman” they were
not permitted to wear the red chechiya (traditional Tunisian red cap)
or buy land or buildings, adding: “The Jews in the Province of Tunis –
and indeed in the whole of the Maghreb – were in a state of subjection,
humiliation and degradation.”1
Security of the person was based upon the principle that a
human being is to be respected first and foremost as a human being.
Consequently, his person is inviolable regardless of his religion or social
status and he should not be subjected to criminal penalties except through
just courts. Security of the person also covered the rules governing military
service.
Security of property, which is a precondition for material progress,
applied to everybody, whatever their religion. It was forbidden to forcibly
seize or damage [another person’s property], or compel a sale or purchase,
or impose taxes that were not officially recognized and equitably applied to
all. The imposition of unpaid forced labour on behalf of the state was also
abolished.
Security of honour applied equally to followers of all faiths and all
people.

The first Arab Constitution of 1861
When Mohammed Bey died, he was succeeded by Al Sadiq Bey (18591882) who continued with his predecessors’ policies for the first half of his
reign and appointed Khayr al Din as head of the Majlis al Akbar (Greater
Council); Khayr al Din was also a member of the committee responsible for
explaining the “‘Ahd al Aman” rules, which was in charge of preparations
for the Constitution and new legislation. He can therefore be regarded as
the Father of the Tunisian Constitution, which was declared in 1861.
1
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The Bey also instructed the members of the Greater Council, who
consisted of notables and senior state officials, to oversee the enactment of
the new laws, including the Constitution. It would appear that the Shariah
scholars still refused to take part in this process, so some less senior
figures were appointed in their place including Sheikh Salim Bu Hajib – a
close friend of Khayr al Din Pasha who probably assisted him in writing his
book Aqwam al Masalik fi Ma rifat Usul al Mamalik.
The wording of the Constitution was finalised at the end of November
1860 and it was promulgated in the same manner as the “‘Ahd al Aman” –
i.e. at an official pageant attended by the members of the Greater Council,
the Legislative Council and the judges’ councils, as well as foreign consuls.
It came into force when the pledge of allegiance to the Bey was renewed in
accordance with its terms and conditions on 26th April 1861 (1277 AH).
Prior to this, the committee had approved a number of reforms
including the laws relating to military service, which had not previously
been covered by any law. The Bey was obliged to send soldiers to the
Caliphate’s capital to assist the Ottomans in their many wars which took
place in regions far away from Tunis; young farmers had previously been
sent to fight in those wars and stayed for long periods in foreign parts;
indeed, sometimes they never returned home and their fates remained
unknown. The result of this was that agriculture had suffered from a
lack of young manpower and many families found themselves without
a breadwinner. The Law of 1860 limited the maximum period of military
service to eight years with recruitment carried out by lot, overseen by
trusted members of the community.
Other laws enacted before the Constitution included a law regulating
the composition and functions of the government, which was issued in
February 1860. Its fifteen chapters regulated the government structure for
the first time ever and stipulated that it should comprise a “Wazir Akbar”
(Prime Minister), a “Wazir al ‘Amalah” (Minister of the Interior) a “Wazir
al Umur al Kharijiyyah” (Minister of Foreign Affairs) and a “Wazir al Mal”
(Minister of Finance).
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Since the term “dustur” – or “constitution” - was not in common use
in Tunis in 1861, the legal document was entitled “The Law of the Tunisian
State”. When it was suspended shortly afterwards (in 1864) Al Sadiq Bey,
who had promulgated it in the first place, used the pretext that this was due
to the huge social protests known as the Ali Ben Ghedhahem Insurrection.
(Later, Sultan Abdul Hamid was to take similar action in Turkey.)
The Ben Ghedhahem Insurrection continued from 1864 till 1866 and
ended with the violent suppression of the peasants who had risen up in
protest against the doubling of the mujba, or land tax, and the Bey only
restored the Constitution after the brutal crushing of this peasants’ revolt.
Later, the French Protectorate authorities suspended the Constitution when
they occupied Tunis in 1881, despite the fact that it had been inspired
by French constitutional law and some of the principles of the French
Revolution.
One undoubtedly major defect of the 1861 Constitution was that it
granted foreigners the right to own land and industries in Tunis – a flaw that
was also a feature of the “‘Ahd al Aman”. However, we would be wrong to
see this document solely in negative terms. Several European consuls had
put pressure on the Bey to promulgate it and subsequently they exploited
the situation in order to demand that it should include provisions that
served the interests of their respective states and their citizens. Another
major factor here was that the liberal principle of laissez-faire was in
vogue at that time and regarded as an essential element of modernisation
and reform. In this respect the Tunisian Constitution was similar to the
“‘Ahd al Aman” of 1857, the “Khatti Humayun” of 1856, the “Khatti Sherif
Gulkhane” of 1839 and other constitutional declarations of that period, in
that it granted foreigners economic concessions in the Islamic countries
and opened them up to Europe’s burgeoning capitalism.
However, the Tunisian Constitution also had many positive aspects.
In particular, it transformed the relationship between ruler and subjects
insofar as – in theory at least – it established the principle of limited
rule in place of absolute rule and laid down provisions for the transfer of
authority after the death of the Ruler - an issue which in the past had led
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to numerous civil wars. The word “qanun” (“law”) occurs repeatedly in the
text with the meaning of “civil legislation which regulates the relationship
between the different ruling authorities and between them and the
subjects”. It also states in writing as a binding condition that the pledge of
allegiance shall be annulled if the ruler acts in violation of the Constitution,
and it establishes the principle of shura (consultation), albeit in a limited
sense. In addition, it defines the responsibilities of the ministers and lays
down the procedures for appeal in the interests of the “ra‘iyah” (“flock” –
i.e. subjects).
Most importantly of all, the 1861 Constitution established a
constitutional monarchy after decades of absolute rule.
It comprises thirteen chapters, the first of which is concerned with the
ruling Husainid dynasty. Section 1 affirms the principle that the head of
the family should accede to the throne upon the death of his predecessor,
and that the person entrusted with this role should have the last word
in matters concerning the Husainid family and the state, including the
function of ruling on their disputes or the subjects’ complaints against
them. The second chapter deals with the King’s rights and obligations in
a manner which is quite bold by the standards of that period. For example,
it states: “On his accession the King shall swear by Allah, his pledge and
his charter that he will not violate any of the rules laid down in the “‘Ahd
al Aman”, or any part of the laws derived from it, that he shall defend the
Kingdom’s borders, that he shall swear his oath aloud in the presence
of the members of the Greater Council and the Legislative Council, after
which he will accept his subjects’ pledge of allegiance. Unless he swears
the oath he shall have no powers, and if he deliberately violates the law
after his accession, the pledge of allegiance to him shall be annulled”
(Section 9). Section 11 states: “The king shall be responsible before the
Greater Council if he violates the Law.”
It is clear from the above that the objective is to establish a limited,
constitutional monarchy.
The fourth chapter regulates the different ruling authorities. It consists
of three main sections: the “Ministry” (government), the Majlis al Akbar
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– or Greater Council (a quasi-parliamentary body) - and the Ruling
Councils (Criminal Courts, Commercial Court, Military Court), which are
also responsible for setting up the Shariah Judicial Councils in charge of
personal status matters such as marriage etc. In order to reinforce what
we call today the independence of the judiciary, Section 28 stipulates that
no member of any court may be dismissed from his post unless he is found
