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Reorientation of Islamic History:
Some Methodological Issues

Anis Ahmad

I. The Meaning of History

To clarify our subject-matter, we may start by defining history as a record
of human action in a given space-time. This may be too general, but it will
restrict the subject to human activity and will exclude theological views such
as “God’s Intervention, Incarnation and personal revelation™, which make
history revolve around “His own acting in space-time™. The Islamic understan-
ding of history is that it is carried out by mans action. Freedom of human
will therefore, rather than divine determinism, is at the basis of the Islamic
concept of history. This means that the latter assigns no specific predicament
to history such as the “realm of suffering and sin” or the “realm of death™.

Our working definition presumes three fundamentals: first, it reconizes the
natural role of hidayah contained in the Qur'an or other heavenly scriptures,
yet it underscores the constructive role of human beings in a given human
society. Second, it liberates history from the common understanding of it as
“ .. the entire human past as it actually happened . . . man’s attempt to
describe and interpret that past.”, or as “the attempt to discover on the basis
of fragmentary evidence the significant things about the past”s And last but
not least, the insistence on the freedom of the will suggests the existence of
a moral dimension which to confirm human action.

! Karl Loweth, Meaning in History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), Chapter
IX, pp. 160-173, 191.

? Emile L. Fackenheim presents this idea in a precise way. “Nevertheless, the Midrash in-
sists that not messengers, not angels, not intermediaries, but God Himself acts in human
history—and He was unmistakenly present to a whole people at least once.” God'’s Presence
in History (New York: Harper, 1970), p. 4.

s Karl Loweth, op. cit. p. 193.

* Arthur Marvick, The Nature of History (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1971), p. 15

* Geoffrey Barraclough, History in a Changing World (Oxford: 1955), pp. 29-30.
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The image of life in this world and in the hereafter which is put so vividly
in the Qur’an and the related ahadith in this reference, provide the necessary
framework of thought for a universal human history. al *akhirah, is not a pure
theological or metaphysical notion. The image of al 'akhirah in Islam is so
clear and specific that it leaves no room for speculation due to ambiguity.

Mechanical systems, in general, are determined. They are closed systems
in which the role occupant is not really crucial. In social systems, where social
forces play a creative role, where there is a strong tendency for “potential”
and “talent” to become manifest, the course of history is viewed in terms of
a dynamical role and participation of human beings.

Dynamic human action in any situation takes place in response to the
psychological “states” inherent in one’s upbringing and environment. Dynamic
action is directly related to the kind of image one has of the future. If for
some reason the image is pessimistic, for example among some Christian sects,
this produces a negative attitude toward progress and development. If the im-
age of the future is optimistic, then even if it is utopian as the case is for
communism and Jehovah's witnesses, it can lead to organized, positive and
dynamic action.

When they were clear and confident about their image of the future,
“Hasanatan fi al dunya wa Hasanatan fi al ‘akhirah,” the Muslims had no
problem in shifting the center of civilization from elsewhere to Makkah. Why
then a reversal of the course of history? The fact that the question is even
asked shows that the popular Western interpretation of Islamic history is in
error. This is really a question of the philosophy of history. Our preseat task
is to demonstrate the need to reorient Islamic history and identify the issues
that need to be addressed in order to better understand Islam and its socio-
cultural and dynamic role, which is independent of any specific place and time,

For two reason, a reorientation is needed to make Islamic history relevant
to the modern age. The first is external to Islam and Muslims. History in
the non-Islamic world has customarily been local, dynastic, and national in
outlook. It is only recently that recognition, though not in its own right, has
been granted to the history of Islam. In 1396 / 1976 for the first time, the
American Academy of Religion, a learned society, granted an independent
status to Islamic Studies, which was previously put under “History of Chris-
tianity” In the imperialistic-colonialist view, Islam and its history are merely
a continvation of the achievements of the early Europeans. The implications
of this view are academic and psychic, not merely political. Academically,
it is neither objective nor honest to interpret the culture and history of a peo-
ple in terms of one’s own belief system. If the purpose is to make a com-
parative study of two or more existing types, the basis of comparative
methodology must be spelled out clearly. At least the purpose should not be
to praise the beauty and strength of colonialist history.
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Moreover, methodologically, the division of history into “ancient” “medieval”,
“early modern,” or “modern” periods may well make sense for European history,
but is irrelevant to Islam and its history. Unfortunately not only non-Muslims
but many Muslim scholars, due to the Western training in education and
thought, use the same phrases for Islamic history.® '

Peculiar to Western scholarship is the conception of history in terms of an
“idea” or conceptual framework. This leads to a subjective interpretation of
events such as the Marxist’s effort to fit the societies of the world and of dif-
ferent periods into a series of stages suggested by Marx and Engels. Similar-
Ly attempts by historians like Spengler and Arnold J. Toynbee to interpret history
in terms of their preconceptions fail to acknowledge Islamic history which
is often taken by them as superficial, unnecessary, or even inappropriate. For
example the event of hijrah, the transfer of resources for strategic reasons,
from Makkah to al-Madinah, is understood by Toynbee as a failure of Islam
to achieve a sacred status of “crucifixion”

Internally, the attitude of Muslim historians to treat Islam, on occasions
as a sacred past, or as a belief isolated and unrelated to the contemporary
scene, imposes on Islam a Christian approach of separation between the ideal
and the real, which is equally incapable of presenting Islam and its true features.
The best representation of this approach by Western historians is Wilfred Cant-
well Smith, a Christian theologian;?® and among the Muslims, Syed Ameer
Ali®. Due to these and other reasons, there is a need to explore a betier
methodology in understanding Islamic history.

II. Islamic Historiography: Some Major Issues

Before we talk about an appropriate methodology for the study of Islam
and its history, it might be suitable to identify major issues in Islamic history.

A. Relevance of the Sunnah

First and perhaps most central is the issue of temporal, local, or universal

¢ For example, Professor M. M. Shareef, A History of Muslim Philosophy (Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1963).

? Arnold I. Toynbee, A Study of History (New York: Dell Publishing Co. Abridged edition,
D.S. Somerwell, ed.), Vol. 11, p. 42.

¥ Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (New York: Mentor Books,
1965), p. 167. .

