The Middle Path
of Moderation

in Islam

-
o

The Quranic Principle

of Wasatiyyah

Mohammad Hashim Kamali

FOREWORD BY TARIQ RAMADAN




The Middle Path of Moderation

i Islam



RELIGION AND GLOBAL POLITICS

SERIES EDITOR
John L. Esposito
University Professor and Director
Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding
Georgetown University

ISLAMIC LEVIATHAN
Islam and the Making of State Power
Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr

RACHID GHANNOUCHI
A Democrat Within Islamism
Azzam S. Tamimi

BALKAN IDOLS
Religion and Nationalism in
Yugoslav States
Vjekoslav Perica

ISLAMIC POLITICAL IDENTITY
IN TURKEY
M. Hakan Yavuz

RELIGION AND POLITICS IN
POST-COMMUNIST ROMANIA
Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu

PIETY AND POLITICS
Islamism in Contemporary Malaysia
Joseph Chinyong Liow

TERROR IN THE LAND OF THE
HOLY SPIRIT
Guatemala under General Efrain Rios
Montt, 1982-1983
Virginia Garrard-Burnett
IN THE HOUSE OF WAR

Dutch Islam Observed
Sam Cherribi

BEING YOUNG AND MUSLIM
New Cultural Politics in the Global South
and North
Asef Bayat and Linda Herrera

CHURCH, STATE,
AND DEMOCRACY IN
EXPANDING EUROPE
Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu

THE HEADSCARF CONTROVERSY
Secularism and Freedom of Religion
Hilal Elver

THE HOUSE OF SERVICE
The Giilen Movement and Islan’s
Third Way
David Tittensor

MAPPING THE LEGAL
BOUNDARIES OF BELONGING
Religion and Multiculturalism from Israel
to Canada
Edited by René Provost

RELIGIOUS SECULARITY
A Theological Challenge to the Islamic State
Naser Ghobadzadeh

THE MIDDLE PATH OF
MODERATION IN ISLAM
The Qur'anic Principle of Wasatiyyah
By Mohammad Hashim Kamali



'I'he Middle Path

of Moderation

in Islam

The Qur’anic Principle of
Wasatiyyal

— (O ——

MOHAMMAD HASHIM KAMALI
Foreword by 1arig Ramadan

UNIVERSITY PRESS




OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of
Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research,
scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide.

Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto

With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by
Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016

© Mohammad Hashim Kamali 2015

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law,
by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction rights organization.
Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the
Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Kamali, Mohammad Hashim.
The middle path of moderation in Islam : the Qur’anic principle of
wasatiyyah / Mohammad Hashim Kamali.
pages cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-19-022683-1 (hardback : alk. paper) 1. Moderation—Religious
aspects—Islam. 1. Title.
BP188.16.M59K358 2015
297.2—dc23
2014033399

135798642
Printed in the United States of America
on acid-free paper



Contents

Foreword

I. Introduction

PART ONE: Conceptual Analysis

II. Definition and Scope of Wasatiyyah
I11. Review of the Source Evidence
IV. A Round-Up of Modern Opinion
V. Hallmarks and Types of Extremism
VI. Manifestations of Wasatiyyah
VII. Identification of Wasatiyyah

VIII. Institutional Developments

PART TWO: Thematic Perspectives

IX. Moderation and Justice

X. Moderation and Religiosity

XI. The Moderating Role of Ikhtilaf (Reasoned Disagreement)

XII. Between Spirituality and Legalism: The Moderating

Influence of Sufism

vii

16

29
36

49
59

83
96

110

115



vi Contents

XIII. Harm (Darar) Must Be Eliminated 123
XIV. Forbearance, Bringing Ease, and Removing Hardship

(Taysir, Raf al-Haraj, Samahah) 128

XV. Environmental Imbalance 137

XVI. Financial Imbalance, Extravagance, and Waste

(Israf, Tabdhir) 146
XVII. Moderation in Jihad 158
XVIII. Character and Lifestyle 167
XIX. Wasatiyyah and Women’s Rights 190
XX. Wasatiyyah and Globalization 203
XXI. Islam Between Antiquity and the Modern World 210
XXII. Continuity and Change in Islam: An Analysis of Tajdid
and Islah (Renewal and Reform) 219
XXIII. Conclusion and Recommendations 235
Notes 245
Glossary 283
Bibliography 287
Index of Quranic Verses and Hadith 301

Index 307



Foreword

The Middle Path: Understanding Moderation

Professor Mohammad Hashim Kamali is providing us here with an essen-
tial and timely exploration of the concept known in contemporary Islamic
tradition as al-wasatiyyah. Kamali adopts a perspective that is different
to that of other studies within this subject area and thus is a welcome
addition. The importance of Kamali's forty-year contribution to the field
of Islamic Studies, in particular within the discipline of Islamic Law and
Jurisprudence, is already widely recognized. Indeed, many of his books
have become significant references for those using the English language,
providing much needed support toward the in-depth and comprehen-
sive study of Islamic law and jurisprudence, ethics, and certain essential
notions such as freedom, penal code, and interfaith dialogue. Kamali's
Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence and Freedom of Expression in Islam are
two such noteworthy resources.

This new book is another valuable contribution of critical importance.
In this study, Kamali focuses upon a central notion of Islam, that of mod-
eration and the way in which moderation can, and indeed, needs, to be
understood from within the Islamic reference. The book is divided into
two. The first part is a conceptual analysis, with Kamali undertaking to
define the concept of al-wasatiyyah and then, in consideration of the scrip-
tural sources, seeking to illustrate where we can find the notion of mod-
eration in our daily lives; how moderation is defined; and the way in which
the centrality of the Islamic message relies upon the correct interpretation
and practice of moderation.

Believers will be familiar with the well-known verse of the Quran: “Thus
we have made of you a community justly balanced” (23 & Stz d13Ss).
In his book, Kamali enables readers to clarify their understanding of
moderation within Islam through highlighting and reflecting upon other
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verses of the Qur’an and the prophetic traditions (ahdadith), each of which
addresses the notion of moderation. Kamali’s study states, in this first part
of the book, that everything within the Islamic tradition is based upon the
notion of moderation. Moreover, Kamali connects his process of thought
through the study of, for example, the work of Sa’d al-Din al-Taftazani,
using different key notions such as wisdom (al-hikmah), purity (al-’iffah),
and courage (al-shaja‘ah). Kamali pays close attention to the notion of jus-
tice (al-‘adl), which includes the crucial, yet sometimes overlooked or mis-
understood, dimension of striving to seek the middle path in everything.

Kamali examines the opinions of scholars within the Muslim tradi-
tion (both modern and notable historic scholars) concerning moderation.
He uses the scriptural sources as well as the scholarly legacy (turath), the
reference that originates from the understanding that the scholars had or
have, by using both the text and the context. Kamali relies on the School
of Law as much as the School of Maqasid (the higher objectives of Islam)
to illustrate that in relation to rules, not only is everything in Islam based
on moderation but that the very understanding of the higher objectives
of Islam relies on moderation, too. So the entire message of Shari'ah is
in fact an approach whose essence is that of moderation. As part of his
conceptual analysis, Kamali observes that the meaning of moderation
includes the urgent understanding that everything in Islam is very much
based on the rejection of extremism and extremist interpretations in one
way or another.

Kamali brings to our attention a key area, which he refers to as “mani-
festations of al-wasatiyyah.” Through his explanation of these manifesta-
tions, Kamali demonstrates that everything within these manifestations
is related to the centrality of al-tawhid (w>g1), divine oneness. This is a
fundamental point since the understanding of the way Muslims consider
the very notion of tawhid is based on this understanding of al-wasatiyyah,
as well as the importance of taking into consideration the diversity of the
various schools of thought. Kamali goes further still, proposing the need
to include in our understanding a balance between that which is change-
able (mutaghayyirat) and that which is immutable (thawabit).

Kamali also demonstrates the importance of moderation related to the
notion of graduality (tadarruj). This is insightful. Hence, he concludes
that not only is the message of Islam based on moderation, but so, too, is
the methodology that we derive from our scriptural sources. Kamali pro-
poses that this is evident in, for example, the requirement for Muslims to
promote benefits (masalik) and avoid harm (mafasid)—in practical terms,
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we need to consider both the balance and the strategy in implementing
(tahqiq al-manat). Kamali explores and presents this concept in an inter-
esting way, furthering our understanding of what he refers to as “the iden-
tification of al-wasatiyyah.” This is a critical contribution to the way we can
understand our relationship with oneself and within our community; our
relationship within interfaith dialogue; and our relationship to “the other.”
This in turn helps us in our understanding of the different schools of
thought; the relation to rationality (al-‘aql). It helps us in our understand-
ing of the texts (an-nusiis); and in the understanding even of the consen-
sus (al-ijma’). These notions within the Islamic tradition are in fact the
foundations, not only of the basic and fundamental message of Islam,
but also of the methodology from which the central message of Islam is
derived and its subsequent implementation. In reading Kamali’s analyses
and his clear explanations within this first section, I think that readers will
gain a better understanding of the way in which we might consider and
best apply the guidance from our scriptural sources. Moderation is the
heart, moderation is the way.

Whilst the first part of Kamali's book is very much the backdrop from
which a believer may draw from the central message of Islam, the second
part of the book moves away from the overall message of Islam to focus
on specific fields where moderation exists and is needed. Kamali invites
believers to reassess and reevaluate their perspective on moderation. For
example, he refers to justice, which, as the true meaning of the word
itself shows, is wholly based on balancing. Kamali explores the way that
within the Islamic tradition we have a concept relating to both modera-
tion and justice. Similarly, in relation to religiosity, he considers how we
need to understand that we ought not be completely obsessed with the
hereafter and that instead we ought to be aiming to achieve a balance
between focusing on our life in this world and preparing ourselves for
life beyond death. As it is said in the Qur’an, “So seek the abode of the
Hereafter through what God has given you and do not forget your part in
this world”:

Lol (e el puis Vg 8,591 lall bl BT Logd gls

Kamali refers to the need for moderation as we consider diversity
from within (ikhtilaf], a kind of reasoned disagreement and the need to
acknowledge that we might be right and “the other” might be wrong, but
that the other way could be possible, too, as al-Imam ash-Shafi’i stated. So
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here again Kamali brings to the fore the realization that these divergences
are also promoting moderation.

Kamali makes the vital observation of moderation between spirituality
and legalism and how, for example, the Sufi tradition helped to recon-
nect law and ethics, spirituality and legal framework. Once again there are
many different examples relating to promoting the good and removing
hardship—the relationship with our environment and the way in which
we have an obligation to protect it; the relationship with ethical behav-
ior and related issues within the financial sector and economies; the very
notion of jikad that is so much misunderstood; our lifestyle, how we con-
sume, and our obligation to avoid consumerism; and, as another exam-
ple, how there is a need to address globalization and the reality between
respecting tradition and living in and contributing to the modern world.

Kamali also explores the important issue of women and women'’s
rights in Islam; how there is a critical need to promote moderation and
to understand the status of women; and how the situation in our soci-
eties relating to women requires reform. This second section is thus a
very interesting approach of implementing the concepts explained in the
first section and proposing a new understanding. Once again, according
to Kamali, embedded within these numerous issues, moderation is both a
requirement and a means.

This is a vital and much-needed text enabling the reader to better
understand the deep message of Islam based on the scriptural sources.
Through studying the contributions from all the key scholars, Kamali
takes the reader right up to the reality of our time, where once again he
provides a thought-provoking perception of the contemporary challenges.
An important book to read; an important book to study; a critical book
to promote in relation to the understanding of Islam, the reader is made
subtly aware of the need for each of us to “get it right.” The diversity of
thoughts within Muslim communities in the West or in Muslim-majority
countries can in fact be viewed as a positive contribution, helping us to
understand that no one particular person among us ought to claim that
they have the absolute, finite answer. Through his book, Kamali encour-
ages the reader to understand that diversity and interpretation is simply
a way to implement the very meaning, the essence of that verse from
the Quran, “Thus we have made of you a community justly balanced,” a
community of the Middle Path. This is exactly the kind of discourse that
today’s communities need.
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I am absolutely delighted to be introducing this book to you and I am
very thankful to Professor Mohammad Hashim Kamali for providing such
an important contribution. I consider myself one of his students, having
learned so much from his writings over the past twenty years. Thus, it is
a true privilege for me to introduce readers to this book, from one of my
teachers; from one of my brothers; from one who has achieved so much
for Muslims around the world, both in Muslim-majority countries and in
societies where Muslims are citizens, yet living as minorities in relation
to their religion.

May God accept his restless commitment to faith and knowledge, may
God grant him the ultimate protection of His grace.

Tariq Ramadan

Professor of Contemporary Islamic Studies
St. Antony’s College

University of Oxford

United Kingdom
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Introduction

WASATIYYAH (MODERATION) Is an important but somewhat neglected
aspect of Islamic teachings that has wide-ranging ramifications in almost
all areas of concern to Islam. “Moderation” is primarily a moral virtue of
relevance not only to personal conduct of individuals but also to the integ-
rity and self-image of communities and nations. Moderation is an aspect,
in its Qur’anic projections, of the self-identity and worldview of the Muslim
community, or ummah, and also features prominently in almost all major
world religions and civilizations. The Graeco-Judaic and Christian creeds
refer to it as the “golden mean,” while the Confucians and Muslims refer
to it as Chung Yung and wasatiyyah, respectively. Moderation is a virtue
that helps to develop social harmony and equilibrium in personal affairs,
within the family and society and the much wider spectrum of human
relations. Despite its obvious advantages, moderation is often neglected,
however, not only in the personal conduct of individuals but also in social
relations, treatment of the natural environment, religious practices, inter-
national affairs, and finance.

The need for wasatiyyah has acquired renewed significance in the plu-
ralist societies of our time, especially in light of Huntington’s thesis on
“clash of civilizations” and the aftermath of the September 2001 terrorist
attacks. Restoring balance to many of the disturbing realities of our time
has become a pressing calling of the world community and the ummah.
The unprecedented spread of extremism and violence by individuals and
states in many parts of the world has further accentuated the importance
of wasatiyyah. It is worthy of note that the scale of destruction, loss of
civilian life, and violence has hitherto been much greater among Muslim
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countries and populations. This has increased the urgency of the call for
bridge-building by many Muslim leaders, including the former Iranian
President Khatami, whose clarion call for a “dialogue of civilizations”
at the United Nations General Assembly in 1997 sought to counter the
“clash of civilizations” euphoria and called for renewed bridge-building
efforts and attention also to the universalist principles and teachings
of Islam.

Paul Marshall, a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute in Washington
DC, underscored the growing threat the world faces from radicals and
extremists against religious tolerance. He wrote that “the role of moderate
Muslims is key, and more important than anything else, and if you are
going to combat radicalism, in terms of debates and ideas, the arguments
should be made by Muslims, because the radical groups don't know
other arguments™. Marshall’s point is valid as it stands, yet he is typical
of many a Western observer who are inclined to attribute radicalism only
to Muslims, which is, however, not supported by the ample evidence that
shows—as I examine below—the much wider scope of extremism almost
everywhere.

Ahmad Syafii Ma’arif, a former chairman of Indonesia’s
Muhammadiyyah movement, added to Marshall’s observations that radi-
cal Muslims were in the minority, and therefore the majority of moderates
have the power to condemn the radicals. “If Islam is led by the moderates,
the enlightened people, then I think Islam can compete with any nation
(sic). However, the majority of moderates prefer to be silent rather than
counter the radicals”.

The aftermath of al-Qaeda attacks on Madrid suburban trains in
2004 invoked a most constructive response from the then Spanish
Prime Minister Zapatero and his Turkish counterpart Erdogan to call for
the formation of an Alliance of Civilisations. The proposal received the
backing of the then Secretary General Kofi Annan, and the UN Alliance
of Civilisations was consequently formed in 2005. It was subsequently
launched by the United Nations with a view to advancing substantive
collaborative efforts that promote shared knowledge and mutual under-
standing across cultures. Spain and Turkey, the two countries standing for
dialogue, also geographically bridge the Muslim and the Christian parts
of the world. This was followed, in turn, by Prime Minister of Malaysia
Najib Razak’s landmark speech on “Global Alliance of Moderates” and
wasatiyyah at the 65th United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) in
September 2010—and his subsequent launching of the Global Movement
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of Moderates Foundation at an international conference in Kuala Lumpur
in January 2012.

Together, these proposals manifest an affirmative response on the part
of prominent political leaders for a constructive civilizational discourse
and their earnestness for engagement and cooperation. I shall take up, in
the following pages, some of the institutional developments that follow
up on these initiatives. At this juncture, a brief opinion survey may be
presented on the historical profile of coexistence of Muslims with other
communities, and the contrast that is now seen over the widening scope
of extremism—including some comments as to how moderation plays
out in world affairs today.

The voice of moderation has resonated, as mentioned earlier, in almost
all major world traditions and moral philosophies—hence no civilization
can lay an exclusive claim to it. The golden mean of moderation in all
things, so famously made central to philosophic literature ever since the
time of Aristotle over two thousand years ago, is, however, easier said in
words than it is seen in action, and it is here where differences of major
proportions can be seen in the actual behavior of leaders, communities,
and nations. Scott Thompson spoke from experience when he wrote that
in the Hindu-majority Bali community of Indonesia, where he currently
lives, he has experienced a culture where all good Hindus try to find their
inner balance every day in prayers and ceremonies. Thompson added,
however, that the cultural factor alone did not prevent a bloodbath in 1965,
when the Balinese killed off around 5 percent (50,000 to 100,000) of their
own people who had allied themselves with the extremists. They righted
the balance, but at appalling cost.

Right now the world is watching, Thompson further commented, and
itwould be scary if a fringe movement in the United States gained enough
power to pull the ancient Republican Party off its right-of-center moor-
ings. Their view of the world is so distorted, but their lure in a country of
evangelists is so great, that the supposedly most powerful country could
dangerously lose its balance4.

The call to moderation that we advocate is addressed to the followers of
all religious and cultural traditions and communities. What is needed is a
worldwide advocacy of moderation, not only within every religion and cul-
ture but more widely among them and across Muslim, Christian, Jewish,
Hindu, Buddhist, and other religious communities to stand for similar
principles. God’s words in the Qur’an are as powerful today as they were
when they were revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, [pbuh]: “Good and
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evil are never the same. Repel evil with what is better, until one whom you
had enmity with is transformed into a dearest friend” (Fussilat, 41: 34).
415 & $3ie digs olip T 136 Gas G (Il &831 SAEiil V5 diadl o52i5 s
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From the very beginning, Muslim societies were pluralist, open to diver-
sity, and capable of embracing diversity for most of the past fourteen cen-
turies of their history of coexistence with the followers of other religions.
It is a cause for reflection when one places the present Israeli-Palestinian
conflict in a historical context. Muslims and Jews were the closest geo-
graphical neighbors and had a long history of coexistence. There were
conflicts, it is true, between the Prophet and the Jewish tribes of Madinah,
but that did not deter Umar Ibn al-Khattab, a leading Companion of the
Prophet and later the second caliph, from inviting the Jews to return to
Jerusalem in the seventh century after they had been expelled by Romans
five centuries earlier, and grant them freedom to practice their religion.
Then also in the twelfth century the Muslim leader Saladin (later sultan
of Egypt) invited the Jews back to Jerusalem, after he had defeated the
Crusaders, who had expelled them. Jews and Muslims also lived peace-
tully under the Cordoba Caliphate in Spain from the eighth to the elev-
enth centuries. In a similar vein, a climate of religious tolerance prevailed
under the Ottoman Empire that ruled over Arabs and Turks, Armenians
and Greeks, Christians and Jews—all of whom enjoyed substantial reli-
gious freedom. It is significant also that during the Holocaust of World
War II, Muslims in the Balkans and other regions saved thousands of Jews
from the Nazis. Abdol Hossein Sardari, the then Iranian ambassador in
Paris during the war, saved more than 1,500 Jews by giving them Iranian
passportss.

There is no “Islamic extremism, any more than there is Christian or
Jewish extremism,” wrote Robert Crane®, unless one wants to reduce all
religion to the level of tribalism. Unfortunately, extremists in every reli-
gion have been with us and always will be. One of the challenges to face
is to persuade policymakers to use the term “radical extremists” without
reference to religion in order to distinguish between “a religion and those
who carry crimes against humanity in its name””. Rabbi Mark Winer wrote
that the lines of division between extremists and moderates, within each
religion and across religious boundaries, reflect the never-ending conflict
in every society. Too often moderation, compromise, and peace-building



Introduction 5

become demonized. Religious moderates need to stand in the forefront
of efforts to create a passion for peace within civil society and to elevate
moderation to civic virtue. It is often the lack of such passion that allows
fundamentalism to enlarge its influence?.

Another challenge commentators have underlined is how to educate
the detractors of Islam about the sophisticated tradition of Islamic thought
so that they can distinguish the religion from those Muslims who are
equally ignorant and violate all its principles. “The recurring acts of terror-
ism by some Muslims aimed at America or other western countries, how-
ever, create a huge disconnect between them and what Islam teaches”.

In a keynote address in London, Malaysia’s Crown Prince (now Sultan)
of Perak, Dr. Nazrin Shah, a Harvard graduate and a leading thought
leader of his country, noted that moderates in the Muslim world have
often been asked to speak up against terrorism and extremism. He then
observed that “Actually the moderates do dominate the discourse, but the
media gives less coverage to their voices”°. He further noted that it is not
only moderates in the Muslim world that need to confront the extremists
more squarely. The moderates in the West must do likewise, and “chal-
lenge not only the extremists in their religious establishment, but also
those in the powerful media and government that champion hard-line
policies which lead to much violence and conflict abroad.” Nazrin Shah
proposed that the media in the West and the Muslim world, as well as
intellectual and other important stakeholders, should engage each other
and work together to correct misperceptions on both sides and promote
mutual understanding".

The book before us features a conceptual analysis of wasatiyyah, its
meaning, definition, and scope, followed by a review of the source evi-
dence, and then the application of wasatiyyah to a variety of topical themes
and issues.

The evidence I have presented in this volume is drawn mainly from
the Qur'an and hadith, mainstream interpretations of the text and schol-
arly opinion without engaging in the details of scholastic elaborations of
particular schools of theology and law beyond what the context might have
dictated. That said, an effort has been made to explore the Shi‘i contribu-
tions to the various themes and chapters of this book. At a time when the
climate of understanding between the Sunni and Shi‘i followers of Islam
has unfortunately taken a turn for the worst, both sides nevertheless con-
tinue to stress the importance of unity, then it is in order that one makes
an effort at exploring each other’s positions over issues. A cross-section of
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opinion on both sides has attempted, in the various chapters of this book,
to show how the Shi‘ite scholarship, side by side with its Sunni coun-
terpart, has actually spearheaded a long-standing campaign to moderate
religious extremism within its own ranks. Inasmuch as Islam stands for
moderation, this is also true of both the Sunni and Shi interpretations
of Islam. It is important that both sides take cognizance of each other’s
viewpoints and concerns and do so in the true spirit of moderation. The
signing by both the Sunni and Shi‘a leaders of the Amman Message 2003,
examined later, marked a significant milestone in their relations. The
Amman Message was initially signed by twenty-four leaders from both
sides, but that number increased to more than three hundred signatories
of leading scholars and personalities from all the schools and madhhabs,
Sunni, Shi‘a, Ibadi, and their subdivisions. They all recognized Shi‘ism as
a valid interpretation of Islam, and took a united stand on many important
issues. Thus, it was unanimously declared prohibited for Sunni and Shia
followers on all sides to charge one another with apostasy and disbelief.
It was also stressed that both sides should make an effort to improve the
climate of understanding between them.

I may end my introductory remarks with a quotation from ‘Abd al-Latif
al-Farfur, author of al-Wasatiyyah fi'l-Islam (1998), who made the following
observation in the concluding section of his book: “At the present time,
the Muslim ummah is in need of taking the middle path of moderation
more than any time in its history. For there is no way to its prosperity and
survival except through its unity, and there is no way to achieving unity
except through opting for wasatiyyah [as an outlook and way of life] in
the first place™>. Interestingly enough, we note that this linkage between
Muslim unity and wasatiyyah has been underlined, some fourteen years
after al-Farfur made these remarks, in the adoption by the government of
Malaysia of “wasatiyyah as the pillar of Muslim unity” for the Ma’al Hijrah
theme of the new (Hijri 1434/2012) year. In his message on this occasion,
Prime Minister Najib Razak underscored the theme that moderation
would go a long way toward strengthening unity among Muslims3.



PART ONE

Conceptual Analysis

Definition and scope—review of the source evidence—a round-up of
modern opinion—hallmarks and types of extremism—manifestations of
wasatiyyah—identification of wasatiyyah—and institutional developments.
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Definition and Scope of Wasatiyyah

MODERATION, OR WASATIYYAH (Arabic synonyms: tawassut, i‘tidal,
tawazun, igtisad), is closely aligned with justice, and it means opting for
a middle position between extremities. Moderation is often used inter-
changeably with “average,” “core,” “standard,” “heart,” and “non-aligned.”
The opposite of wasatiyyah is tatarruf, which denotes “inclination toward
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the peripheries” and is known as “extremism,” “radicalism,” and “excess.”
In its Arabic usage, wasatiyyah also means the best choice—such as in
the hadith: “The Prophet [pbuh] was the best (awsat) of the Qurayshite

descent.”?
L i3 brwst dlll Uy OIS

Wasat in the linguistic usage of Arabs thus signified “superiority,
justice, purity, nobility, and elevated status.”® Wasatiyyah also signifies
strength, such as the sun at noon time, which is the hottest position
compared to the beginning or end of the day. This can also be said of
the strength represented by youth that occupy the intermediate position
between the weakness of childhood and that of old age. Similarly, the
Qur’anic reference to “the middle prayer” (al-salah al-wusta, al-Baqarah,
2:238) means the best prayer, which is the ‘asr, that is, the late afternoon
prayer that occurs in the middle of the five daily prayers.

The Qur’anic designation of the Muslim community as the midmost
community (ummatan wasatan) also means the best community God has
created, as the text elsewhere elaborates (Aal-'ITmran, 3:110), for its dedica-
tion to the promotion of good and prevention of evil, its commitment to
building the earth, and implementation of justice therein.*
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Wasatiyyah is defined as “a recommended posture that occurs to the
people of sound nature and intellect, distinguished by its aversion to both
extremism and manifest neglect.” It is primarily a rational concept with
little or no dogmatic connotations, but also religiously virtuous since the
Qur’an has recommended it.

Qasd is another Arabic synonym of wasatiyyah or moderation. This is
illustrated in a hadith Jabir b. Samurah reported from the Prophet con-
cerning the manner he used to pray: “I used to pray with the Prophet,
[pbuh]; his prayer was moderate (or light) and so was his sermon.”®

b didas lad didlo ClS « Blslall elus ade dl o Ll ze Gol cus

Igtisad, which is the Arabic word for the science of economics, essentially
signifies moderation in spending (Arabic: al-iqtisad fi'l-infaq) that is averse
to both extravagance and niggardliness. In a hadith it is provided that “One
who is moderate (in the management of his finances) shall not be afflicted
with penury.”” Qasd also means what is right/correct, as in the verse: “And
it rests with Allah to show us the right (qasd) path” (al-Nahl, 16:9).
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The path of qasd is thus one that leads to correct destination. Qasd,
which occurs frequently in the Qur’an, is defined as “moderation and
equilibrium—al-tawassut wa'l-i'tidal—in all affairs,”® and it is, as such,
synonymous with wasatiyyah.

Whereas the Qur’anic terms wasat and wusta have a longer history and
some of its synonyms also occur in the hadith, the use of wasatiyyah as a
theme and genre of Islamic scholarship is relatively recent, most probably
dating back to the early twentieth century in the works of Muhammad
Rashid Rida, Hasan al-Banna, and Muhammad al-Madani. The last is
probably the first to write a booklet entitled al-wasatiyyah fi'l-Islam, but
then many others followed in quick succession. Other authors who wrote
on this subject include Mahmud Shaltut, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sa’di, Sayyid
Qutb, Muhammad ‘Imarah, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Farfur, and
many others.’

Wasatiyyah is both quantitative and qualitative. In planning and bal-
ancing the material welfare, for instance, of the present and future
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generations in an annual budget, one would be able to quantify the alloca-
tions without much difficulty. Choosing the middle course may be less
than obvious when one tries to balance the ethical, socio-political, and
other less visible aspects of welfare of the present and future generations.
By far the greater part of our discussion of wasatiyyah in the following
pages is concerned with the qualitative aspects of this concept.

As a concept, wasatiyyah is transitive (muta’addi) in that it is not
self-contained in itself unless it is applied to a subject that it can qualify.
Moderation on its own does not, in other words, impart a definite mean-
ing. This is perhaps evident from the approach the present study has
taken in the various applications of this concept. An attempt has thus been
made to ascertain what wasatiyyah means in relationship, for example, to
the enforcement of penalties and in connection with religiosity, consum-
erism and finance, speech, lifestyle, and so forth.

According to Wahbah al-Zuhayli, “in the common parlance of the
people of our time, wasatiyyah means moderation and balance (i'tidal) in
belief, morality and character, in the manner of treating others and in the
applied systems of socio-political order and governance.”® The opposite
of this is extremism (tatarruf), which applies, from the Islamic viewpoint,
to anyone who exceeds the limits and ordinances of Shari’ah, its guidance
and teachings, indeed to anyone who violates the limits of moderation, the
view of the majority (ra’y al-jama’ah), as well as a person who acts in a way
that is customarily considered outlandish and strange.™

“Moderate” and its plural “moderates” are often contextualized, how-
ever, and given different readings in different parts of the world. In the
Western media and political discourse, “moderation and moderates”
often denote a calling and demand addressed particularly to Muslims.
One hardly sees in the mainstream media a similar demand addressed,
for instance, to Israel or the United States, whose militarist behavior and
policies often exceed the advice of moderation. Israel will punish dispro-
portionately the slightest provocation by Palestinian civilians, and the US
militarist excesses are driven by hegemonist purposes, manifested by the
fact that it has close to eight hundred military bases around the globe. The
call to moderation under such circumstances would be meaningless if
addressed only to the victims of such behavior. One needs to understand,
therefore, that wasatiyyah and justice are inseparable for the most part,
and that moderation makes little sense in severely distorted situations.

In an article entitted “The Washington’s ‘Moderate Islam’
Alliance: Containing Rebellion, Defending Empire,” James Petras draws
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attention to political manipulations of moderates in light of the ups and
downs of the so-called “Arab Spring.” Washington and the European
imperial troika (England, France, and Germany) embrace what their press
and officialdom hail as “moderate” Islamist parties. Faced with the ouster
of Mubarak in Egypt, Bin ‘Ali in Tunisia, and ‘Ali al-Saleh in the Yemen,
as well as mass protests in Morocco and Algeria, the US-EU turned to
conservative Muslim leaders who were willing to work with the existing
state institutional framework, uphold the capitalist order, and align with
the empire against anti-imperial movements and states.’? To quote Petras:

Islamists who collaborate with Empire are ‘moderate’ allies and
if they attack an anti-imperialist regime, they become ... ‘terror-
ists’ or ‘fundamentalists’ ... The Islamic collaborators are called
‘moderate and respectable’ because they . .. have dropped any criti-
cism of imperial and colonial treatises signed by the previous client
regimes—including ones which collaborate with Israel’s colonisa-
tion of Palestine.®

Petras added, however, that world economic crises, especially the growing
unemployment and poverty in the Arab countries, will make it difficult
for the “respectable moderate Islamists” to stabilize their societies. The
ongoing military interventions and “their own [US-EU] growing economic
crisis will simply postpone a more decisive conflict in the near future.”*
Another instance where the expressions “moderate and moderates” are
contextualized is seen in Muslim countries such as Indonesia and else-
where, where these expressions are often attributed to “liberal Muslims”
and secularists of questionable Islamic authenticity.

In the foregoing, I reviewed the different contextualized perceptions
and permutations, even distortions, of moderation merely for information
and awareness, but I do not propose to abandon the use of the word, nor
to associate wasatiyyah and its English equivalents with tendentious over-
loads. That said, it is preferable perhaps to use wasatiyyah in its original
untranslated form, as far as possible, so as to avoid the negative connota-
tions of its English equivalent. One should naturally be prudent in the use
of words but that does not mean that one allows distorted usage of words
to take over and dominate.

Contextualization in this case distorts the meaning of what moderation
actually stands for. To say that a “moderate” Muslim is a Muslim of ques-
tionable authenticity and a libertine is itself tantamount to walking away
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from the spirit of moderation and what the silent majority of the Muslim
masses actually stand for. In their attempt to marginalize the much larger
moderate strata, the tendentious tactics of the small but active groups of
extremists among Muslims would welcome the moderates giving way to
their tactics. The aftermath of the September 2001 attacks and the US-UK
militarist policies emboldened the extremists and strengthened their
voices. The so-called “war on terror” had the effect of propelling the small
minority of radical jihadists from the periphery to the center of public
attention. The longer the military strategists of London and Washington
refuse to recognize the inadequacy of their militarist policies, the louder
the voices of al-Qaeda and their violent cohorts will grow. To speak of mod-
eration and balance in a distorted situation brought about by excessive
militarism, whether of individuals or states, will naturally not go unop-
posed, but this may also be the opportunity for the moderate voices to
become more assertive of the merit of their standing. Moderation must,
in any case, not mean giving way to the extremists.

Wasatiyyah as an attribute of the worldwide Muslim community and
a virtue in its own right, contemplates, for the most part, normal situa-
tions and conditions where balancing the odds in light of wisdom and
good judgment provides a feasible opportunity and prospect. Wasatiyyah
in totally distorted situations is, in other words, more likely to be margin-
alized, even totally ignored.

Writing about the Global Movement of Moderates and the then impend-
ing international conference that Malaysia was about to convene on that
subject, a Malaysian observer went so far as to recommend dropping the
use of wasatiyyah in an attempt apparently to advocate the “Global” calling
of that movement, presumably because of its religious connotations:

But it is time to drop the use of the word wasatiyyah. However
important the term is, politically for the domestic audience, it
does not make “advertising sense” for “moderate” to compete with
wasatiyyah since the world has endorsed the English version.”

This view ignores the fact that when Prime Minister Najib introduced
the notion of Global Movement of Moderates in the 65th UN General
Assembly, he actually used wasatiyyah as an Islamic concept, a practice
that has not changed ever since. To take a concept from the heart of Islam
and then suggest that we better not use it as some people may dislike it,
simply because it is an Islamic concept, is hardly justified—Ilittle wonder,
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one might say, that the suggestion has fallen flat and failed to make any
impact.

Moderation is sometimes equated with appeasement. In response, it
is said that similar to certain other Qur’anic concepts, such as patience
and perseverance (sabr), gentleness (rifg) and compassionate forbearance
(hilm), which are high on the list of Islamic virtues, without implying any
weakness on the part of those who practice them, moderation too does
not imply any compromise on religious principles, nor on basic religious
duties, in order to please or appease others. Nor should wasatiyyah be used
as an excuse not to take religious precepts seriously.® On the contrary,
wasatiyyah means confidence, right balancing, and justice.

Yet it should be added that the challenges of development in an age of
globalization facing the Muslims today cannot only be met on the politi-
cal or economic plane—rather they demand comprehensive approaches
in all spheres of human relations and conduct.” Wasatiyyah is a broad
and comprehensive concept of moral, legal, economic, and international
import, indeed as broad as a philosophy of life. The wasatiyyah approach
teaches one to think and act wisely, not to be fanatic or obsessed with an
opinion, an individual, or a group, without taking into account facts and
existing knowledge.®

Itis not necessary perhaps that there must be two extremes or two sides
to a mid-most position. Justice, for instance, is a middle position, which
is not, however, flanked by two sides. It has only one opposite, which is
oppression (zulm). Similarly, truth is a virtue that has only one opposite,
which is untruth and falsehood. Yet as I shall presently elaborate, there is
a place even in truth and justice for moderation, but only in their imple-
mentation, not in their conceptual understanding.?

Moderation is sometimes equated with mediocrity and neutrality of
sorts, as well as being associated with a lack of enthusiasm and with aim-
ing at what is less than the best or excellent. This is not, however, what
is understood from references to wasatiyyah in the Qur'an and Sunnah
as well as the linguistic usage of Arabs. Moderation in these sources is
associated with excellence, and the quest for realism and feasible options,
often in the midst of a confusing diversity and lack of purpose.?’

Speaking of moderation in foreign policy, Razali Ismail commented
that it is seen as a “foreign policy apologia ... parallel to appeasement.”
Nations tend to view it as a sign of weakness. Whether one looks at the
Soviet-US Cold War era, or its aftermath, described as “détente,” or, more
recently, to the US engagements with tribal elders in Iraq, or the Taliban



Definition and Scope of Wasatiyyah 15

in Afghanistan, “moderation was never mentioned. At every juncture, it
seems the West was determined to project a mantle strength and invin-
cibility.”?! It is in the strategic interest of the West, Ismail added, to show,
practice, and engage in moderation without which any effort by emergent
Asia to model itself on equaling the West would likely result in stalemate
over issues such as the ecological and environmental crises that would be
damaging to both sides.?

With reference to the internal dynamics of the US Republican Party
(also called the Grand Old Party, or GOP), Thomas Friedman, a New York
Times columnist, wrote that “the political obsessions of the Republican
base—from denying global warming, to defending assault weapons, to
opposing any tax increases under any conditions, to resisting any immi-
gration reform—are making it impossible to be a Republican moderate.”
Friedman actually quoted the Democratic consultant James Carville on
this and concurred with him.? He then added: if the Republicans con-
tinue to deny global warming after Hurricane Sandy, refuse to ban assault
weapons after Sandy Hook [massacre of more than twenty schoolchildren
in December 2012 and the ensuing debate over the banning of fire arms],
and refuse tax increase on millionaires but say that all Americans must
pay higher taxes, “the Party has no future,” simply because it is exceeding
the limits of moderation.?* The lesson one draws from this is that extrem-
ism is not the preserve of only the fringe groups one might even be able
to easily dismiss—it is far more worrying when the mainstream becomes
extremist.