guilty of an offence which merits dismissal.
The fourth chapter also deals with what is described as “dakhl
al dawlah” (“state revenue”) – that is to say, the state budget; this is no
longer the personal domain of the Ruler, who shall henceforth enjoy control
over a part of it which has been earmarked in advance for his affairs and
the affairs of his family; the remaining funds shall be under the control of
the ministers to be used for public services and utilities. Each minister is
responsible for his own budget and he shall be required to keep a written
record of all his expenditure.
The 1861 Constitution included an important provision on the formation
of the Greater Council, which would operate as a parliament, though its
members – sixty in number – would be appointed, not elected. One third
of them would be state officials and the other two thirds would be civic
notables. Membership was for five years and the King would appoint its
President. He would not have the power to dismiss members unless they
were guilty of an offence and their dismissal was approved by the Council.
The Greater Council enjoyed a range of powers, since it was the
protector of the rights of the entire population and the body responsible
for preventing any violation or weakening of the “foundations of the
Law”. That is to say, it had the role of monitoring the activities of the
ministers and mediating between the Ruler and his subjects. It listened
to the citizens’ grievances and no law could be enacted unless it was first
submitted to the Council and approved by the majority of its members.
At the end of each year the Council also debated the ministers’ handling
of their respective departments’ finances and was responsible for
prosecuting state officials if complaints were lodged against them or they
had committed a crime.
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One of the most striking things about this Constitution was the
fact that it annulled – in theory at least – the hierarchical system under
which members of families of Turkish origin held a monopoly on offices
of state. Section 78 states: “Every [citizen] of the Kingdom of Tunis who
has not been found guilty and sentenced to prison by the Council for a
crime against morality or honour shall be eligible for all national and state
public services including plans and employment, if he is qualified.” Another
Section allows foreigners to be approved for public office – a procedure that
was common practice throughout the Ottoman Empire. The Constitution
also provided guarantees and rights for people serving the state, including
a retirement pension after thirty years of service. With these measures it
contributed to the establishment of a regular Civil Service – a significant
element in promoting national stability.
It did not explicitly refer to the concept of “muwatanah” (citizenship).
Instead, it used terms such as “sukkan” (inhabitants), “ahl” (people),
“ra‘iyah” (flock) and “Tunisi” (Tunisian). The twelfth chapter details the
rights and obligations of “ahl al mamlakah al Tunisiyyah” (“people of the
Kingdom of Tunis”), whom it defines as anyone “born in the capital or
other towns, villages and settlements, whatever their religion”. As we can
see, this definition is not very different from the concept of citizenship. The
Constitution also stressed that differences in religion would have no effect
upon rights, obligations and status before the Law, and that everyone had
an equal right to own and engage in economic or agricultural activities
and to the protection of their persons and property. Nobody was under any
compulsion apart from an obligation to serve in the military or pay taxes
and no one was liable for any form of punishment except on the basis of a
court ruling.
It is clear therefore that, even if the word “citizenship” was not
mentioned as such, the concept occurred in the Constitution on the basis
of a subject’s being born in the country, even though there was a degree
of ambiguity – as reflected in the use of several different terms and a
certain vagueness in the definition. Even so, the Constitution makes a
clear distinction between the “people” of the country and its residents;
Section 14 details the provisions that apply to the first category, while
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Section 15 lists the provisions that apply to the second category. Category
2 - described “ra‘aya al duwal al ahbab” (“flocks of beloved states” – i.e.
citizens of friendly foreign countries) – are guaranteed a number of rights,
including religious freedom, security of their persons, their properties and
their honour, the right to engage in professions in accordance with the laws
in force, and ownership of profits and real estate under certain conditions.
They will be subject to the jurisdiction of the state courts, but they can
receive consular assistance when requested.
We c an see from this that the Constitution of 1861 was a
groundbreaking enterprise in its endeavour to transform the system
of government from an absolute monarchy to a limited constitutional
monarchy. It pre-empted the Ottoman Constitution in many of its provisions
and established committees to formulate state laws that were in line with
its terms and conditions.
In a move to interpret the notion of the Constitution to the general
public, in February 1861 the Bey issued a document entitled “Huquq
al Ra‘aya wa’l Ra‘iy” (“Rights of the Flocks and the Shepherd” – i.e.
rights of citizens and ruler) which explained the principles of the “‘Ahd
al Aman” and listed the institutions that had been set up to ensure the
implementation of those principles - that is to say, the Greater Council,
the Judicial Councils and the Military Court. This document was published
throughout the land of Tunis so that everybody could read it and argue
in defence of their rights. It concluded as follows: “We have made the
principles of the Law clear for you so that you can understand them clearly.
So meet – may Allah unite you – in a gathering attended by the people of
the Kingdom of various faiths in order to read it and study it; the Law [by
which he meant the Constitution] is coming to you immediately after it, so
spread knowledge of it to all and sundry because it concerns the rights of
the population. And anyone who wishes to take a copy of it may do so. The
Law itself is necessary for development and progress and is the foundation
of the population’s security and [a means of] deterring aggressors.”
We can see from this that the reformist elite who were behind the
declaration of the Constitution had worked hard to prepare public opinion
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to accept it, and that when appealing to the mass of the people they
used the well-known traditional expression “rights of the flocks and the
shepherd”.
Subsequently, after the official text of the Constitution was published,
the same procedures were adopted as the ones that had previously been
followed with the “‘Ahd al Aman”. The Greater Council was instructed
to provide an explanatory commentary on it; the notion of “sharh”
(“exposition/commentary”) was a recognized feature of the prevailing
culture of that time which was used in texts consisting of a main body
and a commentary on it; it also provided the Council members with an
opportunity to debate its contents and clarify any obscure or ambiguous
points. (However, it would appear that some of the ambiguities were to be
found in the commentaries themselves, since a conflict arose from time to
time between the prerogatives of the legislative and civil judiciaries, and
also between the Bey and the Greater Council.)
Generally speaking, the period between the promulgation of the
“‘Ahd al Aman” and the Constitution was one of unprecedented legislative
innovation which, while it was not without its negative aspects, reflected
the fact that reform was undergoing a process of transformation from
theory to practice.
On the other hand, Tunis was in a dire economic situation and the
process of moving swiftly from a rural, agrarian economy to one based
on capitalist competition created instability, while matters were further
exacerbated by a severe drought. Social protest movements broke out and
spread rapidly across the country, and the conservative bloc exploited the
situation by holding the Constitution and the Tanzimat responsible for the
situation. This led to the suspension of the Constitution and the Greater
Council. It also seems that Constantinople, already uncomfortable with
the pace of the progress that had been taking place in Tunis, rewarded the
Bey for doing so by affirming his family’s hereditary right to rule in return
for his commitment to remain within the fold of the Ottoman Caliphate.
However, all this was of no avail to Tunis when the French occupied the
country in 1881, just as Algiers had failed to benefit from being an Ottoman
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vilayet when it was occupied by the French in 1830. So Tunis lost both its
independence and its Constitution.