% Anis Ahmad, “Two Approaches to Islamic History: A Critique of Shibli’s and Ameer Ali’s
Interpretation of History” (Philadelphia: Temple University), Ph.D. dissertation.
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aspect of the modality known as al Sunnah. History deals with human action
and with the image of this action. This may not be confused with the motif
of “hero image” as it exists in literature of many other cultures. The issue
is simply how to relate action in a specific space time with. human action
in contemporary age. According to the Qurian all earlier prophets and
messengers commissioned by Allah were human beings!® So it is with the
Prophet of Islam, according to the Islamic creed ! His Sunnah'? or hadith'®
being human, temporal and spatial, calls for the spemal attention of a historian,

The basic issues envolved from a historical point of view are as follows: First,
if Sunnah is only spatio-temporal expression of the behavior of the Prophet
(SAAS), would it be relevant only to the age in which he lived or also to subse-
quent times? Second, does its relevance to the age in which he lived imply
that its role was mainly the moral example of an inspired leader or that it
also carried enforceable legal authority for the rest of Islamic history? And

lastly, what constitutes the Sunnah? Is it the practice of the people of al Mad™

mah, or were the practices of other Islamic territories also given the name
Sunnah? 1t is imperative for us to have a proper understanding of the term
Sunnah for a clear understanding of Islamic history and the life of Prophet
Muhammad (SAAS).

Taking the last point first, we find that the word Sunnah or its plural Sunan,
means habitual practice, norm, prescription, enactment, or usage sanctioned
by tradition. It also refers to “continuity and extension forward.™* Its full mean-
ing however, cannot be comprehended by referring to its etymology alone,
which would make us believe that Sunnah means “beaten track,” “precedent”,

w The Quran, al Malidah 5:18; al An’am 6:91, Ibrahim 14: 19-11, al Kohf 18:110; af
Anbiya21:3; al Muminiin 23: 24-33; al Shulira’26:154, 186; Yasin 36:15; Fussilat or Ha Mim
41:6; al Shura 42:51; Hiud 11:27.

“Say, indeed, I am a human being like you, but revelation is sent to me that your God is

One and Unique,” al Kahf 18:11; “My Lord be glorified! Am I not but a mortal messenger?”

Banilsra’l 17:93; “Thou art but a mortal like us,” al-Shuara’ 26:154; “They said: ye are

but mortals like us . . ) Ibrahim 14:10; “We gave them {apostles) not bodies that would

not eat food, nor were they immortals” &l Anbiya’21:8; “And they say: What aileth this
messenger (of Allah) that he eateth food and walketh in the markets? Why is not an angel

sent down to him to be a warner with him,” al Furgan 25:7; also al Rad 13:38; Yarus 10:46;

Ali ‘mran 3:44.

12 As an Islamic term Sunnah refers to acts, words or tacit approvals of the Prophet of Islam
(SAAS). See SubhiMuhammasani, Falsafah al Tashri‘fi al Isiam, “The philosophy of Legisla-
tion in Islam”, tr, Farhat S. Ziadeh (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1961), p. 71

138 The term Hadith is drawn from hadath meaning event, incident, occurrence, happening.
Technically, the term Hadith refers to a conversation or report about an act, saying or en-
dorsement of an act by the Prophet (SAAS). The difference between ai Surnah and al Had
ith is that the latter is a verbalization of the former.

1 8. M. Yousuf, An Essay on the Sunnah (Lahore Institute of Islamic Culture, 1966), p. 14.

1
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“custom”, or “past practice.””® The term has been used in the Qur'an'® as well
as in ahadith (traditions). Al Shafit (150-204 A H. / 768-820 AC) is reported
by cne orientalist to have institutionalized the Sunnah by assigning to it a legal
character, and to have given it no less authority than to the Qur'an!” But
historically speaking, we find this authority assigned to the sunnah by the
Qur’an and also by the early Muslim society during and after the lifetime
of Prophet Muhammad (SAAS).

This brings us to our second point, viz. the legal status of the traditions
(ahadith). Tt is reported that it was al ShafiT who, after a systematic study
of the Qur’an, attributed the fashri7 (legalistic) character to the Sunnah. We
know that the authority of the Sunnah was established due to direct injunc-
tions in the Quridn. It would be too naive to think that those verses of the
Qur’an were not known to the legal thinkers and practitioners who preceded
al-Shafi1. Therefore when al ShafiT is saying that “ . . God has given evidence
to mankind that they should accept the judgement of the Apostle and obey
his order . . ” he is only trying to reconstruct an Islamic methodology in
law; he is not discovering for the first time the authority of the Sunnah. At
the methodological level he assigns to the Sunnah a transcendent or extra-
spatio-temporal applicability; some Muslim thinkers, however, interpret the

15 Jgnaz Goldziher compares Sunnah with the mores majorum or usus Iongaevus of the Romans.
He defines it as “ancestral use, by practice transmitted through past generations.” (Historians’
History of the World, ed., Henry Smith William London, 1907), Vol. 8, part 12, p. 294,
This leads him to conclude that “the conception involved in the Sunrah, as defined at the
beginning of this essay, represents the heathen Arab’s ideal of life and the primitive idea
of laws and morals in tribal life” (op. cit., p. 295) At another place he tried to develop
a parzallel beween Sunnah and Hadith. He believes that the Sunnah is simply a practice
of the early Muslim community, sometimes supported by an oral tradition, while at others
without any sanction from Hadith, Also, on occasion the Sunnah was contributed by an
oral tradition (Goldziher, Musiim Studies, Vol. II, ed. 8.M. Stern, London: George Allen
and Urwin Ltd., 1971), p. 24). D. 8. Margoliouth in his Early Development of Miuhamman-
danism (New York: Charles Scribner Sons, 1914), p. 70) assigns a similar character to Sunnah.
Most of the Western Qrientalists and their Muslim disciples fail to see the two most impor-
tant aspects of Sunnah, namely its role as sharihah (elaboration) of the Qur'an and also
its roles as a source of fashri‘ (legislation). The reason apparently is their failure to com-
prehend the Islamic methodology of usil al figh in law and history.

The term has been used in more than one sense in the Qur'an. First it refers to the practice
of the predecessors, for example, in al Anfai 8:38; al Hijr 15:13; al Kahf 18:55; Fatir 35:43.
It also refers to the practice of Allah, for example, in al Ahzab 33:38, 62; Fair 35:43;
“al Mu'min/Ghafir” 40:85; al Fath 43:23. Alternate terms carrying a similar meaning are
Shirah and minhaj, referring to a straight path or distinctive mode of behavior, for example
in al Shiura 42:13; al Maidah 3:48.

Muhammed Ibn Idsis al Shafil, al Risalah, tr. Majid Khadduri (Baltimore; John's Hopkins
University Press, 1961), p. 122,
18 Al Shafii, ep. cit., p. 118.
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judgements of the Apostle as transient!®

The dichotomy between the interpretation of the Sunnah by al Shafii and
by Ameer Ali, for example is indicative of two major trends, viz., “tradi-
tionalism™ and “modernism” in Islamic history. The Sunnah or 1deal human
action in history, by its very nature, is traditional.