Scott Thompson quoted from the American statesman Elliot
Richardson’s memoir, entitled Radical Moderate, which someone cited
at the Kuala Lumpur Global Movement of Moderates’ conference, say-
ing that the phrase “appealed to many of the 300 plus delegates, some
of whom thought the term moderate implied appeasement, giving in to
extremism.” But moderation is none of that. Rather, moderation is about
pulling together the disparate centers that want to find a proper balance
wherein people of different cultures, religions and politics listen to each
other and learn to work out their differences.?
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Review of the Source Evidence

QUR'ANIC VERSES AND hadith that I review on wasatiyyah are of two
types: those wherein the word itself or its derivatives are actually used, to
be followed by passages that employ synonymous and allied words and
expressions to wasatiyyah where the concept is more widely manifested
in a range of different theological, socioeconomic, and ethical contexts.!
The main piece of evidence on wasatiyyah, which has also received
considerable elaboration and commentary from Muslim scholars past and
present, and which I have likewise discussed to some extent, is as follows:

Thus We have made of you a community justly balanced that you
might be witnesses over the people and the Messenger a witness
over yourselves (al-Baqgarah, 2:143).2
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The portrayal of wasatiyyah as an attribute of the Muslim community
in this verse clearly occurs in an inter-civilizational context, as the address
is to the Muslim community, the ummah, in juxtaposition, as the con-
text shows, with other communities and nations. The renowned Qur’an
commentator Ibn Kathir (d. 1273 CE) wrote that the Muslim ummah’s sta-
tus as witnesses is conditional on their commitment to moderation and
truth—as testimony of extremists who transgress the limits of moderation
is inadmissible. The ummah is also a compassionate and just commu-
nity, with the capacity to mediate between people and demonstrate by its
very existence the mercy and justice of God. The verse also specifies the
manner in which this ummah should relate to other communities and
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nations, most of whom had their own scriptures and prophets that guided
them and showed them the path to deliverance.? The ummah must remain
faithful to its commitment to moderation, for the Prophet Muhammad
would be a witness over them. The reference to testimony twice in the
verse under review implies commitment to what a witness is normally
expected to do well, which is to be upright, trustworthy, and courageous
to say the truth when it serves the cause of justice. Elsewhere the Qur’an
speaks negatively of witnesses who conceal testimony, as by doing so they
condone perpetuation of falsehood (cf. Al-Bagarah, 2:283).

In explaining the occasion of revelation (asbab al-nuziil) and the con-
text in which this verse was revealed, Qur'an commentators have referred
to two factors, one general and the other more specific. The former sought
to differentiate the nascent ummah from the Jews, Christians, idolaters,
fire worshippers, and the hypocrites (munafigin), and marked a departure
from some of their excesses. The more specific context was the change of
the giblah (direction of Muslim prayer) from Masjid al-Aqsa in Jerusalem
to the Ka'bah in Makkah. This is in fact the subject of the immediately
preceding verse (2:142), which rebuffs a certain critique advanced by some
shortsighted individuals (the sufaha’—idiots, as the Qur’an calls them)
who in a way ridiculed the change of giblah from one direction to another
without actually understanding its deeper significance.

Changing the giblah in the second year of the hijrah signified Islam’s
decisive change of outlook from limited levels of engagement with the
disbelievers and idolaters of Quraysh to new encounters with the then
prevailing major world traditions. This physical change of direction distin-
guished the Muslims from the Jews, who continued to pray in the direc-
tion of Masjid al-Aqsa in Jerusalem. This was a symbolic portent of a new,
more comprehensive change of outlook away from the ways of Israelites,
who ridiculed their own and other prophets, broke their covenants, and
tampered with the Torah. Islam is critical of all this and in a way calls upon
Muslims to be witnesses thereof, yet expressive of approval and affirma-
tion of all the previous Messengers, their scriptures, and their invocations
to the true religion of submission to God. This affirmation of true reli-
gion was then espoused with renunciation of all excessive behavior that
departed from the middle path of moderation.

The wider and more objective posturing of Islam is the subject in fact
of some of the preceding verses in the same siirah, especially in al-Baqarah
(2:137), which addressed the believers to reaffirm their faith in Allah and
in that which He revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Moses,
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and Jesus and all the Messengers. They were all seekers of the truth
and Islam is a reaffirmation of their invocations. The ummah was also
declared as an advocate and follower of the Abrahamic faith—“Abraham
was upright (hanif) and averse to the ways of the idolators” (Aal-'Imran,
3:677 & passim). This objectivity and re-orientation marked a departure
from the more confined levels of discourse Islam had hitherto engaged in
with the idolaters (mushrikiin) of the Arabs and Quraysh of Makkah. The
arena of discourse and scope of engagement changes as of then, to show
Islam as a universal faith away from the excesses of some of the People
of the Scripture (Ahl al-Kitab). The ummah was now declared as a wit-
ness over other people and an advocate of moderation and justice. This
verse also signifies, Qur'an commentators add, a certain disapproval of
the Christian renunciation and their reclusive spirituality—commitment
to celibacy of the church leaders that disassociated itself from the con-
cerns of this world. Islam takes a center stage and the Muslim ummah is
declared as an ardent advocate of justice, the mid-most in its outlook and
its resolute aversion to extremism and excess in the affairs of both this
world and the next, in worship matters, moral commitments, and treat-
ment of other nations.*

Al-Alasi (d. 1812), the author of Tafsir al-ma ‘ani, drew a similar con-
clusion to say that commitment to wasatiyyah essentially signified com-
mitment to justice. To be a witness over other nations does not signify
“superiority for this ummah over other nations who were recipients of
divine guidance and prophets that delivered God’s messages to them
and advised them.”> Another renowned Qur’an commentator, al-Qurtubi
(d. 1263), pointed out: “Our Prophet and our ummah witness that the pre-
vious prophets faithfully fulfilled their missions, and our Prophet testifies
also that he faithfully accomplished his mission to us.” Al-Zamakhsharfs
(d. 180) commentary on this verse points out that “the middle, or wasat,
is the best choice as it is protected by its peripheries against corruption
and collapse.”® In making these remarks, these and other Qur'an com-
mentators have in fact echoed the purport of a hadith that al-Bukhari and
al-Tirmidhi have both recorded in which the Prophet said in reference
to the verse under review: “This ummah is a witness over the bygone
nations regarding the guidance they received from their prophets, and the
Messenger of God (i.e., Muhammad) testifies as to their uprightness.”
The Qur’anic conception of the ummah is of a community united in faith,
and unity can best be achieved through moderation and justice.
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Commenting on the verse under review (i. 2:143), Sayyid Mohammad
Hussayn Fadlullah (d. 2010), a Shii Qur'an commentator, records three
different yet interrelated meanings for testimony (shahadah) as fol-
lows: (1) testimony means testifying to other people’s deviation from the
right path in this world or the Hereafter. This is the usual meaning of tes-
timony that occurs frequently in the Qur’an; (2) to testimony also means
explanations and clarifications which is why it is also called bayyinah
(from bayan—explanation) in that the witness explains and clarifies the
truth, including the religious truth. The Prophet has been referred to in
the Qur'an as a witness in this sense; and (3) testimony also means affir-
mation of past events. For instance, the Prophet Muhammad testify that
the previous prophets faithfully fulfilled their missions to their peoples,
especially those who decried their own prophets. The learned commenta-
tor then opts for the first of these meanings: the ummah testifies in the
Hereafter over the conduct of others, and of themselves, what they did in
this world, where they went wrong and deviated from the right path.®

In response to the question of whether a witness has a distinctive
standing, Sayyid Fadlullah wrote: we know that the ummah includes a vast
number of people, some of whom are ignorant and deviant. All of them
cannot therefore aspire to a distinctive standing nor qualify to be wit-
nesses. The author then refers to the familiar style of the Qur’an, in which
the general is sometimes intended to convey a more specific meaning.
When the Qur’an speaks, for instance, of the Israelites in a positive light,
it only refers to some of them who qualified as such—in the context of the
verse under review, only the upright and well-informed believers. These
are the selected ones that are present at all times and places, and lead the
ummah to the right path. “The eminent and pure Imams—al-a’immah
al-tahirin—the learned ‘ulama’, saints and strugglers—mujahidin—in
the right path bear that testimony. For they are the ones who lived closer
to the advent of Islam and imbibed the spirit of the Prophet’s teachings
and mission.”

With regard to the change of the giblah from Jerusalem to Ka’bah,
Sayyid Fadlullah comments that this was a turning point in the life of the
ummah, and a momentous test also of sincerity of the believers them-
selves. In this connection, he quotes the immediately following verse (i.e.,
2:144) and then sixth Shi‘ite Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq’s (d. 765 CE) elabora-
tion thereof. The verse reads: “We see the turning of thy face [for guid-
ance] to the heavens: now We shall turn you to the giblah that pleases thee.
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Turn then thy face in the direction of the Sacred Mosque.” This is then
explained in a long report that may be summarized as follows:

‘Ali bin Ibrahim narrated, with a chain of narration (isnad) from
Ja'far al-Sadiq that the change of giblah occurred after 13 years of the
Prophet’s residence in Mecca where he prayed in the direction of
Jerusalem. After his migration to Madinah, he continued praying in
that direction for seven more months. Then God Most High asked
him to face the Ka'bah. This was because the Jews used to ridicule
the Prophet saying that ‘you pray in the direction of our giblah.” The
Prophet was downcast over this, and one night he came out in the
middle of night looking up to the heavens for guidance. The next
day when he was praying the Zuhr [mid-afternoon prayer] in the
mosque of Bani Salim, he had prayed two units when Angel Gabriel
took him by his arms and turned him toward the Ka’bah, and this
verse was also revealed on that occasion. The Prophet thus prayed
the first two units toward Jerusalem and the remaining two toward
the Ka’bah. But even then the Jews kept asking: what made them
[Muslims] change the giblah they used to face?

Nobility and distinction in Islam is earned through excellent conduct.
This is the purport of Qur’an’s affirmation of the total equality of humankind
as descendants of “a male and a female” with the only addition that “the most
noble of you in God’s eyes is the most righteous of you” (Hujurat, 49:13).
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Islam has also rejected the notion of “chosen people” (al-sha b
al-mukhtar), and links dignity (tashrif) with the best fulfillment of duty
(taklif), stewardship, and virtuous conduct. All people are declared equal
in God’s love and mercy—as also confirmed in the hadith: “people are
God’s children; the most beloved of them to God is one who is of greatest
benefit to His children.”"
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The Qur’anic designation of the Muslim community as a witness over
others is a general human responsibility that partakes in “promotion of
good and prevention of evil,” also known as hisbah, and acquires a degree
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of prominence in the order of Islamic values. Testimony consists of both
taklif (duty) and tashrif (honor). For the ummah to be a witness over other
nations is an honor, but when it is written that “the Messenger is a witness
over you (the ummah)” and then again, elsewhere in the Qur’an, that “God
is a witness over all things” (al-Baqarah, 2:140)—these qualifications tend
to turn witnessing into a responsibility. Yet witnessing often signifies the
starting point of engaging in the quest for success and salvation (falah)
in that the witness begins by ascertaining, with a self-critical attitude, his
own qualifications to be a witness, the subject matter of witnessing, and
the consequences of his acting as a witness, and then acts only when the
benefit of testimony outweighs its adverse consequences. All of this must
ultimately aim at gaining the pleasure of God and that of His Messenger,
who are witnesses over the Muslim ummah. One who testifies must there-
fore possess a conscientious attitude toward truth and falsehood. For the
ummah to be a witness also ascertains its connection with nations past and
present, its civilizational role and commitment to stand for an order of val-
ues, and its own relationship to other civilizations.”? Commenting on the
verse under review, the renowned Qur’an commentator al-Jassas observed
that this verse is indicative of the validity of the general consensus (ijma)
of the ummah as an authoritative source. This is because the ummah is
qualified as a just community, which must mean that its affirmation and
consensus constitute a ruling (hukm—of Shari'ah). Similarly, the Qur’anic
designation of the Muslim community as a witness over other nations
implies infallibility of its collective judgment and testimony."

Islam also views itself as a middle way between the life of this world
and the world to come. It is related on the authority of Anas b. Malik that
the Prophet [pbuh] said:

The best among you are not those who neglect this life for the life to
come, nor those who neglect the life to come for the sake of this life.
Rather each of them serves as a path leading to the other. Hence
blame accrues when one exceeds the limits of need and those of
sufficiency.*
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This hadith evidently advises everyone to earn their living, attend to
their worldly affairs, and avoid exceeding the limits of sufficiency and
need in this earthly life. Poverty and deprivation are evils that eat not only
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in the material assets of people but also into their moral integrity and
faith. This is the clear message of another hadith in which the Prophet
made the following supplication: “O God! I seek refuge to Thee from pov-
erty and from disbelief.”®
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Islam’s view of itself as the middle path is also endorsed by its view
of human nature, which is that human beings are not naturally inclined
toward extremism and excess. This is understood from God’s affirmation
in the Qur'an: “indeed We created man in the best of forms” (al-Tin, 95:4);
and “He fashioned you in the best of images” (Taghabun, 64:3).
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This dignified image of the person who looks toward nobility and per-
fection is consistently upheld in the Qur’an and hadith. Yet it is also con-
firmed that humans are capable of descending to the lowest of the low
(cf. al-Tin, 95:5), a potential that is not, however, a concomitant part of the
Divine image of mankind’s creation. It is rather a “deviation and depar-
ture toward corruption away from the straight path, al-sirat al-mustaqim,
which is the path of wasatiyyah.” To prevent and rectify this negative
tendency in humans from descending to the lowest of the low, and to
guide the afflicted back to the right path, is the principal purpose of divine
scriptures and Messengers.! One who is afflicted by extremism is drawn
unto himself away from mainstream society, nurtured by selfishness and
ignorance, consciously or otherwise, and he is yet self-righteous about it.
Self-righteousness emanates in arrogance, which goes against the teach-
ings of the Prophet. Thus it is reported on the authority of ‘Abd Allah
ibn Mas'ud that the Prophet said: “One in whose heart there is an iota of
arrogance shall not enter Paradise . .. arrogance suppresses the truth and
humiliates other people.””
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Ahmad al-Rawi wrote that wasatiyyah manifests the manner in which
Islamic civilization should relate to other world civilizations. This is a
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dynamic relationship involving reciprocity and exchange that is not over-
whelmed nor dominated by either side. Islam’s belief in Divine Oneness
(tawhid) sets the basic framework of relations among nations on the
basis of fraternity and oneness that nurture recognition and friendship.
Divisions into groups and nations are acceptable but should be guided
by the quest to attain moral excellence.®® ‘Abd al-Latif al-Farfur noted that
witnessing in the verse under review signifies commitment to truth and
justice. To be a witness one must be upright and nurture a self-critical
attitude that also seeks to verify truthfulness in others. The verse under
review also calls for a certain civilizational awareness (al-wa 'y al-hadari)
over the role and place of Islam in the historical cycle of civilizations."

A certain self-awareness of the ummah in her relationships with other
communities and nations is implied in the verse under review. This is
because moderation acquires its fuller meaning when it is understood in
relation to one’s peers and outsiders and not just by looking inwardly at
oneself. Then again, to take a middle posture and see oneself as a witness
over others necessarily involves an overall vision of one’s own cultural
and civilizational attributes to be able to answer the inevitable question
of whether one really qualifies, on the positive scale of good values, to
be a witness over others! Hence the conclusion that the notion of al-wa ‘y
al-hadart is embedded in this verse—also supported by an overall reading
of the Qur’an, which is a narrative in common humanity, and when it
speaks of commitment to such values as truth, justice, promotion of good
and prevention of evil, it does so from a broader universal perspective,
not confined to the Muslims, Arabs, or any other section of humanity. Yet
there is also a clear recognition of pluralism and differentiation among
peoples and nations and the idea that they excel one another only through
virtuous conduct that is tempered by the sense, in every case, of modera-
tion and aversion to extremism.

The Prophet [pbuh] has himself been addressed in the Qur’an in the
following terms:

Do not turn your nose up in scorn toward people, nor walk exul-
tantly in the land. Truly God loves not arrogant boasters. Be mod-
est in your bearing (wagsid fi mashyik®) and lower thy voice. Verily
the most repugnant of all voices is the braying of the ass (Luqman,
31:18-19).
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Whether one reads this verse literally or metaphorically (but preferably
the latter), it can sustain both meanings: to moderate one’s bearing, one’s
pace, and one’s voice signify cultural refinement and courtesy in one’s
dealing with others; they also advise a sense of humility and moderation
in one’s dealings with other communities and nations. The Prophet was
also imam and led congregational prayers in the mosque. It is instructive
that here, too, the Qur’an drew his attention to the manner in which he
toned his voice.

And raise not thy voice in prayer nor tone it down too low, but seek
a middle course between them (al-Isra’, 17:10).
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Whether in prayer or in dealing with people in society, moderation in
speech and the tone of one’s voice is an integrated part of the Islamic ethos
of modesty (al-haya’), on which the Prophet has also said: “every religion
has its own ethos, and the ethos of Islam is modesty.” Furthermore, the
Qur’an instructed the believers that they should moderate and lower their
voices when they speak to the Prophet:

O you who believe! Raise not your voices above the voice of the
Prophet, nor speak loudly to him in conversation, as you speak
loudly to one another—Ilest your deeds become vain without you
even knowing it (al-Hujurat, 49:2).
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Refinement of speech and the voice that expresses it are thus seen as
hallmarks of moderation in social behavior, just as they also signify good
leadership qualities.

The key phrase “and be moderate” (i.e., wa-gsid) in the verse (31:18)
earlier quoted is a derivative of igtisad (also the Arabic word for economics),
which is synonymous with wasatiyyah, and the instances of its occurrence
in two other hadiths that I shall presently review are also relevant to this
meaning. In one of these, the Prophet is reported to have said: “one who
practices moderation will not be afflicted with penury.”?
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In another hadith, which is considered to be an elevated (marfii‘) hadith,
on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, the Prophet is reported to have said: “In all
matters the middle-most is the best choice.””
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In a similar saying, which Abt Hamid al-Ghazali has considered also
to be a hadith but which his commentator, Zayn al-Din al-“Iraqi, has attrib-
uted to the fourth Caliph ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, the believers are addressed as
follows:

You are to hold on to the average median to which the ones higher
(often need to) descend and the ones lower (aspire to) ascend.??

QW 4] w5y Jel 4]z @) sVl hsdlly (Sde
The Companion Jabir b. Samurah also reported:

I used to pray together with the Prophet, [pbuh]; his prayer was
moderate and so was his sermon.?
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Abdullah Yusuf Ali regards moderation as the “golden mean” and piv-
otal, as such, to Islam’s outlook, concerning our relationship to God, His
universe, and our fellow humans. “In all things be moderate. Do not go
the pace and do not be stationary nor be slow. Do not be talkative nor be
silent. Do not be loud and do not be timid nor half-hearted. Do not be pes-
simistic and do not be gullible. Do not be too confident nor let yourself be
easily cowed down.”*

It is clear that not all people are equally endowed with the ability to
embody these qualities, as individuals differ in their natural propensi-
ties and are often exposed to a variety of influences in their upbring-
ing and experience. This is the purport also of the following Qur’anic
passage:

We entrusted Our Book to those of Our servants whom We have
chosen. There are those among them who transgress against
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themselves, those who are moderate, and those who are assiduous
in good works (Fatir, 35:32).
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It seems that all the three classes of people referred to in this verse
are deemed to be the worthy recipients of God’s messages, but the gen-
eral tone of the verse implies that those who excel in good works merit
distinction and praise. A question may then arise in this connection as to
whether the verse implies that some kind of mediocrity is attached to the
middle category. In response, it is submitted that moderation stands on
a plane of its own and the verse here does not detract from the objective
value and profile of wasatiyyah. For instance, worship of God is a cardinal
virtue, yet moderation is advised even in that context, as I shall presently
explain. I refer here to the Qur'an commentator Fakhr al-Din al-RazTs (d.
1209) observation as follows:

Every virtue stands in between two extremes; when we speak of
generosity, for instance, it is the middle posture between prodigal-
ity and niggardliness, and so is courage that stands in the middle
of audacity and cowardliness. Virtues thus acquire their meaning
from a certain sense of balance and aversion to either side of the
two extremes. Hence the midmost positions are virtuous and the
extremes partake in turpitude (fal-awsat fada’il wa'l-atraf radha’il). >

Islam also teaches that acts of virtue can lose their attributes if taken to
extremes. To be charitable is a virtue, but becomes questionable if taken
to extremes, such that one deprives one’s family of their financial needs.
Thus it is concluded that the objective merit of wasatiyyah also extends
to good and righteous deeds, and that the sum total of the conduct and
character of a person is measured by his or her proximity to moderation.

Sa'd al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 1390 CE) has highlighted three of the most
important virtues and natural endowments of the individual as being wis-
dom (al-hikmah), purity (al- iffah), and courage (al-shaja ‘ah). The first is
concerned with intellectual ability and the power of judgment, the sec-
ond with subjugation and control of the temptations of the senses, and
the third with the overcoming of fear and selfishness. All these virtues
develop through moderation and avoidance of extremism. But when all
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three combine and converge, the end result is justice (al-‘adalah) in the
sense of optimal equilibrium and moderation.?

Choosing a middle course between the affairs of this world and those
of the Hereafter, in a way that does not compromise other concerns, is the
course the Qur'an recommends:

Seek by means of the wealth that God has given you the Abode of
the Hereafter, but forget not of your share in this world (al-Qasas,

28:77).
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Abstinence that verges on self-denial from taking one’s fair share of the
enjoyments of this life is thus not piety. Rather, it is preferable that God’s
material favors are utilized in this life, without, however, neglecting one’s
responsibility to be generous and charitable to those in need.

With regard to financial management, it is once again the middle
course between the two extremes that the Qur’an recommends:

And tie not your hand to your neck nor stretch it out to its utmost
reach lest it may leave you sitting in destitution and self-rebuke
(al-Isra’, 17:29).
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[the true servants of the Merciful are] Those who are neither extrav-
agant nor niggardly in their spending but keep to the average mean
between the two (Furqan, 25:67).
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Is ita coincidence that the principal verse of wasatiyyah we started with
(i-e., al-Baqarah, 2:143) occurs in the exact middle of the longest chapter
of the Qur’an, which consists of 286 verses? The Qur’an is replete with
signs, the ayat, and the implication here may be to signify wasatiyyah as
the longest engagement in a continuous refinement of the Islamic world-
view and civilization. The Qur’an shows in a strikingly physical sense
what ideal wasatiyyah actually should mean: The exact middle, where the
most comprehensive segment of the whole of this long chapter is also
located. Another lesson may be that moderation, somewhat like justice,



28 CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS

should not only be done but also be seen to be done and made visible to
all concerned.

Later in the same chapter the Qur’an refers to one of the five daily prayers
as the middle prayer, or indeed the best prayer (saldh al-wustd): “Guard
strictly your (habit of) prayers, especially the Middle Prayer, and stand
before God in humility and devotion” (2:238).
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The Middle Prayer is especially mentioned but it is not clear as to
which one of the five daily prayers it is! Commentators have also differed.
Some say it is the morning (fajr) prayer as it separates the day from night,
whereas others say it is the dusk (maghrib) prayer that separates the night
from day. Yet others point to the midday prayer (salah al-zuhr). The pre-
ferred view, however, is that the reference is to the late afternoon (al-’asr)
prayer in mid-afternoon, as it is apt to be most neglected. People usually
return home from their daily occupation and work fatigue may become
a hindrance to regularity. Yet none of these suggestions command cer-
tainty. Could this also be symbolic of the Qur’an to accentuate the superi-
ority of the middle position with reference this time to one of the pillars
of Islam in the sphere of devotional matters ( ibadah)?” Moderation in
‘ibadah may be the message: worshipping God is God’s sole prerogative
and He, too, prefers the middle prayer most. Whereas verse 2:143 referred
to people’s relations among themselves, verse 2:238 is on how they relate
to their Creator. I shall have more to say on this in a later section under
wasatiyyah in religiosity.
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A Round-Up of Modern Opinion

MUHAMMAD ‘ABDUH (D. 1905) made the observation that “Islam has
made itself known as a din al-fitrah (religion congenial to human nature)
because of its inclination towards moderation.” The renowned Tunisian
scholar Muhammad Tahir Ibn ¢Ashur (d. 1974) wrote that “in moderation
lies the essence of all virtues (fada’il) and it is a great protector against
indulgence in corruption and caprice.”? He also wrote that “[sound]
human nature (al-fitrah) shuns severity and extremism and favours mod-
eration.”® Yusuf al-Qaradawi has similarly observed that moderation is the
correct path that leads the ummah to its ideals of attaining material and
spiritual success:

It is the divinely-ordained moral and humanitarian mission of the
Muslim community to pursue all its goals through moderation.
I also believe that deviation from the path of moderation brings
nothing but destruction and loss.*

Mustafa Kamal al-Tiinisi observed that one can hardly associate modera-
tion and wasatiyyah with any particular aspect of life to the exclusion of
others. For wasatiyyah relates to all aspects of life right across the entire
spectrum of Islamic teachings, from dogma and belief, to ritual worship,
social relations, relations among nations, time, place, human thought, and
the exercise virtually of all of the basic rights and liberties of individuals.®

According to ‘Abd al-Latif al-Farfur, who authored a book on wasatiyyah,
“there is no easy refuge from the evil consequences of extremism except
through embracing Islam’s teachings on moderation, truth and justice.”®
Wasatiyyah is manifested, according to Wahbah al-Zuhayli in the balanced
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attention one pays to one’s rights over, and obligations towards, others
as well as to the material and spiritual world. It also signifies a balance
between forgiveness and resistance, prodigality and selfishness, and a
resolute aversion to extremism and terrorism in all their manifestations.
Islam advocates these values, not only among the Muslims themselves,
but also in their relations with other communities and nations. Wasatiyyah
as such is a pillar of Islamic civilization.”

Al-Zuhayli added that as a religion of wasatiyyah, Islam takes the
middle course between peoples and nations, divinely revealed religions,
philosophies, and economic doctrines including communism, capitalism,
and the like. Islam is committed to establishing a system of truth and
justice that shuns laxity on one side and extremism on the other.? With
regard to the geo-physical dimension of wasatiyyah in the Qur’an, Seyyed
Hossein Nasr observed: just as Islam is one of the “middle ways,” so, too,
did its territory come to occupy—in fact it still occupies—the “middle
belt” of the globe, from the Atlantic to the Pacific. In this region, Islam
came into contact with other civilizations, their philosophies, and their
sciences—so that the Islamic worldview is informed by the outlook and
values of other great traditions.’

Ahmad al-Raysuni, a professor and author of several important works
on the goals and purposes of Islamic law (maqasid al-shari'ah), observed
that moderation is the ideal that the Shari'ah seeks to achieve in all its
legal rulings, and this is done by steering a middle course between the two
extremes of excessive austerity and excessive laxity. Hence, if one observes
a tendency in a legal ruling toward one of these two extremes, this is often
because the ruling in question is intended to counter an opposing tendency
among people, be it actual or anticipated (cf., Q al-Baqarah, 2: 163-167).%°

The International Islamic Law Academy (Majma‘ al-Figh al-Islami
al-Duwali) issued a statement at its thirteenth plenary session in Kuwait
(December 1422/2001), which included the following in its section enti-
tled “Prohibition of Hostility in Islam”:

Islam prohibits aggression without a just cause and all acts that
strike terror into the hearts and minds of innocent people, whose
lives are immune and protected. Any hostility of this kind falls
under the prohibited terrorism [. . .]. It is also sheer injustice and a
form of intellectual terrorism to confuse Islam with terrorism. Nay,
it is a religion of moderation and balance.
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Al-Qaradawi has rightly observed that the renowned Sayyid Qutb (d.
1966) indulged in extremism by charging the society of his time with dis-
belief (kufr) and ignorance (jahiliyyah) and by declaring aggressive jihad
against it. Qutb also erred in his derision of tolerance and denunciation
of those who advocated gradual renewal and reform. Qaradawi added that
the neo-literalists among the Salafis rigidified “Islamic teachings through
their dry literalism and giving of undue importance to formalities such as
wearing long beards and long clothes for men and women.”??

Ismail Raji al-Faruqi (d. 1986), a renowned Arab scholar of Islam and
author of several important works—also a professor at Temple University
in the United States, explained the concept of wasatiyyah in the Qur’an as
follows:

Islam is the religion of golden mean: “And thus We made you (the
Muslims) an ummah of the golden mean, that you be an exemplary
median unto mankind...” It is both general and particular, uni-
versal and specific, formal and contextual, monolithic and pluralis-
tic, individualistic and socialistic; and that is its strength ... Islam
is the religion of balance ... its very axiology is always a delicate
balancing between two evils or a subtle combination of disparate
values ... standing between the doer of too much and the doer of
too little.

Al-Faruqi elaborated the Islamic concept of balance (al-tawazun) and
the “golden mean” when he wrote: “it is obviously the mean between two
disvalues ... but Islam also seeks to combine it with all other values giv-
ing each its due.”* The ummah has to avoid the evils of individualism
and collectivism because “Islam has prescribed tawdzun, or balance, the
golden mean, and declare its purpose to be the achievement of felicity of
the person as well as that of the group.”” Rejecting absolute individualism
as well as absolute tribalism, “Islam has indeed struck the middle ground,
asserting both values in the middle, and denying both disvalues at the end
of the spectrum of inter-human relations.”

The Qur’anic description of the Muslim community as ummatan wasa-
tan, according to Farhan Nizami, director of the Oxford Centre for Islamic
Studies, UK, means the middle or moderate, the anti-extreme or main-
stream community. “The community of Muslims must not cut itself off;
it must be inclusive and assimilative, go east and west, learning as well as
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teaching. That is an ideal worthy of presentation to all the peoples of the
world.””

With regard to contemporary trends in the interpretation of Islamic
law, a contemporary Shi‘ite scholar, Ayatollah Yahya Noori, identifies
three distinctive tendencies: (1) the conservative approach, (2) the liberal
approach, and (3) the moderate approach. The moderate approach that
Noori recommends is then characterized as that

which acknowledges the due respect for the institutional writings
of old masters and leading jurists but at the same time recognises
that if and when these old solutions conflict with public interest
of the Muslim community, other legal solutions should be found
under the doctrine of istihsan or masalih mursalah, public interest
and public policy.®

According to the Lebanese Shi‘a leader Sayyid Fadlullah (d. 2010), when
Islam describes itself as “a religion of balance and justice (al-tawazun
wa’l-‘adalah),” the reference to balance here relates more to meaning
and purpose, mind and heart, intention and sentiment, and the correct
alignment of values.” He further noted that wasatiyyah and justice are
intertwined. Hence the Islamic conception of wasatiyyah and balance are
foundational and comprehensive, firmly grounded in correct alignment of
values. Wasatiyyah signifies internal balance (al-tawazun al-dakhili) within
the human person as to the manner one relates to oneself, to the outside
world, to society and the environment. Life is a journey in the attainment
of comprehensive internal balance and in this sense wasatiyyah strikes a
note in common with jihad, the inner struggle for refinement and justice.?

Ibrahim al-Shimri, a contemporary Arab scholar and author of a work
on wasatiyyah, is critical of the conservative attitude of imitating the views
of scholars and jurists of the past even over issues they had not encoun-
tered. Some ultra-conservatives go so far as to reject ijtihad and tajdid,
asserting that the old books have addressed all issues and answered all
questions. They are aloof to the rapidity and pace of change in science and
civilization.?!

At the other extreme are those, al-Shimri added, who claim adher-
ence only to the text and Sunnah but reject the heritage and works of
the thought leaders and ‘ulama’ of the past, and say even concerning the
Companions that they were men like us. The issue of “conflicting ijtihads
in their various forms emanating from the works often of the unqualified
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or those who are bent on distortion for partisan ends has been a cause for
concern.” There are those who advise abandonment of Shari'ah and ijtihad
in favor of total reliance on statutory law; and those who exaggerate in say-
ing that fulfilling the conditions of ijtihad are too onerous to meet today;
and finally those who open the doors of fatwa and ijtihad wide open to all
and sundry.?? Then there are the advocates of wasatiyyah, who are critical
of all extremist tendencies in their quest for just and balanced responses
to issues.? The essence of wasatiyyah in this case is to keep an open mind
in all directions and select the best contributions of the past scholars but
rely on them only when they enhance our understanding of the contem-
porary issues and challenges facing us today.?*

Deina Abdelkader makes the observation that “Muslim scholars have
emphasised the important role the Shari'ah and the magasid are likely to
play in future Muslim societies.”? This renewed focus on the magasid
is partly due to the time gap that has developed between the usil al-figh
doctrines and modern processes of decision making and legislation. The
magqasid are, on the other hand, more versatile and bear closer affinity with
real-life issues and tend to balance the interests of continuity and change
in the legal corpus of Islam.?

Muhammad Asad (formerly Leopold Weiss) (d. 1992), a Jewish con-
vert to Islam and renowned author of several important works on Islam,
observed that the Divinely-designated character of the Muslim ummah
[in its commitment to wasatiyyah] and Islam’s attitude to the problem
of man’s physical and spiritual makeup amount to a bold affirmation of
the natural, God-willed unity in that aspect of human existence. This bal-
anced attitude peculiar to Islam follows directly from the concept of God’s
Oneness and, hence, of the unity of purpose underlying all His creation.”

Ali Allawi, a professor at the National University of Singapore and
author of an important book on Islamic civilization, commented that ref-
erences to the median way, the balance and scale of things, is the theme
of numerous verses in the Qur’an and a “defining feature of Islam: bal-
ance between the individual and the collective; between the physical and
spiritual; between the private and the public domain; between men and
women; between rights and duties.”?® Allawi added, however, that the bal-
ance within Islam has been ruptured and the civilization has lost its poise.
Retreat into self-enclosed space is not an option. Muslims have to deter-
mine whether the values in question are instrumental to the enhance-
ment of justice and moderation and whether they are also derivable from
the Islamic legacy itself.?
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Razali Ismail, formerly permanent representative of Malaysia at the
UN and president of its General Assembly, is of the view that modera-
tion must be ubiquitous and that all must join forces in its pursuit if we
are to make it a reality of the prevailing world order. He also maintains
that extremism is not confined to peripheries. Contrary to the frequent
thought that extremism can only come from the margins or the periphery,
it can also originate from the center.’® Leftist and rightist groups are often
deemed to be more capable of extremism than those at the center of the
ideological spectrum. How mistaken can one be! Studies have shown that
extremism can often come from the “center,” especially when decisions
and policies are pushed through at the expense of many. In Nazi Germany,
for example, much of the excesses were committed by the government in
the center. The Great Leap Forward (1959-1961) and Cultural Revolution
(1966-1976) were two signal events that took China to the precipice of
chaos and back. In spite of the lessons, extremism has the uncanny ability
to spring back. No political system is immune.*

In the United States, in order to respond to the terrorist attacks of
September 2001, then President George Bush launched not one but two
wars—in Afghanistan and Iraq, respectively. In the case of the latter, fake
evidence was presented to justify the thunderous military invasion of Iraq.
Extremism is, in other words, pervasive and everywhere; even in political
systems with the attendant checks and balances.

A Malaysian commentator, Anas Zubedy, considers that the “middle
path” has worked well for Malaysia: the challenge of realizing equilibrium
in one’s dealing with social diversity is most clearly felt in business, edu-
cation, and social administration, where policies affect a wide range of
people. Malaysia has addressed the problem of economic disparity among
its various ethnic and religious groups, with the majority of Malays being
in the lowest rung. Instead of taking the extremist options of national-
izing wealth or taking the wealth of one community to resolve the pov-
erty of another, Malaysia emphasized affirmative action measures toward
growth and development in the redistribution of wealth. Absolute poverty
in Malaysia has been reduced from 50-60 percent to about 3 percent, and
the country has brought significant development to its entire population.
Some aspects of these policies can be criticized, but on the whole, “I see
them as good examples of middle path solutions which also seem to indi-
cate a notable point, which is that the middle path works.”33

In a keynote address, Muhyiddin Yassin, the incumbent deputy prime
minister of Malaysia, stressed the need to mark a shift from “clash of
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civilizations” to civilizational engagement. In this particular context, the
practice of moderation and the rejection of extremism are key to civili-
zational engagement and global peace. Only by rejecting extremism and
embracing moderation will we be able to treat others with dignity, accept
our differences, and live with each other in peace and harmony. Yassin
identified economic alienation, political exclusion, and social deprivation
as the root causes of extremism and fanaticism. Good work will bear fruit
only when the root causes of evil are addressed. “In today’s world, modera-
tion is not an option but a must.”**



v

Hallmarks and Types of Extremism

EXTREMISM IS THE conceptual opposite of moderation and almost as
extensive, in that it just about relates to every subject of concern to mod-
eration. Whereas moderation is centripetal and strongly tends toward the
center, extremism is centrifugal, pushing away from the center toward
the outer edges and extremes of its subject matter. Extremism violates the
limits of moderation. These limits can often be identified by reference
to authoritative sources and documents including laws and constitutions,
religious scriptures such as the Qur'an and hadith, moral standards, and
the general mores and customs of society. But since world religions and
philosophies, as well as the mores and customs of societies and the values
they uphold or deny, tend to differ widely, what one may consider to be
extremist or moderate is also likely to vary accordingly under another code
of vales.

Extremism is usually self-evident and easily identifiable for the most
part, but it may require further scrutiny in technical and contextualized
situations. Killing another person is an extremist behavior, yet if it is done
in the context of self-defense that repels an overwhelming and instan-
taneous attack on one’s life, it would not be considered extremist. This
contextualized and relative aspect of extremism also becomes evident by
reference to strong political currents and sets of circumstances, with the
results, for instance, that one person’s extremism becomes another per-
son’s moderation, and the freedom fighter of one becomes the terrorist of
another. Gay marriage gains legal recognition under one set of values and
is considered an abomination in another. This would suggest the need for
one to know moderation and normality, and the source of authority and
values they refer to in order to be able to identify when they are violated by
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extremist behavior. Extremist behavior in technical subjects would not be
self-evident to a layperson, and would need specialized input to enable a
credible assessment. Extremism is usually definitive and deliberate, yet it
can also be due to ignorance and error of judgment, especially in technical
matters that require specialized know-how.!

Like moderation, extremism also applies to the entire spectrum of val-
ues, good and bad, positive and negative. One can be extremist in what
may be deemed as virtuous, such as measure-for-measure justice that
verges on literalism and severity in the application of rules and in treat-
ing, for instance, recidivists and first-time offenders under the same rules
without consideration of the differentials. Similarly, continuous fasting
even outside the month of Ramadan and all-night vigil such that may dam-
age one’s health and family life would amount to extremism in religiosity.

One can also be extremist in pursuit of one’s rights and liberties, as in
the case of freedom of expression when used so as to offend others—almost
all the provocative cartoons of the Prophet of Islam by some Danish and
French publishers illustrate this. One may have the right to just retaliation,
even revenge under due process, but it can be taken to excess for what may
be a minor provocation, as in the case of Israeli retaliatory attacks against
Palestinian rocket fire. Extremism in the interpretation of ideas can be
illustrated by, for example, the Islamic militant group ISIS’s construal of
the Islamic caliphate.

The clash-of-civilizations narrative found credible manifestations in
the 9/u attacks and the numerous other instances of terrorism, military
aggression, and violence that followed and brought Islam increasingly
into the focus of world attention. Experts and media pundits often saw
Islam as the sole explanation of extremism among Muslims. Too often,
Islam is portrayed negatively and monolithically as a growing threat to
world peace, obscuring the diversity of opinions within Islam and the fact
that most Muslims condemn extremism and violence. Expert opinion
I have cited below indicates that a great deal of extremist behavior among
Muslims is reactive and related to military aggression and humiliating
violence by superior military powers.

Muslims the world over do not see the mainstream media depictions
of Islam as a true portrayal of their religion. Rather, they see a total con-
trast between these images and their own—one of moderation that char-
acterized Islamic civilization. Muslims view Islam as a religion that valued
truth and justice, shunned laxity on one side and extremism on the other.
There is no denial, on the other hand, that extremism existed, in varying
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degrees, among Muslims, as among other communities and traditions,
almost everywhere and at any given time. Yet the Muslim world has evi-
dently been witnessing escalation of extremism and violence in recent
years. Even the rosy promise of the preliminary Arab Spring yielded to
extremism across swathes of West Asia and North Africa.