The Tunisian and Ottoman Constitutions
When we compare the Tunisian Constitution with the first Ottoman
Constitution issued on 24 th December 1876, which bore the title “The
Ottoman Basic Law”, we find that – while there are differences between
them - they share several features in common. Both documents grant
special privileges to their countries’ respective ruling families, though the
financial entitlements are circumscribed in the Tunisian Constitution, which
also lacks Article 5 of the Ottoman Constitution with its stipulation: “The
person of His Majesty the Sultan is sacrosanct and not to be questioned”.
The Ottoman Constitution defines the concept of “Ottoman” in Article 8,
which states: “The name Ottoman shall be applied without exception to
all individuals of Ottoman nationality, whatever their religion or sect”; this
means that it is identical to the definition of the “people of the Kingdom”
in the Tunisian Constitution, which does not discriminate between them
on the basis of their religion. However, the Tunisian Constitution refers
to religious freedom and does not specify that the state religion is Islam
(though this is understood implicitly). On the other hand, Article 11 of
the Ottoman Constitution states that Islam is the religion of the Ottoman
state, while stipulating freedom of worship for all the recognized faiths
of the Ottoman kingdoms, on condition that they do not “breach public
order and morality”. Both Constitutions stipulate that “equality” must be
compatible with the provisions of the Shariah, though Article 10 of the
Ottoman Constitution is more explicit, since it states that “All Ottomans are
equal before the Law and in the rights and [entitlement to] offices in the
Kingdom, with the exception of sectarian and religious status”.
The Tunisian Constitution does not specify an official language,
although – as we pointed out earlier - Arabic had been the language used
in official correspondence since the reign of Ahmad Bey. On the other hand,
Article 18 of the Ottoman Constitution states that Turkish is the official
language. This Article aroused protests from several quarters, including the
Arab representatives.
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The Ottoman Constitution stipulates that there should be a government
called the Council of Ministers, headed by the “Sadr-i Azam” (Grand Vizier)
and appointed by the Sultan, whose members shall be answerable to him.
A second Council, called the Chamber of Deputies, has the function of
submitting its applications and grievances to the Ministers. The Chamber
of Deputies and the Chamber of Notables comprise what is called the
General Assembly. (Similar to the parliamentary system in many states,
which consists of a Council of Representatives and a Senate or Council of
Advisers.) The Sultan may dissolve the two chambers if he considers such
action to be necessary. No state law is to be enacted before it has been
put before the General Assembly with its two chambers. Membership of the
Chamber of Notables is for life and the Sultan is responsible for appointing
the members, while the members of the Chamber of Deputies are elected
on the basis of one representative for every 50,000 males (the right to
elect and stand as a candidate is restricted to males only) for a four-year
term. A candidate for this position must fulfil several conditions including
a knowledge of the Turkish language, and he enjoys immunity during his
term in office.
The Constitution regulates the courts and stipulates that their sittings
shall be held in public. Judges may not be dismissed without just cause;
the courts are of two kinds – Shariah and civil.
It stipulates that there shall be a Higher Divan comprising thirty
members – a third of them from the Chamber of Notables, a third from
the State Consultative Council and a third from the judiciary. The Divan’s
function is that of what is known today as the Public Prosecutor’s Office.
The Constitution requires the State to prepare an annual Budget which
shall be subject to various regulatory conditions.
Just as the State has a General Assembly, so too are the vilayets
required to set up local General Assemblies to regulate their affairs. The
State may dissolve them in cases of misconduct or violation.
It is clear from these two documents – the first of their kind in the
Islamic world – that they brought some sort of order to the process of
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administration and government. They set up councils and law courts and
defined their functions and responsibilities. One distinctive feature of
the Ottoman Constitution was that it was the first in the Islamic world to
introduce an electoral system, while the Tunisian Constitution is distinctive
for the fact that it explicitly circumscribed the Ruler’s powers and stipulated
that his actions should be approved by the representatives; in particular,
it refers to the right to remove him from office if he should violate the
Constitution. (This was the first time such a stipulation had occurred in a
detailed legal document.) Hence the Tunisian Constitution was bolder in
limiting the power of the Ruler and establishing the legal framework for a
limited monarchical system, while the Ottoman Constitution focused more
on devising a workable system that would turn a huge, unwieldy country
with a multi-ethnic, multi-religious population into a centralised state.
This would entail the imposition of an official state religion and an official
language.

Conclusion
Although the Tunisian Constitution was suspended shortly after it
was promulgated (which was also the fate of the Ottoman Constitution
subsequently), the idea of a constitution remained very much alive
in the Tunisian national consciousness. Although it declined with the
imposition of the Protectorate, it underwent a strong revival with the rise
of the anti-imperialist resistance movement, which founded the Tunisian
Constitutional Liberal Party (known as “Destour”) in 1920 to spearhead its
demands for freedom and a constitution. After the party was re-established
in 1934, the constitutional issue became an even higher priority and took
centre stage in a fifteen-point programme published on 10th June 1949.
The most important of these was a call for a “constitutional democratic
monarchy”, an explicit recognition of the modern concept of citizenship
(Point 3: Every person of Tunisian nationality is to be considered a citizen
of the Tunisian State...) and acceptance of the principle of a geographic
definition of the nation (Point 4: The Tunisian territory has its established
borders and it is an integral unit...). Other points included the principle
of equality (Point 7: All citizens are equal before the Law and all without
172

THE CONCEPT OF DUSTUR (CONSTITUTION) AND A CONSTITUTIONAL STATE IN THE MODERN ARAB ERA

exception must respect it), and the precedence of the Constitution over all
laws (Point 15: No law may be enacted in violation of the Constitution).
Thus this document provided a clear definition of all the principles of
a modern constitution. Some months before Tunisia’s independence was
officially declared, it was announced that a “National Founding Council”
would be set up to draft the Constitution of an independent Tunisia. As the
Constitutional Party comprised the majority of the Council’s members, all
the above principles were adopted with the exception of the monarchy,
which was abolished when the Republic was declared in 1957. The new
Constitution was subsequently announced in June 1959.
During this period, most of the Arab countries that had won their
freedom from their former imperial masters drafted their own modern
constitutions which asserted their independence. However, because of
the political crises suffered by the post-imperial states, the idea of a
constitutional system remained an elitist concept that was viewed with
suspicion by the general public – sometimes on the grounds of religion, at
other times in the name of Arab nationalism. This led to a sea change in
outlook and an approach that was radically different from the attitudes of
the Age of Reform and the constitutional movement in the 19th century.
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FAITH AND GOOD WORKS
IN JUDAISM, CHRISTIANITY
AND ISLAM
Ezzeddine Anaya

I

n Judaism, Christianity and Islam, faith in its
transcendental sense is the core element that
brings religious ritual and doctrine together. In their
approach to religion, traditional religio-anthropological
studies have tended to group it under three main
headings: the nature of belief, types of rituals, and the
subject matter of myths and legends. However, although
they regard these elements as covering every aspect of
religion, they appear to ignore the essential soul of the
Abrahamic and non-Abrahamic faiths. In modern times
the sociology of religion has pointed to the role played
by churches and religious groups – as well as individuals
- in social activities such as charity work and voluntary
services, which they see as a practical expression of
their spiritual beliefs. In reality, far from withdrawing
from the physical world, through these channels religion
has had a visible impact in many spheres of life.1

1

Darren Sherkat and Christopher Ellison: (Arabic translation) Al Suq
al Diniyyah fi’l Gharb, Tr. Ezzeddine Anaya, Dar Safahat, Damascus
2012, p. 25.