Al ShafiTs concern in assigning the Sunnah a character which, in his opi-
nion, the Qurdn had already bestowed upon it, was obviously intended to
preserve continuity in Islamic history. His main fear had been that interpretation
of the relevence of the Sunnah’s as temporary might cause a serious gap bet-
ween the Islamic ideal of the Qur’dn and its subsequent translation into ac-
tion, thus causing problems in Islamic legal, political, social, and economic
doctrines. The Sunnah, or ideal tradition in Islam means “continuity”; beyond
continuity, it also means “authoritative legislation " In other words, the contents
of the Sunnah is considered relevant not only to the age of the Prophet but
for all ages to come. This brings forth an “accusation” that “the traditionalists
are failing to understand what God requires under the changed circumstances
of the community,”? The accusation from a historian’s point of view would
be valid and legitimate if the traditionalists maintained the “sanctity” of the
sunnah without giving any consideration to the constant socio-cultural and
evolutionary changes of humanity. Before we make any comment on the above
statement it might be appropriate first to examplify the meaning of “tradi-
tionalism.”

B. Traditionélism Versus Modernism: Some Definitions

Traditionalism in Islam means adherence to the Sunnah. Deviation from
the Sunnah is interpreted as bidah, meaning aberration or deviation. In a nar-
row sense, anything that does not draw its source from the Quran or the Sun-
nah is bidah. We tend to believe that much of the controversy and accusa-
tions against the traditionalists is due to a lack of accurate information about
their positions.2? Shehab Eddin is correct in exposing the two extrémes in
the corruption of tradition, when he says that “as traditionalists, they tend
to interpret tradition in terms of their fears and aspirations. Their fear of the
unknown drives them to aspire to preserve the familiar in the present, and

¥ Ameer ‘Ali, The Spirit of Islam. (London: Chatto and Windus, 1922), p. 182.

20 R J. Zwi Werblowsky, Beyond Tradition and Modernity (London, University of London,
1976), p. 66.

21 Sheela McDonough, The Authority of the Past (Chambersburg, Pennsylvama American
Academy of Religion, 1970), p. 52.

22 “Here by Traditionalists” we do not mean the so-called mullas (graduates of seminaries),
but rather the muqgalidin.




Anis Ahmad 293

reconstruct the familiar in the past. Hence comes their frequent preference

for an accumulated corruption over a useful innovation. And as modernists,
they often prefer modernism, not because it has the answers to the problems
involved, but because they have been exposed and used to it. Further, one
must admit that many prefer modernism because they do not really know what
tradition is'%

“Classical modernists”,?* like Ameer ‘Ali, interpret traditionalism as “anti- -

reason” and “backward-looking pastism” ¥t is a gross underestimation, however,
to equate traditionalism with raglid.?* On the contrary, traditionalism, with
reference to Islam, has been the bedrock of modernization and consequently
a major source of revivalism in Islamic thought.

Historically speaking, in the recent past going back as far as Taqiyy al din
Ahmad Ibn Taymiyyah (660738 A.H. / 1263-1328 A.C.), himself a practic-
ing traditionalist, it was the “traditionalists” who rebelled against the salaf
(the ancestors), called for ijtihad (Creative self exertion to derive laws from
the legitimate sources), and, in this way led to modernization and revival in
Islam.?® Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab (1112-1206 A.H. / 1703-1792 A.C.),
like Ibn Taymiyyah, followed the school of Tbn Hanbal (163-240 A.H. / 780-855
AC.), who was an extreme traditionalist. Similarly, Shah Waliyy Allah of
Delhi (112-1175 A.H. / 1703-1762 A.C.) was a muhaddith (traditionalist) and
at the same time founder of revivalism in the Muslim community in South
Asia. Even the secular modernist, Syed Ahmad Khan (1232-1325 A.H. /
1817-1898 A.C.), associated himself with the ahl al hadith or Ghayr al
mugqalidin of Scuth Asia. Syed Abul Ala Maududi (1320-1399 A.H. /
1903-1979 A.C.), a contemporary legal thinker from Pakistan, usually called
a “traditionalist,” has been a prime source for activism and revivalism in Mushm
countries.

In other words, it was traditionalists (ghayr al muqqgalidiin) who waged a
Jihad (war) against the dogmatism of taglid. Then why have the traditionalists
been a target of criticism by the so-cdlled modernists? The fact of the matter

* Mohammad M. H. Shehab Eddin, Pan Arabism and Islamic Tradition (Washington, D.C.:
The American University 1966} Ph.D. dissertation, p. 227.

*4 Fazlur Rahman, [slam (New York: Doubleday, 1968}, p. 292.

2% Tagld is defined as “ . . the adoption of uiterances or action of another as authoritative
with faith in their correctness without investigating his reason.” J. Schacht, in Gibb and
Kramer, Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam (Cornell: Cornell University Press, 1953), p. 563

2% Contemporary sociologists define modernization in economic and political terms as “develop-
ment” of underdeveloped societies. In this process “ . . major clusters of old social, economic,
and psychological commitments are eroded and broken and people become available for
new patterns of socialization and behavior.” Karl Deutsch, “Social Mobilization and Political
Development,” American Political Science Review, Vol. LV (Sept. 1961), pp. 463-515; David
Lerner in The Passing of Traditional Societies (Glencoe, 11l.: The Free Press, 1958) deals
with this problem in detail.
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is that while Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab, Shah Waliyy Allah, and
- Maududi raised the strongest voices for ijtihad, they did not replace af had
tth or al Sunnah by pure reason (‘agl). George Makdisi has correctly pointed
out that the basis of conflict between the “traditionalists” and the “moder-
nists” is theological.?” The insistence of the traditionalists on the purity of
‘aqidah (creed) leads the liberal thinkers to infer that the traditionalists were
anti-rationalists. In fact, in the realm of law, which is the main vehicle for
modernization in Islam, the traditionalists were perhaps further ahead in their
use of rational methods than even the so-called people of ray “personal reason-
ing”. The Maliki fugaha’ (legists) wse the principle of «l Istislah or
al masalih al mursalah (public welfare) as a source of legislation,?® although
it is neither commended nor prohibited in any Islamic school, as source of
Islamic Law. This means that even the “literalists” among the traditionalists
recognized the need for change in life, for new solutions, or in short, the
use of reason. On the other hand, traditionalists are unanimous about the
primacy of ‘agidah. They do not allow any ifs or buts about the nature of
Allah, His attributes, and His uniqueness. The traditionalists, in their urge
to protect the purity of basic Islamic ‘agidah in tawhid (Oneness of Allah),
nubuwwah (prophethood), and al 'akhirah (life after death) have sometimes
gone to the extent of declaring that “we have no need to know the meaning
Allah intended by His attributes” . .29

It is at the theological level and not at the plane of law or figh that the tradi-
tionalists and the modernists disagree. There is no difference betweem them
about the necessity and importance of ijtihad for finding new solutions, but
at a methodological level they have fundamental disagreements. For the tradi-
tionalists, al hadith al sahih is a valid category for making logical inferences,
while for the modernists generally, al hadith is no more than history.