Extremism has not, however, commanded a credible majority in Muslim
societies. Extremists are usually small groups of people who advocate nar-
row and radical views and ideologies. They are not able to persuade and
influence the majority through rational debate, which is why they usually
take to the street and resort to violent methods to buttress their claims.
Extremists are also groups of people who allege that they are championing
the cause of justice and correcting wrongs resulting from the conduct of
others. Extremism may also be a reaction against the leadership of a coun-
try or in opposition to a dominant ideology. The larger-than-real presence
of extremism is felt due to views and claims clamorously expressed, and
actions taken boldly beyond the ordinary, done in order to attract attention
or merely to gain sympathy. Such daring and desperate tactics shock soci-
ety, but they are short-lived and ultimately self-defeating.?

What Are the Hallmarks of Extremism?

One of the first markers of extremism is fanatic advocacy of one view or
opinion to the exclusion of all others, despite knowledge of additional
existing views. This kind of fanaticism is in a state of denial to all else,
including that which may be in the public interest and in harmony with
the objectives of the religion he follows. This denial also extends to the
prevailing conditions of time and place, dialogue, and search for balanced
and well-moderated solutions. The extremist does not even stop at mere
denial, but goes on to accuse others of ignorance and transgression, espe-
cially those who do not follow his or her views.

The extremists also tend to be certain of the correctness of their
cause—so much so that they focus clearly and project unequivocal posi-
tions. They have a black-and-white view of their purpose, which helps
them create certainty in an uncertain world. This also explains why they
possess an ability to attract attention disproportionate to their numbers or
percentage in any given population. By contrast, the moderates tend to be
reflective, see nuances, and rarely exhibit certainty of that kind. Extremists
tend to triumph not because of their inherent strength, but more often
because of the weakness and hesitancy of moderates.
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Furthermore, the extremists turn a blind eye to the needs and
wishes of others and show eagerness to impose harsh and taxing
demands on them. They are prone to ignoring people’s weaknesses
and refuse to acknowledge that some people may be weak, in poor
health and unprepared to comply with their demands.?

The extremists are also inclined to confuse the essential with the
subsidiary. One learns from a perusal of the Qur’an and guidelines
of Sunnah of the existence of a certain order of priorities wherein
emphasis is placed on essentials, and observance of subsidiary
requirements is treated with a lighter touch and less emphasised.
The Qur’anic guideline on this is found in the following verse: “If
you avoid the most heinous of the prohibited conduct, We shall
conceal all your sins and admit you to a gate of great honour”
(al-Nisa’, 4:31).
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The text clearly conveys the message that avoidance of major sins can by
itself act as a concealer of the minor ones a person may have committed.

Al-Qaradawi recounts, in this connection, instances where the Prophet
of Islam turned a blind eye to the misgivings of certain individuals even
if they only did the bare minimum of obligatory duties and added little
or nothing else by way of supererogatory practices of the religion.* To be
overemphatic on every detail can be exhaustive and demanding and can
also distract attention from that which is essential.

Reflecting on Islamic history, three varieties of extremist activities are
distinguishable: theological, political, and practical—even though they are
not always mutually exclusive of one another.

Theological extremism (al-tatarruf al-i tigadi) is noticeable when the
extremist subscribes to particular beliefs that stand in conflict with the
clear text of the Qur’an, authentic hadith, and general consensus (ijjma’) of
Muslims.® A reference is made in this connection to early theological move-
ments that arose in the first two centuries of Islam, such as the Qadariyyah,
the Jahmiyyah, the Murjiah, and Batiniyyah as explained below.

The Qadariyyah (advocates of free will, or qadar) subscribed to the view
that man is the sole creator of his own conduct. The Jahmiyyah (follow-
ers of Jahm bin Safwan) subscribed to total predestination; the Murjiah
(suspenders of judgment and upholders permanently of hope, or rija)
suspended passing any judgment on sinners, including those who held
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extremist views concerning Companions of the Prophet Muhammad, such
as, for instance, those who charged prominent Companions with infidel-
ity and kufr.® The Batiniyyah (esotericists—also known as Isma’iliyyah, a
Shi‘ite sub-sect) held that every overt speech and word of God in the Qur’an
had a hidden meaning known only to their imam. To these may be added
perhaps the ghulat (extremists) of Shi‘a as well as some of the contempo-
rary movements that include the Takfir and Hijrah Association (Jama ‘Gt
al-takfir wa’l-hijrah) of Egypt, which charged the Egyptian state with infi-
delity that had allegedly turned into Dar al-Kufr (abode of unbelief). It was
a duty, therefore, of Muslims to leave that country and emigrate.”

Political extremism (al-tatarruf al-siyasi) is marked by confrontation
and challenge of the authority of a lawful government. Noted in this cat-
egory are the Kharijites (lit. outsiders) who emerged in Iraq and boycotted
the authority of the fourth caliph ‘Ali Ibn Abu Talib, as well as declaring
permissible the killing of all Muslims except for their own followers.® The
Kharijites held the extremist view that committing a major sin amounts
to renunciation of Islam. One of the Kharijites’ factions, namely the
Azariqah, further added that a person renounces Islam even if he com-
mitted a major sin by error or personal interpretation and ijtihdad, which
is why they charged the caliph ‘Ali with infidelity over the issue of arbitra-
tion (tahkim). For the caliph had exercised his own ijtihad in that matter.
The caliph was charged with infidelity for the mere fact of his agreeing to
arbitration between him and his challenger, Mu’awiyah b. Abu Sufyan.’

Lastly, practical extremism (al-tatarruf al-‘amali) consists of extrem-
ist conduct, such as self-immolation, excessive fasting and all-night vigil,
renouncing marriage, and acts that depart from sound human nature
(fitrah), valid Sunnah, and precedent of the Prophet. One may add to
these such other instances of practical extremism as excessive dieting to
keep slim, especially among younger women, excessively disciplinarian
practices with one’s children, and other practices that are injurious and
harmful.

Terrorism is also practical extremism, be it local, national, or inter-
national, in peacetime or war, consisting mainly of acts of terror and
violence—including bombing and use of explosive devices—that kill
innocent people and cause destruction. Such activities may even occur in
the course of a legitimate war that may have been duly declared by the law-
ful leader. The basic position of such acts of terror is the same in Shari'ah
whether its victims are Muslim or otherwise, and whether it is against a
weak or a more powerful party or state.’® Terrorism may have different
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causes that may, on that basis, be classified under one or the other variety
of extremism mentioned above.

As we watch the fighters of the so-called Islamic State group ISIS
rampaging through the Middle East, tearing apart states and cities, and
massacring innocent civilians, it may be difficult to believe we are living
in the twenty-first century. The sight of terrified refugees and indiscrimi-
nate violence is all too reminiscent of Crusaders and the Mongol hordes
of Genghis Khan. The ferocious cruelty of these militants—that of the
Taliban in Afghanistan and Boko Haramis in Nigeria, the Charlie Hebdo
attacks in Paris, and so on—raise a distinctly modern concern over the
connection between religion and violence.

Global security, safety, and well-being of people are also jeopardized
in laws of some Muslim countries that violate citizen and human rights
with impunity and uphold religious beliefs by force. The radicalization of
Muslim youth within Western societies that turn them against the com-
mon values and ideals of their new domicile, and extremism that spreads
like a cancer in failed states, are among the previously unknown mani-
festations of extremism we are witnessing in increasing proportions.
State-sponsored terrorism is no less a manifestation of extremism than
actions by non-state actors and may, indeed, even be the direct cause that
provokes retaliation by non-state actors.

Media estimates mention that one-third of the ISIS forces are for-
eign, including hundreds, even thousands, of young Muslims from
France, Belgium, Britain, and other countries of Europe. The dissat-
isfaction that the hardline elements of Taliban in Afghanistan and
Pakistan feel toward the more moderate among them, added to the fact
that the Taliban has generally become weak, has led to the beginnings
of an alignment with ISIS. Media reports indicate that some of these
new followers may have already started carrying the black banner of
ISIS as their rallying point.!

Governments in both Muslim and non-Muslim countries are taking
note of the need to work more closely with community partners, religious
institutions, education centers, and the media to create an anti-extremist
current of opinion and environment. With reference to Malaysia, among
the factors prompting young Muslims to undertake these dangerous
assignments of travel to Syria, one is “the lack of basic religious funda-
mentals, which cause them to be easily influenced by extremist teach-
ings.” Furthermore, the “West is seen as an enemy of the Muslims; and
the Muslim community at the international level is seen to have failed to



42 CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS

protect the oppressed Muslim countries,” which has in turn caused these
individuals to join the ISIS militant group.?

Those who commit cowardly murder behind a mask of “Islam” and
imagine they are taking revenge and waging jihad are in fact, in the eyes
of the true Islam, murderers. It is despicable to hunt down defenseless
people and shoot them in a vicious act of terror simply because they think
wrongly, or insult or are hostile to Islam.”

Protection of life (hifz al-nafs)—of all human life—is one of the
overriding goals and purposes (magasid) of Islam and the Shari'ah.
Human life must be safeguarded as a matter of priority. “One who
saves the life of another,” says the Qur’an, “it would be as if he saves
the life of the whole of humankind.” (5:35). The text also declares in the
same verse: “And one who kills a human being without the latter being
guilty of murder or corruption in the land, it would be as if he has
killed the whole of humankind.” Elsewhere the Qur’an enjoins: “Slay
not the life which Allah has made sacrosanct unless it be in the cause
of justice.” (17:33).

Al-Bukhari and Muslim, the two most authoritative collections of had-
ith, have recorded the following hadiths from the Prophet:

One who raises arms against us ceases to be one of us;*
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and a rehash of the same in another hadith in the same chapter and
source: “One who unsheathes his sword against us is not one of us.”
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In yet another hadith, it is provided: “All that belongs to a Muslim is for-
bidden to other Muslims; his blood, his property and his honour.”
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Terrorizing innocent people that may or may not lead to loss of life and
limb constitutes the crime of hirabah, which carries the death punishment
by the clear text of the Qur’an (5:33). The prohibition of hirabah in this text
is conveyed in general and unqualified terms that subsume individuals,
groups, and state and non-state parties alike.
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Judging by the scale of violence in recent years in Afghanistan, Iraq,
Syria, Palestine, Pakistan, and elsewhere, Muslims are themselves the
principal victims of violence in the name of religion. The victims of crude
brutality and indiscriminate drone attacks are also defenseless Muslim
civilians, women and children for the most part. In a revealing inter-
view published in January 2013 in Foreign Affairs, retired General Stanley
McChrystal said about counterterrorism:

Americans have got to understand that. If we were to use our tech-
nological capabilities carelessly—I don’t think we do, but there is
always the danger that you will—then we should not be upset when
someone responds with their equivalent, which is a suicide bomb
in Central Park, because that's what they can respond with.”

The ugly truism flies in our faces that violence begets violence; that mil-
itarism is itself a problem, not a solution. The unprecedented violence and
terror attacks the world is witnessing is also not all religious—oppression,
discrimination, humiliation, socioeconomic factors, exaggerations, and
provocative media all come into the picture. Religion is also not the pri-
mary cause of violence in any of the countries mentioned, although it is
being used and abused in so many ways that hardly need elaboration.

Local and regional dynamics that propel terrorism tend to differ in
Europe, America, the Middle East, and Afghanistan, although this does not
rule out similarities between them in certain areas. Europe and the United
States tend to have one feature in common, for instance: Islamophobia.
There are literally hundreds of websites, radio programs, and TV net-
works that specialize in anti-Islam propaganda. The Twitter hashtag
#killall-Moslem has been around since 2omn. While this abundance of
offensiveness may comfort those concerned about freedom of expression,
“it does not give me any comfort,” wrote Sami Mahroum, “as a European
Muslim.”®

Europe’s Muslims are by and large peaceful. There are no real
home-grown Islamic terrorist organizations of any significance in Europe.
Almost all terrorist acts in Europe are the works of a single umbrella
organization—al-Qaeda. Western spy agencies are also widely suspected
to be involved in provocative and tension-generating assignments. Yet it is
comforting to know that violent ideology has very limited appeal among
the Muslims of Europe. Radicalized European Muslims must look else-
where for support. Sami Mahroum added the information that in late
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2014, the mayor of Sarge-les-le Mans, a French town of about 3,500 people
with 180 Muslim students, sought to impose pork meat on all schools.
A couple of years earlier, then-French president Nicolas Sarkozy joined in
a campaign to ban halal meat branding, which became an election issue.
The Swiss, meanwhile, have banned minarets. The list goes on.?

Following the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris, US Senator John McCain
commented to The New York Times on how to stop this from happening
on US soil next: It would require a more aggressive American military
strategy across the greater Middle East, with ground troops and no-fly
zone in Syria and more troops in Iraq and Afghanistan. Fareed Zakaria,
who quoted McCain, followed on with his own assessment: This theory
was sometimes described in the Iraq War as “We fight them there, so we
don’t have to fight them here.” “It was wrong then and it is wrong now.”?
Zakaria added that intervention has, on the contrary, been the cause of
a great deal of suicide bombings and violent attacks in recent years. In
this connection, he referred to a CNN report that back in 2007, Cherif
Kouachi, one of the Paris terrorists, revealed the source of his radicaliza-
tion. “I was ready to go and die in battle. I got this idea when I saw the
injustices shown by television on what was going on over there (in Iraq).
I am speaking about the torture that the Americans have inflicted on the
Iraqis.” Zakaria went on to quote the scholars Robert Pape and James
Feldman, who analyzed all of the more than 2,100 documented cases of
suicide bombings from 1980 to 2009 and concluded that the vast major-
ity of the perpetrators were acting in response to American intervention
in the Middle East rather that out of a religious or ideological motivation.
The reasons vary from a sense of adventure to radicalism, but battling a
foreign (Western) intervention is often high on the list. Another scholar
Zakaria has quoted in support of his own assessment is Andrew Bacevich,
who pointed out that before Syria, Washington had already launched
interventions in thirteen countries in the Islamic world since 1980. Will
one more really do the trick»*!

The unqualified condemnation that Muslim religious and political
notables have expressed against the ISIS and Charlie Hebdo atrocities and
similar acts of despicable terror is to be welcomed. Muslim leaders, inter-
national organizations, and fatwa councils, including the Majlis Ulama
Indonesia, the National Fatwa Council of Malaysia, and the Mufti of Saudi
Arabia, denounced the brutality and violence of the ISIS group as violative
of the core principles of Islam. This line of condemnation from Muslim
quarters also became evident within days of the Charlie Hebdo attacks.
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Condemnation alone will not, however, address the causes of such hei-
nous violence, which in the case of ISIS is the political mess, power vac-
uum, and failure of good governance in Syria and Iraq, where states failed
and social order collapsed. Angry and disillusioned men and women,
Shi‘a, Sunni, Kurds, and others feel that the path of violence is the only
one left for them to take.?

For decades the Arab world has been ruled by repressive dictator-
ships that, in turn, spawned extremist (mostly religious) opposition
movements. The more repressive the regime, the more extreme the
opposition. Islam became the language of opposition because it was a
language that could not be shut down or censored. Now, the old Arab
order is crumbling, but it has led to instability that created new oppor-
tunities for militant and extremist groups.?® Unless the root causes of
radical extremism are addressed, many have warned that extremism is
likely to be on the rise. Once a radical group falls by the wayside, dis-
credited or irrelevant, another, often more radical and violent, emerges.
This is what ISIS is to al-Qaeda, by upping the stake in the radicaliza-
tion contest and becoming even more destructive and violent than its
predecessor.?*

Razali Ismail, the former Malaysian envoy at the UN and president of
UNGA, observed that contrary to the warning that “power corrupts, and
absolute power corrupts absolutely,” extremism is not caused singularly
by unrestrained power. Rather, it is caused by the overzealous promotion
of one view, one approach, and one thought, to the exclusion of all else.
Long before extremism can congeal in the form of terrorist groups, rogue
states, and ultra-violent social configurations, each of these bodies have
acquired an orthodoxy that resists any form of intellectual challenge, or
changes of time and circumstance.?

Extremism is also a co-traveler of the power-hungry, one that denies
others their due in total pursuit of one’s own interests. The issue is not
always a lack of formula for a reasonable solution to a contentious issue,
but refusal to accede to an obvious solution. This is the problem of one
party’s preference for the winner-takes-all option, as in the case of Israel,
that generates belligerence—the very reason also for Palestine to burn on a
regular basis. Given a huge imbalance of power and continuous reinforce-
ment of Israeli military power by the United States and Israel’s refusal
to halt building new settlements, the prospects of realistic peace negotia-
tions will remain limited. The long history of conflict, dashed hopes and
lack of trust would suggest that unless the parties are prepared to take bold
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steps to address their respective concerns—Israel’s legitimate concern for
security and recognition, and Palestinian rights to self-determination and
return of the occupied lands, lasting peace in the Middle East is likely to
remain an illusion.?

Rabbi Mark Winer wrote in a 2012 article “Fundamentalists versus
Moderates” that the future of humanity may well depend on the ability of
moderates within each religion to overcome their extremist co-religionists.
It would appear, he added, that extremism spawns interfaith bigotry and
sanctions violence, war, and terrorism. More people died in the name of
religion during the twentieth century than in all of prior history. There is
a real fear that the twenty-first century may even eclipse the grisly record
for interfaith bigotry and terrorism of the previous century. A great deal
therefore depends upon our understanding of the eternal conflict between
extremism and moderation, and upon the strategies the religious moder-
ates devise together to combat their common scourge.”

It is indicative of the wisdom of the early pioneers of Islam who called
the Kharijites (Khawarij, lit. outsiders) by this name, and made it known
from early on that this group has exited itself from the mainstream com-
munity of Muslims. They have the choice to change their behavior and
rejoin the community or else to stay as outsiders. The same can be said
of ghulat (lit. exaggerators), the name so unmistakably expressive of its
purpose, that was given to a small group of Shi‘ites who exaggerated in
their interpretations of the doctrine of imamate so as to elevate the first
Shi‘ite imam, ‘Ali ibn Abu Talib, to a deity. That said, we live in an admit-
tedly more complex world today, yet let there be no doubt that massacre
and mayhem can never be accepted in the name of Islam, and we all need
to be vigilant and decisive on criminality of the kind that has become so
frequent and keeps putting the good name of Islam and the vast majority
of peaceable Muslims on the line.

One can hardly think that anyone could soil Islam’s name so badly as
the likes of ISIS and Boko Harami militants and perpetrators of Charlie
Hebdo attacks. If there be enough realization of this among the extremists,
when they are convinced that they are doing more harm than good to the
cause of their religion, “as Islamic leaders all over the world are already
pointing out, their numbers will eventually diminish.”?® Scott Thompson,
who made this remark, also observed that “the Paris terrorists are not to
be taken as representatives of Islam. Thousands of Islamic groups and
convocations have joined the outrage and made clear. . . that such actions
are contrary to the nature and central teachings of the Prophet.”?
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When dealing with instances of violent extremism, states and security
forces need to avoid the trap of reacting to violence with greater violence.
Should they respond in that manner, it would lead to a situation where the
terrorists have won an even greater victory, for the whole country would
then be in a state of constant fear. States and societies need to be firm and
decisive, of course, but must not let the terrorists get what they want.*
An early indication of this assessment could perhaps be noted in what
President Francois Hollande of France and the German Chancellor Angela
Merkel said in their speeches following the Paris killings. Speaking at the
Arab World Institute in Paris, President Hollande said: “It is Muslims
who are victims of fanaticism, fundamentalism and intolerance,” adding
that the Muslim community in France, Europe’s largest, had “the same
rights and same duties as all citizens” and must be protected. The German
chancellor in her speech at the Bundestag declared her country’s unity
with France, adding the remark that Islam was not the cause, but rather it
was extremism that was the common enemy.*!

At a time when the self-styled Patriotic Europeans Against the
Islamisation of the Occident, or Pegida, were planning several rallies in
various German cities following the Paris attacks, Chancellor Merkel went
on record to say that “Islam belongs to Germany. . . [ am the chancellor of
all Germans.” She also announced she would join a Muslim community
rally in Berlin against extremism along with her ministers, to be followed
by attending a vigil at Berlin’s iconic Brandenburg Gate, organized by the
Central Council of Muslims in Germany under the banner “Let’s be there
for each other, Terror: not in our names.” Merkel thanked the leaders of
the four-million-strong Muslim community for “quickly and clearly con-
demning the violence committed in the name of their faith.”3?

Timely efforts by the Muslims of Germany and Merkel’s announce-
ment seem to have had a calming effect on curbing the prospects of
further unrest in the country. It was also not accidental to see media
reports that revulsion with “Pegida’s xenophobic message” has sparkled
growing counter demonstrations and rallies, which helped to dwarf the
anti-foreigner movement and “its regional clones.”** The World Economic
Forum in Davos 2015 also followed in close succession, where the US
secretary of state, John Kerry, made a statement on January 13, 2015, that
extremists who are killing children and others in Iraq, Syria, Nigeria, and
other parts of the world may cite Islam as a justification, but the West
should be careful about calling them “Islamic radicals.” He added that it
would be a mistake to link Islam to criminal conduct that was rooted in
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“alienation, poverty, thrill-seeking and other factors. .. The biggest error
we could make would be to blame Muslims for crimes. .. that their faith
utterly rejects.”

These are encouraging developments, indicative, in the present
writer’s view, of a change of policy by Western leaders that could have
long-term beneficial effects. This is due, in part, to the realization that
much of the Muslim unrest in Europe had been related to equality and
anti-discrimination issues rather than religious provocations. If there were
instances of religious unrest at the early stages of the cartoon episodes,
that phase seems to have passed and European Muslims seem to have
developed fresh perspectives over issues, and have consequently become
more proactive and quick to join hands with the anti-terrorism campaign.

Advocacy of public welfare, job creation, poverty eradication efforts,
protection of the rights and dignity of all citizens, and good governance
may well be the main solutions to nullify the strongest magnet of extrem-
ism in the Muslim world. This is all the more important in pluralist societ-
ies, where people of different persuasions need to stand together for the
common good, advocate the values of moderation, and take a common
stand on combating extremism.

Needless to say, those who offend in the name of freedom of expres-
sion and do more of the same in the wake of painful incidents of provoca-
tion and violence—as in the case of the satirical Charlie Hebdo publishers
printing millions of additional copies with offending depictions of Prophet
Muhammad—are certainly not helping the cause of peace or freedom. For
if that is what freedom of expression must mean, then whoever advocates
it is putting his credibility in question, and with it also the peace and tran-
quility of his own society and people. They have a cause for reflection and
should take note, perhaps, of what President Hollande and Chancellor
Merkel did, which was to show sensitivity and concern not to inflame situ-
ations any further. To do otherwise benefits probably no one, but if one
were to name a beneficiary, then it would most likely be the terrorists.
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Manifestations of Wasatiyyah

THE ISLAMIC CONCEPTION of wasatiyyah visualizes a certain degree of
parity between dialogic and co-related concepts such as reason and rev-
elation, matter and spirit, rights and duties, individualism and socialism,
compulsion and voluntarism, text and ijtihad, ideal and reality, continuity
and change, and between the past realities and future prospects.! How
wasatiyyah is manifested and achieves its desired purposes of equilib-
rium and moderation is the main theme of discussion in the following
paragraphs.

No agreed-upon procedure or indicator exists to tell us how wasatiyyah
is manifested and known. Just as it is exceedingly broad and wide-ranging,
so must be the ways and means as to how wasatiyyah is known in differ-
ent situations. In explaining the manifestations of wasatiyyah in historical
settings, for instance, one can hardly be sure of one’s conclusions. What
is said below is, however, in the nature of probability as to how wasatiyyah
played a role in bringing about well-moderated positions in reference to
various situations and issues:

A. Wasatiyyah relates well to the central meaning and substance
of a concept or phenomenon to which it is applied in a manner that
all or most of its peripheries and related concepts are also taken into
account. Being a divinely designated attribute of Islam, wasatiyyah
has helped to keep Islam centered on its own essentials and has not
allowed parochialist and rigidifying tendencies to dominate the reli-
gion. It has helped advocate a balanced vision of Islam that is inclu-
sive of the interests both of the individual and society, keeping in sight
also its spiritual, rational, and scientific dimensions, just as it seeks to
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strike a middle ground between traditional and modernist understand-
ings of Islam, not only for the present generation but also for those
that follow. A wasatiyyah-based Islam also means that all or most of its
important teachings and principles are kept duly in sight and none is
given preference at the expense totally of others.?

B. Side by side with another, even more pervasive, Qur’anic prin-
ciple, namely of tawhid (Divine Oneness), wasatiyyah tends to bind the
various dimensions of Islam together, not only as a religion but also a
legal system with its own economic and political characteristics.

Islamic history has witnessed contentious tendencies, ideas, and
movements that pulled it in different directions, schools, sects, and fac-
tions, yet due partly to its moderating centripetal influence, wasatiyyah
has helped to keep Islam focused on its center and enabled it to protect
its integrity.> Notwithstanding sectarian developments and differential
tendencies among Sunni, Shi‘a, Kharijites, Zahirites, and others, they
still retained their Islamic identity and credentials; none has tried to
dismember Islam into totally isolated sections by rejecting any of the
essential articles of the faith.*

C. Wasatiyyah strikes a balance between the concerns of con-
tinuity and change by safeguarding that which is permanent and
unchangeable (thawabit) as opposed to that which is liable to change
(mutaghayyirat)—keeping the balance, in other words, between the
dual concerns of continuity and change.

It is often said that the Shari'ah is immutable because it is divinely
ordained. However, the divine law itself incorporates a certain amount
of adaptability and change in its philosophy and outlook. Some of the
basic principles and objectives of Shari'ah, such as justice, equality,
public interest, consultation, and enjoining the good and forbidding
the evil, are inherently dynamic and cannot be accurately characterized
as either mutable or immutable. They are immutable in principle and
yet remain open to adaptation and adjustment at the level of imple-
mentation, the means employed, and the conditions that need to be
met for their realization and enforcement.’

D. Broadly speaking, the Shari'ah is immutable with regard to
ends but mutable with regard to means. The higher goals and pur-
poses (magdasid) of Shari’ah are, on the whole, constant but the ways
and means (wasa’il) by which they can be realized and practiced are
not fixed. Islam lays down a set of universals that are basic to its
identity and values and they are, on the whole, not liable to change,
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but it is flexible in regard to subsidiary rules that facilitate realiza-
tion of its higher goals and purposes. The means of securing the rec-
ognized objectives of Shari’ah are flexible since they are not specified
in the sources and thus remain open to consideration of public inter-
est and justice. For example, vindicating the truth is an objective in
its own right. Truth may be established by the testimony of upright
witnesses or by other means as they become available, such as sound
recording, photography, or laboratory tests, which may be even more
reliable than verbal testimony. The Shari'ah specifies the objective
of upholding the truth but leaves open the means by which truth
is ascertained.® It is important that the two are not conflated, as a
mix-up of the changeable and that which is not amenable to change
is likely to be problematic and threaten the stability of basic values.”

The unchangeable parts of Islam include the pillars of the faith
(fman) such as devotional duties, and decisive injunctions upheld by
universal consensus of the ummah throughout the ages. This can also
be said of the basic principles of law and morality that are numerous,
including human dignity, justice, accountability and the rule of law,
honesty, trustworthiness, purity and cleanliness, honoring one’s par-
ents, fulfillment of promises, sincerity, patience, and courage, as well
as avoidance of criminality and aggression, theft, murder, lying, and
so forth.®

The changeable parts of Islam include the rulings of general custom
(‘urf), personal reasoning and opinion (jjtihad and fatwa), especially
those that lack a firm textual foundation: rules derived through anal-
ogy (qiyas), juristic preference (istihsan), and considerations of public
interest (istislah), which are usually founded in an effective cause and
rationale (‘illah) that may well become liable to change with the change
of their underlying effective causes.

The unchangeable principles of Islam set in place a structure of
values that gives the Muslim ummah its distinctive identity, and those
that are changeable are important for keeping pace with the unfolding
changes of custom, science, and civilization.

To be open to adaptation requires a sound sense of pragmatism,
firm grounding in basic values, and ability to understand the need for
change and how to address the excesses of one with the moderating
influences of the other.

E. Wasatiyyah advocates gradualism (tadarruj) in social reform,
propagation of the faith, and legislation in almost all areas. This was
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the approach taken in the revelation of the Qur’an, and the develop-
ment of Shari'ah, including its rulings on devotional matters and civil
transactions (‘ibadat, mu ‘Gmalat). Gradualism and moderation afford
the opportunity for the leaders to educate the public and avail them
of the time needed to reflect on their teaching and advice, as well as
to absorb and better understand Islam. Gradualism is pragmatic and
is in line also with the Qur’anic principle of removal of hardship (raf"
al-haraj). Thus, in the formative stages of Islam, the rules of prayer
and almsgiving (salah, zakah), fasting, and many of the penalties were
revealed gradually. The Qur’anic revelations on wine drinking illus-
trate gradualism in their three separate stages: it was discouraged dur-
ing the performance of prayer (salah) to begin with, and then through
persuasive advice that drew attention to its harmful effects generally,
and it was finally prohibited altogether. Most of the prescribed penal-
ties, known as hudud, were similarly revealed after due preparation
to facilitate a congenial environment for their reception—they were
actually revealed during the last two years of the twenty-three-year long
mission of the Prophet. Gradualism is thus an entrenched Islamic
Sunnah and germane to its spirit of moderation, especially in the intro-
duction of socio-political reforms that seek to change long-established
customary and social behavior patterns.’

It is reported that ‘Abd al-Malik, son of the pious Caliph ‘Umar
ibn ‘Abd al-’Aziz (d. 721 cE), often referred to as the fifth of the
Rightly-Guided Caliphs, spoke to his father one day about the many
social reforms that his father had in mind and discussed with his son.
Due to his sincerity and enthusiasm, the young man asked his father,
“why don’t you implement the reforms you are talking about; what is
stopping you, especially that you so rightly want to eradicate corrup-
tion and mischief in society?” The caliph responded as follows: “Do
not be hasty, for God the Most High denounced wine drinking twice
in the Qur'an and forbade it on the third occasion. I fear if T compel
the people hastily to reform themselves, even if I am right, they may
also turn away en masse, and could precipitate a tumult (fitnah) which
would be even more difficult to uproot.”

The Shii ‘ulama’ have advanced an additional understanding of
gradualism in the context of Shi‘ite theology concerning the institution
of Imamate. Thus it is stated that although the Prophet Muhammad
was the repository of the complete treasure of religious precepts, he
revealed only some of them, leaving the rest undeclared because of
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the inexpediency of that particular period of history. It was thus neces-
sitated by “wisdom of gradualness” (hikmat al-tadrij) for him to entrust
the “undeclared precepts to his Executors, namely the imams, and
through them to the mujtahids so that they would progressively reveal
them at appropriate junctures.”"

This analysis is further extended to the Shi‘ite understanding of
revelation, which is described as the process of growing religious con-
sciousness of Man, as the evolution of his knowledge from the uni-
versal to the particular, from the abstract to the concrete through the
agency of the imams and the mujtahids. This unfolding of revelation
occurs gradually in course of time."

F. Wasatiyyah strikes a balance between perceived benefits and
unavoidable harms. This is where the moderating pull of wasatiyyah
is also needed most in our own time. In the event of a conflict arising
between benefits and harms (masalih wa mafasid) in respect of the one
and same subject, a jurist or judge may be faced with balancing the
odds in the light of wasatiyyah. He would need to observe the relevant
guidelines of Shari'ah but also to consider the greater benefit that may
be involved, even if securing it means tolerating a certain amount of
harm. This may place the jurist/judge in a situation where he has to
abandon the side that is overwhelmingly harmful, even if it involves
losing out on a possible benefit. Upholding the average mean in this
case, as in most other cases of reconciling conflicting interests, also
necessitates a careful assessment of the status quo and the likely con-
sequences of a decision, or a compromise solution, that secures greater
benefit and repels the anticipated harm, yet is not totally on one side
or the other.

The foregoing may be illustrated in the restrictions Islamic law
imposes on the legal dispositions of an idiot person (al-safih) through a
judicial order, or interdiction (al-hajr). Thus it is ruled that in regard to
contracts and transactions that are amenable to adjustment and repeal,
such as sale, lease, and hire, in which the safih is neither restricted
completely nor totally free, an intermediate position is taken to say that
when such a transaction is attempted by the safih, it is valid subject
to the approval, even if obtained after the event, of his or her guard-
ian. The latter may decide to approve the transaction if it prevaricates
between beneficial and harmful. For instance, a purely harmful trans-
action, such as a gift made by an idiot person is detrimental as com-
pared to a situation when he receives a gift and is therefore deemed
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invalid, but one that is beneficial, such as a gift or a share in inheri-
tance received by an idiot person, is deemed valid and effective without
anyone’s approval. This is how the schools and jurists of Shari'ah have
tended to take a moderate approach in situations of conflicting inter-
ests, which in this case are protection of the personal liberty of the per-
son under interdiction on one hand, and protection of property against
squandering and waste on the other.

Available precedent suggests that when pressing issues of conflict-
ing public and private interests were encountered by the early pio-
neers of Islam, including the second Caliph ‘Umar al-Khattab, they
attempted a moderate solution through a feasible interpretation of the
Qu'ran and hadith, or by recourse to independent reasoning (ijtihad).*

A more recent instance of wasatiyyah was the willingness of the reli-
gious leaders of Uganda to join hands with the campaign against HIV/
AIDS as of the early 1990s, and the success that has been achieved
as a result. As Dr. Magid Kagimu Salonga, chairman of the Islamic
Medical Association of Uganda (IMAU) explained, the situation was
at first grim. In time, however, the Muslim religious leaders began to
educate themselves about the epidemic disease and started attending
training workshops on AIDS, eventually making the campaign an inte-
gral part of their sermons in the mosques. The project, which started
with two districts in 1992, spread to ten of Uganda’s forty-five districts
in five years. “IMAU has trained 6,800 volunteers through the involve-
ment of 850 mosques.”” IMAU also undertook a project to reach out to
Muslim children, with the Madrasah AIDS Education and Prevention
Project. Under this project, local imams teach school and madrasah
children about AIDS.

Initially, the condom was not allowed to be mentioned in the
Islamic approach to HIV/AIDS, but at least it was now possible to
discuss condom use in the context of marriage. With the necessary
knowledge and understanding of the problem, “religious leaders, who
are very influential in the community,” proved to be instrumental in
changing people’s attitudes toward HIV/AIDS and in the elimination
of discrimination and prejudice. Uganda became, as a result, the only
African country to have reported a decline in HIV infections in various
population groups since the mid-199os. Uganda’s successful experi-
ence even inspired a delegation of seven Malaysian religious scholars
to visit IMAU operations. They attended an “International Muslim
Leaders” consultation group on HIV/AIDS, where they networked with
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religious leaders from other countries who were involved in AIDS edu-
cation campaigns.’®

G. Wasatiyyah advocates engagement and dialogue. Moderation is
present when the attitude prevails in favor of maintaining amicable
relations among individuals and communities, and a degree of will-
ingness also to “refuse and resist resorting to violence with one’s
opponents and those who may oppose one’s own views on disputed
issues.”” Dialogue is an Islamic imperative,® as is known from God
the Most High's address to humankind generally and to groups
and nations among them, that they should try to know one another
(al-Hujurat, 49:13), and also that they cooperate with one another in
the pursuit of good and righteous works (al-M@’idah, 5:2). The Qur’an
also specifies that engagement and dialogue must be in the “best and
most courteous manner” (al-Nahl, 16:125), conducted through reason-
able argumentation and persuasion that lead to cooperation.
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Sidqi Dajjani has rightly noted that there is a need for building
bridges of communication and strengthening of a culture of dialogue
among the “contemporary larger Arab community in light of the
broader civilizational objectives of Islam.”? Special attention is also
called for making all this inclusive of the youth and the manner of
engaging with them, which may well need diversified approaches in
accordance with their particularities and prevailing culture of their
societies.?

In the international arena and that of West-Islamic relations, one
can hardly deny that despite the many years of dialogue, the divide
between them remains as pronounced as ever. In his 2012 confer-
ence paper at the Global Movement of Moderates’ conference in Kuala
Lumpur, the Regent of Perak, Raja Nazrin Shah, noted that any gains
that might have been made by the years of dialogue “appear to have
been nullified by other events detrimental to harmonious relations that
have intervened. Some of the worst episodes in the relations between
the two sides in fact occurred in the last decade, since 9/1, the attacks
on Afghanistan and Iraq and the continuing agony in Palestine.”!
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Dr. Nazrin Shah added that the root of the problem is quite clearly
politics. It is issues like terrorism, Palestine, Iraq, and Afghanistan.
It is not religion, culture, or civilization. Religion has, however, been
perverted by various groups to serve their political ends. Similarly,
political issues have been ethnicized and associated with specific
religions and cultures, leading to prejudices and stereotypes. This
situation provides fertile ground for exploitation by extremists on
all sides, secular as well as religious. It would be more effective for
inter-civilizational dialogues to address the political issues, while
also not ignoring the other dimensions of the problem. “Many dia-
logues have not been as effective because they deliberately skirt the
key political issues.”? It would be helpful also for agenda-setting to
be balanced and address the concerns of all sides. There are quite a
number of forums that accommodate the particular interests of the
organizing body, with the tacit assumption that “you are the prob-
lem.” Such dialogues are clearly unbalanced and fail to consider the
reciprocal concerns of the other.?

H. Wasatiyyah is inclined to be pluralistic and consultative.
Well-moderated responses to issues are characteristically consultative
and participatory in the context, especially, of community relations
and politics. Politics and governance are moderated through consulta-
tion. Political inclusivity is shown, in turn, by opening the space for
political parties. For these are, as Qaradawi observes, similar to scho-
lastic pluralism (ta ‘addud al-madhahib) in the figh tradition, which are
like parties in figh, or jurisprudence parties that manifest acceptance
in the Islamic tradition of pluralism. When more than one political
party is active in a system, it works against political despotism and
nurtures freedom of expression. Islam denounces compulsion even in
religious leadership, let alone political leadership. It has resisted the
Pharaohs and Nimrods of history and everyone that arrogated them-
selves to despotism and absolutist rule. Furthermore, consultation is
a Qur’anic requirement, which favors, in turn, majoritarian rule, and
democratic and egalitarian guarantees to curb political despotism and
dictatorship.?

. Wasatiyyah nurtures a peace-like environment and most likely
prevails in a society that enjoys sustained periods of peaceful coexis-
tence internally and externally in its relations with other communi-
ties and nations. Equilibrium is likely to be disturbed, on the other
hand, when overt participation in extremist conduct goes unnoticed or
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ignored and the society and its leaders turn a blind eye to challenges
that threaten social harmony and peace.

When balance is disturbed and a need results for restoring the
status quo ante, a question arises whether this should be attempted
only through peaceful means and whether coercive means may also
be employed. Sayyid Fadlullah’s response to this question is that
Islam only advocates understanding through reasoning and correct
guidance, beginning with the individual and then the society at large.
The peaceful methods of addressing contentious issues that disturb
the state of equilibrium vary in countries and cultures. Countries that
operate parliamentary democracy address such issues through demo-
cratic and majoritarian methods and are guided by their applied laws
and procedures. The applied constitutions of contemporary states in
both Muslim and non-Muslim countries propose formulas for address-
ing issues of checks and balances in government decision-making
processes, which usually aim at restoring equilibrium when it is dis-
turbed. The state has its own sphere of operation, laws, guidelines, and
procedures that may, under certain circumstances, authorize recourse
to coercive means when no other approach is deemed appropriate.