Tunisian professor at the Sapienza University of Rome.
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Nevertheless, the most striking feature of these interwoven creedal and
social elements is the fact that they are one and the same in the way they
express the depth and soul of religion. It is therefore impossible to acquire
a comprehensive understanding of any of the Abrahamic faiths without
considering these pivotal aspects which they all share.

The relationship between religious faith and good works
An analysis of religion’s outward and visible aspects will show that
the purpose of ritual is to establish a “vertical relationship” between the
worshipper and the object of his worship, while the collective observance of
rituals also fosters a “horizontal relationship” between members of a single
faith group which helps reinforce the bonds between them and gives them
a sense of harmony and solidarity. As religious belief is the driving force
behind this social cohesion, we shall endeavour in this study to examine
its nature in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. It is, after all, the inspiration
behind the philosophy of charity work in faith communities and a crucial
factor in instilling values in their members, whose aim is to practise their
faith in their daily lives. They can do this with greater commitment if they
sense the practical benefits of charity in this world and feel that they are
members of a caring community in which – in the words of the Prophet
(PBUH) - “Believers in their affection, mercy, and compassion for
each other are like a body. When one limb aches, the whole body
reacts with sleeplessness and fever”.
Faith, then, is inextricably related to good works and charity, and that
is why the three religions attach such importance to reinforcing the bond
between the material and the spiritual.
Religious belief has been an element of human nature for as long
as mankind has existed, and this is why scientists who study religious
phenomena regard it as such an inherent part of human nature that they
describe man as homo religiosus.1 This inseparable relationship between
man and belief has produced a set of moral values such as altruism,
1
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modesty, selfless service, brotherhood and solidarity, which are embodied
in the Arabic word “ihsan” and its Latin equivalent “caritas” and show
that belief is a quality that man cannot exist without. This is summed up
beautifully in the Gospel when it says: “Man shall not live by bread alone,
but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).
This relationship between man and “ihsan”/”caritas” is deeply
ingrained in the Abrahamic faiths, since “ihsan”/”caritas” is the practical
manifestation of the concept of faith, which extends it from the “otherworldly” into the life of this world. A believer’s faith is thus regarded as
incomplete if he omits this practical side. Indeed, the main difference
between the monotheistic religions and their Japanese, Indian and
Chinese counterparts is probably the fact that the latter go beyond the
“internalisation” of faith, since they regard it as being in harmony with
the cosmos and believe that, in his relationship with nature and society,
man is a “transcendental presence”, or “creative force”. In the concept of
Karma in Buddhism and Japan’s Shinto religion1 a person following the
spiritual path attains salvation by freeing himself of all his desires and
lusts; consequently, he ends up by being dissolved in Nirvana, so that when
he seeks to attain the practical manifestations of his faith, this will occur
at a level beyond his higher spiritual state. A person seeking salvation
aims to divest himself of the “self” and become part of the broad ocean
of existence, which will also absorb his brother in faith, his co-religionists
and the whole of mankind, who – as the Hadith observes - are all God’s
creatures. Seen from this perspective, practical faith basically means the
“victory of ‘the other’ and its salvation” – as if the “self” can only be a
“believing entity” if it merges “the other” into itself, since “all the Believer’s
liturgical practices are necessarily directed towards manifesting the
harmony between the embrace of a religion and the behaviour that results
from it, so that the social benefits of the Message can be reinforced.”2
In the Qur’an faith and good works are linked to the right of istikhlaf
(successorship): “Allah has promised to those among you who believe and
1

Sabino Aquafina and Enzo Pace: (Arabic translation) ‘’Ilm al Ijtima‘a al Dini, Tr. Ezzeddine Anaya,
Kalimat Abu Dhabi, 2011, p. 83.

2

Ibid. p. 105.
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do righteous deeds, that He will make them successors in the land just as He
made those who passed away before them, and that He will establish their
religion, which He has approved for them” (Al Nur – verse 55). Meanwhile,
the Christian Scripture broadens the specific sense and applies it to the
general: “...that ye may be the children of your Father who is in Heaven. For
He maketh His sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on
the just and on the unjust” (Matthew 5:45). Judaism, too, has a similar view
of extending charity to all mankind: “And shewing mercy unto thousands of
them that love me, and keep my commandments” (Exodus 20:6).
There are about ninety instances in the Qur’an which stress that faith
is inseparable from good works and the point is also frequently made in
the Hadiths that faith can only be complete when it is expressed in actual,
practical terms - as in the Prophetic Tradition which defines faith as: “Belief
in the heart, speech with the tongue and action with the limbs.”
The New Testament usually classes good works under the category
of “religious service”, or “diakonia” – a word which in the context of the
Gospel has the specific meaning of serving the Christian community. It is
used repeatedly to describe a range of different kinds of services, such as
waiting at table: “But Martha was cumbered about much serving” (Luke
10:40); or collecting charitable donations for the poor of Jerusalem: “That
I may be delivered from them that do not believe in Judaea; and that my
service which I have for Jerusalem may be accepted of the saints” (Romans
15:31); or “and that they have addicted themselves to the ministry of the
saints” (I Corinthians 16:15).
The New Testament also refers to preaching – not only by the Divine
Messengers, but also by the priesthood as a voluntary service to the
Church. This was most tellingly expressed by Jesus (PBUH) when, speaking
about himself, he said: “[He] came not to be ministered unto, but to
minister” (Matthew 20:28). Here we should also note that while Christian
preachers are called upon to volunteer their services (“freely ye have
received, freely give” - Matthew 10:8), for Christians, preaching the Gospel
and good works are actually inseparable. Therefore the purpose of doing
good is to spread the Word of the Lord.
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In Judaism the motivation for good works comes from the fact that
almsgiving is described as an obligation in the Scriptures. Abraham was
chosen “that he will command his children and his household after him,
and they shall keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment”
(Genesis 18:19)”. In the Jewish religion, charity is a disinterested act of
giving, not just an exchange of mutual benefits or the rendering of services
to people from outside the family.1 Failure to act charitably is the way to
perdition; the Prophet Ezekiel attributed the destruction of Sodom to its
inhabitants’ failure to succour the poor and needy: “For the poor shall
never cease out of the land: therefore I command thee, saying, thou shalt
open thine hand wide unto thy brother, to thy poor, and to thy needy, in thy
land”. (Deuteronomy 15:11)
While charity is an integral part of Judaism – just as it is in the other
Divinely revealed religions – since the beginning of the last century there
has been a noticeable change in the way it operates, particularly in the
United States.