To understand the position of al hadith and its role in the development and
progress in society, it is necessary to review the so-called “modernist” and
“traditionalist” positions. In doing so, we will focus on three major issues;
the logic of the relationship between religious faith and backwardness; the
nature of religious doctrines in Islam; and the ideal of modernism in Islam:

1. The Logic of The Relationship Between Religious Faith and Backwardness

The point of departure for modernist writing on history is a feeling that

27 George Makdisi, “Remarks on Traditionalism in Islamic Religious History”, in Carl Leiden,
ed., The Conflict of Traditionalism and Modernism in the Muslim Middle East (Austin,
Texas: University of Texas, 1966), p. 78.

2 Muhammad Taqi Amini, Figh Islami Ka Tarikhi Pas Manzar (Lzhore: Twentieth Century
Islamic Study Circle, n.d.), p. 268.

2 Makdisi, op. cit.
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the backwardness of the Muslim masses is due to their “misguided religious
beliefs and practices™? Indeed, the modernists have a valid point on this count.
A classic example may be on Egypt. According to one estimate, at the end
of the twelfth century AH / eighteenth century AC, Cairo alone had more
than seventy educational institutions.®! Because of traditional education, at
least despite it, Egypt could not overcome its backwardness. It must be said
that al Azhar in Egypt or Deoband in India, for that matter, discouraged the
use of rational arguments. They implanted taqlid in the minds of their students
and forbade the use of inteflectual freedom.*? The attitude of blindly follow-
ing the past, which was thus created in the ‘ulama; simply could not provide
solultions for new social problems.?® But does the “blindness” of the ‘ulama’
in recognizing new problems imply partial or total rejection of the Sunnah
and the Hadith 7 Is it valid to infer that since the ‘ulama’adhere to their salaf
(ancestors) in their juridical positions, responsibility for their blindness con-
cerning new probiems lies with the Sunnah? -
We tend to believe that this kind of inference was due to more than one
reason, chief among them an evolutionary understanding of Islam.

2. Evolutionary Nature of Religious Ideas

The modernist interpretation of Islam, to a great extent, presents Islam as
a sociological phenomenon (Durkheimian type). Ameer Ali, particularly, in-
terprets not only the Sunnah but even the Qur'an as carrying “temporary”
legislation appropriate for an elementary type of culture. But with the disap-
pearance of those circumstances, the need for such legislation disappeass.®
Some modernists, also hold that the “religious consciousness” of the Prophet
of Islam (SAAS) and the religious ideas he presented were also passing through
an evolution.? It is only natural that if an evolution in the “religious con-
sciousness” of the Prophet (SAAS) was going on, the process should not stop
with his death. Therefore to make Islam relevant to modern life, it needs to
be interperted in terms of universal moral teachings, and not as transient legal
sanctions.3® Traditionalists fully recognize the need for new legislation, but
they do not disregard the word and form of sunna’ and Hadith. They want

a0 Sheela McDonough, op. cit., p. 3.

1 Bayard Dodge, Ai-Azhar: A Millennium of Mustim Learning (Washington, D.C.: The Mid-
dle East Institute, 1961), p. 91.

2 Desmond Steward, Young Egypt (London: Allan Wingate Publishers, 1958), p. 43.

33 Robert Bellah, Beyond Belief (New York: Harper and Row, 1976), p. 165.

# Ameer Ali, op. cit., p. 172,

35 Jbid., p. 201

3 Jpid., p. 200.
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to reactivate ijtihad but not at the cost of abrogating or contradicting the legisla-
tion {tashri’) of the Qur'an and the sunnah.

3. The Ideal for Modernism in Islam

The modernists, do not differentiate much between modernization and
Westernization. Modernization for them means “a process of change toward
those types of social, economic, and political systems that have developed
in Western Europe and North America during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries AC7 Modernists face a dilemma because the practice of the ulama,
due to its monotonous ritualistic form, is inadequate to modernize Muslim
society. The modernist mind wants to modernize Muslim societies by con-
fining “religion” to certain rituals and providing freedom for human reason
in other realms. In the final analysis, neither the wlama, graduates of religious
madrasas, nor the modernists appear to extend religion to the realm of pol1t1ca1
social, legal, and economic activities.

The ideal of modernity perhaps, in the modernists’ vision, is the contem-
porary materialistic Western society. They want to see Islam and the Muslims
uplifted to at least that level, but they are skeptical about Islamy’s ability to
achieve this objective single-handedly. They see the role of Western ideology
in the Muslim world as an assimilated modernizing factor in the overall moral
and ethical teachings of Islam. Perhaps the urge to modernize Islam by sift-
ing what was historic in the Quran and the Sunnah can be interpreted as an
attempt to secularize Islam. When developing an analogy between the Western
Christian religious tradition and Islam some of them even state that “excep-
ting for the conception of Jesus, there is no fundamental difference between
Christianity and Islam’#8 It is very natural to conclude that progress, moder-
nization, and development could not go hand in hand with “religion.” Hamilton
Gibb very correctly points out that “ . . the dangers to which Islam, as a
religion, is exposed today are perhaps greater than any that it has faced in
the past . . . The most patent come from those forces which have undermin-
ed or threatened to undermine ali theistic religion. The external pressure of
~ secularism, whether in the seductive form of nationalism, or in the doctrines
of scientific materialism and the economic interpretation of history, has already
left its mark on several sections of Muslim societies. But even this, however
insidious its influence, is probably-less dangerous in the long run than the
realization of the religious conscience and the weakening of the catholic tradi-
tion of Islam.s®

37§ N. Bisenstadt, Modernization: Protest and Change (Englewood Cliffs, N.3 Prentice Hall,
. 1966), p. L .

8 Ameer Ali, op. cit., p. 179

38 H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970}, pp. 128-129.
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Neither the pastism of the %lama’ nor the liberalism (secular tendency) of
the modernists is capable of protecting the purity of the Islamic faith and at
the same time meeting the modern challenge Islam is facing. An indepen-
dent approach in interpreting Islamic history is being developed by religious
thinkers who are aware of the dilemma the modernist mind is facing.