The learned Ayatollah continues: With regard to matters of con-
cern to religion, however, Islam’s guidelines in religious matters are
conveyed in the Qur’an in terms of “wisdom and good advice,” and
disputation in courteous manner and style away from coercion and vio-
lence. Tt is therefore not for “the religious leaders and those in charge
of religious affairs to compel people nor ask them to fight and give
sacrifice, even if it be a question of resisting oppression and its per-
petrators (al-zalimin).” This is evident from the verses of the Qur’an
that proscribe compulsion in religion, and verses which addressed the
Noble Prophet in such terms that his task was that of an advisor and
reminder and not one who compelled.? It may therefore be concluded,
Fadlullah adds, that “religious leaders deviate from their principal task
when they interfere in politics, or resort to coercion in their attempt
to confront certain political, social and economic situations that are a
concern only of the state.” For their natural place where they operate is
the mosque, that is the place where they belong to, not the much wider
and contentious arenas of economics and politics.?

In sum, it may be said that wasatiyyah is practical wisdom. It looks
into the reality of a situation, within or outside the sphere of religion,
with reflective insight, balancing the odds, understanding the rules,
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regulations and incentives, advantages and disadvantages, and when
to use or not to use certain options. Practical wisdom is about rational-
ity and good judgment, about recognizing strength and weakness in
the opinion of others, and not surrendering to undue pressure, or the
dictates of mindless procedures, statistics, and machines.

Wisdom that is guided by revelation encompasses values of hon-
esty and justice, compassion and kindness, avoidance of harm and
prejudice to oneself and to others. Wasatiyyah is about real-life situa-
tions, which more often than not present one with a mixture of diverse
elements and conflicting interests, and the challenge of wasatiyyah
becomes one of practical wisdom that is also informed by the guide-
lines of custom, cumulative knowledge, and experience of one’s own
and other civilizations. Islam’s vision of wasatiyyah makes practical
wisdom an integral part of its messages and the way of life it has envis-
aged for its followers.



Vil

ldentification of Wasatiyyah

MODERATION IS NORMALLY a natural inclination in people of sound intel-
lect and it is as such not difficult to identify most of the time. Uncertainties
do arise, however, over identification of the middle path as to how it is
known and identified in reference to complex and controversial situations
and issues. The issue before us is also not likely to yield to a definitive
methodology or mechanism of identification. The complexity of the task
to identify correct and moderate responses to issues is, furthermore, not
helped by the impact of changeable circumstances, which tend to mini-
mize the role, in turn, of predetermined guidelines.

Willingness to engage in interfaith encounters is indicative of mod-
eration. Extremists within every religion tend to resist and oppose inter-
faith activity. It is the relative moderates who attend interfaith dialogues
and encounters. Admittedly, it can be difficult to ascertain what posturing
takes place even in dialogues, yet the success of interfaith, indeed of all,
dialogue depends on taking moderate positions over issues.

It is also indicative of relative moderation to participate in discourses
relating to the role and status of women in all religions—such as wom-
en’s access to education, and participation in elective assemblies and
government. Listening to the voices of women tends to enhance every
religious tradition and culture in many ways. Religious moderates are
usually confronted by hardline conservatives over addressing issues of
concern to women’s rights and their role in the public sphere. I shall
have more to say on this subject in a separate section on “wasatiyyah and
women'’s rights.”

One who attempts to identify the mid-most position between ben-
efit and harm, especially when they combine together in a particular
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subject or situation, must be in full possession of his faculties, knowl-
edgeable of the custom and culture of society, and able to ascertain the
consequences of conduct and available choices. One ought to be aware
that when speaking of wasatiyyah, pure benefits and absolute harms
would conceivably be quite rare. A great deal of real-life situations are
thus likely to involve a mixture of both benefit and harm, and it is often
a question of ascertaining the preponderance of values, benefits, and
harms in particular situations. Only then would one be able to identify
what would most likely seem to be a moderate position to take. When
faced with such situations, the leading ‘ulama’ have often started with
a closer scrutiny of the issue before them in a quest to identify the
strength and weakness, or benefit and harm, of the various options and
their consequences, and issued considered judgments only after weigh-
ing the various factors involved and the degree of clarity they were able
to ascertain over them.

Well-moderated positions may have been identified by the Shari'ah
in juridical matters, or more widely by general custom (‘urf) and what
sound-minded people may have considered to be moderate. General cus-
tom is a recognized source of judgment in Shari'ah over matters that are
not regulated by clear text. Social custom is an important indicator by
which wasatiyyah can be ascertained with regard, especially, to issues of
public concern. This is the purport of the Qur’anic address to community
leaders, and indeed to the generality of Muslims, to “take to forgiveness,
follow the ‘urfand turn away from the ignorant” (al-A'raf, 7:199).
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The three indicators mentioned here are custom, enlightenment, and an
inclination toward leniency. With reference, for example, to determin-
ing the amounts of public expenditure allocations for welfare purposes,
al-Shatibi (d. 1388 CE) recommended that this should be ascertained in
the light of prevailing custom and preferred opinion of the people of
sound intellect.!

With reference to legal and fight matters that are regulated by ijtihad,
schools and scholars have often recorded differential views, but credibility
is usually attached to the majority position. Al-Shatibi has thus seen it a
mark of distinction for a jurisconsult (mufti) or a mujtahid to consider mod-
erate positions, and those which the majority have supported, in the issu-
ance of their own fatwa, verdict, and ijtihad. He quotes in this connection
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the reference in the first surah of the Qur’an, namely al-Fatihah, to “the
straight path (al-sirat al-mustaqim),” which is the chosen path of modera-
tion in Islam. Hence, moderation is a purpose (magsad) of the Lawgiver
and it is expected that all Muslims, especially the learned among them,
hold on to it and guard against indulgence in excessiveness or reduction-
ism. “When the Mufti leaves the path of moderation he also neglects the
magsad of the Lawgiver, and is likely to invite criticism from the leading
‘ulama’.”?

With reference to the leading schools of law (madhahib), al-Shatibi adds
that all of them are different paths to the discovery of truth and gaining of
God’s pleasure, but the most preferable of them in one’s quest to formulate
a fresh ijtihad over a matter, or for an imitator (muqallid) who simply fol-
lows, is the one that comes closest to the purpose (magsad) of the Lawgiver,
which is the median position of wasatiyyah. For the Lawgiver has expressly
commended moderation, which is reflected, in turn, by the Sunnah of the
Prophet and the practice of his leading Companions. Al-Shatibi concludes
with a remarkable statement, which states that the median position is “the
greatest [part] of Shari’ah and that of the Qur'an—fa’l-wasat huwa mu zam
al-shari ‘ah wa umm al-kitah.”* This position is similarly reflected by ‘Abd
al-Latif al-Farfur, who wrote that “the middle way of moderation is the
norm and principle of Islam. Whenever a ruling of Shariah is found to
depart from it, it is most likely due to exceptional conditions, necessity or
need based on identifiable causes. The normative position of wasatiyyah
must be restored when exceptional situations come to an end. Rationality
and Shari’ah stand together in their rejection of both reductionism and
excess, exaggeration and neglect.”*

Moderation is also identified through rationality (‘aql) and human
judgment, which are key to all knowledge, including the knowledge of
Shari’'ah. Sound intellect is naturally inclined to opt for moderation, espe-
cially when it is enlightened and knowledgeable. This also means adequate
attention to the existing body of specialized knowledge, including that of
modern disciplines, as well as awareness of differing opinions among the
learned. This is a responsibility one can hardly afford to neglect, for it is a
reliable way to ascertain and verify moderate positions over issues. Among
modern disciplines especially mentioned in this connection are sociology
and psychology, one of which is informative of the conditions of society,
and the other of the individual personality; together they provide insight
into the consequences of conduct and help one to recognize when mod-
eration has been breached in favor of extremism or of laxity and neglect.
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Rational judgment will naturally not entertain the idea of rectifying
an extremist position by one of its like, nor an erroneous one through
another error, nor of abandoning rationality in favor of emotional indul-
gence, personal interest, and bias.’

No judgment in the name of moderation should contravene the
essentials of Islam and rationality. Certain Shari’'ah positions may at
times appear somewhat strict, even excessive, due most likely to a par-
ticular consideration of public interest, or maslahah, that may be obvious
to the naked eye or otherwise; they should not be set aside or overruled
in the name of wasatiyyah. An example of this is the Shari’ah require-
ment of four eyewitnesses for the proof of adultery, and also the rul-
ing that admits the testimony of one woman in preference to one or
more male witnesses in matters privy to women, such as childbirth-
and pregnancy-related matters. The Lawgiver has determined these in
His infinite wisdom and we are not to overrule them in the name of
wasatiyyah. Moreover, a decision taken in the name of wasatiyyah should
not be such as to cause a greater harm than the one that obtains under
status quo. When this is the case, priority must be given to the elimina-
tion of harm, not to wasatiyyah.°

An example of exceptional circumstances that led to a certain depar-
ture from an existing figh position was the construction of the Umayyad
Mosque of Damascus under Caliph Walid ibn Abd al-Malik. This was an
impressive edifice, exceptionally ornamental and expensive, which marked
a change from the simplicity of structure and style the figh recommended
for mosques, thereby ruling against grandiose and overly decorative con-
structions for a place of worship. It is reported that ‘Abd al-Malik’s succes-
sor, the pious Caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-’Aziz (d. 721 CE), had intended to
destroy it but changed his mind when he was informed that Damascus
was being frequented by courtiers of the Roman emperor and it was a
question of prestige for the Muslims to have similarly impressive artifacts
and buildings as those of the Romans in their vicinity. The caliph acceded,
abandoning what he thought was moderation in favor of a certain amount
of extravagance.”

Issues of concern to society and culture need to be looked at in light
of their surrounding circumstances. With reference to technical issues
of a specialized nature pertaining, for example, to applied sciences, it
is not always the moderate or average position that may be wanting,
but one that is correct in the light of the available body of knowledge.
This can also be said, perhaps, with regard to legal and Shari’ah-related
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matters of a specialized nature, which may have to be determined in
the light of its relevant evidence. One might add to this the proviso
that some parts of the Shari’'ah are open to fresh interpretation, con-
siderations of public interest, general custom, and ijtihad, in which
case there may be room for evaluating the various available positions
within the Shari'ah in one’s quest to develop better and well-moderated
responses. One is reminded, at this juncture, of the insightful state-
ment of Ibrahim al-Shatibi, a reference to which has already been made,
when he wrote that “the middle position manifests the greater part of
the Shari'ah and of the Holy Book.”® Extremism in Shari'ah-related mat-
ters can, for instance, be identified in any view or person who turns the
haram into halal and vice versa without producing credible and convinc-
ing evidence.

General consensus (ijma) of the learned and community elders or of
community as a whole is another important indicator of balanced opinion
and judgment in Islam. Notwithstanding a degree of technicality that has
developed in the detailed formulations of ijma ", its inherent strength as a
source of law and judgment, and a great moderator as such, can hardly be
overestimated. Consensus is normally preceded by consultation (shiira),
itself a Qur’anic principle of special significance in community affairs
that must be solicited from all competent members of the public who are
in a position to provide considered opinion and counsel over contested
issues of public concern. Whenever consultation leads to consensus—and
here 1 propose to depart from the somewhat technical concept of ijma
in favor of consensus-based positions generally—it becomes an impor-
tant indicator by which to verify balanced and moderate positions in the
determination of issues. Consultation and consensus can take a variety of
forms, from the relatively informal village and tribal councils, to the more
organized elected assemblies and parliaments, all of which are acceptable
provided they are genuinely representative and their participants enjoy the
freedom to voice their views.

Islamic history has known a wide spectrum of doctrines and move-
ments, some even pertaining to issues of concern to interpretation of the
Qur’an that led to political upheavals and unrest. The Zahiri school of
Daud al-Zabhiri (d. 885 CE) declined and became extinct due to its rigidity
and literalism and so did the school of the Ahl-al-Ra’y (partisans of opin-
ion), who took liberties and engrossed themselves in speculative reason-
ing and analogies to the extent of distancing themselves from authoritative
Sunnah. The middle course in between these two over many disputed
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issues is believed to be that of the dominant majority (jumhiir). But even
the majority have at times been unable to take a clear position over issues.
Note, for instance, the diverging views, during the early decades of the
advent of Islam, of the Kharijites (lit. outsiders), the Mu tazilites (lit.
secluders) and the Jabarites (lit. determinists) on such theological and
philosophical issues as whether the Qur’an was the created or uncreated
speech of God, the exalted Self (dhat) and attributes (sifat) of God, free will
and predestination, political issues of concern to governance and leader-
ship, and so forth. No one, it seems, had the answers, let alone moderate
ones—if one could employ the word in such situations at all. What was the
middle course of wasatiyyah in regard to those issues? Some theological
questions cannot be answered and thus remain indefinitely speculative
and controversial.

Moderation may be recognized, according to al-Shatibi, by reference
to the prevailing law [and constitution]; it may likewise be recognized
through the benefits which accrue from a particular opinion or course
of action, and by means also of the testimony/action of the majority
of the wise and discerning people. In budgetary and financial matters,
moderation may be discernible through observation of what might have
resulted from the extremes of prodigality and niggardliness through
quantitative assessment and experience. Al-Shatib1 then adds: “if you
find passages in the writings of recognized ‘ulama’ and religious lead-
ers which indicate a move away from moderation, you can be sure
that this was a response on their part to a distortion of some kind that
prompted them to take an actual or anticipated posture toward an oppo-
site extreme.”?

Al-Shatib1 further observed that negligence and excess are both trans-
gressions that should be eliminated and this, in turn, requires that we
define them and clarify available guidelines on them and the proper man-
ner of dealing with them. This may further call for delineation of what is
deemed essential as opposed to that which may be optional and belong to
the realm of enhancements (tahsiniyat). There is also a need to clarify the
role of the state in observing the limits both of negligence and excess that
would enable it, in turn, to focus on people’s essential needs.”

Thanks to the moderating influences of consensus and public opinion,
fresh perspectives were advanced and developed, in course of time, that
reduced the scope of disagreement among various views and those that
presented a middle course were often successfully identified. Extremist
factions and advocates of excessive views were isolated and marginalized.
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The views, for instance, of those who elevated the fourth caliph ‘Ali into a
deity, or those, on the other hand, who charged him with infidelity and dis-
belief, and some among the Sufis who exhibited extremist tendencies con-
cerning the Prophet Muhammad [pbuh], were thus isolated for the most
part. Mainstream Islamic scholarship and ‘ulama’ have also denied recog-
nition and support, for instance, to the Umayyad ruler Mu‘awiyah b. Aba
Sufyan (r. 41-60AH), who turned the republican-style caliphate into a
monarchy. This denial of support was due mainly to general consensus
and the balance of learned opinion that materialized over time and met
with approval and support of the mainstream community, although dif-
ferences of opinion and ikhtilaf over many issues remained. Since ikhtilaf
was accepted as a part of discursive engagement in intellectual issues,
consensus on core issues coexisted with certain levels of divergence and
disagreement over others.

Islamic political thought suffered, however, from the excesses of
authoritarian and absolutist rulers who paid little attention to the neces-
sity of integrating consultation and consensus into their methods of
governance. Procedural and institutional mechanisms were needed to
turn shiirg and ijma ‘ into decision-making processes within the Islamic
system of rule. This might explain the propensity in Islamic history
of political and theological differences to frequently lead to civic seclu-
sion, withdrawal, or total boycott by the opposition factions, or else to
open mutiny and khuriij (challenging the legitimacy of rule), which
often perpetuated despotism and social imbalance. These shortcomings
in Islamic political thought are manifested in the absence of mecha-
nisms to identify moderate and consensus-based responses to political
and leadership issues. Without wishing to delve into further details, a
point that emerges from this analysis may be that wasatiyyah and the
search for moderate positions is of relevance mainly to socio-political,
religious, and cultural issues, and not so much to expert opinion and
scientific knowledge. Yet wasatiyyah may have a role to play in the deter-
mination of how to utilize and apply the results of scientific knowledge
to human affairs.

It remains to be said that the intrinsic strength of this golden mean of
Islamic scripture and civilization can hardly be overestimated, even with
reference sometimes to technical matters, expert opinion, and science.
I shall avoid extending this discussion into the larger discourse of Islam
and science, as this merits a separate treatment." Suffice it to say that
technology and science, crucially important as they undoubtedly are, are
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nevertheless not expected to determine moral value nor can they provide
balanced advice or a sense of direction informed by humanitarian factors
of relevance to the health of society and civilization. Since the Prophet
himself and his Companions have approved of wasatiyyah and opted for
just and moderate positions at almost every opportunity, these principles
become a beacon of light of universal significance in Islamic thought and
civilization, as is indeed the case in almost all great religious and cultural
traditions.



VI

Institutional Developments

SIX INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENTS of note, a conference declaration,
and a Charter of Moderation for the promotion of wasatiyyah merit atten-
tion. One of these is the setting up of an International Assembly for
Moderate Islamic Thought and Culture in Jordan, and the other a think
tank of a similar kind in Kuwait in 2003 and 2004, respectively. These
were followed in chronological order by the establishment in 2008 of
al-Qaradawi’s Center for Islamic Moderation and Renewal in Doha, and the
setting up of the Global Movement of Moderates Foundation—GMMF—in
Kuala Lumpur in 2012. Another development of interest in Malaysia was
establishment in 2013 of the Institute Wasatiyyah Malaysia (IWM) at the
prime minister’s department in Kuala Lumpur, to be followed, in the same
year, by inauguration of the International Institute of Wasatiyyah (IIW) at
the International Islamic University Malaysia. Two other milestone devel-
opments, namely the Amman Message of 2005 and “A Common Word”
2007, will also be reviewed, even though they are not institutionalized.
Also reviewed are the Mecca Declaration of December 2005 and a Charter
of Moderation in Religious Practice by Singapore’s Islamic Scholars and
Religious Teachers Association in September 2003. I may start with a
brief comment on developments in Malaysia.

The initial announcement on introducing the GMMF was made by
the prime minister of Malaysia, Najib Razak, at an international con-
ference he convened in January 2012. On that occasion the prime min-
ister announced the setting up of a Wasatiyyah Institute, and a Global
Movement of Moderates Foundation (GMMF) in Kuala Lumpur—as well
as establishment of a university chair on wasatiyyah studies. The prime
minister stated in his opening speech that the solution to extremism was
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not simply for more Muslims to speak out. “We need to hear from moder-
ates of all religions in all countries and from all walks of life, and when
we do, the prize of peace is there for all to see.” This was a follow-up
and culmination of his speech at the United Nations General Assembly
(September 27, 2010), where he expounded his policy of recognition of
religious diversity in Malaysia: “Although Islam is the official religion, we
honour other religions . .. by making their religious and cultural celebra-
tions as national holidays ... It is this equilibrium that leads to modera-
tion, or wasatiyyah, in the Islamic tradition of mutual justice.” All these
initiatives have placed the principle of wasatiyyah at the center of their
agenda and activities, with the main purpose of developing the concept
and practice of moderation in tandem with contemporary developments
within their respective countries but also more generally in the context
of relations with other countries and civilizations. A brief outline of the
developments in Kuwait, Jordan, and Malaysia is attempted in the follow-
ing paragraphs.

The International Centre for Moderation (Al-Markaz al-‘Alami 1]
Wasatiyyah) of Kuwait is a government think tank set up under supervi-
sion of the High Council for Promotion of Wasatiyyah within the frame-
work of the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs of Kuwait. The Centre
apparently does not designate itself as a place merely of intellectual activ-
ity and research but one that combines these with a pragmatic agenda
involving networking activities and training. Wasatiyyah is projected, even
in its nomenclature, as an objective in its own right. There is recognition
of the cultural dimension of wasatiypah and moderation as a behavioral
concept of merit in almost all major religious and cultural traditions—as
already stated. Being a governmental organization, the Centre’s first pri-
ority is to disseminate the concept and practice of moderation in Kuwait,
but its nomenclature evidently designates it as an international center
that conducts its program of activities with wider international content,
especially with reference to relations between the Muslim world and the
West. The Centre specifies on its website a number of objectives that
include developing the culture of moderation, deepening the culture of
dialogue, and contributing to human resource developments that would
promote these objectives. It is further stated that the Centre collects and
disseminates selected literature on wasatiyyah, and develops cooperation
between various stakeholders through the moderate approach connected
to the original teachings of Islam and at the same time attaches impor-
tance to contemporary needs. The Centre also proposes to invite people
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to the straight path of Islam and deal with extremism and behavioral
deviation.

Furthermore, the Centre identifies the following among its principal
tenets:

« Dbelief in Divine Oneness, and Islam as a sacred religion;

« universality of Islam, its timeless validity, and its contemplation of ben-
efit for the larger human community and civilization;

« freedom of conscience, personal liberty, and responsibility;

« cooperation for beneficial purposes and recognition of the
different Other;

. attention to reality and taking suitable initiatives on its basis; and

- respect for accuracy and specialized knowledge.

In Jordan, the Assembly for Moderate Islamic Thought and Culture
(Jam ‘iyyat al-ummat al-wasat frl-fikr wa'l-thaqafah) was launched in 2004
to operate under the patronage of the king of Jordan and the organiza-
tional framework of the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought,
also known as the Royal Academy of Jordan. The Assembly (or association)
has a secretary general and three committees composed of well-known
Islamic and international figures, most of whom are also members of a
larger (and a fourth) committee known as Global Forum for Moderation.
The three other component committees of the Assembly are the Follow-Up
Committee, Finance Committee, and Academic Committee.

The first of these, namely the Follow-Up Committee, is designed to
follow up on the resolutions of an international conference, the second
conference as such, the Assembly held on “The practical role of wasatiyyah
in the reform and revival of ummah” in Amman (April 24-26, 2006). The
conference came up with a set of resolutions that were subsequently rati-
fied by its participating ‘ulama’ and scholars, who then became the signa-
tories of a convention in the name of wasatiyyah. The first conference the
assembly organized in 2004 also focused on wasatiyyah and was a lead-up
to the second, a larger and more significant of the two events. A large
volume of conference proceedings and academic presentations was sub-
sequently published.

Included in the resolutions of the 2006 conference was that the
assembly convenes an annual “encounter workshop” on the “moderation
movement,” which is to select and take up a focus theme for further devel-
opment. Some of the topics mentioned in this connection are the role of
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educational institutions in promoting the moderate currents of thought
and conduct; interaction and dialogue with the youth; interaction and
encounters with the West; engaging with fundamentalists; developing
plans and agenda for reform; and revisiting the fatwas to ensure that only
the learned scholars issue them. The conference issued a detailed state-
ment composed of a twenty-five-item agenda of activities running through
some four pages. Below is a summary of a selected number of the planned
activities and programs:

- confronting the erroneous understanding of Islam through teaching,
institutional engagement, and media events;

« confronting all forms of extremism and fanaticism and the necessity of
dealing with them through addressing their causes;

« cooperating with Islamic organizations and individuals that exhibit a
moderate orientation conducive to the “moderation movement”;

« corresponding with Arab and Islamic heads of governments and the
league of Arab universities in order to accredit a special university course
on the “culture of moderation.” The Muslim leaders, the Arab League,
and the Organisation of Islamic Conference (now Cooperation) will
also be requested to accredit the International Moderation Assembly
as one of the civil institutions with which cooperation is facilitated
through the Arab League and the OIC;

« nominating a number of non-Muslim personalities from the West and
East in consultation with relevant centers, especially those that foster
mutual understanding, moderation, and acceptance of the (different)
Other; cooperating with university bodies in the Islamic lands to coor-
dinate with Western universities and engage in dialogue with them;

« launching an internal campaign of dialogue among different Islamic
movements in order to reach common ground through understanding
the Islamic intellectual heritage.

. affirming the Amman Message and continuing dialogue and coordina-
tion between the schools of Islamic jurisprudence for the purpose of
greater proximity and understanding.

« encouraging Arab and Muslim artists to turn toward producing series
of films and documentaries that serve the way of Islamic wasatiyyah
on the level of local consumption and recognized marketing practices;
and lastly

« serving Islam through its “middle-ground vision” that is free of parti-
san and pro-violence orientations.?
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Al-Qaradawi Centre for Islamic Moderation and Renewal was estab-
lished in 2008 in Doha under the umbrella organization of Qatar
Foundation and its Faculty of Islamic Studies. The Centre is devoted
to promoting moderation and the revival of Islamic thought through
scientific research that addresses issues in democracy and economics,
human rights, interfaith dialogue, jurisprudence of minorities, status
of women and the family, environmental problems, challenges of war
and peace, violence, terrorism, and corruption. The Centre plans to con-
duct its activities in cooperation with a number of other governmental
and non-governmental organizations in Qatar and outside Qatar. The
Centre plans to conduct research, conferences, and seminars on the
training of Muslim scholars in the issuance of fatwa, promoting mod-
eration among the youth, bringing closer together the various schools
and sects of Islam, and improving relations between Islam and other
religions and civilizations. The Centre collaborates with the following
organizations:

« The Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, Qatar.

« The Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs Kuwait.

« The Doha International Center for Interfaith Dialogue.

« The Higher Council of Education, Qatar.

« The Doha Organization for Combating Human Trafficking, and
+ Qatar University.

The Makkah Declaration was issued by the Third Extraordinary
Session of the Islamic Summit Conference, held in Makkah, Saudi
Arabia, on— December 7-8, 2005. It was attended by the kings, heads
of states, and governments and emirs of the member states of the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation. The detailed summit declaration
advanced numerous resolutions and statements, some of which are sum-
marized as follows:

« A firm and sincere reflection is called for to reform the ummah that
would necessitate, in turn, confronting miscreants who work evil sedi-
tion, mislead and distort the lofty tenets of Islam on love, peace, har-
mony, and civilized behavior.

« It is a shared conviction of all the governments and people of the
ummah that reform and development are the priorities to be molded
within the framework of our Islamic social makeup. This framework
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needs, in the meantime, to remain in harmony with the achievements
of human civilization and steeped in the principles of consultation,
justice, and equality in its drive to achieve good governance. Indeed,
the Islamic civilization is an integral part of human civilization, based
on the ideals of dialogue, moderation, righteousness, and tolerance as
noble human values that counteract bigotry, isolationism, tyranny, and
exclusion.

« As we affirm our unwavering rejection of terrorism, and all forms of
extremism and violence, we strongly voice our feelings of stigmatiza-
tion and concern over the growing phenomenon of stigmatization and
Islamophobia around the world and declare our resolve to combat this
phenomenon with all available means.

«  While we affirm that terrorism is not confined to any particular reli-
gion, race, or country, and that it can in no way be justified or rational-
ized, we are determined to develop our national laws and legislations
to criminalize every single terrorist practice and every single prac-
tice leading to the financing or instigation of terrorism. Our efforts
to combat terrorism internationally include the establishment of an
International Counter-Terrorism Centre as endorsed by the Riyadh
International Conference on Combating Terrorism.

« Proceeding from a new vision of the Muslim world that tackles head on
international challenges, we adopt a ten-year program of action to face
the challenges of the Muslim ummah in the twenty-first century.’

The Charter of Moderation in Religious Practice was initiated by the
Singapore Islamic Scholars and Religious Teachers (known as PERGAS)
and adopted at their Convention of September 13-14, 2003, with the
theme of “Moderation in Islam in the Context of the Singapore Muslim
Society.” This was prompted by the arrest of several Singaporean Muslims,
alleged to be members of the underground militant group called Jemaah
Islamiyah.

The Association scholars observed that the Muslims of Southeast Asia
are generally peace-loving, tolerant, and moderate. However, because
of the emergence of small clandestine groups of militant Muslims in
Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines in the last decade, people of
Singapore wanted to be assured that the Muslim community of Singapore
(c. 14 percent of a total of about five million) would not be influenced
by, or show sympathy to, the few extremist Muslims who may infiltrate
Singapore from the neighboring countries.
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The first paper of the convention, entitled “Islam—Ummatan Wasatan,
An Ummabh Justly Balanced,” noted that:

Moderation in Islam is neither subjective nor determined by ratio-
nal thought alone. While thought may be taken into account, mod-
eration in Islam is determined based on the Holy Qur’an and the
Sunnah ... The teachings of Islam as outlined in the Holy Qur’an
and the Sunnah, advocate moderation.*

The Charter of Moderation noted that the binary figh concepts of dar
al-Islam and dar al-harb (abode of Islam v. abode of war), emerged following
prolonged wars and military invasions, adding that the more relevant figh
concept to the contemporary world is that of dar al-'ahd (abode of treaty).
The Charter of Moderation in Religious Practice that the Convention
approved includes the following with reference to Muslim-non-Muslim
relations:

«  Muslims should base their relationship with non-Muslims on a posi-
tive foundation, not on negative ones like war, hate, and revenge;

« This positive foundation nurtures various other types of relationships
such as cooperation, and feelings such as love and affection. Islam rec-
ognizes that it is natural to form various types of relationships and
alliances with people;

- Difference of religion neither justifies hate for non-Muslims nor disal-
lows feelings of love and affection for them;

+ The community should be educated on the accurate worldview (tasaw-
wur) and understanding of Islam. This should include the learning of
comparative and also contemporary figh to open up the community’s
minds to the diversity of opinions of the ‘ulama’ on issues; and

« The ‘ulama’ should narrow the gap between themselves and the youth
and other leaders. They should also engage with the extremist groups
through dialogue and discussion to clarify issues, but stay clear of
actions that create controversy and antagonism toward Islam and
Muslims.?

The remaining portion of my discussion in this section consists of
introductory notes on the opening of the Global Movement of Moderates
(GMMF) in Kuala Lumpur, and that of the Wasatiyyah Institute at the
International Islamic University Malaysia. This is followed by an overview
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of Prime Minister Najib Razak’s speech at the UNGA’s 68th session, in
particular with regard to his references to moderation and wasatiyyah at
the 65th UNGA.

Prime Minister Najib, who announced the opening of the GMMF in
Kuala Lumpur in January 2012, said that it was aimed at pursuing “respect
for democracy, the rule of law, education, human dignity and social justice
in the country.” He further stated that the GMMF will “collect data and dis-
seminate information to those who want to join the fight against extrem-
ism ... Malaysia is a peaceful country—moderation has always been our
chosen path.”® The prime minister added: “I called for a Global Movement
of Moderates that would see government, intellectuals, religious scholars,
and business leaders across the world to take a united stand. For it is the
spirit of wasatiyyah, ‘moderation and balance’ that must now prevail all
around the globe.”

The former CEO of the Global Movement of Moderates Foundation
(GMMF), Khalek Awang, stated that GMMF will seek to be dissemina-
tor of vital information on moderation. Without a center to inform and
consolidate the moderates through a well-informed campaign, extrem-
ists are left to their own devices and a state of indifference on the part of
the general public is taken for granted. When this occurs, as, some have
affirmed, is “indeed the case in Southeast Asia, where more and more
youths are resorting to violence to defend their causes, the entire envi-
ronment becomes unliveable.”” Awang added that the GMMF will work
closely with Asean and its dialogue partners, and, subsequently, through
the East Asian Summit. It is reassuring to know, he added, that Asean is
backing the Global Movement of Moderates with an Action Plan that will
raise the profile of moderation nationally, regionally, and internationally.?

Khalek Awang also noted that the GMMF has conceived an operation-
alization strategy for the GMM that identifies five priority areas of concen-
tration for a working agenda. These are peaceful coexistence, democracy
and rule of law, economy and international finance, education, and con-
flict resolution. The proposed working modality also refers to different
phases of progress. Tracks one and two involve diplomacy in pursuing
government-to-government discourse on moderation across national,
regional, and international lines. Track three includes dialogues between
semi-governmental and independent think tanks in the region or globally,
while track four contemplates non-governmental organizations.’

The GMM has been characterized as “not an interfaith or inter-cultural
initiative. [Rather, i]t affirms the importance of moderation in all aspects of
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international relations.”® Thus, when governments and non-governmental
organizations meet, deliberate on issues, mobilize for joint actions, or
enter and exit from an issue or perhaps even conflict, the focus is not con-
fined to interfaith relations.

The German Foreign Ministry director for diplomacy and dialogue
among civilizations, Dr. Heinrich Kreft, in a global media forum in Bonn
not only welcomed the GMM as a new initiative but said it may well have
a unique role to play even if there is some overlapping with UN Alliance
of Civilisations (UNAoC): “I embrace the central point of GMM fully. It is
not a divide between countries and religions but within countries, societ-
ies, and religions. It is everybody’s problem.”" Every society has extrem-
ists, Kreft added, and with the Internet and social media, more and more
people radicalize themselves—which is very difficult for a government or
state to tackle.

When the UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon visited Malaysia in March
2012, he said at a meeting with Prime Minister Najib that Malaysia was
“making significant efforts to smooth tensions between Muslim majority
countries and the West through your GMM”* Since the objective of both
initiatives (UNAoC & GMM) “intersect significantly,” they can be good
partners in the struggle against extremism and intolerance.” GMM is “now
the patron of UNAoC’s Partners Assembly” and took part in the UNAoC’s
first regional conference in Shanghai in November 2012. GMM is coming
from a Muslim-majority country, what the German Foreign Minister Guido
Westerwelle referred to as “one of the Next Eleven playing a more important
role in the future ... and not coming from the North.” As a medium-sized
country, it may be more effective in bringing everyone to the table, he sug-
gested. There is a lack of Asian representation within the UNAoC, said Kreft,
adding that the latter is “very much focused on the Arab world and Europe.”
It has southeastern Europe and Mediterranean strategies and is working on
a Latin American strategy but there is nothing on Asia or Africa, except the
North African Arab countries. It is also pretty much focused on Muslims
and Christians. Maybe GMM, together with UNAoC. could work on an Asia
strategy on dialogue to fill the gap. GMM could also work on bringing in the
Buddhists, Hindus, and other faiths. Kreft further added: “We have to bring
together those who share the same ideas. Sometimes radicals relate quicker
because they are in the minority. The mainstream should do the same, in
order not to leave the terrain to the extremists.”®

ITW was launched in January 2013 within the organizational framework
of the International Islamic University Malaysia by its president, Mohd.
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Sidik Hassan, who in a speech on the occasion reminded his audience
“of the need to restore civility in the international arena and to promote
inter-faith goodwill and understanding ... Our strength is in our diver-
sity; so let us not tolerate extremist views and sectarianism or militancy
and radicalism that will only serve to destroy this social fabric.”* Sidik
Hassan added that the ITW was to be seen in the context of the prime min-
ister of Malaysia’s call at the United Nations General Assembly 2010 when
he urged for the formation of a Global Movement of Moderates. This is
necessary, he added, “in order to debunk the myth or distorted image that
Muslims are terrorists or trouble makers where Islam and Muslims have
become the primary targets of demonisation, Islamophobia, and ethnic
prejudice in the West, particularly after the 9/u incident.”” The former
rector of the university, Mohd. Kamal Hassan, who also spoke on the
occasion, said that wasatiyyah is more than just moderation, “as it also
embraces the concepts of justice, balance, and excellence. Islam exhorts
its followers to embrace balance in life, and moderation in personal char-
acter and behaviour as prescribed by the holy Qur’an.”

The Institute of Wasatiyyah Malaysia (IWM) was officially opened by
Prime Minister Najib Razak in March 2013. Headed by the renowned
Malaysian Islamic scholar and advisor to the prime minister in Islamic
affairs, Dr. Abdullah Muhammad Zain, IWM is commissioned to develop
the Islamic dimensions of wasatiyyah in line with the policy orientations of
the government of Malaysia. Unlike the International Institute of Wasatiyyah,
reviewed above, IWM is active internally in the promotion mainly of
wasatiyyah in conjunction with domestic developments in Malaysia.

In his speech at the 68th United Nations General Assembly (UNGA,
September 28) Prime Minister Najib urged Muslims to unite in the fight
against extremists who used religion as an excuse to commit violence.
“And one of the most powerful tools we have is al-wasatiyyah: the practice
of moderation.” Addressing the UNGA for the first time after the May
2013 general election that returned him to power, Najib Razak urged the
international community to give their all to resolving the political prob-
lems that have raised tensions in the Muslim world.” “It is time to end
the killing and concentrate instead on building a common agenda for
peace and prosperity.” Najib drew attention to sectarian violence in Syria,
Lebanon, Iraq, and Pakistan by extremist militants and noted that the con-
flict between the Sunnis and Shi‘is was threatening the lives of millions of
Muslims. Islam was being twisted by extremists who were deploying false
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arguments to foster division and justify violence. The corrosive influence
of extremism cannot be easily countered. “But we are not powerless to act.
I believe moderation in religion and the political process can stem the loss
of life and liberty in the Muslim world . . . By reaffirming our commitment
to moderation and solving the political problems that drive instability, we
can seize back the centre ground. We can marginalise the extremists, and
we can advance an agenda for peace, harmony and justice.” Najib Razak
added that one should not mistake moderation for weakness. To face those
baying for violence and call for calm instead was a sign not of frailty, but
of strength.

The Amman Message 2005

In 2004 King Abdullah IT of Jordan communicated with twenty-four of
the most senior religious scholars representing all the three branches and
schools of Islam to deliberate over issues of extremism and militancy and
expound on the nature of true Islam, in order “to declare what Islam is
and what it is not, and what actions represent it and what actions do not,”
emphasizing Islam’s core values of compassion, mutual respect, accep-
tance, and freedom of religion.

The twenty-four scholars were asked to answer three key ques-
tions: (1) Who is a Muslim? (2) Is it permissible to declare someone an
apostate (takfir)? (3) Who has the right to issue fatwas? The opinions of
these scholars then became the basis, in July 2005, of a major international
Islamic conference of two hundred Muslim scholars from more than fifty
countries. Based on fatwas provided by three of the most senior Sunni
and Shi‘ religious authorities, among them Sheikh Muhammad Sayyid
Tantawi of al-Azhar University, Iraq’s Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, and
the renowned Yusuf al-Qaradawi, scholars addressed intra-Muslim con-
flict and violence and tried to delegitimize extremists who issue fatwas to
justify their agendas.

Participants issued a final declaration that emphasized the underlying
unity and validity of the three major branches of Sunni, Shi‘a, and Ibadi
Islam and agreed upon a precise definition of a Muslim: anyone who rec-
ognizes and follows one of the eight law schools of Sunni, Shi‘a, and Ibadi
Islam (Ibadi is the dominant school of Islam practiced in Oman). The
declaration added: anyone who forbade declarations of excommunication
or apostasy (takfir) between Muslims, and anyone who conformed to the
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requirements of a valid fatwa especially the condition that no one may
issue a fatwa without the requisite personal qualifications. The declaration
further added that each school of Islamic jurisprudence determines the
prerequisites of fatwa for its adherents, and anyone issuing a fatwa must
therefore adhere to the prescribed methodology of the recognized schools
of Islamic jurisprudence.