Charity and society
Today the Abrahamic religions are to be found in different civilizations
and cultural groups with mutually incompatible interests. Most followers
of the Islamic faith live in the “Southern world” – those regions regarded
as backward because of their various structural, economic, political, social
and cultural problems – while Christians live in both worlds; some in the
economically affluent “Northern world” with its superior political systems
where the established Church institutions are based, and the rest in the
economically and socially distressed “Southern world” along with the
peoples of the Islamic countries. This disparity has led to the emergence
of different interpretations and approaches to Christianity such as the
“Black theology” in Africa, which sees the Gospel’s message of justice
and freedom as an instrument for upholding the dignity and furthering the
causes of coloured peoples, who are still being subjected to various forms
1
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Corporation for Studies in Religions, 1983, p. 5.
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of discrimination. Third World Theology appeared on the scene with the
establishment of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians
(EATWOT), which convened its first meeting in Tanzania in 1976 and
launched the Dar Es Salaam Manifesto, marking the official birth of Third
World Theology.
So as well as splitting into a number of different churches, Christianity
has also become scattered across the two “worlds”.1
On the other hand, Judaism – whether we are talking about presentday Israel or Jewish communities in the West – is overwhelmingly located
in the “Northern world” because most of its adherents’ political and
cultural interests are to be found there.
Owing to various historical factors, some Abrahamic faiths are
more active than others in propagating their universal message. While
Christianity and Islam are both dedicated to spreading their mission by
every means at their disposal, this is not the case with Judaism, which has
tended to confine its good works to within its own Jewish communities.
While it makes a few modest ventures into the wider world from time to
time, its aims are different from the motivations found in Christianity and
Islam.
In modern times Jewish charity has been mainly concerned with
the Jewish diaspora and in this connection its main institutions are the
Boards of Guardians in Britain, the Unterstutzungs Vereine in Germany,
the Societes de Bienfaisance in France and the United Hebrew Charities in
the United States – all of which provide services and material assistance
for poor and deprived Jewish communities. 2 In the Jewish religion it is
obligatory to do good works on behalf of other Jews, but only other Jews.
The World Jewish Relief (WJR) – the main Jewish aid organisation – deals
with the needs of communities in Eastern Europe, Russia, Ukraine and
other countries with Jewish populations.
1
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The low level of Jewish missionary activity in modern times has been
justified on the grounds that Jewish charity is basically for Jews. Any
voluntary charitable work beyond that is designed to improve the Jewish
image by enticing non-Jews and inducing them to become supporters and
followers, which is perhaps one of the reasons why large numbers of Jews
donate to good causes.1
While the Church sees charity as part of a strategy to attract people
to its creed and win their goodwill, in Islam organised charity is still in its
infancy. In the present era it began by modelling itself basically along the
lines of the Christian missionary approach, though without their level of
organisation and planning. It is only very recently that it has acquired a
global reach and started to develop systematically with properly planned
programmes and clearly defined aims. Along the way, it has aroused
unjustified suspicions and allegations which have had an adverse impact
on its expansion and effectiveness.
The main accusation levelled against Islamic charities is that they
pose a security threat and that they support terrorism and fundamentalist
movements. This has hampered their operations and caused problems for
their finances, in complete contrast to the Church-affiliated charities, which
are able to operate unimpeded.
The growing gap between the different “cultural worlds” has had a
noticeable effect on the Abrahamic religions, insofar as – where good
works are concerned - each of the three faiths has tended to follow a
separate path from its rivals, focusing on those areas where it thinks the
ground is most fertile or in which it feels its interests will be best served.
Despite the fact that Judaism, Christianity and Islam share similar
principles and spiritual values, this competitive attitude has made charity
a source of conflict and mutual recrimination – particularly from the
“losing side” (if there is one) – rather than a means of promoting goodwill
and togetherness. Indeed, in some countries “charitable work” has led
1
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to cultural and religious turbulence, which in turn has created unrest
between members of the same community who share an identical heritage
and background. In reaction to this, many of those who recognize the
importance of mankind’s spiritual heritage have begun to stress the need
for a set of common values and principles, or a kind of universal code of
ethics which all can share. The leading figures in this movement include
Cromwell Crawford in his book World Religions and Global Ethics (1990)
and the Swiss-German theologian Hans Kung in his 1991 work Global
Responsibility: In Search of a New World Ethic.
Despite the Abrahamic religions’ heritage of enlightened values – and
this is equally true of all of them – narrow interests often prevail, with the
result that those values seem to fall short when it comes to giving due
recognition to “the other”. Consequently, what these three religions need
at the present time is a “value charter” to which they can all subscribe
and under which they will commit themselves to work together to serve
the common good. This should lead to the creation of a united religious
establishment dedicated to promoting charitable values and sorting out
any problems that might arise as a by-product of cultural coexistence.
Inter-religious dialogue has been highly effective in bringing the
three faiths closer together and over recent decades it has helped to
spread common values. At the same time, however, it has not evolved into
action. In numerous instances there has been great interest in theoretical
discussions on the concepts of reconciliation, mutual understanding,
security, peace and love, but this has not resulted in any actual cooperation
on these issues. Moreover, such meetings as have taken place have tended
to avoid touching on contentious points, whether creedal, political or
otherwise coexistence-related.1 Consequently, half a century or so on from
when this dialogue first started, it has shown itself to be somewhat less
1
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effective than it might otherwise have been, since it has not demonstrated
any of the kinds of achievements that an ordinary Believer would notice;
nor has it produced any common values that have had a real impact upon
human society. Such values as are discussed at these gatherings are too
limited in scope to be able to help resolve social problems or serious
political conflicts.
What we need to do is bridge the gap between the goals of these
dialogues (cooperation, coexistence, unity etc.) and the realities on
the ground. In a country like Italy Islam is still not a recognized faith –a
situation which is incompatible with the principles (bono publico and
respect) that religions claim to support. When the question of ratifying the
law on religious freedom was raised Monsignor Giuseppe Betori, the then
head of the Italian Bishops’ Conference, lodged strong objections with
the Italian Chamber of Deputies on behalf of the Catholic Church on two
occasions - once on 9th January 2007 and again on 19th July of the same
year. As a result Italy’s second religion, with 1,505,000 followers, continues
to be deprived of a number of rights, including the right to open mosques
and the right for Muslim children to have their own “religion hour” at
school – since this is only granted to Catholics. For one faith to claim that
it is entitled to impose its hegemony over other faiths is incompatible with
universal religious morality.
However, while Islam is still excluded from membership of the “circle
of Western values”, despite being the second religion in many Western
countries in terms of population, Judaism has been able to acquire a
distinctive status for itself in Christian societies, to the extent that it has
imposed red lines on the prevailing cultures of those societies that none
are allowed to cross.
It is clear, then, that it is not easy to establish a global ethic unless
it is qualified by a structural criticism of the societies in which religions
thrive, since it would appear that cultural trends play an important role
in determining the nature of religious practice and the character of the
institutions that speak in the name of religion. Indeed, it would be pointless
to propose common values between the different faiths without being
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aware of the factors that can cause those institutions to make certain
political and economic choices.1
It is often said that there is no need whatsoever for the international
community to embrace a single religion or a common ideology, but that it
desperately needs universal values, principles and ideals. 2 One reason for
this view could be that religion is often exploited for political ends; indeed,
this exploitation even extends to charity, which has always been associated
with religion throughout its history. In his book Global Responsibility, Hans
Kung notes that values and ethics are no longer recognized as having a
role to play in international politics and that the consequences of this
pose a threat to the whole of humanity. The present era is one of massive
global change and this means that we members of the human family
must all assume our share of responsibility for the earth’s future. This is a
momentous task, because the future of our planet is in peril.3