C. Reformism Versus Revivalism
1. Traditional Reformists

Without breaking away from the tradition (Sunnakh of the Prophet of Islam),
the “reformists,” oppose faglid mahd (blind imitation of the wlama’). Follow-
ing in the footsteps of Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728 H/1328 AC), the reformists uphold
the sanctity of the Quran and the sunnah and condemn the dogmatism of
the ‘wlama’ of the mosque. Rashid Rida (1281-1353 AH / 1865-1935 AC) and
Shibli Nw'manl (1274-1333 AH / 1857-1914 AC) may be regarded as the best
representatives of this approach*® The Salafism of Rida should not be con-
fused with the faqgli of the ulama’ of the mosque, because the salafism of Rida
simply meant recognition of the example of the companions of the Prophet
(SAAS) as a force for legal deductions.* Shibli plainly rejected the secularism
of Aligarh as well as the dogmatism of the Deoband*? because of his middle
of the road approach. l

A major criticism, however, against the middle of the road approach is its
failure to provide an alternate course of action. Its main objective was to de-
fend the Muslims from alien influences by offering an apologetic interpreta-
tion of Islamic history. But how to relate the past with the future? The refor-
mism of Rida and Shibli does not provide us with any clear answer to this

problem. It does, nonetheless, trace the roots of the subcontinent’s Muslims

and their culture back into early Islamic history. The self-image thus created
does infuse a certain degree of self-reliance and pride in the Muslims, but
still it offers no solution to their socio-political decline,

The modernist-secularist, as well as the reformist-traditionalist approach

to history, to a great extent fail to take into account the challenges Muslims

are facing from within as well as from without.
In a limited sense, knowledge of past Islamic cultural achievements pro-
vides Muslims with a link through which they could relate themselves to the

¢ Shehab Eddin, op. cit

41 Albert Howrani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1970),
p. 230 ff. .

2 Shibli, Khutbat-i-Shibli (Azamgarh: Matba’ Maarif, 1941), pp. 100, 140-141.
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past. But it was not sufficient to meet challenges such as the decolonization
of the colonized. The colonizer had impressed on the minds of the coloniz-
ed, not only his military, economic, and political supremacy but also the
superiority of his values. With this pessimistic (rather defeatist) attitude, a
historian could not provide his readers with a vision of past glories. This could
not initiate a movement for regaining liberty, freedom, self-determination,
and socio-political and economic independence for the Muslims from the West.
At a conceptual level, the Muslims of this era did not recognize much dif-
ference between the Western ideals of freedom, equality, and justice and the
Islamic doctrines of hurriyyah and udl.

A history deprived of its dynamic and activist role may provide an individual
or a people with some self-respect and satisfaction, but it cannot play a positive
role in their national life and in nation-building. Perhaps it was in this con-
text that the well-known Christian theologian, Bishop Kenneth Cragg, remark-
ed, “the negative task of Islamic history in this century has been more fully
achieved than the positive™?

2. Traditional Revivalists: Focus on al Din

Another obvious shortcoming in contemporary understanding of Islamic
history lies in the understanding of Islam as a religion in the Western sense
of the term. In the West, religion is generally interpreted as faith. “Faith is
a personal quality of which we see many sorts of expression.”** Acceptance
of Islam as a personal faith implies limiting its area of influence and activity
to worship, rituals, ceremonies, and statements of belief. The fact of the mat-
ter is, Islam arose as a movement for social change, the establishment of justice,
equity, and equality among human beings irrespective of their color, creed,
ethnicity, language, or national and geographic origins. The term “religions”
in its common Western connotation fails to cover the scope and area of the
influence of Islam. This is why Islam is defined as al din (the way of life).

Etymologically, the term @l din is used, in the Qur'an, to convey four mean-
ings.** First, it refers to the right to rule, dominate, command, subjugate, or

43 Kenneth Cragg, “Islam and the Challenge of the Modern World”, in Guy S. Metraux and
Francois Grouzet, Religions and the Promise of the Twentieth century (New York, The New
American Library, 1963), p. 226.

4 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion, (New York: The New American
Library, Mentor Books, 1964}, pp. 167; 176.

¢ In this systematic treatment of the term af Din we have relied heavily on Ibn Taymiyyah's
Al Ubidiyyah, t1. Sadruddin Islahi, (Lahore, Islamic Publications Ltd., 1972); and Syed
Abul Ala Maududi, Four Basic Terins of al Quran (in Urdu) (Lahore, Islamic Publications
Ltd. 1970).
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supersede.*¢ The second meaning is similar, but differs in emphasis. It means
obedience —to serve, to submit or to be humble.*? Third, it refers to Shariah,
law, custom, and manner of habit.*® And lastly, it means the reward of an
act, judgment, or reckoning.*®

But going beyond this lexicographic and philological analysis, conceptual-
ly al din, the way of life, the code or prescribed path, is an all inclusive term.
It includes all the above four aspects, thus standing for the sovereignty of Allah,
acceptance of His authority, law or Shariah, and ultimately accepting Him
alone as the custodian of the Day of Judgement. When we look from a con-
vergent point of view, we realize why “traditionalist revivalist” Muslim thinkers,
such as Syed Abul Ala Maududi, have not used the term faith and have preferred
to use al Islam or al din.®® The Qur'an uses the term a! din in its comprehen-
sive meaning reférring to a total way of life and to the system best suited for
mankind at all times and places. It might be sufficient to mention only a few
references from the Qur'an: (Al Tmran) 3 : 19, 85; (al Anfal) 8 : 39; (al
Tawbah) 9 : 33, 29; and (al Nur) 24 : 2 and 55. Here a din signifies the
establishment of an Islamic economic, political, social, and moral system,
thus transforming every aspect of life.

It must be said at once that al din cannot be equated with din. Nasr is pro-
bably confused when he fails to draw a line between din and af din.** Al din
tefers specifically to Islam while din may refer to any system of a religious
or political nature.*? The Qur'an uses @l din and al Islam interchangeably,
denoting the eternal religion. It traces the origin of al din or al Islam to the
beginning of life on earth,

On a cosmological level, the Qur'dn claims that a/ Islam, the acceptance
of obedience to Allah and the code given by Him, is the religion of the
cosmos.* “Do they seck for other than the religion of Allah? While all creatures

¢ Maududi, op. cir., p. 139

+7 Ibid., p. 140.

8 Ibid., p. 141

4 Jbid., p. KM2. These are only a few of the sixty-three places where this term has been used
in the Quran. We find the above four meanings emphasized at one or another place in the
Qur'anic verses. For example, Surah af Mu'min/Ghafir® 40:64-65; al Zumar 39:2-3, 11117,
‘Al Tmran 3:83; and al-Bayyinah 98:5 refer to the first two meanings in the Qurian. Similarly,
Yunus 10:104-105; Yasuf 12:40, 76; al Ram 30:26-30; al Nur 24:2; al Tawbah 9:36;
al Anam 6:138 and al Shara 42:21; refer to the third sense. Finally, ¢l Dhariyyar 51:6; al
Maun 107:1-3; and al Infitar 82:17-19 use the term in its fourth connotation.

50 Three of the recent titles are Hadha al Din, al Mustagbal Ii Hadha al Din, both by Syed
Qutb, and Din al Hagq, by Syed Abul Alz Maududi.

81 Seyeed Hossein Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Islam, Boston, Beacon, 1972, p. 15.

52 Por instance the Qur'an uses the term Din for referring to the political and religious system
followed by the Pharaoh in Egypt as Din al Malik, Yusuf 12:86.