The original number of twenty-four signatories of the Amman Message
grew over the years to more than 550 from eighty-four countries. From
Iran alone the Amman Message has been signed by twenty top religious
leaders in the rank of grand ayatollahs, and other high- and mid-ranking
clerics.’ Several leading ayatollahs from Iraq also signed and issued fatwas
in support of the Amman Message.”

This was the first universal collection of fatwas in many decades by
leading Muslim scholars from all the contemporary six leading schools of
theology and law that have followers in all regions of the world, designed
to launch a global process of intra-faith dialogue and cooperation among
Muslims. It was also evident that this had to begin with intra-faith coop-
eration within each of the world’s major religions. The noted leaders came
together in the wake of their shared concern that intra-faith relations
among Muslims were becoming tense for a variety of reasons, due partly
to increased Western militarism and violence, especially in Iraq, where a
dangerous situation of sectarian violence between the Sunni and Shi‘a had
become a source of concern, and of fear that this may escalate beyond Iraq
and engulf the whole region. Incidents of sectarian violence in Pakistan
were similarly in the picture.

These guidelines were unanimously adopted in December 2005 by
the Organization of the Islamic Conference (now Cooperation), which
represents the political leadership of fifty-seven Muslim-majority coun-
tries, and by six other international Islamic scholarly assemblies, includ-
ing the International Islamic Figh (Jurisprudence) Academy of Jeddah, in
July 2006.

A Common Word Berween Us and You

The Common Word initiative also started in Jordan in response to Pope
Benedict XVI’s Regensburg Lecture of September 12, 2006, which was
widely perceived as an attack on Islam and a radical change from the inter-
faith outreach of his predecessor, John Paul II. This prompted the Muslim
leaders to send an open letter to the Pope on October 12, 2006, in which
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thirty-eight prominent figures from every branch of Islam spoke with one
voice about the true teachings of Islam. A year passed and the Pope had
not responded. On October 13, 2007, 138 prominent Muslim leaders (schol-
ars from both genders, Grand Mulftis, academics, and intellectuals) from
across the world sent another open letter, “A Common Word Between Us
and You,” to the heads of the world’s major Christian churches. The mes-
sage was simple yet profound: Let us come together in love of One God
and love of the neighbor.

The letter emphasized that Muslims and Christians together make up
well over half of the world’s population. Without peace and justice between
these two religious communities, there can be no meaningful peace in
the world. The future of the world depends on peace between Muslims
and Christians. The signatories noted the importance of the Two Great
Commandments, love of God and love of neighbor, and their expressions
in the Torah, New Testament, and Qur’an.

The response to “A Common Word” from Christian leaders and schol-
ars was immediate and global. More than three hundred Christian leaders
placed a full-page letter in The New York Times, and published a response,
“Loving God and Neighbor Together: A Christian Response to a Common
Word Between Us and You,” organized by the Yale School of Divinity in
November 2007. Muslim leaders were evidently impressed and sent del-
egations to thank Christian leaders for their welcome response. They also
published an unprecedented Christmas greeting during Christmas 2007
in a dozen international newspapers. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Pope
Benedict XVI, Orthodox Patriarch Alexei IT of Russia, the presiding bishop
of the Lutheran World Federation, and many others acknowledged the
importance of these exchanges, as did many individuals and groups who
posted their comments as well as criticisms on the official website of “A
Common Word.”?® The number of Muslim signatories increased from the
original 138 to over 300, with more than 460 Islamic organizations and
associations also endorsing it.

Muslim and Christian leaders met at the Vatican and established a
Catholic-Muslim Forum that has now become a continuing event. The
Third CMF was held in the Vatican 1—13 November 2014 on “Working
Together to Serve Others,” in which the present writer also participated.?!
Initiation of The Cambridge Inter-Faith Programme (CIP—with Abdal
Hakim Murad as its first dean) was another tangible result of “A Common
Word.” Sultan Qaboos of Oman instituted a chair at the CIP, and the Royal
Aal al-Bayt Institute of Jordan under the leadership of Prince Ghazi bin



8o CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS

Muhammad has been leading the effort in organizing the Vatican Forum.
The World Islamic Call Society and College have also been involved in
interfaith work, especially with the Vatican. Similarly, the Grand Mufti of
Egypt, Ali Gomaa, who is deeply committed to interfaith work, has man-
aged to rebuild the Dar al-Ifta institution into a well-organized network of
scholars, and also set up the spiritual practice of scholarly circles in the
Azhar Mosque.?? These pioneering efforts were further enriched by an
international conference held by King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia in Madrid
at the end of July 2008, to bring Jewish scholars into the process for the
first time.

These and other interfaith and inter-civilizational initiatives and
reform measures are significant not only because of their ideas and orien-
tations but also because they are debunking entrenched perceptions, such
as: Islam is incapable of change; Islam is a violent religion; Muslims do
not speak out against religious extremism and terrorism; Muslims reject
religious pluralism and interfaith dialogue.

Positive developments are also not absent from the overall pattern of
intra-faith relations, even before the outbreak of factional violence in Iraq,
Pakistan, and elsewhere. The present writer has participated in interna-
tional events and conferences in the name of Taqrib al-Madhahib (bring-
ing the madhhabs closer together), jointly held and sponsored by countries
such as Egypt, Iran, Qatar, Kuwait, Jordan and others. Followers of the
existing schools of Sunni and Shi‘ persuasions have also cooperated in
a number of academic projects, publication of encyclopedias, and forma-
tion of international forums. As a result of these still continuing efforts,
improvements have been noticeable. Yet this must be seen as a work in
progress that is not always uni-directional and has occasionally taken
a turn for the worse. Yet the larger picture of intra-faith relations that
obtains now compared to how it was in the nineteenth century and even
earlier shows improvement. The Amman Message was a significant step
forward and the spirit of tolerance it has advocated continues to be widely
supported by Muslim thought leaders and the vast majority of Muslims.



PART TWO

1hematic Perspectives

PartTwofeaturesthe following thematic manifestations of wasatiyyah: mod-
eration and justice—moderation and religiosity—the moderating role of
reasoned disagreement (ikhtilaf)—spirituality and legalism: the moderat-
ing role of Sufism—harm must be eliminated—forbearance, bringing ease
and removing hardship—environmental imbalance—financial imbal-
ance, extravagance and waste—moderation and jihad—lifestyle, charac-
ter and consumerism—wasatiyyah and women’s rights—wasatiyyah and
globalization—Islam between antiquity and the modern world—continuity
and change: an analysis of tajdid and islah (renewal and reform) in Islam,
and conclusion.
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Moderation and Justice

JUSTICE 1s THE closest conceptual synonym of wasatiypah, which also
underpins the Qur’anic designation of the ummah as a “witness unto
mankind.” It is through its commitment to justice that the ummah quali-
fies to be a witness. In a large number of verses, the Qur’an articulates
the various manifestations of this commitment for both the community
and the individual. Justice is thus made into an obligation of the rulers
and those who are entrusted with management of the community affairs
(‘wlu al-amr). Without a firm commitment to serving the cause of justice,
neither the individual Muslim nor the ummah as a whole would qualify for
their designated roles. Possession of a just and upright character (‘adalah)
is a precondition of admissibility, in Islamic law, of a witness before the
court of justice. It is reported on the authority of Abu Sa’id al-Khudri that
the Prophet [pbuh] interpreted the word wasatan (mid-most) in verse
(al-Baqarah, 2:143), to mean justice (al-‘adl). Justice thus becomes syn-
onymous with wasatiyyah in the sense that they both refer to a middle
position between two or more opposing extremes.! The word awsatuhum
(mid-most among them), which is a derivative of wasatiyyah in the
Qur’anic verse (al-Qalam, 68:28)?, has been interpreted by Qur'an com-
mentators to mean a ‘daluhum (the most just among them), both signify-
ing “the mid-most position, one which stands in equal relationship with
all its peripheries.”? Abu al-Su’'ud further elaborates on this as follows:

In this sense, al-wasat describes the centre of a circle. Then the word
was metaphorically used to describe praiseworthy human qualities.
The qualities in question become praiseworthy simply because they
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represent the median average, flanked by its blameworthy peripher-
ies, namely excessiveness and laxity.*

Abdulaziz Sachedina wrote that the notion of justice in the Qur'an
denotes moral virtues such as fairness, balance, temperance, and upright-
ness, which are universally objective values “ingrained in the human soul”
(Q al-Shams, 91:8). The term ‘adl has a real, concrete, physical signification
first, and an extended, abstract signification second. As such, it becomes
comprehensible by logically appealing to the universally self-subsistent
value of justice.’ Certain basic moral requirements, like “being just or
being forward in good work,” Sachedina adds, are also self-subsistent and
apply to all human beings, regardless of differences in religious beliefs.°

Another Shi‘ite scholar, mid-ranking Iranian cleric Hasan Yousefi
Eshkevari, is of the view that justice must be implemented fairly and in
accordance with the people’s free choice and conscious participation, oth-
erwise it amounts to oppression and is doomed to failure. “One impor-
tant reason for the failure of the justice-seeking revolutions has been that
the people’s will, choice and dignity have been ignored.” To that effect,
Eshkevari also quotes Gorbachev’s admission in his book, Perestroika: “Our
gravest mistake was that we wanted socialism without democracy and
without attention to people’s will, opinion and choice.”

A question is cogently posed: does one need to be moderate in pursuit
of justice? In response to this, I may refer to what an American observer
noted concerning the 1964 US presidential election, in which one of the
candidates, Barry Goldwater, stated famously: “I would remind you that
extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice. And let me remind you also
that moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” Goldwater lost by
the largest popular vote gap in the US history—before or since. “Then, at
least, America preferred moderation.”® We too recommend moderation
even in pursuit of higher ideals. When we speak of moderation, we do
not focus on moderation in vice, nor on moderation in good causes, but
of a holistic meaning of moderation that encapsulates its various dimen-
sions. Some of the points highlighted in our review of Qur'an commen-
taries above reflected on at least one aspect of this question—to say that
moderation is necessary not only in pursuit of justice, but indeed of all
other virtues. The view has thus prevailed that the Islamic conception of
wasatiyyah extends to virtues as well, which naturally include justice.

Justice is a virtue, of course, in its own right, indeed one of the cardinal
objectives of Islam. There is no issue over the primacy of justice in an
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essentialist sense, and no conflict is normally expected to arise between
wasatiyyah and justice. Just as extremism is the immediate opposite of
wasatiyyah, justice is its closest conceptual synonym, so much so that
wasatiyyah finds its true expression in justice. Yet wasatiyyah can subsume
justice and take a higher profile if and when an overzealous pursuit of
justice poses a question of balance and wisdom in its implementation.
For justice is essentially a measure-for-measure concept, which could well
turn out, in exceptional circumstances perhaps, to be less than appropri-
ate. This may be explained by reference to the Islamic public law doctrine
of siyasah shar ‘iyyah (judicious policy), which is meant to integrate wis-
dom (hikmah) into the fabric of justice.

A widely reported case of a certain tension that arose between jus-
tice and judicious policy was the incident in which an aggrieved person
complained to the caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab about physical abuse and
lashing he had suffered at the hands of the son of the then governor of
Egypt, ‘Amr ibn al-‘Aas, due also to a certain neglect on the part of the
father. This was brought to the caliph’s attention at a public gathering
the caliph used to hold from time to time with the people of Madinah to
hear their complaints. After hearing the case, the caliph showed annoy-
ance over such unwarranted official abuse and ordered that the aggrieved
person may retaliate against the governor there and then. At this point
a senior Companion intervened to say that retaliation may be justice in
that case but that it was not a good policy to punish and humiliate a lead-
ing government figure in that way. The caliph conceded and the issue
was settled through financial compensation.” This case illustrates per-
haps wasatiyyah in the sense, not necessarily of an average or moderate
solution to an issue of justice, but one which is the best under the cir-
cumstances, and one which also combines balance and wisdom into the
fabric of justice.

The Qur’anic conception of justice goes well beyond the confines of its
legal connotations and courtroom proceedings. As their principal mission
on building a just social order, Muslims are enjoined to act justly at all
times, not only occasionally nor selectively, and to reject oppression and
injustice (cf., al-Ma’idah, 5:8). For justice is an emphatic command; it is a
universal objective and its impartiality may not be compromised, as far as
possible, regardless of considerations of color and creed (al-A‘raf, 7:29).
In their dealings with non-Muslims, Muslims are similarly enjoined that
“you should be kind to them and act justly toward them. For God loves
those who uphold justice” (Mumtahanah, 60:8).
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Another Qur'anic directive has it: “And when you speak, you speak
with justice, even if it be to a close relative” (al-An‘am, 6:152).
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And again in the adjudication of disputes, whether among themselves
or with other people, Muslims are enjoined to be just, even with their
enemies, and regardless also of the ties of kinship; they must not waver to
advance the cause of justice, “even if it be against yourselves, your parents
and relatives” (al-Nisa’, 4:135).
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A proper understanding of divine justice renders absurd the shrill
claims of religious fanaticism ( ‘asabiyyah), often noted as a hallmark of
tribalist mentality, especially of the pre-Islamic jahiliyyah (lit. age of igno-
rance). [t was this, the intolerant fanaticism (ta ‘assub) of pre-Islamic Arabs,
that Islam challenged and sought to eradicate. Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d.
un CE) has noted in his description of ta ‘assub when he wrote that it “usu-
ally comes together with a man’s disregard for his neighbour, his neigh-
bour’s needs and wishes, and when certain ideas take root in his heart,
they become a part of him so much so that he fails to distinguish between
right and wrong.”?

Those who are unjust, commit oppression, and break their covenant
with the Lord, they shall be excluded from God’s covenant for salvation
and success (al-Baqarah, 2:124), and “Whosoever transgresses the bounds
of God—those are the evildoers” (2:229).
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Furthermore, the Qur'an and hadith make clear that those who com-
mit acts of injustice and indulge in evildoing, they only do so at their own
peril. They do injustice unto themselves when they depart from the right
path and defy correct guidance.

One of the key Qur'anic symbols that often features together with
wasatiyyah and justice, as an added dimension to them both, is al-mizan
(lit. weighing scales, meticulous balance). God created all things in correct
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proportions, harmony and balance. As the Qur’an says, “And the earth
We have spread out, set thereon heavy mountains, and We have caused
to grow in the earth all kinds of crops in due [proportion and] balance”
(al-Hijr, 15:19).
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The Divinely ordained balance is pervasive and applies to every level
of reality, from the physical to the alchemical, psychological, and spiri-
tual. There is a balance of the elements within healthy bodies, and in our
psyche—a state of balance in their naturally endowed proportions signi-
fies health, and wholesome living. And for the spiritually accomplished
Muslim there is a balance among the soul, body, and spirit that impacts,
in turn, the pace and proportionality of his quest for satisfaction of their
respective demands. To give each and everyone its due (haqq) in accor-
dance with its God-ordained nature is to live in balance, which also means
to live in justice.

Balance also applies to accuracy in measurements that often consti-
tutes a component of justice, and a requirement also of fair trading and
other levels of interaction with one’s fellow humans. The Qur’anic direc-
tive on this addresses the believers to “Give full measure and full weight
with justice” (al-An‘am, 6:152)—which evidently signifies honesty and fair
dealing as an important dimension of justice in financial transactions.
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Divine dispensation of justice in the Hereafter also takes place, as
the Qur'an declares (al-Anbiya’, 21:47), through a symbolic application
of “weighing with a balance to ensure accuracy in God’s dispensation of
Justice.” Balanced measurement is thus depicted as the visible symbol
of justice, as also of harmony and equilibrium in the cosmos. Elsewhere
the Qur'an espouses the “Book and the Balance—al-Kitab wa’l-Mizan”
as the principal criteria of the administration of justice among people
(cf. Al-Hadid, 57:25).
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To observe the balance in all things is to live with justice. Muslims are
thus enjoined to be just unto themselves, to act justly toward others, to
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speak with justice, and to give everyone his due when engaged in financial
transactions and trading in the market place."

The Qur'an and Sunnah also advise restraint in the application of
penalties. Due to a strong undercurrent of emotion and frequent desire
for revenge, it is easy to cross the line of moderation even in a quest for
justice. A zealous attitude toward the implementation of penalties is thus
not recommended. To observe moderation and restraint in the criminal
justice system presents challenges that call for vigilance. The challenge
one faces is to strike the right balance between forgiveness and resistance,
between literalism and flexibility, between severity and firmness, between
leniency and neglect.?

Qur’anic guidelines on criminal justice advocate moderation in many
ways. To begin with, criminal responsibility is strictly attributed to the
perpetrator and no one else: “No soul shall carry the burden of another
soul” (al-Zumar, 39:7).
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The text is also categorical in declaring that everyone is to be treated
fairly, such that “There shall be no hostility except against the oppressors”
(al-Baqarah, 2:193).
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Aggressive behavior without a just cause is prohibited, as in the follow-
ing address: “Avoid aggression; for God loves not the aggressors” (2:190).
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All parties in criminal (and even civil) disputes are bound to observe
the rules of reciprocity and equivalence: “Whoever is aggressive toward
you, then your response must be proportionate to the aggression inflicted
on you” (2:194); and “the recompense of an injury is an injury equal to it.
But one who forgives and seeks reconciliation, his reward is with God. For
God loves not the oppressors” (al-Shiira, 42:40).
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The disputing parties, as well as the prosecutor, witnesses, and the
judge, indeed all responsible individuals, are instructed to incline toward
leniency and forgiveness: “Should you decide to punish, then punish with
the like of that with which you were afflicted. But if you remain patient,
that is indeed the best (course) for those who are patient” (al-Nahl, 16:126).
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Shi‘ite sources quote the same Qur’anic verses on justice as their Sunni
counterparts and speak at length on the value of leniency and forgiveness
in dealing with crimes and penalties. Thus, it is stated that the Qur'an
underscores the importance of equivalence and avoidance of excess in the
infliction of penalties, while at the same time stressing the superiority of
forgiveness as a great moral virtue that encapsulates the essence of dig-
nity and compassion. To this effect, Sayyid Fadlullah quotes no less than
seventeen verses from the Qur’an on the juxtaposition of justice with for-
giveness and Ihsan (being good to others) as well as the elements of equiv-
alence between the pain inflicted and its punishment. He then makes the
point that the Islamic conception of justice is inclined to tasamuh (easy
disposition, inclination to forgiveness), which is when a person suffers
injustice and still maintains a peaceful encounter toward the offender as
a manifestation of the spirit of fraternity and peace that Islam nurtures
among its followers. The Qur’an entitles the victim of injustice to retaliate
and seek redress but in the meantime encourages forgiveness on his part,
especially when he has the power to take revenge. All of this on condi-
tion, however, that criminality and aggression are neither encouraged nor
condoned.?

Islam’s inclination toward leniency in the implementation of penal-
ties is also conveyed in the comprehensive and unqualified instruction
of a renowned hadith: “Drop the penalties in all cases of doubt as far as
you can. For it is better to err in forgiveness than to make an error in
punishment.”*
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The instruction here lays down a principle of evidence and proof and
subsumes all penalties, including the hudud, to be suspended whenever
they cannot be proven beyond doubt.



90 THEMATIC PERSPECTIVES

The substance of this hadith is in harmony with the bulk of the Qur’anic
dicta as well as the larger volume of hadith on criminal justice. It may be
noted in passing, perhaps, what Intisar Rabb has observed through his
research in the chain of transmission of this hadith, saying that the text
before us may not be a hadith but a legal maxim that in course of time
became known as hadith—probably in the works of renowned scholar of
hadith, Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742). Be that as it may, Rabb has added
that as a legal maxim, the text before us does reflect a substantive canon
of legal construction and that Muslim jurists have generally accepted it as
such.®

Prescribed punishments (hudud) require a separate treatment, and a
detailed discussion cannot be attempted here, but I have elsewhere treated
the subject in fuller details, which the reader might wish to consult.’ Yet
it may briefly be added that the scholastic formulations of hudud and the
manner in which they are treated in the standard figh manuals stand in
some ways at odds with the Qur’an’s textual specifications on the subject.
A hadd punishment is by definition one that is prescribed in the Qur'an
or authentic hadith. There are about half a dozen verses in the Qur’an that
specify penalties for adultery, slanderous accusation, theft, highway rob-
bery, and murder. There is also a hadith that supports the death penalty
for apostasy, which does not, however, occur in the Qur'an, and which
has been, in any case, taken out of context in its standard figh expositions.
Whereas the Qur’anic text for every one of the hudud offenses imposes a
punishment but also makes a provision for repentance (tawbah) and reha-
bilitation (islah) immediately following the punitive clause, the figh treat-
ment of hudud has almost totally ignored this latter part of the Qur’anic
dispensation. The standard figh conception of the hudud is thus one of
fixed and mandatory punishments that leaves little room for rehabilita-
tion and repentance—and the suggested sentencing procedures are also
designed in a similar fashion.”

Hudud (lit. limits) also signify a certain commitment in Islamic law to
limitation on the exercise of coercive power of the state and the rule of law.
Some of the prescribed penalties specified in the scripture are probably
meant not so much for strict enforcement as for their deterrent effects and
the safeguarding of the moral standards of society. Rudolph Peters, author
of a book on Islamic criminal law, has observed concerning the hudud
crimes that “the doctrine has made it very difficult to obtain a conviction.”
This is achieved by (1) the strict rules of evidence for proving these crimes;
(2) the extensive opportunities to use the notion of uncertainty (shubha)
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as a defense; and (3) defining the crime very strictly, so that many similar
acts fall outside the definition and cannot be punished with fixed penal-
ties, but only at the gadi’s discretion.® The Qur’anic text (al-Nur, 24:2) on
adultery (zing) penalized this offense with one hundred lashes of the whip
when the offense is proven beyond doubt, but the text then specifies that
four eyewitnesses must testify to prove the charge of zing, an extremely
difficult requirement to fulfill. Peters thus wrote that “it is nearly impos-
sible for a thief or fornicator to be sentenced, unless he wishes to do so
and confesses. This occasionally happened probably due to a need felt by
the perpetrator to atone for his sins.”?

The Qur’an actually uses the words hadd and hudud in the more gen-
eral sense of signifying the God-ordained limits concerning the wider
arena of human behavior and conduct, which is not necessarily confined
to crimes and penalties. Now, if one maintains that the hudud are fixed
and demand mandatory punishments, there remains no room for repen-
tance and rehabilitation, hence a departure, in regard to a sensitive sub-
ject involving grave punishments, from the Qur’anic conception of hadd.
It would appear, furthermore, that as a result of the absence of material
facilities, such as remand and rehabilitation centers, parole, suspended
sentence procedures, and the like that became available in recent times,
the hudud presented practical difficulties in dealing with serious crimes,
and it seems that the fight articulation of hudud could not accommo-
date the repentance/rehabilitation aspects of the Qur'an—which might
explain their heavy bias toward punishment. If one attempts to integrate
the repentance clauses of the text, as one indeed should, then one would
have to depart from the notion of fixed and mandatory penalties in favor
of penal measures over which the sentencing judge exercises a degree of
selectivity and discretion.

The hadith on blasphemy/apostasy that simply reads “one who changes
his religion shall be killed”?® was, to all intents and purposes, meant for
the offense of treason. All the instances of renunciation of Islam by cer-
tain individuals during the lifetime of the Prophet were in this context,
as there were no lines of distinction between religion and state at that
time. The hadith was pronounced in Madinah at a time when it was in a
virtual state of war with the pagans of Makkah: note that within the space
of ten years of the Prophet’s life in Madinah, there were some eighty-five
military engagements, and he himself took part in twenty-six. There were
no neutral grounds in that situation. A person who renounced Islam in
Madinah would immediately flee to Makkah, join the Quraysh of Makkah,
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and fight the Muslims. This was the context, yet the tension so generated
by those early years continued, and so did the hadith that remained unaf-
fected even though the circumstances had changed. The hadith is, in any
case, a general text that is in need of interpretation. Any text that is open
to one level of interpretation is consequently downgraded, according to
the principles of interpretation and usiil al-figh, from a definitive (gat7) to
a speculative (zanni). The literal meaning of this hadith cannot be followed
as it would render liable to capital punishment, for instance, a Hindu who
embraces Islam, which was evidently not intended. It is important, there-
fore, to interpret the hadith and place it in its proper context, which would
be treason, and not a peaceful change of religion, as it were, through per-
sonal conviction.?!

The spirit and advice of wasatiyyah is extended to arrest and pre-trial
procedures, suspicion, espionage, indictment, and prosecution.?? This is
the purport of the Qur’anic verse: “O believers, avoid indulgence in sus-
picion, for surely suspicion in certain cases is sinful, and spy not (on one
another). ..” (al-Hujurat, 49:12).
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Suspicion and acting on its basis is thus declared to be sinful for the
most part, as the wording of the text indicates, thereby leaving some
scope for reasonable suspicion that is founded on credible clues for crime
detection purposes. Prosecution and arrest require a degree of probability
beyond mere suspicion, and even reasonable suspicion is not enough on
which to punish a person. The Prophet added his voice to this when he
warned the believers to “beware of suspicion, for suspicion can be tanta-
mount to the worst form of speech; do not spy on one another and do not
revile one another.”?
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The worst form of speech is lying, and suspicion is the insidious lying
of the heart that often goes undetected and can be most harmful as its
victim is denied the opportunity to defend himself. Turning a blind eye to
people’s hidden failings while nurturing an atmosphere of fraternity and
forgiveness among them is also a recurrent theme of many a renowned
hadith.**
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As for the manner of implementation of the prescribed and deterrent
penalties (hudiid wa ta zirat), the renowned Shafi’i scholar ‘Izz al-Din
‘Abd al-Salam al-Sulami (d. 1262 CE), also known due to his prominence
as Sultan al-‘Ulama’, wrote that the implementation of hudud should be
moderated so as to correspond with the conditions of the offenders. Some
may be weak in stature and constitution, a factor to be observed in the
enforcement of penalties on them. This guideline also applies, he adds, to
whipping as a punishment, which should be moderate and free of severity
and excess. Whipping should not break the skin nor cause bleeding, nor
should it be so light as to be devoid of all deterrent effect. This median
approach should also guide the choice of material the whip is made of,
which should not be too hard as to be likely to break the skin, nor so
soft as to have no impact. The same approach is also to be taken with
regard to the timing of enforcement, which should preferably be during
a mild season like spring or autumn, and not in very cold winter or hot
summer. Furthermore, the whip is to be raised to the level of the elbow,
not the shoulder. ‘Izz al-Din advises the same approach with regard to
non-punitive and disciplinary strikes applied to children or animals, and
even with regard to the choice and practice of sports, exercise, and racing.?®

The Qur’an accentuates the principle of equivalence in penalties in
that punishment should not exceed the pain and injury inflicted by the
offender, which is the essence of justice, but for those who grant forgive-
ness, there is the promise of great reward (Fussilat, 41:39). This message is
repeated a few verses later in the same passage, where the text reads: “As
for the one who remains patient and grants forgiveness, this is indeed the
greatest of all deeds” (al-Shuira, 42:43).
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The severity of punishment is thus moderated by a sustained emphasis
on forgiveness. Since the text typically combines the prospects of amnesty
with its demand on justice, amnesty is not just a moral option but an integral
part of justice, hence the ruler and judge should also consider them as such.

It is also instructive to find that the Qur’an encourages a sense of fel-
lowship among people that stands on the twin principles of justice and
beneficence (‘adl wa ihsan) (al-Nahl, 16:90).
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The text thus exhorts the believers to “be the agents of good, for God
loves those who do good” (al-Bagarah, 2:195), and in another place calls on
everyone to “speak to the people in good words” (2:83).
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All of this may be seen as a corollary of the unqualified bestowal of
dignity on the children of Adam (al-Isra’, 17:70). People’s personal safety,
dignity, and honor are necessarily compromised by unfounded accusa-
tions, arrest, and espionage. The Prophet went a step further when he
declared: “None of you is a (true) believer unless he loves for his brother
that which he loves for himself,”?* and that “thinking well of others par-
takes in service to God.”%
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It is instructive to note that the Islamic concept of hirgbah (brigand-
age, banditry, waging war on the community) encapsulates, as Sherman
Jackson observed in a research article on the subject, a comprehensive
understanding of terrorism. Jackson added on a comparative note that the
concept is relatively new in American law. The term terrorism in American
law was only introduced in the 1970s to replace a cluster of offenses collec-
tively known as “domestic security crimes.”?® Terrorism is defined under
the 1996 Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act as “the unlaw-
ful use of force or violence against persons or property to intimidate or
coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in
furtherance of political goals.””A prominent ingredient of this definition
is clearly its focus on intimidation, that is, the desire to induce or spread
fear among people. It is this kind of intimidation or spreading of fear that
lies at the heart of terrorism in American law.

Turning to the classical Islamic definitions of hirabah (also known
as qat’ al-tariq), one finds that here, too, the elements of intimidation or
spreading fear are central. The Maliki jurist Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (d. 1070/463)
defined the agent of hirabah as “Anyone who disturbs free passage in the
streets and renders them unsafe to travel, striving to spread corruption
in the land by taking money, killing people or violating what God has
made it unlawful to violate—is guilty of hirgbah . . . be he a Muslim or a
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non-Muslim, free or slave, and whether he actually realizes his goal of tak-
ing money or killing or not.”*® The Shafi’i jurist al-Nawawi (d. 12777/6706)
stated that whoever brandishes a weapon and terrorizes the streets inside
or outside the city must be pursued by the authorities, because if they are
left unapprehended their power will increase and through their killing
and robbery corruption and violence will spread.’! It is thus concluded
that in its fully developed form in the works of Muslim jurists, hirabah
is “a much broader category than terrorism proper, covering as it does a
spectrum of crimes ranging from breaking and entering to ‘hate crimes’
to rape to terrorism proper.”3

Modern legal discussions of hirabah by Muslim scholars follow, for
the most part, the contours laid down by earlier jurists in close adher-
ence to the Qur'an (al-Ma’idah, 5: 33-34). Taking the earlier formulations
a step further, Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935 CE) defined hirabah “as
the commission of acts in the lands of Islam that threaten the security of
life, property and honour while seeking immunity in the power of one’s
group and refusing to submit willingly to the Shari'ah.”** The tendency
thus remained to view hirdgbah not simply as a threat to public security
in general but more specifically as a threat to the sanctity of the religious
law. The Syrian prolific jurist Wahbah al-Zuhayli also noted that the only
difference between hirabah and baghy, that is, rebellion against a lawful
government in power, is that the latter opposes the legitimate ruler on the
basis of a plausible interpretation (ta'wil) while the former does so without
any such pretense.**



X

Moderation and Religiosity

THE UPTREND IN religiosity in recent decades is a wider phenomenon
not confined to Islam. It can broadly be attributed to the collapse of the
Soviet Union and subsequent developments in Eastern Europe and China,
which have seen large numbers of nonreligious strata of the populations
of these countries turning to religion. Other factors include a certain
search for meaning and purpose that took hold among people in the wake
of indulgent materialism and secularist culture. But even before that, and
for the Muslim world especially, there was widespread disillusionment
with the inequities of colonialism, and failed promises of European pow-
ers to bring constitutionalism, democracy, and good governance to their
former colonies.

More recently, Huntington’s thesis on the “clash of civilizations,”
the so-called “war on terror,” and events in Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan,
Kashmir, and elsewhere have widened the rift between Islam and the
West. The West targeted Islam as the main enemy and Muslims turned
increasingly to their own resources to find indigenous answers to their
problems, with religion taking an important profile and role.

Another factor worth mentioning is globalization, which has come
under criticism for failing to develop its promised benefits to weaker econ-
omies and, instead, becoming culturally counterproductive. People in the
developing world, Muslims included, became increasingly inward looking
and more apt to seek out religion. The often-quoted Arab phrase “Islam is
the solution” (al-Islam huwa’l hall) accentuated and widened the presence
of Islam in politics. The rise of religious fundamentalism is also a wider
phenomenon not confined to Islam.
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The rise of fundamentalism relates to the failure of good governance
and disenchantment with dictatorship in Arab societies. The Arab-Israeli
war of 1967 and the ensuing defeat of Arabs added to popular discontent.
Dictators persisted, however, in their old ways and remained unresponsive.

By the 1990s the view was gaining ground that the fundamentalist
promises of reform, accountability, and good governance had not mate-
rialized, and that it was time for the moderate voice to take over. The fun-
damentalists themselves were turning to the ballot box in much larger
numbers and becoming less dogmatic and more service-oriented in their
practices.

Then came the unfortunate 9/u episode and its aftermath, which gave
the religious radicals a new lease of life. Things have since gone from bad
to worse with the widening scale of militarism and violence.!

I now turn to a review of the basic contours of moderate Islam, the
voice that has been altogether marginalized and overshadowed by vocifer-
ous radicalization of the religion. Moderation is called for if interfaith and
inter-civilizational encounters were to look for a better future and turn a
page from the turbulent episodes of the past. Radical fundamentalism has
undoubtedly inflicted more suffering and given rise to more problems
rather than finding solutions for them.

A basic guideline on the manner in which Islam is to be practiced is
provided in the Qur’anic affirmation that “God does not burden any soul
with more than it can bear” (al-Baqarah, 2:280).
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This is endorsed elsewhere, when the believers are told to “Be mindful of
God to the extent of your capability” (al-Taghabun, 64:16), and the affirma-
tion, again, that “God wants to lighten your burdens” (al-Nisa’, 4:28; see
also 2:185, and al-Hajj, 22:78, respectively).
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One notes further the instruction, in a renowned hadith, conveyed in an
open address as follows:
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O people! Take of the good deeds those which you are able to carry
out. For God is not impatient unless you yourselves become impa-
tient. The most liked of all deeds to God are those which are done
regularly, even if it be a little.?
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The contemporary Syrian author Wahbah al-Zuhayli quotes al-Shatibi
(d. 1388 CE) to the effect that removing hardship and lightening the peo-
ple’s burden is a definitive (qat 7, yagini) ruling of Shari'ah beyond any
doubt. God the Most High described Islam as a religion with the desig-
nations al-hanifiyyah al-samhah (compassionate and forbearing, inclined
to easiness cf., al-Ram, 30:30; al-An‘am, 6:79 and passim) because of
its commitment to facilitation and ease (al-tashil wa'l-taysir—see details
below).? Hence, a basic precondition of a religious/legal obligation under
Shari’ah is that it must not be beyond the capacity of the person to whom it
is addressed, and that Shari’'ah recommends the easier of available options.

Islam imposes a large number of practical duties on the believers,
including, for instance, five daily prayers, fasting, the pilgrimage of hajj,
giving obligatory poor-due (zakah), and the like—performing them is an
original requirement ( ‘azimah), some of which can be quite demanding.
Yet in every area and with regard to all religious obligations, the Shari'ah
grants concessions (rukhsah, pl. rukhas) that are to be read together with
their relevant primary command ( ‘azimah). For the former alleviate the
original rigor of the latter with regard to persons who may be unable to ful-
fill them due to illness or travel, pregnancy and breastfeeding for women,
and indeed a large number of situations where the law specifies mitigat-
ing factors and seeks to moderate the intensity and scope of its original
commands and obligations. The scope of such concessions also extends
to civil rights, contracts, and transactions, including, for instance, a debtor
who becomes insolvent, in which case a respite should be granted to him,
subject in some cases, to issuance of a judicial order. This is due to the
greater sensitivity of dealing with private rights that fall under the rubric
of Haqq al-Adami. God the Most High grants concessions in respect of His
own rights, mainly in worship matters, which need no judicial endorse-
ment, but with regard to civil rights and obligations, the scope of that flex-
ibility is somewhat limited and often contingent on judicial intervention
and agreement of the private parties involved.
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The Qur’an provides examples of how to balance the concerns of its
primary (‘azimah) and secondary (rukhsah) rulings in stressful situations.
Thus, when a person is compelled under conditions of overwhelming
duress to renounce Islam and utter the words of disbelief, he may do so
if he has the inner assurance of faith within him as a believer (al-Nahl,
16:100), and when a person is at the brink of starvation and all he can find
under the circumstances is prohibited substances, such as pig meat or
carcass, he may take it to the extent that would save his life (al-Nisa’, 4:29).
In certain situations, however, making a decision over taking advantage of
the available concession may require further reflection, as in the following
example.

A person who falls ill during the fasting month of Ramadan may not
be certain as to whether he is definitely incapable of observing the fast,
and the question thus remains of whether he should observe the original
obligation (‘azimah) or take advantage of the concession (rukhsah) under
the circumstances. Which of these is the preferable option? A general
response recommended in this situation, which is also deemed to be in
conformity with the spirit of wasatiyyah, is that he should start the day
with fasting but should then break it when he actually feels that he would
be unable to sustain it without hardship, in which case he would be able
to take advantage of the concessionary rule.*

Taking unwarranted liberty or excessive restrictions with the reli-
gion can be violative of moderation on either side. The first can occur by
declaring as permissible what is clearly prohibited or advising unjusti-
fied abandonment of the religious duties, or even declaring as permis-
sible (mubah) what the religion has clearly made obligatory on one hand,
and permitting or recommending what is clearly reprehensible (makriih)
on the other. Similarly, downgrading a major transgression into a lower
one or even to the level of makriih, and taking unwarranted liberty with
the interpretation of clear text without the required knowledge—all fall
afoul of the advice of wasatiyyah in the treatment of religious ordinances.
Issuing a judgment (hukm) or a fatwa without any supportive evidence
in the sources in order to gain the pleasure of rulers, for self-enrichment
or nepotism, or opening the doors to usury (ribg) by declaring dubious
practices and transactions permissible, cannot be vindicated in the name
of wasatiyyah. The list can be extended to include taking unwarranted
liberties by treating lightly indulgence in commercial fraud, or hoarding
and profiteering in response to pressure, self-advancement, or gaining
favor of others.’
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Other instances of taking liberties with the ordinances of religion
(al-tafrit fi'l-ahkam) include advocacy of a weak fatwa or ijtihad that marks
a departure from the views of the majority of learned scholars and imams,
giving preference (tarjih) to a weak and discredited opinion, or advocating
a concessionary stance (rukhsah) without giving or explaining the relevant
evidence for it.

Instances of statutory legislation and indulgences in ijtihad and fatwa
by lesser-qualified individuals and institutions who quote weak or unre-
lated evidence in support of their views have often been noted and criti-
cized. Some of the weakest of such fatwas may be ones that indulge in
tricks and stratagems (hiyal, pl. of hilah), hastily considered legislation
in the guise of facilitation and flexibility in religion that can easily erode
credibility and public confidence in religious scholars and ruling authori-
ties behind them. Political leaders, financial institutions, and people in
power who politicize religion for their self-interest and enlist the support
of religious scholars and committees in the issuance of weak and doubt-
ful verdicts must also take responsibility for their excesses. According to
a renowned hadith, “there is no obedience in transgression. Obedience is
only required in pursuit of righteousness.”®
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Overly restrictive practices in religion, on the other hand, include
declaring as forbidden (haram) or obligatory (wdjib) something without
sufficient justification or evidence. It is also no piety to declare a repre-
hensible (makriih) activity to be forbidden (haram), as in the case, for
instance, of smoking that was declared haram by some religious scholars
in Malaysia, nor is it piety to elevate a recommended (mandiib) into an
obligation (wdajib). Instances of false religiosity of this kind have been on
the rise in recent years not only in Muslim majority countries but also
among nations with Muslim minorities. Those who indulge in them
often rely on doubtful interpretation, a weak hadith, or a weak opinion
that departs from authoritative interpretation and general consensus.
This is often done by lesser-qualified yet perhaps well-meaning individu-
als in the name of ijtihad, but nevertheless departs from the guidelines
of the Qur’an and hadith, which favor easing people’s burdens whenever
possible.” Rigidity and excessive restriction is often encouraged, as one
observer noted, by the general public, who tend to see stricture and rigor
in religious verdicts and fatwa as an indication of piety, thus praising the
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scholar and mufii who engage in them, to the extent sometimes of giving
them donation and financial help. Upon further scrutiny, such verdicts
often rely on superficial evidence or weak opinion, which fail to satisfy the
criteria of Islamic jurisprudence on fatwa and ijtihad.?