Charity: noble actions and dubious intentions
In all three religions the activities of those who dispense charity are
generally restricted to a single state or region, or – on rare occasions to a broader religious context. However, there has still been no progress
towards extending charity beyond its creedal boundaries to the wider
world. This is due in large part to the suspicions such a step tends to
arouse. Every move in the direction of openness towards the “other” is
driven by ulterior motives (or seen as such), since religions regard it as a
channel for missionary work aimed at winning over more adherents to their
respective faiths. Good works, then, are regarded as “hunting tools”, not as
the product of a noble commitment to the needs of mankind.
Where Christianity is concerned, the Catholic Church’s ecclesiology
has undergone significant changes since the Second Vatican Council
(Vatican II -1962-1965), which introduced some fundamental reforms to
charitable work based on the concept of the “social creed”. It now became
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classed as being neither a secondary feature nor limited to a particular
historical period, but rather as an essential constituent part of the Church
defined by the following three elements:
– The primacy of the Lord
– The liturgy
– Witnessing that charity is expressed through service in daily life.
Basically, the purpose of good works is “Evangelisation” – however
much the Church may claim that it merely “offers” its preaching rather
than “imposing it” upon people, leaving them the choice of whether to
accept it or reject it.1 First and foremost, however, we should remember
that the Church is not an organisation that provides services according
to a rigid programme, not is it a corporation subject to market forces and
controls; rather, it is an institution with a message which may be summed
up as “the secret of the Messiah’s presence in human history”.2 So from its
perspective charity has a strictly religious function.
Although there are voluntary and non-government associations and
organisations operating at the “horizontal” level, Christian charity is much
broader than that, since it is “vertical” as well as “horizontal” and provides
aid while at the same time preaching the message of the Gospel. For
the Christian Church, good works are not limited to curing society’s ills,
because it sees itself as the “secret of the esoteric union with the Lord and
the unity of all mankind”.3
Beyond the borders of the Christian world – here we are referring
specifically to the Islamic countries and India – the Church focuses mainly
on the poor and needy so that it can win their goodwill. In Algeria, for
example, the Catholic charity Caritas Internationalis only provides material
assistance, food aid and health and training services. In Tunisia, on the
other hand, when the Church found that there were opportunities in the
education sector (its favourite field), it directed its efforts into teaching and
1
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ignored health and training. If we take a close look at the activities of the
Church schools in Tunisia we will notice that they are not targeted at the
general public or the poorer members of society – as one would expect –
but the children of the elite, with the result that the affluent classes are
becoming “impregnated” with Western-style culture. This means that
the charitable intention behind those schools has become of secondary
importance and that instead their main purpose is to serve their own
interests by providing education for the most influential classes of Tunisian
society.
Although it is true that much of this aid has been beneficial to
Muslims, those institutions have also undermined the common Islamic
heritage and religious identity and helped bring about major changes in
moral attitudes. Moreover, even if their intention is to target the needs of
the poorer classes, why haven’t they also done so for the poor in their own
societies, who largely consist of foreign Muslims and Arab immigrants? In
Caritas’s charitable work in Rome - a city where it endeavours to meet the
needs of the needy, non-Christians are regarded as “second-class cases”,
in a reflection of the Muslim immigrant’s general situation, which gives him
the feeling that he is discriminated against in benefits, employment and
social support.
Here we should also note that the Church’s charity strategies are many
and varied. When it began to expand its operations beyond the confines
of Christendom, it became significantly more sophisticated in its methods.
Instead of focusing solely on emergencies and acute cases of need, it
turned its attention to more long-term goals. The part the Church plays
in enrolling highly qualified members of other faiths in further education
institutions is probably the best example of the way it cultivates the minds
of the elites with the aim of winning their allegiance until it is in a position
to dominate – or at least influence – their thinking and attitudes. This is an
extremely intelligent strategy, since it leaves the individual free to choose
whether to remain true to his cultural heritage or abandon it, while at
the same time colouring his view and understanding of the world around
him. The first time I realised the true nature of this strategy was after the
Catholic Church began enrolling Muslim graduates and scholars at Rome’s
186

FAITH AND GOOD WORKS IN JUDAISM, CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

pontifical universities under the aegis of its programme for dialogue with
other religions (Nostra Aetate). In doing so, it made no attempt to pressure
them into to converting to Christianity; instead, it merely sought to win
them over to its way of thinking.
The African writer Dambisa Moyo has made an in-depth study of the
negative impact of charity on the peoples of the African continent in her
book Dead Aid,1 in which she concludes that, rather than relieving poverty
and stimulating creativity and a spirit of initiative among deprived peoples,
aid actually produces the opposite effect and makes them worse off.
Charity – which is an integral element of the Abrahamic religions
– needs to be philosophically sound and properly planned so that it can
genuinely benefit people and leave a positive and lasting legacy.

1
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I

oday the world and humanity appear to be on the
threshold of massive change, which represents
the second major development since the end of
the Cold War. The Cold War itself was a period in which
there was a “balance of stasis and inaction” caused by
the emergence of two mighty power blocs, each of which
kept a close and cautious eye on its opponent, watching
its every move, whether for good or ill.
The Second World War and its attendant horrors
led to the creation of the United Nations and its Charter,
along with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
both of which generated a spirit of optimism in the
human race. Then the Korean War came along, followed
by its consequences in which, as we have noted,
stasis became the order of the day. However, the Cold
War was more than just a confrontation between two
powerful adversaries, since it coincided with the rise
Editor in Chief of Al-Tafahom Magazine.
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of the great liberation movements in Asia, Africa and Latin America which
had a dynamic of their own in spreading new human values of freedom,
emancipation and human dignity – values that were in tune with the United
Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Thus
alongside the stagnation and inaction resulting from the existence of two
adversarial power blocs there were also windows of opportunity, light and
fresh air which encouraged humanity to unite in the interests of liberty,
progress and shared values, including a determination to fight imperialism,
war, poverty and natural and environmental degradation.
When the Cold War ended in 1990 a new hope arose for a return to
human values in which international institutions would play a part not only in
helping to resolve major and minor conflicts, but also in combating poverty,
destitution and the degradation of the natural world and the environment.
Today, however, instead of a new world order we see a world of universal
chaos; this is due in large part to America’s ambition to create a unipolar
world and its consequent actions which have brought it into conflict with
the established international institutions as well as with every individual or
organization that rejects hegemony and the negative aspects of globalization.
The situation I have been describing so far is due to the United States’
decline as a result of the pressures it has been facing and the wars it has
launched and failed to win. As a result, it is the Arabs and Muslims, as well
as the world’s poor in general – particularly in Africa and some parts of
Asia and South and Central America – who have suffered the most harm
from the US’s hegemonistic ambitions. Consequently, it is these regions
that entertain the greatest hopes of a return to the international balance of
power in which every part of the world has a part to play.
This is why I envisage a new world order as a system of common
responsibilities in the following areas:
1) Peaceful dialogue between all parties, including international
organisations and civil society institutions, with the aim of tackling
challenges and problems and opening up new joint opportunities for
mankind as a whole. Dialogue serves two basic functions: firstly, as the
only effective channel for dealing with problems and conflicts, and for
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launching joint initiatives designed to build a better future, and secondly,
as a means of promoting interreligious and intercultural communication
and interaction.
2) Dialogue based on the principle of the unity of the human race.
It is a fact that there is only one human race. All humans are created
equal in terms of their race and their right to live free lives in which their
dignity is respected. This can only be achieved through co-operation and
partnership.
3) Affirming – through dialogue – that human beings share
common values. Even if the sources of those values and the way they
are perceived may differ from one people or culture to another, they
coincide where crucial issues are concerned. Muslim fuqaha’ (jurists)
say that all humanity shares six values - or dururat (“necessities”) or
masalih (“interests): life, religion (or natural disposition), the intellect,
family life, property and liberty. (Traditionally there were five dururat; the
sixth – liberty – was added later.)
4) Recognizing that pover t y and destitution are the main
humanitarian problems that need to be confronted in order to safeguard
human life and dignity.
5) Regarding the use of war to achieve any objective as an inhumane
practice, particularly if it involves a state resorting to violence in order to
impose its domination, will or system upon others, whether upon their
land, their liberty or their sovereignty.
6) Seeing human progress through sustainable development as an
absolute priority for individuals, states and international institutions.
7) Considering individual, international, religious and cultural peace
and security as being major human values based upon the principle of liberty.
These seven areas are the common responsibility of all mankind, and
the only factors that have prevented them from being put into practice
are: (a) the circumstances created by the Cold War and (b) hegemonistic
ambitions.
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We should like to see all humanity – individually and collectively - use
its own initiatives to create new opportunities and act upon them freely.
Mankind – including Muslims who, after all, are part of the human race –
has suffered enough horrors in recent times, and all of mankind, including
its Muslim component, has the right to enjoy the benefits of freedom and
peace; freedom with responsibility and peace based upon dialogue and
cooperation.