3 Tbn Taymiyyah, Al Ubudiyyak, tr. S. Islahi (Lahore: Islamic Publicatious Lid., 1972), pp.
m-112.
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in the heaven and on earth have willingly or unwillingly bowed to His will
(in the text the word used is aslama, i.e. adherence to Islam) and to Him
shall they all be brought™* - '

At a human level, the Qur’an, dealing with the history of mankind, shows
that Prophet Adams and all notable prophets including Sayyidna Ibrahim
{Abraham), Sayyidna Ismail (Ishmael), Sayyidna Misa (Moses), Sayyidna
Yisuf (Joseph) and Sayyidna Tsa (Jesus), may Allah bless them, were all
followers of al din or Islam. None of them invited their followers to worship
any other than Allah.5* Without exception they called themselves Muslims.

In brief, the Quran claims not only that acceptance of al Islam as al din,
the way of life, is a cosmological fact, but that throughout the past history
of mankind the prophets of Allah practiced and preached it. From an economic
point of view, acceptance of Allah, the Creator and the Nourisher of all that
is in heaven and earth, provides a solid base for interfaith understanding and
communication. Particularly with reference to the Judaeo-Christian tradition,
this understanding of al din provides a new approach to the transcendent reality
in religion by declaring that “Tbrahim was not a Jew, nor yet a Christian; but
he was an upright man who had surrendered (to Allah as a Muslim) and he
was not of the idolators™¢ The Qur'an suggests a reorientation in our understan-
ding of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. If Sayyidna Ibrahim was a Muslim
(one accepting and submitting to Allah’s transcendence and uniqueness) it
creates an ideological relationship bewteen the Judaco-Islamic and Christian
tradition besides the already existing genealogical relationship.*’

In view of the above, it is inappropriate to define Islam as consisting of
just three things: creed, worship and moral code.*¢

™ Qur'an, Aj; frmran 3:83.
5 The Qur'an says:
1. “Nuh said I have been commanded to be of those who submit to Allah’s will” (min
al Mislimin), Yunus 10:72.
2.  “Ibrahim and Isma1l said our Lord make of us Muslims, bowing to Thy (will) and

of our progeny a people Muslim . . . .,” al Bagarah 2:128.
3. “Ibrahim said to his children O my sons, Allah hath chosen al Din for you; then die
not except in the faith of the Islam . . . ) al Bagarah 2:132.

4. “Musa said “O my people, if ye do really believe in Allah then in Him put your trust
if ye are Muslims,” Yunus 10:84.

5. Yusof prayed: % . . take Thou my soul (at death) as one submitting to Thy will (as
a Muslim) and umte me with the righteous™ Yisigf 12:101.
6. . And behold: 1 msplred the disciples (of Isa, saying) have faith in Me and My

apostle they said, ‘we have faith and do Thou bear witness that we bow to Allah as
Muslims,” al Ma'idah 5:111.
56 Quran Ali fmran 3:67.
87 Sayyduna [brahim is recognized as the common father of the children of Isma¥! (Ishmael)
as well as the children of Ishag (Isaac). ’
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History plays an important role in social change. All theories of social change
presume an interpreation of the past and an image of the future. An in-
dividualistic interpretation of Islam as a “creed,” “worship,” and “morality”
may only propose some modifications in the existing personal conduct of
Muslims in a given society. Islamic social change involves a reorientation
in the realm of politics, economics, law, and society. It cannot be implemented
by subscribing to Islam in the realm of personal ethics while participating
in the socio-economic and political system imposed by colonialism.

The misconception of Islam as a “religion” in the Western sense of the term
necessarily reduced Islam to a personal dimension, to a “faith.” as Cantwell
Smith understood this term.*® Understanding of Islam as simply a faith im-
plies that a working relationship (passivity and cooperation) may be developed
between Islamic personal piety and any secular socio-economic and political
structure. But it does not and cannot demand from the faith that it engineers
social change. Islam, on the contrary, as contained in the Qur'an and the
Sunnah, presumes no compromise between Islam and un-Islamic systems
i.e. Jahiliyyah and Taghuz.

The particularistic interpretation of Islamic history as a faith and creed fails
to explain the raison detre of the conflict between the Makkans and the Pro-
phet (SAAS). If Islam was merely another religion, then the polytheistic society
of Makkah could easily have accommodated it. But Islamic monotheism
(Tawhid) is not confined to a creed or to a personal faith. It implies an ethical
revolution in every aspect of life. The Quran rejects all kinds of exploitation
as unethical (fitmah, fasad, tughyan) and therefore as totally unjust (zulm).
Such exploitation, according to Islam, is directly related to a wrong percep-
tion of man-God and man-man relationships. Islam rejects the idea of
dichotomizing life into the realm of the religious and the secular. It calls for
total acceptance of Islam,®® so that all activities, personal, social, and inter-
national might be organized in accordance with the guidance given in the Qur'an
and the Sunnah. In this way, Islam tries to eliminate all possible contradic-
tions and polarities in life through the doctrine of tawhid or Oneness of Allah.

Islam integrates in itself the so-called spiritual and worldly aspects of life.
It makes it imperative for all Muslims to struggle for societal change. This
is why jihad (struggle) is obligatory on every Muslim. Many of the Muslim
historians in their interpretation of Islamic history, fail to appreciate this
dynamic, constructive and revolutionary aspect of Isiam. They try to explain
Jjihad in a rather distorted manner as a “defensive mechanism,” while it is

8 Shibli, al Kalam, op. cit., p. 157.
59 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, op. cit., pp. 48-49, 176.
% The Quran, al Bagarah, 2:208.
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through jikad at different levels and not simply by sophisticated intellectual
discourse that Islam tries to establish a new moral system. At this point, it
is important to note that the Islamic moral system in its active, conscious,
and creative role of transforming individuals and societies, cannot be con-
ceived of without jihad. Islam provides us with a comprehensive understan-
ding of jikad. The intent of the shariah is to inspire and activate the Muslims
for al amr bi al ma'vif (enjoining the institution of virtue and good). This
institutional realization, or actualization of virtue according to the Qur’an can
be done only with extreme diligence and persistence (sabr and istigamah).
Those who take a passive view of sabr (persistent effort) do educate us about
the transforming role of Islam in early history, but they fail to show the future
role of Islam as a driving force in history. They succeeded in furnishing the
Muslims with an image of self-respect, but this image would have led Muslims
to an introverted and deceptive attitude had not Igbal and Maududi come up
with positive, dynamic, and activist solutions for the revival of the Muslim
Ummah.