With reference to theological thought, debates on topics such as free
will and predestination and the Attributes of God about which the human
intellect could not reach final conclusions started quite early among the
Mu'tazilites, the Ash’arites, Shi‘ites, and others. Part of their differences
were due to the way these subjects were treated somewhat differently
in different parts of the Qur'an and the fact that various text may have
remained open to interpretation. Some took extremist positions over
issues, which were, however, eventually moderated and reconciled par-
tially by themselves but also by the Maturidites.” The middle and now
generally accepted position the latter took maintains that human beings
are free and responsible for what they do or omit doing, but that this
freedom is not absolute in that it is limited by the prior knowledge of
God. This gave rise to the idea of acquisition (kasb), according to which
all good or evil is the result of God’s decree and fore-ordination, which no
human can escape. It is then added, however, that God creates the actions
of human beings but the latter acquire them and thus become liable to
punishment or reward for it.!® Most Shi‘ite theologians took similar views
with the proviso, however, of deferment to their imams, and derived theo-
logical principles from the teachings of the imams, thus refraining from
expatiation in theological debates.!

An example of overzealous religiosity in contemporary Malaysia may
be given of what Shahrum Sayuthi referred to as “the infamous Amanat
Hadi,” an episode that occurred more than thirty years ago in Malaysia
and in some ways resembled the case of Sayyid Qutb of Egypt, to which a
reference has already been made.”? Sayuthi quotes in detail a speech made
by the then firebrand PAS [short for Islamic Party of Malaysia] leader
Abdul Hadi Awang, wherein he said:

Dear fellow Muslims! We are against UMNO [the ruling party,
United Malays National Organisation], not because its name is
UMNO. We are against Barisan Nasional [the ruling coalition of
various parties] not because it has been in power too long. We are
against them because they have maintained the constitution of the
colonists, maintained the laws of the infidels, and maintained the
regulations of the jahiliyah [or ignorance—similar to pre-Islamic
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Arabs]. That is why we are against them. .. That is why we are try-
ing to fight them.

Our struggles are jihad, our speeches are jihad, our financial
contributions are jihad. Be dependent on Allah in facing these
groups because if we die, our death will be shahid [martyrdom]. ..
but we will be considered infidels if we practise the separation of
politics and religion.”

As of this writing, Hadi Awang is president of PAS Islamic party, which
many believe has transformed over the years into a center-right conserva-
tive party similar to Turkey’s ruling Justice and Development Party. Gone
are the days of fiery speeches. PAS has instead formed an alliance, known
as Pakatan Rakyat, with the secular Chinese DAP [Democratic Action
Party] as well as Parti Keadilan Rakyat [People’s Justice Party].

Charging the ruling party UMNO (United Malay National Organisation)
with infidelity, declaring jihad against them, and bringing in the notion of
martyrdom into the picture, and the assertion that they deserve all this
because they separate religion from politics—all are unwarranted asser-
tions that can hardly stand the test of accuracy. Malaysia’s government
was admittedly more secular then than it is now, thanks to the decades of
Islamic revivalism, but in the present writer’s opinion, no circumstantial
factors of partisan politics can justify issuance of grave religious edicts of
the “Amanat Hadi!” variety, then or at any time.

In January 2013, at a time when active campaigning for the thirteenth
General Election™* was in full swing, partisan politics was heating up
again and the Amanat Hadi rhetoric was revived with the idea that PAS
would change the constitution of Malaysia if it won the election. The issue
again became a media focus, so much so that the former Prime Minister
Dr. Mahathir found it necessary to address it in a full-sized article entitled
“PAS Amanat that splits the Malays: Hadi must explain how he would
change the constitution.”” Dr. Mahathir noted that these pronouncements
have resulted in “a deep split among the Malay Muslims, who are all Sunnis
and followers of the same imam, Imam Shafie.” He added that “PAS
declared that UMNO is kafir because it works with kafirs.” Now that PAS has
done exactly the same (by entering a coalition with the Chinese Democratic
Action Party), their fanaticism seems to blind them to the hypocrisy of their
leaders. Dr. Mahathir continued to highlight the main features of the fed-
eral constitution, which included a constitutional monarchy, a parliament,
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an executive prime minister, separation of powers, the rule of law and equal-
ity before the law, trials to be conducted by the courts, Islam as the religion
of the federation, and freedom to believe in and practice other religions.
Which part of this would PAS propose to replace, Dr. Mahathir asked?
It should explain and clarify.'® The incumbent deputy prime minister,
Muhyiddin Yassin, added his voice to say that “Amanat Hadi (Had{'s mes-
sage) has resulted in a split in the community, and does not follow Islamic
teachings. . . It is the government’s responsibility to ensure that people are
not influenced or threatened by such deviant teachings.””

The extent of the split that Amanat Hadi caused is highlighted by
another observer, who wrote that Muslims outside of PAS are being
treated, in some places in the Malay villages, as “untouchables”—so much
so that even shaking hands with an UMNO man was considered haram.
Prayer houses began to be split up, where two imams would lead different
congregations. PAS people would refrain from attending prayers for the
deceased if he was not a PAS member or supporter; animals slaughtered
by UMNO members were declared non-halal. Solemnizing marriages by
imam other than from PAS was despised. Isolated cases of divorce started
to occur because of political differences between husbands and wives. The
climax was said to be the tragic Memali incident of November 19, 1985, in
which an ardent PAS supporter and religious teacher, known as Ibrahim
Libya, in a remote corner of Kedah, instigated an armed uprising against
the so-called infidels. The resulting clampdown by security forces caused
the deaths of Ibrahim and a few of his supporters, and a larger number
were arrested.’®

Islam’s advice of moderation is also extended to worship matters. We
have already cited instances where the Prophet warned his Companions
against excessive fasting and observance of night vigil. In a clear had-
ith al-Bukhari has recorded, the Prophet said in a general tone but one
believed to be more specifically concerned with night vigil and prayers:

Observe acts (of devotion) to the extent of your ability. By the
(Exalted Name of Allah) no fatigue ever overtakes Allah until you
are overtaken Dy it yourselves.?
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The advice of moderation in devotional matters also applies to du G,
or supplication, whether individually or collectively, for example, by the
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prayer leader (imam) in congregational prayers. Supplication should
be brief whether in the mosques or outside. This is the implied mean-
ing of some of the Qur’anic verses (cf. al-A‘raf, 7:55 especially the word
tadarru —humility, quietude—in du ‘) and the instructions the Prophet
gave to his Companions, including the renowned Mu'adh ibn Jabal, who
was prone to extending his prayers while leading the congregation. When
one of his congregation members reported this to the Prophet, he was
stern with Mu‘adh, addressing him in such words as “a-fattani anta ya
Mu ‘adh” (are you causing fitnah, O Mu’adh?). This warning was given
so that prayers are not made burdensome on the congregation members
that may well include older people and others who might even decide to
abandon coming to the mosque for that reason.?’

The Shi‘ite Struggle for Moderation

The Shii ‘ulama’ have struggled for moderation in two main areas, one
being to address the extremists and exaggerators of Shi‘i theological doc-
trines concerning the Imamate, and the other to moderate the conduct
of governments and rulers who exceeded the limits of their authority.
Additionally, leading Shi‘ ‘ulama’ have issued fatwas to prevent harm and
mischief spreading among the people.

Moderation in Religious Thought

It is instructive to note how Shi‘ism had an internal struggle with their
religious extremists at the doctrinal level and Shi‘ite ‘ulama have for cen-
turies tried to confront them with regard especially to the attributes of the
imam and other esoteric aspects of the Imamate. Many prominent names
are associated with tackling extremism in Shii thought. The Twelver
School “now play down, if not totally reject, all the particularistic, elitist
and esoteric accounts of their religion.”?! The Shi‘ite imams are viewed
as authoritative and inerrant expositors of the Qur’an and the teachings
of the Prophet Muhammad, acquiring their status through a divinely
ordained hereditary line. Some of these beliefs had been the subject of revi-
sion by leading figures including Ayatollahs Sayyid Muhammad Husayn
Fadlullah of Lebanon (d. 2010), Mohammad Ibrahim Jannati, Mohammad
Sadiqi, and Yusef Saanei of Iran. They do not subscribe to the view that the
imams were the repository of all knowledge and hold instead that they are
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revered and respected as virtuous and learned leaders (‘wlama’ al-abrar)
without attributing to them any supernatural qualities such as infallibility
and knowledge of the unseen.?

An aspect of this campaign is also manifested in the views of many
twentieth-century Shii scholars to bring about a Sunni-Shi‘i rapproche-
ment and conciliation. Muhammad Husayn Kashif al-Ghita’ (d. 1954),
who enjoyed immense prestige among Twelver Shi‘is of all persua-
sions, tried to moderate and minimize, through his interpretation of
Shi‘ism, “many of its features which have drawn some of the most bitter
vituperatives of Sunni polemicists.”?* The emergence of extremists and
exaggerators, known as ghulat, among the Shi‘is became a perennial con-
cern of mainstream Shi‘i theologians, who eventually prevailed, though
splinter groups of extremists remained active, as explained below.

Writing under the chapter “Moderation or Shortcoming,”?* Hossein
Modarressi discusses in detail the doctrinal positions of the ghulat of Shi‘a
and how they differed from mainstream theology of the Qur’an and lead-
ing Imamite theologians. The chapter expounds mainstream Shi‘ite doc-
trines with citation of numerous verses from the Qur’an on the Oneness
of God, His omnipotence and omniscience, and One who never dies and
has knowledge of the unseen. That all of God’s prophets and messengers,
including Muhammad [pbuh], were ordinary human beings who lived
normal lives, had families and friends, experienced the ups and downs of
life like everyone else.”

Notwithstanding this, the idea that the Prophet or imam was a super-
natural being started to spread from early on. A claim was thus heard after
the assassination of the fourth caliph ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (41H/661 CE) that
he was still alive and would not die until he conquered the whole world. It
was again heard after the death of his son, Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah
(d. 700/81), when many of his followers claimed that he did not die but
only concealed himself from the people and would reappear before the
end of time “to fill the earth with justice as it was filled with injustice and
despotism.”?® The mainstream Shi‘a community labeled this idea as ghu-
luww (exaggeration, extremism) and its proponents as ghulat.

From the beginning of the second century Hijra/ninth CE, “numer-
ous heretic persons and groups emerged” who proclaimed one or another
figure from the House of the Prophet as God. The extremists of the
now-defunct school of Kaysanite Shiism maintained that the imams were
divine and supernatural beings who possessed knowledge of the unseen
and had powers of disposal over the universe. Some of them did not claim
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deity for the imams but held instead that God had vested them, by way
of delegation, with the authority to create and provide for all beings, to
legislate and abrogate the Shari’ah as they willed. They knew not only all
the languages of mankind but also of birds and animals. This extremist
trend soon came to be known as the Mufawwidah (delegationists, claiming
God’s delegated powers).”

Many Imamite scholars opposed the idea of any supernaturality of the
imams and insisted that they were simply virtuous learned men. This was
the view of the renowned Abi Ya'fur al-’Abdi (d. 131/748), who was close to
Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 765). It is reported that on one occasion, when
a servant of the imam by the name of Mu’alla had ranked the imams as
prophets, Ja'far al-Sadiq strongly denounced it and confirmed Ibn Abi
Ya'fur’s moderate position.?

The leading Shi‘ite scholar Shirazi wrote in denunciation of the ghulat
that the scholars and ‘ulama’ of Imamite Shi‘a have refuted in their writ-
ings the corrupt beliefs and attributions to Shi‘ism that do not belong to it.
The Noble Prophet and unerring imams decidedly denounce and disap-
prove the ghulat and the Mufawwidah claims.? To quote Shirazi:

These extremist infidels -kuffar-e ghali- thus wrote that the Prince
of Believers, ‘Ali b Abi Talib, was the origin of creation. When God
Most High wanted to manifest Himself in the existential world, He
manifested Himself in the person of ‘Ali. They also wrote that all
the prophets from beginning to end, even including the Seal of the
Prophets Muhammad, peace be on him, rank below the author-
ity (wilayat) of ‘Ali... These heresies have appeared, explicitly or
implicitly, in the name of Shi‘ism, which can never belong to the
(Twelver) Shi‘ite beliefs.>

The Imamite scholars in Qum, which is one of the main centers of
Shi‘ite learning, began to “declare anyone who attributed any sign of
super-humanity to the Prophet or the Imams as extremists and to expel
such people from their town.”3! Extremist factions remained active nev-
ertheless and produced voluminous literature, but the moderate majority
prevailed and later led the Islamic Revolution. The Imamites of Iran and
most other Shi‘ites now subscribe to the doctrine that imams of the House
of the Prophet are the ultimate source and authority of religious knowl-
edge and true interpreters also of the Qur’an and hadith.
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Ayatollah Sayyid Fadlullah of Lebanon is no less critical of the ghulat
extremists, many of whom subscribe to the belief that some Muslims shall
not enter Hell “even if they were absolutely corrupt and committed crimes
in their earthly life. From this, a number of Shi‘ites have proceeded to
say that Fire shall not touch a Shi‘i because of his love of ‘Ali.” Fadlullah
continues: “Does this mean that the love of Muhammad [pbuh] counts for
nothing, and that the love of God is also not worth mentioning, but only
the love of ‘Ali?”** He then quotes the Qur’anic address to the Prophet
Muhammad: “Say! If you do love God, follow me, God will love you and
forgive your sins. For God is Forgiving, Merciful.”(Aal-'Imran, 3:31).
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These exaggerators evidently belie the Qur’an!

Turning to the current state of Sunni-Shi‘a relations, they are highly
politicized, away from the middle ground, and marred by the persis-
tent urge on both sides to dominate. The result has been increased con-
flict often leading to fratricide and loss of life. Morbid fanaticism and
narrow-minded madhhabi tendencies in places such as Iraq and Pakistan
have also taken their toll.

In the face of an evident background of unity in the essentials of
Islam, it is hardly justified that the Shi‘ites should proselytize among the
Sunnis and for the latter to fear recognition of Shism as a valid madh-
hab. Saudi-Iranian political rivalry has become the breeding ground of
provocation and conflict, and has negatively impacted the Muslim world
specifically, and world peace generally. In an article entitled “How the
Sunni-Shi‘a Schism Is Dividing the World,”** Robert Fisk wrote that the
chasm between Sunni and Shi‘ Islam is having worldwide repercussions.
“Syria’s civil war, America’s craven alliance with the Sunni Gulf autocra-
cies, and Sunni (as well as Israeli) suspicions of Shi‘a Iran are affecting
even the work of the United Nations.”

There is urgent need, therefore, for better understanding, moderation,
and restraint, as well as confidence-building measures to nurture coop-
eration for peace building. This is the purport, in fact, of a joint decla-
ration and call, issued on May 22, 2013 by two Muslim leaders, former
prime minister of Malaysia, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad and former Iranian
President Mohammad Khatami, for Sunni and Shii Muslims to cease
hostilities and to reflect on the root causes of intra-Muslim violence. They
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urged the Sunni and Shii Muslims of all persuasions to lay down their
arms and stop killing each other.®

The Moderating Role of Shi‘t ‘Ulama’ in Politics

It should be noted at the outset that the Shii ‘ulamad’ are better orga-
nized compared to their Sunni counterparts, and to that extent were able
to establish theological seminaries and career-tracked positions among
themselves, including conferment of titles such as grand ayatollah (aya-
tollah al-'uzma) and supreme authority commanding adherence (marja’-e
taqlid), which entitle their holders to issue authoritative ruling and fatwas.
This is to some extent a function of their entitlement to a portion (usually
one-fifth) of the donations known as the imam’s share (sahm-e imam),
which they receive from their constituencies and which enable them to
operate fairly independently of the government. It is an undisputed prin-
ciple of Shi‘ite figh that the follower pays the imam’s share to the marja’
he followed. “Now if this Imam’s share is paid to the marja’, which is still
done, they gradually acquire economic power.”3

Whereas previously the ‘ulama’ did not concern themselves directly
with politics, by the end of the nineteenth century the ground was pre-
pared for their involvement in the political currents of Iran and Iraq.
Evidence shows that it was the power of public opinion under the influence
of the Shi‘ite intelligentsia and other dissatisfied groups that prompted
the ‘ulama’, especially from the office of the marja’-e taqlid of the time,
to take a more active role in politics. This was clearly demonstrated in
the Tobacco Crisis of 1891/1308, when at the height of imperial rivalry
between Russia and Britain and when heavily in debt, Nasir al-Din Shah
Q3jar (r. 1896-1906) was under pressure and sought to raise money from
foreigners by selling them industrial and commercial concessions. In so
doing, he granted the tobacco monopoly rights to a foreign company. This
was widely interpreted, especially by the religious classes, as selling the
country and Islam. The Tobacco Concession triggered a massive popular
protest, orchestrated by the then-leading mujtahid, Mirza Hasan Shirazi,
who issued a ruling boycotting the use of tobacco on grounds of harm pre-
vention (daf” al-darar), in this case, to the public health, and also that the
Shi‘ite state should not be subjected to foreign influence. The shah called
the ‘ulama’ of Tehran for consultation, and after two meetings, agreed
to cancel the Tobacco Concession contract in exchange for the ‘wulama’
cooperation in stabilizing the situation. Shiraz{’s pronouncement not only
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overruled the decision of the sovereign but also demonstrated that the
marja’iyyah could check and moderate monarchical absolutism in Iran.”’

Even before the Tobacco Crisis, however, the local ‘ulama’ and mujta-
hids often succeeded in inciting the townspeople to expel the local gov-
ernors on the charge of oppression. The nineteenth-century biographer
Tunakabuni has recorded the following: when Sayyid Mohammad Bagi
Qazvini Mujtahid encouraged the townspeople of Qazvin to expel the
oppressive governor, the governor was banished by Muhammad Shah
Qajar to Najaf. Then again, the same Shirazi used his authority over the
massacre of the Shi‘ite tribe of Hazarah by a British protégé, named ‘Abd
al-Rahman. Shirazi persuaded Nasir al-Din Shah to use diplomacy to stop
the suppression of Shi‘is in Afghanistan.’®

Another leading marja’, Mohammad Kazim Khurasani (d. 1329/1911),
along with two other influential mujtahids of Najaf, Mirza Hosayn
Tehrani (d. 1326/1908) and Shaykh ‘Abdullah Mazandarani (d. 1914),
played a leading role in mobilizing the people against what they consid-
ered as state tyranny. They issued a number of fatwas and guidelines to
the people and government of Iran utilizing their authority as the leading
maja’ in balancing the power of government and the Majlis (parliament).
It was Khurasani who, along with Mazanadarani, ruled in favor of the
rebellion against the anti-constitution Qajar king, Muhammad ‘Ali Shah
(r. 1907-1909) and prohibited the payment of taxes to an oppressive gov-
ernment. These rulings led to public revolt, eventually toppling the shah
in 1909.* Khurasani's disciple, Muhammad Husayn Na‘ini, also used his
authority to support the legitimacy of an elected assembly, or parliament.
In a special treatise he wrote on the subject, Na‘ini maintained that it
would be a deterrent and a restraining power against oppressive system
of rule.®



X/

The Moderating Role of Ikhtilat
(Reasoned Disagreement)

THEOLOGICALLY, WE KNow from the Qur’an that religious diversity is
divinely willed, which inspires, in turn, coexistence with, and tolerance of,
others as a spiritual and not just an ethical imperative. Followers of other
faiths are granted respect and the freedom to practice their own faiths.

The verse that tells us “there is no compulsion in religion” (al-Bagarah,
2:256) implies that differences of religion must be tolerated and not sup-
pressed. Muslims are enjoined to let the followers of other faiths believe
in their own religion: “O you who disbelieve, I worship not that which
you worship, nor do you worship that which I worship. .. For you your
religion, and for me, mine” (al-Kafirtin, 109:1-06).
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It is further declared in another verse:

Had your Lord so willed, all who are on earth would have believed.
Would you then force people to become believers? (Yanus, 10:99).

And again:
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Say (O Muhammad): The truth is from your Lord. Let him who will,
believe (in it), and let him who will, disbelieve (al-Kahf, 18:29).
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Muslims who emulate the Prophet are thus advised to deliver the mes-
sage of Islam, but not to impose it, nor indeed to decline the opportunity
when it arises to hold dialogue and peaceful discourse—as in the follow-
ing verse: “call unto the way of your Lord with wisdom and fair exaltation,
and hold discourse with them [the People of the Book] in the finest man-
ner” (al-Nahl, 16:125).
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The invitation (da’'wah) to embrace Islam is not obstructed by the rec-
ognition of diversity: believers in Islam are called upon to bear witness
to their faith and invite others to its fold, but the manner of doing so
should be with tact and wisdom. This kind of courteous dialogue goes
hand in hand with tolerant acceptance of the right of the different “other”
also to disagree. Thomas Arnold has convincingly demonstrated the
mendacity of the claim that Islam was “spread by the sword.” It was the
manifestation of tolerance, Arnold observed, that made Islam attractive to
non-Muslims, citing numerous instances and documents that illustrate
the veracity of that principle and how the Muslims practiced it in their
treatment of others.!

Tolerating other people’s opinions contrary to one’s own is an impor-
tant indicator of moderation, which raises, in turn, the question of free-
dom of speech and expression, and there is much affirmative evidence in
the sources of Islam and its juristic heritage in support of that freedom.
The present writer has elsewhere addressed this subject in fuller detail,
citing in evidence not only the existence in Islam of a plurality of theologi-
cal and juristic schools (madhhabs) but also a host of other principles that
are only meaningful in an atmosphere of tolerance and freedom. Included
in these are the Qur’anic principles of “promotion of good and prevention
of evil,” consultation (shiirg), giving sincere advice (nasihah), and freedom
of religion. Other principles that merit attention are ijtihad (independent
reasoning), freedom to express an opinion (hutriyat al-ra’y), freedom to
criticize (hurriyat al-mu ‘aradah), and freedom of association.?
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The explicit recognition also in Islamic jurisprudence of a separate
discipline under the rubric of reasoned disagreement (ikhtilaf) testifies to
its flexibility, moderation, and openness to different influences and coex-
istence of views and perspectives. Ikhtilaf as a recognized component of
Islamic jurisprudence is instrumental for ijtihad, the intellectual effort that
seeks to find solutions to unprecedented issues. For without recognizing
reasonable levels of disagreement, the value of ijtihad is likely to be greatly
diminished. This can also be said of consultation (shiirdg), which is key to
participatory governance and realization of well-moderated responses to
issues of public concern. It is through the understanding and recognition
of different and sometimes opposing views to those of one’s own, and
one’s openness toward reconciling divergent interests and concerns, that
well-balanced solutions to issues can be expected to emerge.

In the spirit of encouraging intellectual effort and ijtihad in Shari'ah
matters, the Prophet [pbuh] is reported to have said:

When a judge or ruler exercises ijtihad and gives a right judgment,
he will have earned two rewards, but if he errs in his judgment, he
would [still] have earned a reward.?
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The Prophet’s Companions are known to have disagreed in their under-
standing and interpretation of the Qur’an and hadith, and have respected
reasonable disagreement within their ranks. They are also known to have
frequently resorted to consultation to verify the meaning and authenticity
of hadith and matters of interpretation also of the Qur’an on a wide range
of issues.

At the opposite end of ikhtilaf, Islamic juristic thought also recognizes
general consensus (ijma ) as an authoritative source of law and principle
that must eventually prevail over ikhtilaf. For disagreement can enrich
understanding and widen one’s horizons, yet no society can live with dis-
agreement on all issues all the time. Unlike ikhtilaf, general consensus has
an intrinsic value of its own. Both ikhtilaf and ijma ‘ occupy a much larger
space in the detailed expositions of Islamic jurisprudence, which I have
elsewhere addressed and discussed.* In the following paragraphs I pres-
ent an overview of the salient aspects of ikhtilaf of concern to us here.

The first manifestation of ikhtilaf in Islamic juristic thought is the
existence to this day of at least five different schools of law (madhhabs)
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that are currently practiced by Muslims, with the Hanafi school com-
manding the largest number of followers, followed in that order by the
Shafi’i, Maliki, Hanbali, and Shi‘ite schools, respectively. The Shi‘i school
is subdivided, in turn, into three components, the largest of which is
the Shi‘ah Imamiyyah, then the Zaydiyyah and Isma iliyyah, respec-
tively. Other schools of theology and law that continue to be of histori-
cal and academic importance are the Mu ‘tazilah, the Ash‘ariyyah, the
Zahiriyyah, and minor other schools that have no active following today.
The leading schools of law are recognized by their followers, and have
also recognized one another as valid interpretations of the Shari'ah. Each
of the various schools has interpreted the Shari’ah in light of the needs
and realities of their time.

Ikhtilafis of interest basically to issues of practical application, which is
of main concern to Islamic law, or figh. Disagreement over the essentials
of the faith, its five pillars, for example, and the essence of moral virtue,
is generally not encouraged and the scope for ikhtildf is in any case very
limited concerning them.

Ijtihad is in the nature of a personal opinion to begin with, which is
not binding on anyone, however sound and authoritative it may be, as
everyone enjoys the liberty of having an opinion and conducting ijtihad
if he or she possesses the prerequisite qualifications for it. In this way,
disagreement is naturally expected before general consensus (ijma ‘) mate-
rializes over a particular opinion or ruling. But ikhtilaf that is accepted at
this level must meet two basic requirements, one of which is that each of
the opposing views is based on valid evidence, and the other that none
of the opposing views leads to what is unfeasible, or entirely unrealistic.
Disagreement that fails to qualify these conditions has no credibility and
should be abandoned. These two conditions also differentiate ikhtilaf from
what is known as khilaf, that is, unreasonable disagreement, which is not
supported by valid evidence and reason.

The recognition in principle of the validity of ikhtilgf in Islam also
stands on a rational foundation, in addition, that is, to the support it enjoys
in the Qur'an and Sunnah. It is generally thought that by far the largest
portion of the Qur'an—about 9o percent perhaps—and an equally large
bulk of the hadith are open to interpretation. Words and sentences of the
text, even in parts that are classified as legal verses (ayat al ahkam), and
legal hadiths (ahadith al-ahkam), have received differential interpretations
from schools and scholars across the centuries, hence the phenomena of
scholastic pluralism and disagreement, which proved to be inevitable.
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Disagreement over the meaning of a word may be due to it being in
the nature of a homonym that carries more than one meaning, or that it
is open to both a literal and metaphorical interpretation, and similar other
features of words and sentences in the Qur’an and hadith that account for
differences of interpretation. The same can be said of the structure of legal
values (ahkam) that are derived from the textual data of the sources, either
directly or by way of interpretation and inference.

Another level of disagreement emerges over the degree of prominence,
and the emphatic or otherwise manner of expression, with which an idea
or principle has been delivered in the text. If the language and words used
are emphatic and categorical, it is likely to give rise to an obligatory injunc-
tion (a command or a prohibition—wadjib or haram, respectively). Should
there be a level of flexibility, or when the text speaks of a mere desirability
of a course of conduct, its abhorrence, or neutrality in terms of benefit or
harms, and so on, the legal values derived may qualify as recommendable,
reprehensible, or permissible (mandiib, makrih and mubah), respectively.

Yet another cause of ikhtilaf among the leading schools of Islamic law
is due to the variation of localities, customary practice ( ‘urf), and cultural
milieu in which they originated and developed. The Hanafi school was
developed in Iraq, whereas the Maliki and Hanbali schools emerged and
developed in the Hijaz, the Shafi‘i school in both Iraq and Egypt. Lastly,
ikhtilaf can also originate in the methodology and jurisprudential formulas
the jurist may have adopted in the extraction of rules from their sources,
and the schools of law have differed fairly widely on this. The Hanafis, for
instance, relied more on juristic preference (istihsan) and custom ( ‘urf),
while the Shafi‘is, on the other hand, reject istihsan and apply presump-
tion of continuity (istishab) more widely than others, and whereas the
Malikis rely mainly on considerations of public interest (istislah), and so
forth. When applied to the same or similar issues, one is not surprised to
see different results. The scope of ikhtilaf over methodology also extends
to the rules of interpretation and the implied meanings of words and sen-
tences of the text.’



XII

Berween Spirituality and Legalism

THE MODERATING INFLUENCE OF SUFISM

SUFISM ACCENTUATES THE inner life and spirituality of Islam in contra-
distinction with its law, figh and Shari'ah, which are focused on its exter-
nalities and practical manifestations of human behavior. Figh and Sufism
are both valid manifestations of Islam each in their respective capacities. It
would indeed be erroneous to turn to one in total isolation of the other. The
purpose is to advocate a moderate stance between the two so that Islam is
not understood as a collection of rules driven by the dry logic of rules for
their own sake, as is often the case with the advocates of literalism, such
as the now extinct but well-known Zahiri school of law, which exaggerated
in the degree of emphasis they placed on the literal and obvious mean-
ing of the text. The Mu'tazilite rationalists are also known, at the other
extreme, to have exceeded the limits of moderation in their attempts to
rationalize even the dogmatic and theological aspects of the faith. It would
also be erroneous to equate Sufism with the whole of Islam and thus run
away from the notion of adherence to the rule of law and valid precedent.
Wasatiyyah instead favors the middle approach that endorses the validity
of both rules and their purposes yet seeks to strike a compromise between
externality and what may not be so obvious to the naked eye, the spiritual
import and essence of those rules. Wasatiyyah is meant to protect Islam
against extremist and tendentious views and interpretations that seek to
alienate an integral part of Islam as a faith and a legal system (‘aqidah wa
shari ‘ah) and thus jeopardize a holistic understanding of the religion.

It is conceivable that the inner life of Islam might have been suffocated
in the ever-narrowing net of scholastic definitions and legal prescriptions,
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the external rituals that seemed incessantly to be increasing, had it not
been for the moderating influence of Sufism that pulled Islam closer to
its spiritual core. The initial rift between the ‘ulama’ and worldly rulers
occurred when the Umayyads changed the caliphate to monarchy (mulk)
and the ‘ulama’ refused to recognize the legitimacy of that momen-
tous and unprecedented change. Persistent disagreement and a certain
amount of disillusionment with the excesses of worldly rulers persuaded
the religious strata and pious ‘ulama’ to turn to spirituality and asceti-
cism. Later it is noted that the salutary influence of numerous Sufi Orders
that permeated the length and breadth of the Ottoman world softened the
rigors of legalism with a spiritual fragrance and access to the core values
of Qur’anic teachings. An overview of the variety of Sufi Orders in the dif-
ferent parts of the Ottoman Empire shows how these Orders performed
particular functions in respect of different social, economic, political, mili-
tary, and religious groups. All of these functions worked together to pro-
vide what Marshall Hodgson called a “subtle leaven” without which, he
argued, the Shari’ah could not have operated so effectively.!

Maulana Jalal al-Din Rumi (d.1273), whom A. J. Arberry described as
“surely the greatest mystical poet in the history of mankind,” epitomized
in his masterpiece, The Mathnawi, the ecumenical spirit of devotion. In
one of his renowned couplets, he wrote: “The religion of Love is separate
from all religions; for lovers, the religion and creed is God.” He also wrote
on the ultimate metaphysical meaning of tawhid (Divine Oneness), which
indicates the transcendence of the essence of religion over all its forms,
including even Islam:

What is to be done, O Muslims? For I do not recognise myself.

I am neither Christian, nor Jew, nor gabr [Zoroastrian], nor Muslim.
I am not of the east, nor of the west, nor of the land, nor of the sea.
My place is the placeless, my Trace is the Traceless;

"Tis neither body nor soul, for I belong to the soul of the Beloved.

One I seek, One I know, One I see, One I call.

He is the First, He is the Last, He is the Outward, He is the Inward.?

Why Is Sufism Important Today?

Sufism is widespread among Muslims almost everywhere, but interest-
ingly also has significant following in the West, even among non-Muslims.
The popularity of Sufism is partly due to a near-total preoccupation of
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Muslims masses, not only in Southeast Asia but almost everywhere, with
ritualism and conformity to the externalities of Islam, often at the expense
of its spirituality and ethics. The mosques in this region are often full,
especially on Fridays and other religious occasions. While this is to be
commended, there is a tendency toward literalist conformity and ritu-
alism, often at the expense of meaning and purpose. This critique also
reverberates nowadays regarding the more recent phenomenon of Islamic
banking and finance. People in the industry and practitioners say that
they practice the Shari’ah in total isolation from its spirit and purpose, or
maqasid al-Shari’ah. Secularist modernity and European colonialism dis-
rupted the continuity and relevance of Islamic thought and institutions
with the practicalities of Muslim life. The challenge to face is how the
teachings of Islam and its Shari'ah can be meaningfully related to contem-
porary realities, not just as a set of rituals and rules but as a comprehen-
sive guide to conduct.? The balance is clearly tilted in favor of dry legalism
of Islam that calls for another corrective to pave the way for the revival
(tajdrd) of its spiritual essence. This may resemble in some ways, perhaps,
the thinking that prompted Imam al-Ghazali (d. 1111) to write his magnum
opus, the Ihya’ ‘Ulim al-Din (revivification of the religious sciences) in
face of the overwhelming tide of Hellenistic philosophy and thought that
threatened the spiritual core of Islam.

To generate insight into this unbalanced focus on externality and form,
one may also add that some of this is perhaps embedded in the nature of
figh, which has a certain bias toward legality and positivism in the juris
corpus of its rules—as I shall presently explain.

Law is characteristically concerned with the externalities of conduct,
aspects of behavior that can be seen and proven before the court of justice.
Figh is by definition concerned with “knowledge of the practical rules of
Shari’'ah pertaining to the conduct of the mukallaf” or a competent person,
in contradistinction with morality and dogma, which fall outside the court
jurisdiction. For dogma is a state of mind, whereas morality essentially
consists of good advice, which unlike a legal command, is not binding.
Yet there is widespread criticism among Muslims that one of the main
impacts of modernity and secularism on Islam has been to reduce the
Shari’ah to a set of rules, applied almost for their own sake. Hence the
challenge faced is once again to establish a balance between the inner and
outer self of Islam as not only consisting of devotional practices but of
ethical substance and holistic understanding of its impact on the conduct
of everyday life. Sufism thus continues to hold its appeal.
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Sufi, an Arabic word derived from suf, or “wool,” signifies the origi-
nally ascetic character of the movement. Just as early Christian ascetics
in the Near East used to wear woolen cloaks, early Muslim ascetics, too,
donned a usually dark-blue woolen garb.* The term “wool-wearer” thus
came to carry the connotation of “renuncient” or “ascetic.” The origins of
Sufism are attributed to Hassan al-Basri (d. 728CE), a leading figure in the
science of scholastic theology (‘ilm al-kalam) under whose influence the
first-known ascetics of Iraq and Syria appeared. Men and women devoted
themselves to nightly vigils and constantly fought against the nafs, the
lower soul that “instigates to evil” (cf., Yasuf, 12:53). For according to a
saying of the Prophet, struggle against the nafs is “the greatest jihad,” the
true sacred struggle in the service of God. In one of his sayings, the fourth
caliph, ‘Ali ibn Abu Talib, referred to the forces that are engaged in this
battle for the soul: the intellect commands the forces of al-Rahman (the
Compassionate), while caprice (hawd) commands those of al-Shaytan (the
devil). The soul itself vacillates between these two poles, susceptible to
the attraction of both (mutajazibah baynahuma), and enters into the
domain of whichever of the two will triumph.’

Success in the quest for self-mastery and disciplining the ego within
oneself is undoubtedly the most challenging of all struggles. This is also
a journey, not a destination. The unceasing struggle for control of each
and every thought and action was in turn refined to become a science of
its own, so that one’s whole life could be led in sincerity—ikhlas—and
purity through remembrance of God and consciousness of Him that
eventually:

Dominates the zeal of your pride, the vehemence of your castiga-
tion, the power of your hand, and the sharpness of your tongue.
Guard against these vices by restraining all impulsiveness, and put-
ting off all resort to force until your anger subsides, and you regain
self-control.®

In the course of time, this introspective pursuit for self-refinement devel-
oped into new discourses on spiritual states and stages of attainment in
knowledge of the inner self, closeness to God, and love. This was accom-
panied, in turn, by a parallel effort to discern the inner meanings of the
Qur’an and Sunnah by using methods of allegorical interpretation based
on inference and allusion. The heart was understood as the spiritual
organ of God’s presence in the person, and its chief sustenance was the
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remembrance of God through invocation (dhikr) and “hearing” or wit-
nessing God in poetry and music (sama ). Given the Qur’anic affirmation
that the entire creation is constituted of “signs—ayat,” which also refer to
Qur’anic “verses,” Sufi exegetes distinguished between the anthological
Qur’an (al-Qur'an al-takwini) and the written Qur’an (al-Qur’an al-tadwini).
For example, the fourteenth-century Sufi ‘Aziz al-Din Nasafi wrote: “Each
day, destiny and the passage of time set this book before you, siirah for
stirah, verse for verse, letter for letter and read it to you.”®

The essence of true religious life was absolute trust in God, which
is a practical aspect of tawhid: one places his trust in God because there
is no other bestower of good but Him. Another goal of Sufism is grate-
ful contentment (rida) of whatever comes—all come from God. Gnosis,
or non-discursive knowledge of God (ma rifah), presents human life as
a journey toward achieving “God-consciousness” and through it human
beings experience wondrous experiential proximity to God. The first signs
of genuine love mysticism were publicly manifested by a woman, the leg-
endary Rabi‘ah of Basrah (d. 801). Numerous are the legends that sur-
round this great saint of Islam, including the one that follows:

She was seen one day in the streets of Basra, carrying a bucket in
one hand and a torch in the other. Asked the meaning of her action,
she replied: I want to pour water into Hell and set fire to Paradise
so that these two veils disappear and nobody worships God out of
fear of Hell or hope for Paradise, but only for the sake of His eternal
beauty.’

Most theologians and jurists did not use “love” to describe the relation-
ship between man and God, but would instead speak of obedience to His
will and command. Yet the strong element of love in this relationship
could not be pushed aside, for it occurs often in the Qur’an in various
and often subtle ways. Like Rabi‘ah, the Sufis and many others liked to
refer to the verse in al-Ma’idah (5:54): “He loves them and they love Him
unconditionally.”