II
This observation by the great theologian Hans Kung in the early
1990s is universally recognized as being relevant in the world of today:
“No peace among the nations without peace among the religions.
No peace among the religions … without a global ethic.”
From the late 1960s Kung was famous for calling for religious
reform in the Catholic Church and for decades many people accused
him of advocating secularism, claiming that he was really a supporter of
“liberation theology” – a movement that was popular in Latin America in
response to the problems of poverty and a widespread belief that it was
the Church’s duty to tackle it. However, his statement that we have just
quoted above sees ethical values as being an essential ingredient of
religion; consequently, in his view it is the responsibility of the major
religions to promote a religious ethic on the basis that all faiths share the
same fundamental principles. And, moreover, one basic feature that these
religions all share is a responsibility to work together for world peace and
security.
Kung’s statement shows that three things are required: firstly, that
religions should rediscover their mission of propagating values and
morality; secondly, that philosophers and thinkers should abandon
the notion that the intellect is capable of “devising” a moral system
independently and on its own without Divine guidance; and thirdly, that
those with specialised expertise in values and ethics should come together
from their different positions and unite to influence the institutions and
organisations that are responsible for maintaining and operating the world
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order, so that they can produce positive results which will serve the cause
of world peace and security.
This does not mean that the major religious establishments have failed
to engage with the issues that are conducive to peace, such as equality,
justice and freedom. However, even if we leave aside factors such as
missionary activity, we will find that some of them have tended to adopt
exclusivist attitudes, both in their discriminatory approach in favour of their
own congregations and in their relations with other faiths. Furthermore,
despite the fact that Asian religions have been extensively studied by
Europeans and Americans over the past two centuries, Westerners still see
them as somewhat unknown territory. Meanwhile, if we turn to followers of
the Muslim faith we find that, although there are hundreds of millions of
them living in the Asian region, they have shown little interest in studying
or engaging in dialogue with Buddhism, Hinduism and their various sects
and sub-sects.
Here I am not talking about the history of relations between the
major religions. What I am concerned with is “mutual recognition”,
as the Christians call it, or “ta‘arof” (“getting to know each other”), to
use the Muslim term. This is a vital precondition for any relationship
that goes deeper than a mere series of public declarations. In the 19th
century great progress was achieved when Westerners recognized
the concept of “world religions”, and a further step forward in the
recognition of the major faiths was taken nearly a hundred years
later when the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) addressed the
question of relations between the Catholic Church and the modern
world. Despite the complex theological issues that resulted from
this recognition, it raised the question of shared ethics and values
and further progress was gradually achieved in those spheres though
bilateral and multilateral dialogues. The dialogues continued for
decades, leading to a series of declarations on values and ethics by the
various religious institutions; to begin with these were aimed solely at
their own congregations and followers, but later they came to take on a
broad global dimension.
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Here we should add that a form of friendly competition also emerged
between the international bodies and religious institutions concerned with
the faith aspects of social and value-related questions. This was clearly
manifested in the declarations on human rights, the rights of women and
children and the international anti-poverty and equality programmes. They
were adopted by international and regional commissions, agencies and
organisations, as well as respected humanitarian organisations recognized
for their roles in fighting poverty and disease and providing educational
and training programmes. And although the religious institutions lacked
the financial resources to offer these services, they too made notable
contributions to the international and civil community bodies and provided
important services, not only for their flocks in Africa, Asia and the Latin
world where most of them were based, but also in the rest of the world on a
disinterested basis and without any religious missionary motives.
We have stated that the notion of a global ethic has its origin in
the major religions, and we have stressed the qualities that that they all
share in common, which have helped promote interfaith cooperation.
The significance of this cooperation is that it is inspired by a vision and
assumes a commitment – or commitments – on the part of those who
believe in one or other of the main religions. However, we should always
bear in mind that the major international organisations are also founded on
global values which those who promote them do not necessarily recognize
as having a religious origin, despite the fact that religious believers
assert that they embrace them for religious reasons. We see an example
of this in the dialogue between Pope Benedict XVI and the great German
thinker Jurgen Habermas before the former’s installation as Pope in 2005.
However, even in that dialogue Habermas admitted that a large section of
humanity’s lives are governed by faith and that it is faith which motivates
them. This, he said, was perfectly acceptable and, moreover, the Pope’s
call for cooperation was not only feasible but vital.
Today, many religious thinkers are adopting a new “narrative” of
religion that goes beyond the considerations of ethical harmony and
now resembles what we may describe as a “freedom, peace and justice
theology” in which, rather than being just inspired by religion, ethical
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values actually are religion. This new “narrative”, which can be found in
the major faiths, is not only motivated by a desire to boost their soft power,
but also because they face challenges from the fundamentalist ideas in
their ranks that their leaders fear will infect the spirit of the faith in some
societies and cultures in the name of religion.
Islam has a serious problem with fundamentalist ideas and it is for
this reason that the new “narrative” which has emerged over the past
hundred years in the works of Muslim religious mujtahids (theologians and
legists) is based upon three principles: Rahma (Mercy) in Allah’s relations
with mankind; ta‘arof in relations between human beings; and the five
“necessities” - the protection of life, the intellect, religion, progeny and
property – which are seen as the means to achieving Mercy and ta‘arof.
Although they are Shariah requirements, these principles apply to mankind
as a whole and are not exclusive to Islamic societies. The famous 15th
century Islamic ‘alim (scholar) al Shatibi noted that they are a feature of
every denomination and creed. In other words, all religions observe them;
not just Islam. Engaging in interfaith cooperation for the sake of world
peace and universal justice and equality is therefore a binding obligation
upon all those who believe in the Islamic Shariah.
All faiths share a common responsibility to uphold world peace. So
what are the factors that threaten peace and what can be done to eradicate
them and prevent instability?
There are five core causes of the turbulence and instability that pose
the greatest threat to world peace. They are:
1) Poverty. The statistics on poverty are terrifying; without going into
too much detail, we should note it is estimated that between 15% and
20% of the world’s population own 80% of its wealth. This is pointed out
in a study by the well-known French economist Thomas Piketty on the
rising global inequality (in the general economic sense) and its impact
on people’s lives, livelihoods and social stability in what has come to
be known as the Third World. Although this inequality has been growing
since the 1970s, it has been overshadowed in the world’s consciousness
by reports about the economic successes of the lands of the Asian Tigers,
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the aim being to highlight the success of the market economy system in
countries that are properly governed and confirm the validity of the World
Bank and International Monetary Fund programmes. While these economic
success stories are indeed true, they may best be compared to an oasis in
the middle of a vast desert. The successful economies in East Asia, and to
a far lesser extent in some parts of Africa, have lifted around 800 million
people above the poverty line (out of a total of around a billion people who
have enough to get by, to a greater or lesser degree). However, there are
also billions of people in the world who live on or below the poverty line.
Numerous international agencies are engaged upon a range of
long-term anti-poverty programmes in poor communities and states,