III. The Historical Vision of Tawhid

An important issue in contemporary Islamic history is the absence of a clear
vision of the future of the Muslims. History, as a socially dynamic force, pre-
supposes the existence of a vivid image of the future. For any meaningful
social change, the presence of an “image directed”® system is necessary. At
a theological Ievel, in early Islamic history, the extremely vivid image of
al ’akhirah (life hereafter) as an achievable ideal was the main motivational
force behind the appreciation and actualization of the Islamic way of life. It
was not a passive image. The achievement of a/ hasanat (bounties) in
al ’akhirah was not possible without conscious and creative moral activity
in this world. In other words, al ’akhirah was not a promise for the “oppress-
ed;” but rather provided a vivid image of an achievable future through an ac-
tive and responsible role in this world. An image is not merely a projection
of aspirations and conviction, but aggregates all the necessary information
needed for a social structure. Only when all necessary information about a
social system is collected and disseminated in its constituents is a potential
system translated into an actual system.

Reconstruction and writing history are complementary activities. No
reconstruction or purposeful change is possible without defining what in the
past may be relevant to the present and the future of a people. No strategies
for improving the existing state of people can be successful without a clear
perception of the future—both the real and the potential.

If history is to play its educative role and not be simply a narrative, it should
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provide us with a clear analysis of social change, the driving forces in history,
and an image of the future that the people under study wanted to achieve.
Since Islam is a system and a way of life, the history of Islam written from
an apologetic point of view would only be a distortion of Islam. It is our sincere
belief that with these considerations in mind a new interpretation of Islamic
history is needed.

The Islamic intellectual and cultural heritage, as well as the life and times
of the Prophet Muhammad (SAAS) and his successors (Khulafa’), and the
resulting Muslim contributions to history can be understood properly only
in the light of a Tawhidi vision of history. The one single factor responsible
for the transformation of the otherwise backward, underdeveloped, and highly
divided house of the Arabs into a people in whom humanity discovered its
lost dignity was simply a statement of the fact that Allah alone is to be wor-
shipped and obeyed.

“O men! Call to mind the grace of Allah unto you: Is there a Creator
other than Allah to give you sustenance from heaven or earth? There
is no god but He: how then are you deluded away from the Truth”
(Qur'an 35:3)

Tawhid, or the oneness and uniqueness of Allah, is a revolutionary princi-
ple. Its application in the personal, social, political, and religious realms caused
a total transfortnation in the vision and personality of the early Muslim Ummah
(global community). Therefore no account of the dynamics of Islamic history
can be complete without an appropriate treatment and understanding of this
principle.

Tawhid is not simply a statement of belief. It is an assertion of the ultimate
universal truth and reality about the Creator and Sustainer of the universe.
It furnishes man with a new vision of the cosmos, humanity, knowledge, morali-
ty, and eschatology. It infuses a new meaning and dimension in human life,
its purpose objective, and the specific role man has to play in achieving global
peace, justice, equality, and freedom, Tawhid, in fact, was the secret of the
rise and expansion of Islam as a world civilization in seventh century AC.
The historian of religion knows, more than anyone else, that if Muslims have
a future role in the history of mankind, it should emanate from Tawhid alone.
Is Tawhid a theology or a methodology for social change? The answer calls
for more elaboration of the meaning of Tawhid.

Tawhid simply means cognizance of the fact that man and the universe are
creations of the One and only Allah. He, alone, is eternal, transcendent, and
totally independent. No one can share with Him in His attributes or person.
This discovery is made, not by an act of faith, but by a rational process, though
the direct knowledge of tawhid can come to a person through inspiriation
(flham). Use of reason and empirical evidence in discovering truth is an obliga-
tion on every Muslim and by implication on every seeker of knowledge. It
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is through the use of reason that a conscientious Muslim discovers the limita-
tions of reason and the need for wahy or direct guidance to all of mankind
from Allah, subhanahu wa ta’ala.

Interpretation of wahy as a rational necessity for man brings in a new and
more universal common ground for human interaction and a universalistic
vision of history. It reduces tremendously religious prejudice and the par-
ticularism reflected in the assertion that “God is only on my side.” Once there
is an interfaith understanding that different religions and their scriptures
emanate from one single source and that their prescriptions and proscriptions
in pristine form were made by Allah the Creator, then Zawhid provides a natural
ground for developing a global brotherhood of humanity.

With this general re-orientation of one’s vision, mission, and purpose of
life, Tawhid produces a qualitative change in the behavior and outlook of man
in the realm of society, economy, religion, law, and political life.

A. Tawhid’s Role in the Realm of Worship

In the reaim of personal worship or “religion,” the Qur'an asserts that reason
forbids one to confuse the Creator with His creation and therefore demands
that one submit to the Creator alone.

“O my two fellow prisoners, are diverse lords better or Allah the
One, the Almighty? Those whom you worship beside Him are but
names that you have named, you and your forefathers. Allah has
revealed no sanction for them. The decision rests with Allah alone,
Who has commanded you to worship none save Him. This is the
right religion, but most men know it not” (Quran: 12:39-40)

Rejection of any ultimate premises and goals other than Allah and any other
claimants to divinity, as well as the call to purify religious obligations and
direct them exclusively to Allah, are recurring themes in the Qurian.

“And they are ordained naught else than to serve Allah. Keeping
religion pure for Him, as men by nature upright, and to establish
al-Din (the religion) and to pay the due, that is true religion.”
(Quran: 98:5) .

Ikhlas (literally, purity, sincerity) is an all inclusive process. It means that
devotion, prayer, hope, love, obedience, reliance, assistance, refuge, sacrifice,
in brief, all forms of worship and submission are for Allah alone, the Creator
of man and universe. He not only is Sovereign in this world, the realm of
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history, but is the Lord of the Day of Judgment. This immediate and direct
relationship between the Creator and His creation eliminates all possibilities
of intercession or mediation in the Islamic view of history and eschatology.
The iconoclasm of Zawhid also manifests itself in the Islamic approach toward
the messengers of Allah, including Prophet Muhammad (SAAS). It assigns
no divine character to the messengers. They are treated like any other human

beings. The differernce, however, is great. Only the messengers received public

revelation of Allah’s Will, and only Prophets Miisd and Muhammad (SAAS)
received it in verbal form. The Quran tells us:

“Say: I am only a mortal like you. My Lord sends revelation (wahy)
to me that your God is One God. And whoever hopes for the
meeting with his Lord let him do righteous work and not create
a rival for the worship due unto his Lord”
(Qur'an: 18:110)
Tawhid, thus, puts to an end any hero worship or ascription of super-human
characteristics to human beings.