This and certain other passages in the Qur’an seem to prove the pos-
sibility of mutual love, which, like every act in the world, begins in and
emanates in God.
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Al-Qaradawi speaks of the imbalances of some “rigid traditionalists”
(al-salafiyyin) who drew a hard message at every opportunity that so fre-
quently diminished the softness of spirituality and living faith contained
in those rules. They had scant share of the “hope, modesty, eagerness,
contentment and love—what the Sufis classify into the three categories
of conditions, stations, and ranks (al-ahwal, al-manazil, al-maqamat),
finely expounded by Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1327) in his book,
al-Tuhfah al-‘Iragiyyah fi'l-A'mal al-Qalbiyyah, and then by his disciple,
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, who authored several works on the subject.”
Qaradawi added that both the teacher and disciple were leading jurists
and Salafis, but have also gone a long way in their teachings to exemplify
the “finely balanced approach of wasatiyyah” on the subject. The rigor-
ous approaches of the hard Salafis were moderated and softened by the
Sufis, who have in many ways excelled in their influence and in their
conclusions.!

Al-Qaradawi had this to say: “Sufism that nurtures strength and purity
of faith and ethics is an indispensible part of Islam, and so is the figh tradi-
tion and its role in regulating the externalities of human conduct.”? Some
people from the figh tradition have become extremely critical of Sufism to
the extent of denying its rich contribution and place in Islam, which is an
“unjust exaggeration, and also unrealistic.” The truth is that all groups, be
they theologians, jurists, traditionalist (hadith specialists), and Sufis, have
made valuable contributions, but, at the same time, each had among them
some who exaggerated their case or fell short in some ways. None should
take extremist positions in their critique of others. True Sufism that advo-
cates inner purity (tazkiyah), love of God, and avoidance of overindulgence
in materialist dependencies is reflective of the spirit of Islam and closest
to the guidance of the Prophet and his companions.”

Speaking of the possibilities of narrowing down the differences
between the Sunnis and Shi‘is, Hamid Enayat singled out the role of
Sufism as an important medium for bringing the two branches of Islam
closer together. Sufism has a strong appeal on both sides, and it is a mod-
erating influence due to its theoretical aversion to bigotry and prejudice,
its exaltation of tolerance and humility in the quest for Truth or Right, and
its inherent dislike of doctrinal regimentation.

Sunni and Sh'i Islam share vast ground between them in the essen-
tials of beliefs and practices, their common orientation toward sanctity
(walayah) and gnosis (ma’rifah) as goals of the religious life bringing them
particularly close. In this connection Nasr noted that “Islamic esotericism
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or gnosis crystallized into the form of Sufism in the Sunni world, while
it poured into the whole structure of Shi‘ism, especially during its early
period.”® Thus the esoteric core of Islam expresses itself in Sunni Sufism
and in Shi‘ite ‘Irfan with different “accents” taking on different forms and
expressions. Whereas Sufism is the principal arena of esoteric expression
in Sunni Islam, in Shi‘i Islam, “the esoteric and the exoteric are intermin-
gled with the general structure of the religious doctrines and practices.”’®
The esoteric enters, in other words, mainstream Shi‘ite theology of the
Imamate and operates more widely compared to its Sunni counterpart.
Shi‘ism actually began to spread in Iran during the Safavid dynasty in
fifteenth-century cg, and Sufi tarigas or orders served as its main vehicles.
Among the Sufi orders, the Nurbakhshiyyah and Nimatullahiyyah played
a leading role in the spread of popular Shi‘ism, and closer relations were
forged between Twelver Shi‘ism and Sufism as well as between Isma’ilism
(a branch of Shi‘ism that has a living Imam, namely the Agha Khan) and
Sufism in Iran.”

Enayat takes a glance at the controversy that raged between the Sunni
Hanbali Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328CE) and the Twelver Shii, Mutahhar
al-Hilli (d. 1325), but then adds that while controversy was raging at vari-
ous levels, attempts in the opposite direction were also made at solving
sectarian differences. One such attempt was made by the Kubrawiyyah,
a Sufi order of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries CE, shortly after
the Mongol invasion. The absence at that time of an official creed appears
to have been conducive for the sort of irenic campaign launched by the
Kubrawiyyah. The founder of the order, Najmuddin Kubra, had both
Sunni and Shi‘ disciples. The method Najmuddin Kubra and his promi-
nent disciple, ‘Ala ud-Dawlah Simnani, employed was eclecticism, which
combined benign rebukes to the quarrelling sects with convenient glean-
ings from their principles toward the creation of a Sunni-Shi‘i synthesis
for the unity of all Muslims. They condemned the Shi‘i vilification of
the Prophet’s Companions but confirmed the authenticity of the Ghadir
story about the Prophet’s designation of ‘Ali as his successor, and main-
tained that ‘Ali had a greater right to the Prophetic succession than the
first three caliphs. The Kubrawiyyah also quoted frequently from the Nahj
al-Balaghah, a collection of maxims attributed to Imam ‘Ali, not in defense
of Shii thesis, but in refuting Shi‘ extremism.!

The second factor that had the potential of moderating the Sunni-Shi‘i
differences, according to Enayat’s 1982 publication, was modernism for its
inherent tendency toward rationality, and its impact also on the structure
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of loyalties. The idea of the nation-state was replacing religious devotion
as the ruling civic virtue of the modern age. With Islamic unity being their
motivator, the leaders of the first generation of modernists, Jamal ad-Din
al-Afghani (d. 1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905), made strong pleas
for Sunni-Shi‘i unity.” It was significant in this connection that the leading
Shi‘i ‘ulama’ of Iran supported the constitutionalist movement that led to
the Revolution 0of 1906. They came in support of legal restraints on kingly
powers. The pattern of events and development of new political ideas
among the Ottomans, Egyptians, and Iranians thus showed significant
similarities and bode well for moderating the Sunni-Shi‘i differences.?

Sunni-Shi‘a unity is a larger subject in its own right, and not confined
as such to Sufism or modernity, and many leading voices outside the Sufi
and modernist camps have advocated unity on both sides. Several impor-
tant initiatives were taken, which included the Amman Message (2005),
as previously reviewed , and even long before then, the renowned fatwa of
the then Rector/Sheikh of Azhar University, Mahmud Shaltut, in February
1959. Shaltut authorized instruction in Azhar University of Shiti juris-
prudence, which was widely seen as tantamount to recognizing Shi‘ism
as on an equal footing with the four orthodox legal schools in Sunnism.
Shaltut advanced similar arguments in a more explicit fatwa confirming
the “validity of worship according to the Imami Shi‘i doctrine.” (The word
sect was deleted from the official document on the grounds that in Islam
proper there are no sects, but only schools or doctrines.). Efforts of this
kind have been taking place on both sides to advance the prospects of
unity across the scholastic divides.?!
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Harm (Darar) Must Be Eliminated

REMOVAL OF HARM and prejudice feature prominently in the Qur’an and
hadith. “Harm must be eliminated” is the exact translation of the Islamic
law maxim “al-dararu yuzal.”' It manifests the sum total of numerous
pieces of evidence on the subject that occur in the Qur'an and hadith,
which are, though scattered in different places, nevertheless expressive on
the whole of the letter and spirit of Islamic teachings on the subject. To
redress a harm inflicted on another person or party often means restoring
the balance that was disrupted in the first place. This is also necessary for
keeping societal relations in a state of equilibrium.

Legal maxims are theoretical abstractions in the form usually of short
epithetic statements that express, often in a few words, the basic purpose
and spirit of the Shari'ah in a given context and seek to provide general
entries into the subject of their concern. Legal maxims have proven to be
particularly useful in providing brief yet informative entries into the much
larger mass of Islamic law and have, as such, attracted renewed attention
as useful tools in the issuance of fatwa and ijtihad.?

The legal maxim under review derives from a much larger number of
references in the Qur’an to situations where harm may arise. One exam-
ple is a husband repudiating his wife through a revocable divorce, then
refusing to finalize it and thus keeping her in limbo as neither a wife nor
a divorcee. This is unlawful according to the Qur’an, which proscribes it
by ordering the husband to avoid harming the wife and instructing him to
either retain her or release her (al-Baqarah, 2:231). In another instance, the
text addresses a mother who is unable to breastfeed her offspring, yet also
refuses to hire a wet nurse. This is also proscribed, as the mother’s refusal
harms the infant (Q 2:233). In yet another passage in the same siirah, the
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Qur’an prohibits a witness from concealing testimony that may prejudice
the cause of justice (2:282). There are similar instances in hadith and in
the detailed expositions of figh on the prevention and elimination of harm.
The maxim under review thus presents an epithetic summation of the
source evidence. The maxim so derived is then generalized such that it
applies to all areas and subjects of Shari’ah wherever it can properly apply.
The leading maxim quoted above has actually been taken from the
renowned hadith “harm may neither be inflicted nor reciprocated.”
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This hadith has also been adopted into a legal maxim in precisely the same
wording as the hadith itself.? The ruling it contains subsumes all harmful
acts and abusive exploitation of resources, even if by the owner, in a way
that manifestly harms others, damages the environment, and violate the
limits of moderation.* The harm so inflicted must be manifest and exor-
bitant, which means that negligible harm is usually tolerated, especially
when it emanates from the normal exercise of one’s rights, say of owner-
ship, but harms another person. The owner’s exercise of ownership rights
may cause some harm to another person/s, but unless it is manifest and
exorbitant, no legal action may be taken. Yet the owner’s use of his own
property may be captured by the rules of darar if it inflicts harm on others.
When the owner builds a structure, for instance, that blocks sunlight from
the neighbor’s living quarters, when he digs a well so close to the neigh-
bor’s house that it weakens or endangers its safety, or when his manner of
use pollutes the neighbor’s living quarters, and so on, the owner may in
all these cases be stopped or ordered to indemnify the harm so inflicted.®
The Shi‘ite sources also record this hadith and the legal maxims that
derive from them in ways that do not differ much from the Sunni ren-
dering of its relevant details. Renowned Sunni and Shi‘i scholars have
authored monographic works on the legal maxim under review, which
provide elaborate details on additional supportive Qur’anic and hadith data
on the subject, the manner harm is to be understood, conditions it must
fulfill, its subject matter and application, and so on. The renowned Syrian
scholar Mustafa Ahmad al-Zarqa (d. 1999) and his prominent Shi‘i coun-
terpart, Ayatollah Sayyid Fadlullah (d. 2010), have authored monographic
works on the maxim under review. Al-Zarqa thus wrote: “This hadith lays
down one of the pillars of the Shari'ah and provides a basis for prevention
of all harmful action. But once committed, harm must be indemnified, be
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it in financial or in punitive terms, just as it provides support for the pro-
motion and encouragement of its opposite, namely all that which benefit
the people and protect them against prejudice must be sought after and
secured.”® Zarqa adds that the hadith-cum-legal maxim subsumes harm
inflicted to persons, property, and personal rights, to labor relations, com-
mercial transactions, and the like. The owner of an animal, for instance,
is accountable for the damage the animal inflicts on another’s person or
property, and so is the owner of dangerous weapons and instruments that
are not properly guarded or used. An unqualified physician is held respon-
sible for the harm his treatment has inflicted on the patient, and so is a
witness who gives erroneous testimony that leads to harming its victim.
Market operators and restaurateurs are responsible for keeping the mar-
ket a safe place for the people, and so are food providers who are responsi-
ble for the purity and safety of their supplies. Both the principal actor and
one who causes harm indirectly are held responsible, and there are rules
that apply to inchoate harm that has begun but that remains incomplete.”

Ayatollah Sayyid Fadlullah covers much of the same grounds, also
adding that the prohibited harm in Shari'ah includes inflicting injury on
oneself through abusive practices and irrational indulgence in harmful
activities, drug abuse, refusal to take food, and so forth—notwithstanding
some differences of opinion that Shi‘i scholars have recorded on the sub-
ject. As illustration, it is lawful for one to donate one of his kidneys in
order to save the life of another, but not to donate both. Furthermore,
an accurate evaluation of harm, and where the rules of harm should or
should not apply, often involve rational judgment that may well require
resort to expert opinion, which is what the Shari’ah would also advise.® Tt
was on this basis, for instance, that the Shii ‘Ulama’ of the Qajar period
in Iran applied the principle of la-darar (prevention and elimination of
harm) in their verdicts, which proscribed, on the ground of damage to
human health, the use of tobacco and trading therein in the much-debated
Tobacco Crisis in late nineteenth-century Iran—as discussed earlier.’ In
the interest of accuracy, a distinction is also drawn between harm (darar)
and hardship (haraj). The former usually involves loss of property, loss of
honor, bodily harm, and the like, whereas the latter inflicts hardship that
is customarily considered intolerable, which can arguably involve some
harm as well, although hardship does not always amount to harm or darar
as such.?

According to a supplementary legal maxim, “harm shall be removed to
the extent possible.”® Harm should, in other words, be eliminated within
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reasonable bounds such that the remedial measure does not lead to more
extensive damage. According to yet another Islamic law maxim, “harm
shall not be eliminated by means of a similar harm.””? And then again,
“a private injury is tolerated in order to prevent injury to the general pub-
lic.”®® Should there be a situation where harm could not be totally avoided,
then the “lesser of the two harms/evils shall be chosen.”* These last two
maxims clearly contemplate protection of the public interest and aversion
of harm to society as a matter of priority, for which the state bears respon-
sibility to take remedial action.” According to yet another legal maxim of
figh, “Harm cannot establish a precedent—al-dararu la yakina qadiman,”
which means that lapse of time cannot justify continuation of harm.' All
of this is further to be guided by the maxim that “aversion of harm takes
precedence over the acquisition of benefit.””

Clearly these and similar other legal maxims of figh, when read side
by side with their relevant source evidence in the Qur’an and hadith, help
to realize moderation and equilibrium in social relations and encapsulate
between them most if not all instances of restoring the balance, when it is
disturbed, through judicial relief and remedial action. They authorize the
lawful government to take necessary measures for elimination of manifest
damage to public interest and the natural environment, seek indemnity,
and impose deterrent punitive sanctions on individuals, organizations,
national and multinational companies, and governments, for the damage
that results from their activities. While the Shari'ah rules dictate that harm
should be eliminated to the extent possible, individuals, national govern-
ments, and NGOs may be powerless, especially in the case of weaker
countries, to take deterrent action against multinational companies and
more powerful entities. It is here that international conventions and bind-
ing covenants are necessary to develop consensus and common strategies
to curb lawlessness by state actors, powerful multinationals, pirates, and
bandits that endanger world peace and the natural environment through
their pernicious and oppressive behavior.!®

The Shari'ah also empowers government authorities to impose mora-
toria on activities, projects, and enterprises deemed to inflict real dam-
age on people and their living conditions, particularly when the harm in
question exceeds the possible benefits. Action may accordingly be taken
under the legal maxim that “prevention of harm takes precedence over
the acquisition of benefit.”? If, however, the community encounters
stressful situations and urgent action is called for to prevent further harm
to public safety and the living environment, this may be considered as
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a necessity (darirah), which must be given absolute priority under the
principle that “dire necessities render the unlawful lawful—al-dararat
tubth al-mahzurat.”* The normal rules of law and procedure are thus sus-
pended, if need be, in situations of necessity. For the Shari'ah does not
subscribe to the idea of enforcing rules for the sake of rules. Law and order
are there to secure justice and public interest, and if the law itself happens
to stand in the way of these higher objectives (magasid), then it must give
way to alternative measures that vindicate the primacy of these higher
interests. In this way the Shari'ah tends to moderate itself in line with the
Qur’anic guideline on wasatiyyah.

According to a supplementary legal maxim, “necessity must be mea-
sured by its true proportions—al-dariratu tuqaddaru bi-gadriha.”® This
may entail undertaking specific measures, including research, laboratory,
and scientific methods of measurement, to ascertain the true proportions
of necessity. Accuracy in the measurement of necessity also means return-
ing to normal rules when the necessity comes to an end, and that necessity
is not exaggerated beyond its true proportions. According to yet another
maxim, “a need (al-hdjah) may be elevated to the rank of necessity if it
affects the general public—al-hdjatu qad tunzilu manzilat al-dariirah.”?
This is a recognition that even a less pressing need is enough to invoke the
concessionary rules of necessity if it affects the society as a whole. It fol-
lows, then, that the concessionary rules of Shari’ah are of concern not only
to individuals but to society and the international community as a whole,
and some of the more rigorous requirements in them are moderated and
reduced in order to accommodate the people’s convenience.

The Shari'ah rules of necessity and need thus moderate the rigor of the
law in situations of necessity and hardship and its guidelines on this help
to inject a degree of pragmatism in its implementation when it becomes
known that procedural technicality or strict enforcement is most likely to
lead to unfair results.
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Forbearance, Bringing Ease, and
Removing Hardship ('Taysir, Raf®
al-Haraj, Samahah)

THE MUSLIM PERSONALITY and social organization reach perfection by
internalizing as many as possible of the qualities that receive God’s appro-
bation and approval that are stipulated in the scriptural sources of Islam.
Bringing ease to the people and averting or removal of hardship from
them are highly placed in the hierarchy of Islamic values—as the Qur’anic
verses and hadith earlier reviewed on this subject clearly advocate.

The main difference between elimination of harm, as discussed ear-
lier, and bringing ease and convenience to the people, is that the former is
primarily concerned with harm that already exists, whereas bringing ease
and convenience is not bound by that premise and refers mainly to fresh
initiatives, even if there is no infliction of harm, that improve the people’s
living conditions. That said, the two themes of our discussion may overlap
in some cases at least.

The Prophet [pbuh] is reported to have said in a hadith: “The best of
your religion is the easier options therein.”
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Thus, when there are different answers to the same question and when
easier options may be available in the practice of a religious duty, judg-
ment, fatwa, and ijtihad, the easier option should be preferred.
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One of the manifestations of extremism is an obsessive pursuit of find-
ing faults in others and making exacting demands on them. The noble
Prophet has condemned this in a hadith when he urged the Muslims to
“avoid extremism (al-ghuluw), for people before you were led to destruc-
tion because of their extremism in religion.”?
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He also condemned the extremists when he said: “Perished are the
hair-splitters,” and he repeated this phrase three times.?
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The spirit of Divine forgiveness, itself a major theme of the
Qur’an, is also demonstrated in a verse addressing the believers in the
following terms:

If you avoid the most heinous of the prohibited conduct, We shall
conceal all your sins and admit you to a gate of great honour
(al-Nisa’, 4:31).

IS NN VER IR AN SRt SRS o Rt g eS|

Avoidance of major sins is thus understood to conceal minor ones,
an indication that God will forgive the latter when the believer exercises
self-restraint. Al-Qaradawi has concluded from this verse that it is sufhi-
cient for us to comply with the principal teachings of Islam and avoid the
major sins to gain the grace and pleasure of our Creator.*

When two of the leading Companions, Mu‘adh b. Jabal and Aba Masa
al-Ash‘ari, were leaving to serve as judges to the Yemen, the Prophet’s
instructions to them were that they “be gentle to the people and avoid
harshness to them; bring them good news and not repel them (with
gloomy predicaments).”
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According to yet another hadith: “Compassion (al-rifq) fails not to bring
beauty in everything, and it is not taken away from anything without caus-
ing ugliness.”®
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The Prophet's widow ‘A’ishah reported that the Prophet was always
inclined toward preventing hardship and lightening the people’s bur-
dens as far as possible. Thus, she reported that, “he [the Prophet] did not
choose but the easier of the two options so long as it did not amount to a
transgression.””
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The Prophet has also advised the believers to take advantage of the
concessions God has granted to them, for “God loves to see that His con-
cessions are taken, just as He loves to see that His commandments are
obeyed.”®
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The purport of this message is illustrated in another hadith text with
regard to fasting (of Ramadan): “It is not a virtue to observe the fast when
one is travelling.”
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From his review of the source evidence, al-Qaradawi concludes that
due to the emphatic tone and repeated references of the Qur'an and
Sunnah to this theme, facilitation and encouragement of optimism
(al-taystr wa’'l-tabshir) become the hallmarks of wasatiyyah not only in the
explanation of Islam and invitation to it but also in juristic analysis and
fatwa. The opposite of these, that is, opting for hardship and repulsiveness
(al-ta 'sir wa’l-tanfir), are markers of extremism and excess, especially in
figh research pertaining to worship matters, civil transactions, and matters
of concern to individuals and societies. Opting for difficult solutions and
scare-mongering in Islamic discourse, inquiry, and research only help to
shun people away from the path of God." Qaradawi added further: in our
time, people are in greater need of easier approaches to religion than ever
before due to the alienation of religion, scantiness of certitude, widespread
temptation to sin, and barriers in the way of piety. Hence it is imperative
for the priest and jurist alike to bring the people closer to God and to
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adherence to His commands in an easy style that is informed by the spirit
of easiness (taysir)."

Yet the recommended inclination toward ease (taysir) of Islam is not
meant to lead to compromise on principles, nor on the substance of clear
textual injunctions, but on matters of interpretation and subsidiary rules
(al-furu’). It is to incline toward interpretations that bring ease and leniency
to people and help to reduce their burden. Giving good news and encourag-
ing optimism (al-tabshir) relates more to the matter of da ‘wah, or call to the
faith. Speaking from his own experience, al-Qaradawi writes: “I see many
preachers these days inclining toward scare-mongering (al-tarhib) and cast-
ing fear instead of encouragement, compassion and hope.”? Al-Qaradawi
quotes, in this connection, no less than six verses from the Qur’an in which
God the Most High refers to both His boundless mercy and painful pun-
ishment, but then draws the important conclusion that the mercy and for-
giveness are used such as to signify God’s own illustrious names, whereas
references to punishment are indicative of His acts but not of His names
and attributes. This is also why the Qur’an begins with the sirah al-Fatihah
and the phrase “al-Rahman al-Rahim,” which appears at the very outset of
the Qur’an and virtually all of its other chapters. The basic message in all
of these is that God Most High makes the climate of mercy pervasive and
all-inclusive to humankind and the rest of His creation.*

In his discussion of the salient guidelines he himself observes in the
issuance of fatwa, al-Qaradawi includes the following:

(1) To shun scholastic fanaticism and blind imitation;

(2) To let the spirit of facilitation and ease dominate over that of severity
and hardship;

(3) To address people with the language they are familiar with and avoid
outdated concepts and unfamiliar terminologies;

(4) To turn away from that which does not benefit the people, such as
expatiation in questions as to who was the more virtuous or otherwise
among the Prophet’'s Companions, and in idle talk about dreams and
nightmares;

(5) To explain adequately the fatwa one issues and make it clearly
understood; and

(6) To keep to the golden means of moderation (wasatiyyah). This last,
al-Qaradawi adds, is what he has insisted upon most: To find bal-
anced positions that shun both excessiveness and laxity often requires
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clear-sighted distinction between the requirements of continuity and
those of change. One ought not to be carried away by the talk of change
for its own sake nor by the urge to cling to past heritage when change
may evidently be advisable. One who issues a fatwa should be looking
with his one eye to Islam, its principles and guidelines, and to the pre-
vailing conditions of one’s time, its main contours and its challenges
with the other. One should in all cases remain true to one’s conviction
and the imperatives of truth and justice, regardless of who is pleased
or displeased by the conclusion one arrives at.”®

Another concept that strikes a close note with wasatiyyah is samahah,
easy disposition and forbearance in one’s own conduct and treatment of
others. Samahah is a comprehensive term, not easy to define in a few
words. It has, nevertheless, been given a definition as “commendable
easiness in matters in which people usually incline toward sternness and
severity (tashdid) provided it does not lead to a mischief.”® Samahah is
closely associated with the attitudes of liberality, generosity, gentleness,
and dignified resistance to temptation and anger, and compassionate for-
bearance (hilm). Ibn ‘Ashur defined samahah as “taking the median stance
between severity and laxity. .. to be inclined toward easiness and mod-
eration.”” The Qur’an has a word of praise for “those who swallow their
anger and grant forgiveness to the people. For truly God loves those who
are good to others” (Aal-'Imran, 3:134).

sl Lo s = Wl o8 el BidT ala' ST

God’s pleasure is also granted to the faithful “who turn away from
indulgence in vain talk” (al-Mu'mintn, 23:3).
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To avoid futile speech is an indication of good faith and a dimension
of samahah, as in the following hadith: “Whoever believes in God and the
Last Day, let him speak when he has something good to say, or else remain
silent.”’®
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One who practices samahah in his daily life also records an act of merit
as in the following hadith: “May the mercy of God be on one who is lenient
(samhan) when he sells, lenient when he buys, and lenient when he pays
and lenient when he makes a demand.””
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Another key Islamic concept that comes close to both moderation
(wasatiyyah) and samdhah is hanifiyah (equilibrium, being steadfast in
commitment to right conduct), which is in fact juxtaposed in a hadith text
with samahah to characterize Islam and all true religion. It is reported that
when someone asked the Prophet the question as to which religion was
the most beloved to God, the Prophet replied “the primordial, generously
tolerant faith—(al-hanifiyyah al-samhah).”*
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An alternative rendering of this hadith records from the Prophet: “I
have not been sent to [advocate] Judaism nor Christianity. [ have been sent
in order to promote the primordial, generously tolerant faith.”?!
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Hence, any religion that is most successful in the realization of these
objectives becomes “the most beloved religion to God.” Conversely, reli-
gion is ruined by those who lack these qualities, and instead give full rein
to all the vices produced by unrestrained egotism, intolerance, fanaticism,
and tyranny.?

The Qur'an describes the patriarch Abraham as a hanif “Abraham
was neither a Jew nor a Christian, rather he was a hanif, one who had
surrendered [hanifan musliman] and was not one of the idolators” (Aal
‘Imran, 3:67).
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The Qur’anic language may be symbolic to some extent, intended to

underscore true monotheism, as chronologically the Prophet Abraham
came before the Jewish prophets and before Jesus; by the same token, the
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word Muslim in the said verse is also meant in its literal sense, one who
surrenders to God.

Commenting on this verse and the meaning of ‘hanif therein, the Shii
Qur'an commentator Sayyid Fadlullah maintains that it means upright
religion that is averse to falsehood, deviation, and excess that may have
originated in subjective and prejudicial tendencies, such that may have
nothing to do with God’s original teachings and guidance to his proph-
ets and messengers. He then refers to some very specific interpretations
of other commentators to say that ‘hanif in this verse means commit-
ment to purity and cleanliness, and/or the hajj pilgrimage (since hajj is an
Abrahamic legacy), but then adds that the focus of the verse under review
is that Ibrahim was resolute in his belief in the Oneness of God (tawhid),
aversion to idolatry and association of other deities with God (i.e., shirk),
and commitment to devotion and prayer.?*

Clearly samhah and hanif are nurtured by upright religion, devotion to
monotheism, and tawhid. But as the following verse signifies, hanif simi-
larly refers to God-ordained primordial nature (fitrah) as in the Qur’anic
address to Prophet Muhammad:

Set your face in devotion to the true faith (Iil-dini hanifan). Be stead-
fast in the religion of Allah. Verily that is the religion which Allah
created for mankind (al-Ram, 30:30).
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Thus, a person who is hanif and possesses samdhah is one who
inclines permanently toward the fitrah, the natural “stamp” impressed
upon human nature and soul, regardless of his color and creed.? Fitrah
is essentially supra-religious and permanently inclined to the Fatir, the
Creator of fitrah, as in Qur'an (al-An‘'am, 6:79).” Fitrah comprises here
the potentiality of spiritual perfection, and this implies that the seeds of
all knowledge are contained within the human soul. The two interrelated
attributes, samahah and hanifiyah, are thus connected with existential
human nature and its potentiality for greater accomplishments and per-
fection. The common designation of Islam as “the religion of primordial
nature (din al-fitrah) strikes a close note with al-din al-hanif, one that is also
inclined toward samahah.”

A graphic expression of samahah in practice is found in a well-attested
incident in the life of the Prophet: In the ninth year of the Hijrah (631
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CE), a prominent Christian delegation from Najran, an important center
of Christianity then in Yemen, came to Madinah to negotiate a treaty and
engage the Prophet in theological debate. The main point of contention
was concerned with the nature of Christ: was he one of the messengers of
God or the unique Son of God? What is of interest for our purposes here
is not the disagreement voiced, but the worship the Christians conducted
on that occasion. When the Christians expressed their desire to pray,
the Prophet invited them to accomplish their rites in his own mosque.
Reports indicate that the Christians were affiliated with the Byzantine
church that subscribed to the fully developed Trinitarian theology and
the divine sonship of Christ. Although the debate held with the visiting
Christians yielded no fruit as regards the fundamental points in dispute
on the nature of Christ, the Prophet nonetheless allowed them to perform
their rites in his own mosque.?

Samahah in the sense of a light but dignified encounter, and its par-
allel virtue hanifiyyah, are praiseworthy in all human affairs, including
religious rites, trading activities, and transactions. Yet an exception to
samahah is noted in the case of an affluent debtor who refuses to repay
his debt. This is conveyed in a hadith that provides: “procrastination by an
affluent (debtor) is oppression.””
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As for the debtor who is unable to pay, the Qur’an provides the follow-
ing directive: “Should the debtor be in hardship, then grant him a respite
until his condition eases, but if you make a charity of it, it is indeed better”
(al-Baqgarah, 2:280).
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Samahah is thus inclined toward forgiveness and turning a blind eye
to minor shortcomings, but not when doing so compromises the basic
values of upright behavior and justice.

In a personal interview with Hamid Mavani on the subject of fatwa and
legal research, Ayatollah Saanei, a close associate and disciple of Ayatollah
Khomeini of Iran, underlined that he observes three general rules when
deducinglegal rulings from the textual sources. One is that religion should
be easy to follow and not a cause of burden or entanglement with exces-
sive precautions (ihtiydt) in the performance of one’s religious duties. This
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is based on the Qur’anic address that “God wants ease for you, not hard-
ship” (al-Baqarah, 2:185). Second, the ruling must be in harmony with the
principles of justice. Lastly, there must be provisions for concessions and
dispensations in cases where the implementation of a legal ruling would
entail hardship that would be regarded as excessive in the estimation of
ordinary persons.?

Saanei then refers to a tendency on the part of the Muslim jurists toward
taking difficult positions that prevent them from undertaking ijtihad in
order to resolve challenges confronting Muslims in the twenty-first cen-
tury. They are oblivious that the purpose of Islamic law is to provide ease
and comfort, along with spiritual guidance, to the people in every age, and
not to impose on them rulings that stand at odds with the requirements of
the present age. Then there are those, at the other extreme, who are eager
to satisfy all and sundry without evaluating the harmony or conflict of
their positions with Islamic principles. Saanei proposes a middle course
approach that accords reverence to the Islamic principles but at the same
time recognizes that the law must be relevant to the present-day context
and its special circumstances.?

A general conclusion drawn from these guidelines is that bringing ease
to the people and inculcating optimism and hope in them are among the
goals and purposes of Shari'ah. These are among the virtues that should
be embraced and practiced by all believers. It is also not advisable for a
ruler, judge, or professional jurist (mufti) to act in the opposite direction
through imposition of harsh verdicts and difficult conclusions that spread
despair and pessimism among people.
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Environmental Imbalance

Situation Analysis

Modern economic development and new advances in technology and sci-
ence have taken an aggressive course that is known to be prejudicial to the
living environment for humans and animals. Rising earth temperatures
and climate change and the escalating scale of climatic disasters have been
detrimental to the natural environment in the name of economic develop-
ment and progress. The economic wealth accumulated is also extremely
unevenly distributed, often feeding on sheer greed and generating spiri-
tual insecurity and distress. The age of economic growth has coincided
with an age of insecurity and anxiety, shown by the relentless drive for
weapons of mass destruction that can annihilate the human race and the
planet earth many times over. Bertrand Russell proclaimed this as the age
of “unyielding despair,” and his commentator Adi Setia recounted and
concurred, adding that “modern man is despaired of paradise and there-
fore has to create hell on earth.”

Environmental degradation affects the whole of humanity. While no
country or community is immune or entirely accountable for the damage
caused, some countries and nations are clearly known to be the biggest
polluters. It is ironic also that the latter are better equipped to take preven-
tive measures to reduce the actual or potential damage inflicted on their
economies and people. Climate change has accelerated environmental
damage and its negative effects on the poor strata of world populations.
It has undermined a wide range of human rights both of present and
future generations and continues to push people deeper into poverty and
underdevelopment.
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The world today is locked in environmental crises. Resource depletion
and biodiversity loss continue at rapid rates. Air and water pollution from
agro-chemical and industrial processes continue to cause serious eco-
nomic, social, and health problems. Greenhouse gas emissions continue
to rise, causing dangerous climate change. The world’s richest 10 percent
soak up more than half of the world’s income, while 2.5 billion people in
the developing world live on less than $2 a day. People in wealthy coun-
tries consume as much as ten times more natural resources than those
in poorer countries, where more than one billion have no access to clean
water. The world’s economic and natural resources are used to accumulate
wealth for the few powerful countries that control them rather than serve
the common good of humanity or even their own societies; they write
the rules of environmental action in the interest of their corporations and
banks.?

Excessive use of plastics in packaging threatens environmental safety.
Plastic does not biodegrade. This is a major hazard, as today plastic can
be found in places as remote as the South Pole. Research findings on
the examination of some varieties of seabird carcasses and regurgitated
stomach contents contained 9o percent plastics. Fish and seabird mistake
plastic for food. Plastic debris also releases chemical additive and plasticis-
ers into the ocean. “These pollutants accumulate in the tissues of marine
organisms, magnify up the food chain, and find their way into the food
we eat.” While plastic bags are useful in holding our household rubbish,
there are now biodegradable options made of plant matter that should
be encouraged by all concerned in the supply chain, marketing, and the
general public.

Sustainable development must be based on the observance of human
rights norms, including the rights to food security, health, water, and edu-
cation. Countries and communities have the right to access, control, and
protect the means of food production and its outcomes, and the right to
maintain systems of food production and distribution that are ecologically
sustainable, socially just, and culturally appropriate.*

The colossal degradation of the earth’s environment that humanity is
witnessing is due for the most part to excessive industrial pollution, car-
bon emission, and abusive applications of technology and science. This
is, in turn, propelled by the untrammelled expansionist policies of the
great industrial powers and the earth’s biggest polluters. Oil-producing
countries and companies are also opposing measures to reduce fossil-fuel
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production regardless of its damaging effects. The lessons of moderation
are clearly disregarded in relentless drives for commercial gain.

Mohan Munasinghe, a Noble laureate and leading expert on energy
and environment, said that countries, especially “the developed ones”[,]
have been backsliding in their efforts to address the human-caused global
warming issue since the first United Nations conference on environ-
ment and development, the Rio Earth Summit, held in 1992.”° Very little
progress has been made. The Kyoto Protocol that followed in 1997 was a
weak climate agreement where rich countries reluctantly agreed to reduce
their emission of greenhouse gasses (the cause of global warming) by
5.2 percent on average for the period between 2008 and 2012. Since more
than 8o percent of excess carbon dioxide in the air is emitted by the rich
countries, it is only fair they should take the lead in reducing it. However,
many of them, led by the United States, did not ratify the agreement, and
compliance has, in any case, been extremely weak. Instead of reduction,
reports indicate that on the contrary there had been a 2.7 percent annual
increase in carbon dioxide emission over the succeeding ten years. To
make matters worse, following the UN Climate Change Conference in
Durban in 201, it has been decided that a legally binding agreement on
climate change (although due in 2015) can wait until 2020 to take effect.
Mohan Munasinghe added: “As a scientist I can say that if we defer action
until 2020, we will exceed the dangerous limit of temperature rise of 2
degrees Celsius.”® This will increase the risk of floods, destructive storms,
droughts, and rising seas. Munasinghe further added that the changes in
weather and ecosystems would primarily affect the poor. Climate change
is very inequitable, because it will affect the poor people more not only in
the poor countries but also those in the rich countries.

Then came the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s dire warning at a
news conference in Copenhagen on November 2, 2014, just a month before
the UN climate change conference of 190 nations was due to open in Lima.
In an effort to devise a new global treaty to limit emissions, Ban Ki-moon
presented salient findings of a new report that made clear the urgency of
decisive action in Lima. The report was a 175-page summary of a much lon-
ger series of reports that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,’
had prepared since 1990 on climate research, underlining the conclusion
that human activities were the primary cause of climate change.®

The report warned that the cumulative risks of climate change were so
profound they could stall or even reverse generations of progress against
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poverty and hunger if greenhouse gas emissions continued at a runaway
pace. Failure to reduce emissions could threaten society with food short-
ages, refugee crises, and the flooding of major cities and entire island
nations, the mass extinction of plants and animals, and a climate so drasti-
cally altered it might become dangerous for people to work or play outside
during the hottest times of the year. The report cited mass die-offs of for-
ests, the melting of land ice around the world, an accelerating rise of the
seas withincreased coastal flooding, and heat waves that devastated crops
and killed tens of thousands of people.

“In the starkest language it has ever used,” the expert panel made clear
how far society remains from having any serious policy to limit global
warming. Serious action would require finding a way to leave the vast
majority of the world’s reserves of fossil fuels in the ground, or developing
methods to capture and bury the emissions resulting from their use. If
governments are to meet their own stated goal of limiting the warming of
the planet to no more than 3.6 degrees Farenheit, or two degrees Celcius,
above the preindustrial level, they must restrict emissions from additional
fossil-fuel burning to about one trillion tons of carbon dioxide.

At current growth rates, energy companies have already booked coal and
petroleum reserves equal to several times that amount, and they are spend-
ing some $600 billion a year to find more. Utilities and oil companies
are still building coal fired power plants and refineries, and governments
are spending another $600 billion directly subsidising the consumption
of fossil fuels. “Science has spoken. There is no ambiguity in its message,”
Ban Ki-moon said. “Leadrs must act, and time is not on our side.” ?

Yet there has been no sign that national leaders are willing to curb the
trend. On the contrary, they are moving toward a weaker agreement that
would essentially let each country decide for itself how much effort to
put into limiting global warming, and even that document would not take
effect until 2020. Michael Oppenheimer, a climate scientist at Princeton
University and a principal author of the new report, said that a continua-
tion of the political paralysis on emissions would leave society depending
largely on luck. “Personally I think it is a slim reed to lean on for the fate
of the planet.”?

After two weeks of negotionations, no action plan emerged in Lima to
fight climate change. Instead what the participants agreed was to continue
negotiations in Paris in 2015. It was decided that governments will submit
national plans for reining in greenhouse gas emissions by an informal
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deadline of March 31, 2015 to form the basis of a global agreement in Paris.
Most decisions on how to slow climate change were postponed until then.
The UN Climate Change Secretariat said the combined pledges by nations
likely in Paris would be too weak to achieve limiting of warming to an
agreed goal of two degrees Celcius above pre-industrial times." What is
even more worrying is that countries, including Japan, Canada, Russia,
and Australia, have all indicated they no longer saw climate exchange as
their priority national agendas. Even the European Union has not been as
vigorous as they used to be. Their new targets are much less ambitious.

The Islamic Perspective

There is no sacred scripture that speaks about nature and earth as much as
does the Qur’an. It contains numerous guidelines about our treatment of
the earth and the rest of God’s creation, so much so that the Qur’anic rev-
elation intimately connects itself with the notion of sacredness of nature.
A whole eco-theology unfolds as a result, which distinguishes Islamic
spirituality with characteristics of its own. A closer look at the Qur’an and
Prophetic hadith reveals a set of principles that point to a rich reservoir
of environmental ethics with far-reaching socioeconomic and political
ramifications.