while alongside them there are hundreds of civil society and religious
organisations working with the resources at their disposal to relieve the
threats of hunger and famine.
Arab and Islamic countries with resources of their own to spare are
working through various international bodies as part of the drive to combat
poverty, while some of them operate through their own organisations
(such as development funds) or institutions like the Arab League or the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation.
Today we need to see ihsan (philanthropy, or charity), take its
place at the forefront of the spirit of Islam. We Muslims need to work
alongside religious organisations from other faiths under the broad
umbrella of Rahma, or Mercy, since Allah’s Mercy encompasses all
things (Qur’an, Surat al A‘raf, 156), and the Message He revealed to His
Prophet (PBUH) is a Message of Mercy for all Creation (Qur’an, Surat
al Anbiya’, 107) and the Mercy of Allah is always near to those who do
good (Qur’an, Surat al A‘raf, 56).
We find that while the spirit of philanthropy, mercy and love exists
in the religious organisations, and there are many able believers who
make positive contributions in one way or another and cooperate with the
international and civil bodies, they have had little impact on the prevailing
world order in promoting the interests of the poor. That is to say, they
have not succeeded in redressing the balance, preventing the destruction
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of farming and rural communities or running more effective education
and training programmes to empower the deprived sectors of society in
many states around the world. If poor societies are to be empowered so
that they can make proper use of resources, what they really need is a
proper infrastructure than can provide effective health and social services
and security guarantees. Some religious organisations have long been
aware of this factor and we Muslims also need to give it greater priority
by using our Zakat and Awqaf (endowments) to fund services such as
health and education. In this connection we need to exchange expertise
and experience with Western religious institutions. Inequality must be
fought with more effective weapons, including greater solidarity and
cooperation between the different faiths and using the means at our
disposal to influence the leading decision-makers in the current world
order. Religious organisations and institutions have significant moral
clout, particularly if they work together not only in cooperating on joint
declarations and programmes, but also by speaking with a single voice on
behalf of the poor.
2) The environment and the growing threats to it from industry,
technology and industrial waste. Not only do these threaten the natural
world and the atmosphere; they also cause earthquakes, floods and
superstorms, pollute towns and cities and industrial areas and are a
contributory factor in the spread of diseases and plagues. After long and
tortuous deliberations, negotiators finally reached agreement on the Kyoto
Protocol on Climate Change, but it has not been universally accepted, so
consequently the major religious institutions and leading religious thinkers
have begun exerting pressure with the aim of influencing the decisionmakers.
In contrast to the problem of poverty, in this case the leaders of the
major faiths are not unanimous on the environmental threat to the world,
its resources and the future of mankind. Therefore, it is our duty to do all
we can to confront this problem ourselves, or at least cooperate with the
relevant non-religious bodies in putting pressure on the United States,
China and other countries that harbour reservations on the question.
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3) Wars for resources which occur between small and medium-sized
states when their interests clash. The main resources at issue here are
water (which is becoming scarce due to climate change and environmental
disruption), energy, precious minerals and metals, and strategic land
and sea routes. Most of the wars that are taking place in the Middle East
and various regions of Africa and Asia fall into this category. During the
Cold War the utmost importance was attached to international borders,
even though some of them were artificial. However, after 1990 with the
emergence of a multipolar world things went rather out of control and
the global situation became more fluid. Consequently the system that
determined how the Security Council should enforce world peace became
ineffective in preventing violations of national borders and maintaining
the balance of the status quo. This was seen to be particularly true when
countries ignored resolutions that did not coincide with their interests. In
fact, even when the Security Council issued resolutions, some countries
– known as “rogue states” – were able to continue committing atrocities
against their own people or neighbours by relying on one of the big world
powers to protect them, while ignoring resolutions issued against them
or preventing their implementation. This has been the situation since the
1990s; it has led to the destruction of states and societies, creating endless
misery and wretchedness, particularly in small and medium-sized states.
What can the leading world religions do to halt the impact of this
situation on world security? Although several bilateral or multilateral
declarations have been issued in an attempt to curb local and regional
conflicts, the major religious institutions really need to work more closely
together to strengthen their effectiveness; in fact, religion itself is in
danger these days because of the damage that is being inflicted upon its
reputation and the status of its universal values. In many of today’s wars it
is sometimes religion that has been exploited, sometimes nationalism, and
sometimes the two together. And indeed, there are Muslims who act in an
unacceptable way on the pretext that they are fighting Westernisation.
4) The issue of refugees. At present there are some seventy million
of them around the world, half or more than half of whom are Muslims.
This terrible problem has been caused by the factors we have already
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mentioned – poverty and hunger, with the additional factor of conflicts
that escalate into civil wars or wars between states. For this reason, some
thirty million people from Africa and Asia have left their homes because of
poverty and have travelled – or tried to travel – to the advanced states of
Europe in search of a better life, while at the same time vast numbers of
refugees have fled, and are fleeing, from conflicts such as the ones that are
taking place in several Arab countries.
International agencies and state administrations are at the forefront
in providing care for refugees. However, several European countries with
limited means maintain that they are unable to absorb them, even with
international assistance.
What have the religious organisations been doing in the present
situation? They have issued joint declarations and called for this massive
challenge to be tackled through fighting poverty and halting conflicts
– though these problems can only be resolved by the international
community and its institutions. At another level, they have urged states to
accept migrants – whatever their circumstances – and some of them have
provided aid for them in either their home countries or abroad.
These initiatives on the part of the religious organisations have also
received welcome support from liberal organisations and associations in
the advanced states, and a number of civil society bodies have been set
up to help resolve internal conflicts. Several religious establishments have
also set up branches for the same purpose.
5) Religious discrimination. Here the people who suffer the most
are Muslims. Islamophobia has recently become a critical issue, largely
because the factionalism and conflicts that have occurred within Islam in
the name of religion have led to turmoil and militancy, with the result that
Islamophobia has become a global problem.
One consequence of this is that there is now closer cooperation
between Islamic and international institutions and other faiths in
combating extremism and terrorism. Consequently, although religious
discrimination and Islamophobia have become a serious problem, several
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initiatives have been launched to prevent the persecution of Muslims and
address other faith institutions on a basis of shared values and common
responsibilities. The results have been positive, even if they are insufficient;
in the case of Burma, for example, no organisation, individual or state has
yet been able to protect that country’s Muslims – known as the Rohingyas –
who are being expelled en masse or killed.
These are five of the causes of turmoil that pose a threat to global
stability, and the major faiths are agreed that they can best be confronted
through a recognition that they share a common responsibility to do so.
Interfaith cooperation has had varying degrees of success on the ground,
but so far it has failed to effect a genuine sea-change where any of the
problems referred to above are concerned. However, this awareness of
shared values will continue to grow as a consequence of the “return of
religion” and it is destined to have an increasingly powerful impact on all
the major faiths.
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