B. Tawhid and Social Transformation

Tawhid transforms the value system of the individual as well as of society.
One’s vision of reality and one’s perspective on virtue and vice, justice,
benevolence, honesty, brotherhood, family, sex ethics, equality, and rights
and obligations of individuals in a society—in brief, on cvery single aspect
of life—undergoes a transformation. In Makkah (in the first century AH /
seventh century A.C.) when the Islamic movement began, its objective was
not to make specific reforms in the religious life of the Arabs. Its emphasis
on modernity and social change was manifest. It rebelled against the tradi-
tionalism of the Arabs. In many world religions, the traditions of the elders
are taken as sacred. Animism, totemism, ancestor worship, etc., have sur-
vived in even some of the so-called modern religions of man. Tawhid eman-
cipates man from the worship of tradition and introduces the element of
forward-looking purpose and planning in on€’s attitude and in society. The
Qur'an says:

“They say: We follow that wherein we found our forefathers. What,
even though their forefathers were wholly unintelligent and had
no guidance” (Quran: 2:170; 7:28-29); and 43:22-24)

This emphasis on the use of reason liberates one from dogmatism and
backward-looking traditionalism. :
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The realization and implementation of Tawhid in the life of the individual
leads one to liberate oneself from the particularisms of blood, color, race,
soil, language, tribe, or nation. Obedience to Allah, the Creator of the Universe,
and not to one’s economic, political, or social interests and benefits, becomes
one’s sole objective in life. A process of maturation in one’s outlock takes
place and one is liberated from a self-centered idiom (my personal comfort
and the good of ny children or family} to a universalistic, humanistic vision
of life. This calls for new social relationships. Serving Allah, and not the
idol of utilitarianism, becomes one’s ultimate objective and ultimate good.
This transformation of individual and social outlook is reflected in a new social
order. A brotherhood on the basis of "Jmén and Tagwa (two forms of the Con-
sciousness of Allah) and ukhuwwah (brotherhocod) is realized.

Consequently, exploitive practices, whether by the entrepreneur or the
laborer, all kinds of religious, cuitural, political, economic, and social im-
perialism are challenged, so that a new social order based on religious respect
and cooperation, a universal love of humanity, the brotherhood of mankind,
equality, justice, and freedom can be established. This process of social change
is comprehensive.

C. Effects of Tawhid on Epistemology

in the realm of epistemology, Tawhid provides a new understanding of
knowledge. Since public revelation (wakhy) is the only reliable source of ultimate
knowledge and truth, reason is brought into harmony with revelation. Revela-
tion in Islam should not be confused with the mystical experience. Though
there exist many apparent similarities between them, these are two different

kinds of experience. Both experimental/empirical and intuitive knowledge
shows the relevance of Revelation to life. This eliminates the possibility of
skeptic and agnostic systems of thought.

D. Effects of Tawhid on Economic Activity

Recognition of Allal’s sovereignty in personal and social life is followed
by its introduction and application in the market place, One of the fundamental
teachings of Islam is that seeking hasanat (goods) in this world is no less
moral and virtuous than seeking Allah’s favor in the life hereafter. Tawhid
persuades a believer to indulge more and more in economic activity, though
indeed with a full awareness of one’s accountability to Allah in the day of
judgement. The significance of economic participation, production, and
distribution is impressed on the Muslim’s mind by placing it in the context
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of an important ritual, the Jumuah (Friday) congregation.

“0 you who believe when the call is heard for the prayer of the
day of Jumuah (congregation), hasten unto the remembrance of
Allah and leave your trading. That is better for you if you did but
know. And when the prayer is over then disperse in the land and
seek of Allah’s bounty and remember Allah much so that you may
be successful” (Qur'an: 62:9-10)

Here the Qur'an develops a harmony and balance between the spiritual and
economic needs of man. Friday is not a day for rest nor is it a holy day.
Therefore as soon as the prayer is over, the believer is asked to resume his
cconomic obligations. Seeking economic prosperity, in this context, is a con-
tinuation of prayer and worship. Balance, however, is to be maintained.
Economic activity, even large scale production, should not lead him to
wantonness.

“They who hoard up gold and silver and spend not in the way of
Allah, unto them give tidings (O Muhammad} of a painful doom.”
(Qur'an: 9-34)

This harmonious balance leads to at least three responses: first, it helps
one overcome the tendency to amass wealth out of selfish motives, though
one may find at the end of a fiscal year a reasonable saving in one’s purse;
second, it encourages one o spend in the way of Allah and help the needy
in society; third, it also persuades the person to engage in lawful economic
competition for spiritual and material purification (tazkiyah). This purifica-
tion is reinforced in Islam by the third pillar of the faith, al Zakah.

“Take dues from their wealth, wherewith you may purify them and
make them grow, and pray for them.” (Qur'an: 9:103)

The word al Zakah in the Qurianic language means both to purify and to
grow. Al Zakah in Islam causes wealth to grow and also purifies earnings.
It is important to note that al Zakah is not defined in the Quran as charity
or alms, It is an obligation. It is paid not to show favor or sympathy but for
two major objectives: to purify one’s savings and to cause material growth.
Let us take second point first.

Al Zakah is applicable only to wealth in excess of one’s needs. To fulfill
his obligations a Muslim is asked to produce more than he needs so whatever
is over and above his needs may bring economic prosperity to society.

This function of saving is part of his obligation to fulfill the covenant he
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makes with Allah, when he declares His supremacy.

“Lo Allah has bought from the believers their lives and their wealth
because the heaven will be theirs . . ” (Qur'an: 9:111).

Establishment of al Zakah is possible only when a just and equitable
economic system exists. al Zakah cannot purify or multiply wealth accumulated
through injustice, exploitation, corruption, and immoral economic activities.
Tawhid stands for the absolute justice of Allah to men and women and at the
same time for the implementation of justice among them in human societies.

“Lo Allah enjoins justice and kindness, and giving to kinfolks . .
(Qur'an: 16:90)

Justice demands elimination of all kinds of exploitation and oppression.
In a capitalist economic system the entire institutional infrastructure tends
to penalize the debtor and unjustly reward the lender. In an Islamic economic
order, where Tawhid is fully implemented, the financial and other institu-
tions facilitate a very different behavior and result.

“And if the debtor is in straitened circumstances, then (let there
be) postponement to (the time of) ease, and if you write off the
debt as alms giving it would be better for you, if you did but know”
(Qurian: 2:280). '

This humanistic approach is a consequence of actualizing Tawhid in
economic life. _

Concern for the needs of other human beings is further reinforced by the
Quranic endorsement of only healthy and morally acceptable economic ac-
tivities. Non-Islamic societies are often loaded with products which may be
harmful but bring profit to the investor. Western news media freely publicize
alcohol and cigarettes, though they are aware of the harmfulness of both.
Through advertising and other techniques the media create an artificial de-
mand for these harmful products and thus keep the cycle of economy going.
Acceptance of Allah's authority in the economy requires reorientation of
economic objectives and of the means to achieve them. Islam prohibits the
production of all harmful commedities and tries to create a healthy society.
~ Recognition of Allah’s authority in the production and consumption of wealth
also leads to an interest-free economic system. Islam encourages economic
development and growth on the basis of profit sharing (mudarabakh) and pro-
hibits any charging of interest or fixed profits whether usurious or not, on
any investment or other intermediation of wealth.