From the Islamic perspective, the human species is part and parcel of a
cosmic equilibrium that is vital for humanity’s preservation and survival.
The God-ordained order of nature is endowed with the capacity to cor-
rect its own imbalances. This capacity must be understood and protected
against reckless interference, which humanity is capable of bringing
about in catastrophic proportions. Instead of preserving and safeguarding
the natural balance of the world environment, as they should be in their
capacity as the khalifah and vicegerents of God in the earth, human beings
have been actively engaged in disturbing it at their own peril. This sinister
contemporary scenario is not only the result of materialistic exploitation
and greed, but also indicative of a parallel imbalance in ourselves. The
alarming environmental degradation we are seeing is a result of modern
man’s neglect of the affinity between his spiritual self and his external
environment.

Seyyed Hossein Nasr laments on how man, by “dissecting of nature
and raping her with animal ferocity to satisfy his never satiated passions,
ultimately dissects and destroys himself. What seems to him ‘the conquest
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of nature’ becomes ultimately the conquest of his own higher nature.”
Nasr continues, on the same page, that he whom God has endowed with
the power of contemplation seeks not to conquer nature but to come to
know it intimately and to benefit spiritually from it. Such a person knows
that nature participates in man’s spiritual perfection. He sees in nature
the operation of the same spiritual principle that inwardly governs him.

The Islamic principle of tawhid, or Divine Oneness, also implies inte-
gration and unity of the created world. Tawhid is premised in a holistic
vision of man and environment and an innate interrelatedness of all
that exists in the natural world. This is also subsumed by the Qur’anic
notions of the vicegerency (khilafah) and trusteeship (amanah), which
designate mankind, individually and collectively, as God’s custodians of
the earth, and place upon them the responsibility to safeguard not only
the rights of their fellow humans, but of nature and other creatures.
Thus it is declared in the Qur’an, “And [one of the favours of Allah is
that] He spread the earth for (all of) His creatures” (al-Rahman, 55:10),
and also that man is charged with the responsibility to be just to all
of them.
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Tawhid underlines the unicity of nature as an ecological principle and a
distinctive feature of environmental science. The mineral kingdom sup-
ports the vegetable, they in turn support the animal, and there is a linkage
of mutual dependence between them. The waste of one is made the food
of the other, and an innate process of cleanliness exists in the natural
world. There is an infinite chain of gradation and interdependence that
points to a common destiny and ultimate unity of the existential world.*
Thus one may speak of the unity of the natural world, or on a grander
scale, of the whole of the cosmos. One may also speak of the unity of living
species and organisms on earth or of the unity of the human body—all of
which are facets of His Unique Reality reflecting the various manifesta-
tions of a collective unity and interdependence.?

In numerous other places, the Qur’an is expressive of the qualitative
and quantitative balance God has ordained in the natural world, revealing
interdependence and connections between parts as well as relationships
of the parts to the whole: “Verily all things We have created are in due
measure and proportion” (al-Jathiyah, 54:49 and al-Ra‘d, 13:8); “We have
produced therein [the Earth] everything in balance” (al-Hijr, 15:19).
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The sun and the moon move according to a fixed reckoning. And “He
has raised the heaven high and set up the measure, that you may not
transgress the measure. So weigh all things fairly and fall not short of the
balance” (al-Rahman, 55:7-9).
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God has determined, to borrow Husayni's phrase, the earth’s “geographic
and hydrologic characteristics.”

All parts of the natural world, with its enormous diversity, have a value
to each other and to the total global system over and above their value to
mankind. The text repeatedly alludes to biological revival of the lifeless
earth through rain which is likened to man'’s resurrection on the Day of
Judgment: (Cf., Fatir, 35:9). All the produce of the earth is duly propor-
tioned (bi-qadar™ mawzin; al-Hijr, 15:19), not just in what is evident, but
as to their internal composition of nutrients, water, minerals, salts, and
so on. God blessed the earth and made it safe such that “you shall not see
imperfection in the creation of the Most Merciful” (al-Mulk, 67:3).
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When man acts, instead of a trusted custodian and architect of the
earth, as its most dangerous destroyer, driven by greed rather than need,
and becomes an extravagant and insatiable consumer, the natural balance
is disturbed. When the earth is made into a testing field for deadly atomic
bombs with immeasurable radioactive emissions, its fitrah (innate nature)
is subjected to dangerous distortion.

In his commentary on several Qur’anic verses on the elimination of cor-
ruption and degradation of the earth’s resources (in particular al-Baqarah,
2:205; al-A‘raf, 7:85; al-Rum, 30:41), al-Qaradawi identifies conservation
of the natural environment (hifz al-bay’ah) as one of the higher objectives
(maqasid) of Shari’ah, side by side with the protection of life (hifz al-nafs)
and protection of property (hifz al-mal). He elaborates that environmental
pollution, resource depletion, and disturbance of ecological balance con-
stitute major threats to human life and safety, “as we are experiencing
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today. For as long as this course of corruption (fasad) continues, the dan-
ger to human life can only be expected to increase.”'®

The Qur'an and Sunnah are emphatic on cleanliness in terms both of
personal hygiene and the living environment. The Prophet has thus been
quoted to have said that “cleanliness is one half of the faith.””
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Much attention to the details of cleanliness is given in the Qur'an (cf.,
al-Ma’idah, 5:6; al-Anfal, 8u11; al-Muddaththir, 74:7). The text thus
declares: “Truly God loves those who return to him in repentance and
those who insist on cleanliness” (al-Baqarah, 2:222; see also al-Tawbah,
9:108).
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As an integral aspect of beauty (jamal) within and outside the rituals of
the faith, the Prophet has also said that “God is beautiful and He loves
beauty.”
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Commentators have viewed that the reference here is to one’s body, living
quarters, and surrounding environment. The Companion, Samurah bin
Jundab, is quoted to have stated that “The Prophet ordered us to build
mosques in our living quarters and ordered us to keep them clean.”
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When the natural purity of the earth’s produce is incessantly eroded
by chemical infusions for commercial gain, and when dense carbon emis-
sions, traffic, and industrial pollution poison the air that inflicts harm on
humans and other life forms, its God-ordained balance is disrupted. When
the cattle and grass-eating animals are fed with animal-sourced protein
until it is manifested in such problems as “mad cow disease,” and when
genetically modified fruits overtake the natural variety for commercial gain,
the God-ordained balance in them is no longer immune against distortion.
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The appreciation of beauty is not merely a question of subjective aes-
thetics; it is also an objective aspect of the function of the intellect. Beauty
thus takes one to the heart of ethics. The Arabic ithsan, which is also a
recurrent Qur’anic word, is often translated as “virtue” or “excellence,”
also means “making beautiful’—husn and means to beautify. Virtue and
ihsan can thus be understood as that which makes the soul beautiful.
In this light, the relationship among the intellect, ethics, and aesthet-
ics is captured in one of the sayings of Imam ‘Ali: “The excellence of the
intellect is in the beauty of things outward and inward (jamal al-zawahir
wa'l-bawatin).”® Beauty is comprehensive when the outward beauty of
form and action is complemented by inward beauty, that is, beauty of the
soul, or virtue.?



XVI

Financial Imbalance, Extravagance,

and Waste (Israf, Tabdhir)

I MAY BEGIN with a brief review of the source evidence on extravagance
and waste, and how these and indulgence in the excesses of capitalism are
manifested in the financial crises the world has seen with an increasing
frequency in recent decades.

The two Arabic expressions, israf and tabdhir, that occur in the Qur’an
are basically synonymous, yet a technical distinction has been drawn
between them. Isrdf signifies extravagance and wasteful use of what is
otherwise permissible. Tabdhir on the other hand, is spending on that
which is unlawful in the first place. Thus, one who exceeds the limits of
moderation in what is lawful to him is a prodigal (musrif), such as one who
consumes food in excess, or uses water wastefully even if for purposes of
cleanliness and ablution.! Those who spend money on procuring what is
unlawful, such as purchase of drugs and gambling tools, even by small
quantities, are mubadhdhirin—described in the Qur'an as the “devil’s
brethren” (al-Isra’, 17:27).
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This is because extravagance of one person leads to deprivation of
another and the excess of one limits the accessibility right to resources of
another.

Raghib al-Isfahani distinguished the two words differently in saying
that israfis broader and inclusive of tabdhir. lisraf is any action an individ-
ual performs that exceeds the natural limits and can apply to instances of
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excess in behavior, emotions, or even cultural or social characteristics. That
tabdhir covers the spoiling, corruption, and waste of financial resources
especially relating food and clothing. Israfis the stem while tabdhir is the
branch. Isfahani is thus inclined to reserve israf to non-material aspects of
behavior while applying tabdhir to materialist excesses.? It seems that the
distinction of the general and specific between isrdf and tabdhir may have
originated in a statement of Imam Ja'far a-Sadiq who is quoted to have
said that “tabdhir is a form of Israf—inna’l- tabdhira min al- israf.”3 Israfis,
in other words, the wider of the two concepts.

Three factors are used to identify actions that fall into the boundaries
of waste: Firstly, permissibility in Sharfah, which means that forbidden
acts exceed the limits even if there is no extravagant monetary spending.
Secondly, rational judgment, which proscribes spending considered as
being wasteful and foolish—such as destroying one’s wealth for no good
purpose. Thirdly, societal norms, which indicate the limits of normal
expenditure from that which is excessive and wasteful—and this can vary
from individual to individual. Permissible levels of expenditure on the
personal as well as family levels are consequently not the same for every-
one in a given society. One individual may spend his money in a certain
way that will be considered as israf, while another individual may do the
same but will not be considered wasteful.*

Imam Sadiq is also reported to have said: “Many a poor people might
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be more extravagant than the wealthy!” It was asked of him: How can this
be so? The Imam replied: “The wealthy spends out of what he has but
the poverty stricken individual spends beyond his financial position.”
According to another report, when Imam Sadiq was reciting the Qur’an
verse (al-Furqan, 25:67): “Those who, when spending, are neither waste-
ful nor tight fisted, but hold a just balance between those [extremes]”—he
picked up a handful of pebbles and while holding his fist closed, said: “This
is the rigidness which God the Most High has mentioned in His Book.”
He then picked up another handful and opening his fist, dropped them all,
and said: “This is israf.” He then picked up another handful and poured
out a portion while holding onto another portion thereof, and said: “This
is the middle limit.”®

Yet in matters related to economics and finance these semantic differ-
ences are not perhaps all that significant, although in legal and cultural
terms and in matters of public opinion they may well have consequences.

The basic guideline on utilization of resources and spending is mod-
eration in consumption and spending that avoids both the extremes of



148 THEMATIC PERSPECTIVES

niggardliness and extravagance.” The leading thirteenth CE/seventh AH
Shi‘ite authority, Mohaqqiq al-Hilli, quoted the same verse and para-
phrased by way of elaboration one of the sayings of the Prophet [pbuh] that
one who squanders God will make him needy, adding that the Prophet also
said regarding a person who keeps to the middle course between prodigal-
ity and meanness that such a person will not become indigent. With regard
to spending one’s wealth, it is obligatory, al-Hilli added, that one starts on
meeting one’s own personal needs while refraining from greed and glut.
After seeing to one’s own needs, supporting one’s immediate family at the
level of affordability and moderation that is devoid of meanness is also an
Islamic obligation, but generosity is recommended. If one makes prom-
ises to please one’s family, these must be truthful. It is narrated from (the
eighth Shi) Imam Reza (d. 819) that whenever one makes a promise to
one’s children, one must fulfill it. One should not, therefore, refrain from
making extravagant promises to children as it has negative consequences
on their upbringing. It is then added that God the Most High is not dis-
pleased over anything more than lack of care and ill-treatment of one’s
wife and children.?

Al-Hilli further commented that prodigality is the co-traveler of greed,
and one who is greedy is more likely to be involved in haram activity. God
Most High apportions and distributes His creature’s halal sustenance
among them and does not distribute that which is haram to them. Anyone
who refrains from haram and is moderate in spending, God will open the
doors of halal to him.?

The rules of figh, both Sunni and Shi‘a, are clear to the effect that
use of water for drinking takes priority over its usage for ablution. One
may eat and drink, preferably with a sense of gratitude to God, but not to
waste unnecessarily. The Qur’an declares that “God loves not the wasters”
(al-A'raf, 7:31).

[T

sl L Y8

Further instruction on this is found in the hadith advising moderation in
eating even to the extent that one should finish the food one takes on one’s
plate. Moderation is advised also in clothing, which should be devoid of
extravagance and self-glorification.”® Furthermore, the Qur’an equates the
wasters with the agents of corruption (musrifiin, mufsidin) and warns the
faithful “not to follow the bidding of the musrifin, those who cause corrup-
tion in the earth and do no good” (al-Shu’ard’, 26:152).
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Al-Igtisad, which is the Arabic word for economics, literally means a
middle position between the two extremes. In describing al-igtisad, ‘Izz
al-Din ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 1262 CE) thus distinguished three positions with
reference to material benefits, one of which is laxity and negligence, the
other excessive pursuit of material gain, while al- igtisad signifies the
median posture between the two. He then referred to a saying of the
Companion, Huzayfah al-Yamani, who tersely stated that “good is between
two evils” (al-hasanatu bayn al-sayyi'atayn), which means that negligence is
an evil, and so is extravagance and excess, and good is that which strikes
the middle position between the two.!! Igtisdd, or moderation, in the
Sunnah of the Prophet is illustrated by his practical example in the use
of water for the purpose of ablution for prayers, which should be neither
too much nor too little, but moderate, and it is this amount in the use of
water that the Prophet himself practiced, hence it becomes his Sunnah.
The quantitative indication of this is found in several hadith reports to the
effect that the Prophet used to wash his hands, face, and feet three times
each, not more nor less—unless there was a reason to do otherwise.'?

Destruction for no purpose is also sinful according to the directives of
several hadiths. Thus, it is reported that the Prophet cursed one who need-
lessly destroys the life of a living creature in pastime. The Prophet said
this in a hadith when it was reported to him by ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar that
he had passed by two youths from the Quraysh tribe who had tied a bird,
or a chicken (reporter unsure), for a shooting-target. The Prophet cursed
it as unwarranted aggression.?
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In a supportive hadith the Prophet is also reported to have warned that
“anyone who killed a sparrow in vain, God Almighty will take him to
account for it on the Day of Judgement. The sparrow will plead: O Lord,
So and so killed me in futility, not for benefit!”*
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The same sense of self-restraint is advised with regard to plants and
trees. In a frequently quoted hadith the Prophet has reportedly said that
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one who (wastefully) cuts down a tree invokes upon himself punishment
of Hell in the Hereafter."

Passive destruction due to neglect, such as letting an animal die of
hunger and disease, neglecting crops until going to waste, or allowing
farmland or houses to deteriorate due to prolonged neglect would all fall
under loss of valuable assets (ida‘at al-mal) that violate the Shari'ah, and
more particularly its higher objective (magsad) pertaining to protection of
property (hifz al-mal). This is because ownership in Islam partakes in trust
(amanah) and it is the owner’s responsibility to take good care of what he
owns and use it for his own benefit and that of the community at large.
Thus, the owner is not entitled to destroy or set fire to his own property
for no good purpose.’®

Shari’ah advocates economic activity and enterprise for all without
discrimination of color and creed, though within the bounds of social
support and cooperation. Differentials in talent and entitlement to ben-
efits are recognized, however, not at the expense of extreme depriva-
tion and poverty. Economic development and opportunities for growth,
employment, and welfare benefits must be evenly distributed across the
wide spectrum of population. Property rights and ownership are rec-
ognized provided they are not utilized such that they inflict manifest
harm (darar) on others. The Shari’ah neither authorizes nationalization
of ownership nor its expropriation, but takes a middle posture between
the two, yet also imposes limits that if violated may entail either or
both: expropriation is permitted for public welfare purposes but only
against fair compensation, and private property may be expropriated if
unlawfully obtained in the first place. The Shari'ah also sets in place
detailed provisions to curb abusive exercise of ownership (al-ta ‘assuf)
and other personal rights.” In this regard, many observers have made
the point that Islamic economics takes a middle posture between liberal
capitalism and restrictive socialism, while making adequate provisions
to avoid the excesses of both.!®

Islamic transactions and finance generally favor equity participation
as well as trading and exchange of values in the real economy, and rely
very little on pure debt. Debt is accepted if it involves only one of the two
countervalues in a transaction, but not both, as that would amount to sale
of debts, which is proscribed on grounds of caution and the desire to avoid
excessive risk-taking (gharar). For excessive risk-taking that approximates
gambling (maysir) jeopardizes market stability and the prospects also of
due fulfillment of contracts.
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Ayatollah Sayyid Fadlullah made the following observation: One of the
economic pillars of civilization is its human capital, which is developed
through creation of opportunities for efficient utilization and evaluation
of labor. The Islamic perspective on capital maintains that it is mainly
generated from the productive power of labor. This is why Islam does not
attach the first order of importance to capital but visualizes its generation
through the merger of labor and capital together. This combination is con-
ducive to health and dynamism in the economy. Economic health from the
Islamic viewpoint must lead to social health, and both are dependant on
a balanced combination of labor and capital together."” Fadlullah further
adds that wealth is not an end in itself but a means toward the fulfillment
of human needs. Human well-being is therefore the measure of success-
ful utilization of wealth. The balance is disturbed, however, when wealth
is made the measure of all value, and when the wealthy become egotistic
and arrogant, quoting the Qur’anic warning: “Nay, but man transgresses
all bounds when he looks upon himself as self-sufficient” (al-’Alag, 96:6).

Islamic transactions must be free of the giving or taking of banking
interest, or ribd, as this is deemed to be exploitative and favor only the cap-
ital owner at the expense of the borrower. Money and essential food items
must not be commodified. Hoarding and profiteering are also deemed to
be prejudicial to public interest and must be avoided. The ethical substance
of Islamic transactions is similarly manifested in their avoidance of trad-
ing over firearms, narcotics, and a number of other prohibited substances.
Contracting parties in Islamic banking and finance transactions—if con-
sisting of corporate bodies and companies—must also have assets and
would most likely be disqualified from trading if more than 50 percent of
their balance sheet consists of debt.

It is due mainly to these and a number of other rules expounded in
the figh of mua’amalat (Islamic law of transactions) and applied regula-
tory controls that Shari’ah-compliant transactions and finance have shown
a degree of resistance to volatility and have on the whole outperformed
their conventional counterparts, especially in times of crisis. Studies have
shown that “low debt, non-financial, socially responsible and ethical ways
of investing did well when there was an external shock to the financial/
capital markets.”? Thus, it is shown that in 2011 Shari'ah-compliant indices
generally outperformed their conventional counterparts in twenty-three
of the twenty-five developed countries (excluding Portugal, which has no
Shari’ah index), most of which were encountering turmoil. This included
the United States, Greece, Spain, Ireland, and Italy. In most of these
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countries the Shari'ah-compliant indices consist mainly of companies that
pass primary Shari'ah business screens, which closely resemble social and
ethically responsible investment screening, and financial tests that exclude
companies with high debt, high account receivables, and non-operating
interest income above certain allowable ratios.”!

The moral and spiritual dimensions of Islam are further manifested in
the nurturing of contentment (qand ‘ah) and in pursuit of a “good whole-
some life” (hayatan tayyibah) as aspects of an Islamic personality and
character . A leading Sufi master of Khurasan, al-Qushayri (d. 1072 CE)
characterized gana ‘ah as being content with what one has while abandon-
ing greed (hirs) for what one does not have.?? The literary thinker, Ibn Bahr
al-Jahiz (d.868CE/ 255AH), held a broader view of gana ‘ah to say it is to
limit oneself to what life offers; being satisfied with that which makes life
easy; abandoning greed for amassment of material goods; and controlling
one’s urge for high status.? In his commentary on the Qur’anic verse
“Eat and drink but waste not by excess, for God loves not the wasters”
(al-A'raf, 7:31)—Said Nursi (d.1960) observed that using one’s sustenance
with frugality is reflective of one’s inner gratitude (shukr ma’nawi) because
of which God our Creator will bestow blessing (barakah) on His servant.
People go into poverty when they are not moderate in spending and go to
excess in their materialist indulgences.? The renowned Hanabali jurist
(and Sufi), Ibn Qudamah al-Maqdisi (d.1223 CE/620AH) also advised
that one who intends to achieve contentment should make a deliberate
effort by mentally preparing to control one’s consuming habits, limiting
one’s desire to that which is necessary, and curbing one’s indulgence in
luxuries.?

A good wholesome life (hayatan tayyibah) is a multi-faceted Qur’anic
expression, which some commentators, including the revered ethicist,
Ibn Hibban al-Busti (d. 965 CE) have, however, considered to mean con-
tentment. The verse in which the phrase occurs proclaims thus: “Whoever
works righteousness, man or woman, and has faith, verily to them We will
grant a good wholesome life, and We will reward them according to the best
of their deeds” (al-Nahl, 16: 97). The text is broadly expressive of trans-
formation to a life of purity and inner peace, but the main reason why it
has been narrowed down to mean contentment is probably due to a had-
ith. Al-Alusi (d.1853 CE), the renowned author of a (Sufi-oriented) Qur’an
commentary thus wrote that the Prophet taught in a hadith that the correct
interpretation of the phrase “a good wholesome life” was contentment, and
that transformation to a wholesome life mentioned in the verse referred
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to life in this world, which could only be wholesome if lived with content-
ment.? The leading Qur'an commentator, Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d.923 CE)
presented, beside contentment, several other aspects of the phrase good
wholesome life, which included lawful sustenance (al-rizq al-halal), pure
and pleasant provisions (al-rizq al-tayyib), contentment (qand ‘ah), and
happiness (sa ‘ddah). Yet among all these interpretations, al-Tabari also
preferred contentment. He then quoted the hadith that the Prophet used
to supplicate “O Allah! Make me content with whatever you have provided
me, bless it for me, and for all that I do not have, recompense me with
goodness.””

Chandra Muzaffar, a well-known figure in Malaysia and president of
the International Movement for a Just World (JUST) recounts some of
the benefits of liberal capitalism, which has brought a degree of prosper-
ity for segments of society in many parts of the global south, including
China, India, and Malaysia, but then turns to many of its damaging con-
sequences: more than converting basic needs into commodities for profit,
contemporary capitalism has descended into a new low. Food, fuel, and
currencies are all the targets of rampant speculation today. Contemporary
capitalism, in other words, “thrives on gambling. Hence the term casino
capitalism.”?® Contemporary capitalism has evolved from wealth accumu-
lation and profit maximization to the “commodification” of basic needs
and the “casinosation” of economic endeavor. Another fundamental of
contemporary capitalism is that it has widened income and wealth dis-
parities between those who have a lot and those who have a little. This is
happening on a global scale just as it is happening in a number of coun-
tries in both the global north and the global south. Since capitalism opts
for competition rather than cooperation as the hallmark of success, it has
contributed to social conflict.?

Willy Brandt, the renowned (former) German chancellor and Nobel
Peace Prize winner (1971), in the introduction to his seminal Brandt
Report entitled “North-South—A Programme for Survival,” produced
by a commission of eighteen leading figures from the North and South,
looked at the imbalance between the poor and rich and its underlying
causes. Fundamental to the report was the whole question of power and
who holds it, a question as relevant today as it was then. Why was it at that
time, on the one hand, that men were traveling to the moon from the US
at inconceivable expense while people were simultaneously dying of star-
vation in Africa? Questions were raised not simply about the very strong
moral arguments for addressing this imbalance, but, just as importantly,
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the argument of self-interest. It was clear that we were moving into an
era of globalization. It was also clear that there was beginning to be a
geo-political shift from the focus on East-West relations to the North-South
relations. There was the beginning of an understanding, as Nick Maurice
recounts, “that if we were to allow the huge global disparity between the
very rich and the very poor to continue, if the imbalance between those
holding the power and those suffering as a result of political decisions
made by the powerful were to continue, we would be providing fertile
ground for the development of extremism and ultimately conflict.”*® This
is precisely what the world has experienced during the ensuing decades.

World financial turmoil is marked by a succession of crises, beginning
with the Asian currency crisis of 1997 that was followed by the US sub-
prime crisis of 2007; it spread fast and became a world financial crisis in
2008. Only three years later came the Eurozone debt crisis and the bail-
out of Greek monumental debts. These are important illustrations of the
inherent instability and devastating consequences of the capitalist mar-
ket economy. Economists and financial experts may differ in their assess-
ments, but the crises and economic turbulence the world has witnessed
essentially all originate in imbalance, disequilibrium, and excess, and in
making decisions “often involving what is too much or too little.” Policy
measures are taken “without due regard for moderation. Global finan-
cial crisis is therefore the product of economic or financial extremism.”*!
Moderation does not mean no progress, mediocrity, and closing the door
to modernization. Rather, it means doing things with good reason and
balanced judgment. In economic terms, moderation means not to over-
spend, not to underspend, not to overinvest nor to underinvest. One
should not make decisions to do what is far beyond what one can afford or
far beyond what the society can afford, thus damaging one’s own financial
security as well as resources and environmental safety for the next genera-
tion. Moderation may be said to be anti—economic cycle: Invest reasonably
during crisis and don’t overinvest during boom time. Moderation, as such,
guarantees financial sustainability and prevents major upheavals.®

The American subprime mortgage crisis, according to Robert Peston,
has been brought about not so much by greed but by debt. “Households,
you and I, borrowed too much, banks that lent to us also became too
indebted. And now we are concerned that our governments too have bor-
rowed more than they, we, can afford.”?? The episode apparently began
with a noble desire to make house ownership accessible to the poor but
which soon evolved into a bonanza of predatory practices also involving a
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conspiratorial Wall Street. Banks and financial firms took outrageous lib-
erties with borrowed money, including lending to an unbelievable number
of “mugs” who could not repay. The same happened internationally with
Greece and others. They got money and huge bailouts for which there was
no conceivable payback source.*

The next episode that followed hot on the heels of the American sub-
prime, and that of the Eurozone debt crisis, was one of monumental
moral failure and greed. This is the shocking scandal within the banking
sector. The one institution expected to be the bastion of ethics and integ-
rity was for quite a while involved in fraudulent practices within their four
walls. The first scandal that came to light in mid-2012 was the UK banking
giant, Barclays Plc, which had to pay US$450 million fines for rigging the
LIBOR and the Euro interbank offer rates. Barclays’ chief executive, his
deputy, and the group chairman resigned as a result but made it known
that Barclays was not the only banking institution involved. In December
2012 the UK Financial Services Authority announced that the UBS AG, a
large Swiss banking group, would now have to pay US$1.5 billion fines to
regulators in three countries to settle similar charges of rate rigging. The
UK authorities had discovered more than two thousand attempts to rig the
rates between 2005 and 2010, either with direct knowledge or direct partic-
ipation of at least forty-five UBS AG employees. Investigators announced
that the rate riggings were committed both to make the affected banks
look financially healthier, and also for profit.

UBS and Barclays are two among the sixteen banks that submit their
data to set the daily LIBOR rate. Then came the news that Europe’s larg-
est bank, HSBC, also had to pay US$1.9 billion in penalties to settle a
money-laundering probe. The bank was found to have been transferring
billions of dollars on account of their involvement in money laundering
and questionable dealings with certain countries and the Mexican drug
gangs. Mustafa Kamil, who reported these findings, also observed that the
“increasing scandals within the banking sector has a lot to do with declin-
ing ethics among bankers.”* Kamil added that such attitudes, within the
increasingly murky world of global finance where financial instruments
are becoming more complex and where the banks make more money
in the trading rooms than from the traditional saving and lending busi-
nesses, signal that “we have not seen the last of their moral-hazard-induced
troubles.”%

As Princeton professor of bioethics Peter Singer has observed, the
Millennium Declaration 2000, signed in New York by various world
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leaders, had pledged to halve the proportion of people suffering from
extreme poverty and hunger (which, according to a UN definition, means
living on an income below USD$1.4 per day) by 2015. The world leaders
had also made a similar promise in Rome back in 1996—that by 2015,
they would reduce extreme poverty to no more than 828 million persons.
Currently, however, they are pledging only to reduce the number to 1.324
billion! Since extreme poverty is responsible for about one-third of all
human deaths, the new promise means that each year, about six million
more people would die from poverty than would have died had the origi-
nal promise been kept!*’

In his inaugural speech at the Global Movement of Moderates’
International conference in Kuala Lumpur (January 17, 2012), Prime
Minister Najib Razak offered the insight that extremism wasn’t always
violent. The global financial crisis was perhaps the most non-violent, yet
without a single bullet fired the extremes and excesses of Wall Street in
a matter of days took the world as we know it to the brink. The Eurozone
was still in crisis. Millions lost their jobs, their homes, and their security.
In addition, US$14 trillion had been spent on rescue plans, which is ten
times the total cost of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Moderation could
not only solve the problem of violent extremism, but could guide people
through the global economic crisis. People should look into how to create
a truly moderate global economy that works in the interests of the many,
not the few, and how nations could devise a system that delivers fairness
for “the 99 per cent, not just those at the top.”*

In his speech at the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies, titled “The
Coalition of Moderates and Inter-Civilisational Understanding,” Malaysia’s
prime minister, Najib Razak, observed further that it was no coincidence
that financial institutions working according to Islamic principles sur-
vived the worst of the economic crisis. Islamic finance puts the public
good ahead of individual gain. It is perhaps worthy to note also that an
Islamic bank would not have been permitted to spend and lend so much
more money than it actually possessed. The great potential of Islamic
finance is not hard to see. There are more than four hundred Islamic
banks in over fifty countries, including the United Kingdom.* To quote
Prime Minister Najib:

In this regard I believe we should look closely at how the structures
of Islamic finance can support the new global economic architec-
ture that is emerging. Indeed in place of excess, Islamic finance
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offers moderation and transparency. In place of greed, Islamic
finance offers fairness.®

Khalek Awang, former CEO of the Global Movement of Moderates
Foundation of Malaysia, illustrates how financial crises led to the spread
of extremism in some hitherto peaceful communities. Take the Ferghana
Valley in Uzbekistan, for example. Due to massive unemployment, vari-
ous youth groups have turned to a life of crime and radicalism to make
ends meet. “They are radicalised more by the extreme circumstances
of their lives rather than mere phrases in a scripture.”® Awang further
observed that extremist groups can also jeopardize the climate of under-
standing among neighboring countries and beyond. “The hyper-violent
groups, especially Lashkar-e Taiba” in the border regions of India and
Pakistan have marred relations between the two neighboring countries
thanks to their radicalism and violence, crippling also the economic life of
the places where they operate.*



XVII
Moderation in Jihad

1 MAY START with an observation from Seyyed Hossein Nasr, who
wrote: “in modern times in the West no vocabulary in the Islamic religion
has been so distorted, maligned, misunderstood, and vilified as the word
jihad.”* Nasr added that this is due not only to the Western media’s demon-
izing epithets and constructions, but also to those extremist Muslims who
readily provide them with examples to justify their propagation of the dis-
torted image of this term.

Extremism often begins with the use of excessive language that violates
the truth and the essence of morality and justice. This is the purport of a
renowned hadith, as I shall presently review, that speaking truth against a
tyrant is the highest jihad. The purpose of speaking truth in that context
is, of course, to alert the tyrant of the true nature of his conduct. Jihad thus
begins with generating a correct understanding through the proper use of
language. Islam’s conception of justice is therefore inclusive of justice in
one’s speech—as in the following verse: “And when you speak then do so
with justice” (al-An‘am, 6:152).
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It follows, then, that the essence of moderation and justice in the use
of words and concepts is to employ them for their true and fair meanings.
The Qur’an also declares that “God loves not the public utterance of
evil/hurtful speech except by one who has been wronged” (al-Nisa’ 4:148).
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Broadcasting of evil and hurtful speech is thus forbidden except for
the victim of injustice, or a witness in the courtroom. They are permitted
to speak out and expose the facts even if it involves utterance of hurt-
ful words.? We know, of course, that distortion and misuse of jihad is by
no means confined to the Western media, as Muslims themselves have
become a party to this distortion. What needs to be emphasized is the
power of words and how it can be used, now more pervasively than ever
before, such that they can influence public opinion for divisive and parti-
san purposes over contentious issues. Whereas reasoned and constructive
speech, attempted in the true spirit of good advice (nasihah) and reasoned
disagreement (ikhtilaf), can generate spirited and honest discourse in a
quest to find solutions to issues, our media, especially the social media,
often play on people’s insecurities and generate unease and tension. It
is trite perhaps to repeat that bad news make good media stories, ones
that sensationalize public sentiment and exacerbate a divisive climate of
understanding among religions, communities, and nations. The some-
what trite nature of this statement aside, the media users and operators
should pay heed to the measured and moderate approach in the use of
words that Islam, indeed all great religious traditions, strongly advise and
advocate.

In a similar vein, the concept of “striving in the path of God” (jihad fi
sabil Allah), as contained in the Qur'an and hadith, “has been misused
by the perpetrators of violence and terrorism against non-Muslim tar-
gets to justify their aggression. There is an urgent need for Muslims and
non-Muslims alike to understand the most important yet totally margin-
alised meaning of jihad.”

Not many are aware that the verses of the Qur'an which relate to armed
combat, or which urge the believers to engage the enemy fearlessly, were
revealed in the context of violence and military offensive the pagans of
Makkah started on the nascent Muslim community, initially in Makkah
and later in Madinah. For the first twelve years or so, the Muslims were
not permitted to engage in military campaigns. They were attacked in the
Battles of Badr and Uhud (624 and 625 cE, respectively) by Mekkan war-
riors, who were invariably more numerous than the Muslims. In the face
of such aggression, Muslims were not allowed to fight, but later it became
a religious duty to wage jihad to repel enemy aggression. The Makkans
also broke their covenants with Muslims, as the Qur’an recounts: “They
are those with whom you make a covenant, but they break their covenant
every time and they have no fear of God” (al-Anfil, 8:50).
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Matters are made worse by the fact that the word jihad has gained com-
mercial appeal in Europe and America. “A number of writers seeking to
attract a larger public and make their books commercially successful have
been trying hard to use the term in their titles in any way possible.” It is
important therefore to explain the correct meaning of jihad and the preva-
lent misunderstanding that unfortunately continues to be perpetuated in
mainstream media concerning Islam. To restore moderation and balance
to a distorted picture, one needs to begin with what one believes to be the
truth about jihad.

Jihad is derived from the root word jahada, meaning to strive or to
exert effort. Its translation in the Western media as “holy war” would in
Arabic be equivalent to “al-harb al-muqaddas,” which is totally unfamiliar
and unknown to Arabic speakers. Jihad literally consists of the effort one
makes to do something good and to prevent or oppose evil. The effort may
be directed toward oneself or to the world outside. To struggle against the
evil within oneself, to conquer ignorance, to discipline one’s own base
desires and ego are the jihad of the self (jihad al-nafs). Similarly, the Sufi
contemplation in combating the distractions of the soul is a form of jihad
called mujahadah. To combat poverty and disease, to build housing for the
poor, to fight against corruption and abuse would all qualify as jihad that
serves a social purpose of great benefit. We are cast into a world in which
there is disequilibrium and disorder both externally and within ourselves.
To create a life of equilibrium based on surrender to God and following
His injunctions involves constant jihad. For ordinary believers, praying
five times a day regularly all their lives, or fasting from dawn to dusk dur-
ing the month of Ramadan, is certainly not possible without great effort,
or jihad. To defend one’s rights and reputation, to defend the honor of
oneself and one’s family is itself a jihad and a religious duty. So is the
strengthening of all those social bonds within and outside the family and
the society at large which the Shari'ah emphasizes and expounds.®

According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “jihad means exertion in the path
of God rather than war.”® “Only rarely does this exertion become external
war, as when the life or the borders of Islam are threatened. The concept
is found both in Sunni and Shi‘i Islam. In fact, during most of Islamic his-
tory and especially in Twelve-Imam Shi‘ism, which distanced itself from
political entanglement during most of its history, jihad has been under-
stood as exertion in the field of religious sciences and an inner struggle to
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establish equilibrium among the various forces that surround the human
soul and prevent it from experiencing peace.”

A Muslim who works long hours to earn a living and support a large
family is also engaged in jihad. Hence the saying of the Prophet [pbuh] that
“Jihad remains valid until the Day of Resurrection”® must be understood
in this universal sense of jihad as an inherent ingredient of the human
condition in this imperfect world.’
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In Malaysia and Indonesia, it is now common to hear Muslim intel-
lectuals speak of the need for jihad in business, jihad in the acquisition of
science and technology, and jihad against social ills afflicting the Muslim
youth, such as drug abuse and the spread of AIDS." When the Prophet
returned from a battle with the idolators of Makkah who sought to defeat
and destroy the nascent Islam, he said “We have returned from the lesser
Jjihad to the greater jihad.” When asked what that greater jihad was, he
responded, “it is the jihad against your passionate souls.” The greater jihad
is therefore the inner struggle at purifying the soul of its imperfections.
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The manner of struggling to purify one’s soul is explained by Imam ‘Ali,
who is quoted to have said, concerning the importance of this inner struggle,

“Struggle against the soul through knowledge—such is the mark
of the intellect.”

“The strongest people are those who are strongest against their own
souls.”

“No jihad is more excellent than the jihad of the soul.”*

It is not a question of destroying the lower soul but ridding it of the
destructive influences of its caprice. According to yet another saying
of Imam ‘Ali, “The intellect and passion are opposites, the intellect is
strengthened by knowledge, passion by caprice. The soul is in between
them, pulled by both. Whichever triumphs has the nafs (individual self)
on its side.” On the same subject, Sayyid Fadlullah adds that the strug-
gle against one’s soul should not be taken to excess, nor does it require
self-denial and overexertion of the kind that involves renunciation of
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legitimate pleasures. Some people make a virtue of physical exertion and
discipline to the extent of seeing it as a kind of spiritual strength that may
lead to visionary insight and spiritual states. This is not the way Islam
would see physical exertion, nor can it be said to be a way of seeking
closeness to God. It remains to be said, then, that natural strength arises
from moderation in physical exertion. Sayyid Fadlullah goes on to quote
a hadith wherein the Prophet advised ‘Ali in these terms: “O ‘Ali! The
best jihad is when a person starts a day and he is not engaged in acts of
injustice against anyone.” Quoted in this connection is also a saying of
Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq that “One who owns (controls) his own self when he
desires something, or when in a state of fear, anger and lust, God protects
his body against the fire [of Hell].”%3

According to a renowned hadith, “The best form of jikad is telling the
word of truth in facing an unjust ruler.”*
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As for the lesser jihad in the sense of outward struggle in fighting
aggression, most of the Sunni jurists and all Shi‘ites, especially in modern
times, maintain that jihad is legitimate only in defense against aggression.
The Sunni doctrine is explicit on the point that jihad must be declared by
the legitimate leader, a condition that is all too often ignored by the vocal
yet small minority of radical interpreters of Islam.

The Jeddah-based Islamic Figh Academy affiliated to the OIC, in its
sixteenth session (January 5-10, 2002), defined terrorism as follows:

Terrorism is an outrageous attack carried out either by individu-
als, groups or states against the human being. It includes all forms
intimidation, harm, threatening, killing without just cause and
everything connected with any form of armed robbery, banditry,
every act of violence or threat intended to fulfil a criminal scheme
individually or collectively so as to terrify and horrify people by
hurting them or by exposing their lives liberty, security or condi-
tions to danger. It can also take the form of inflicting damage on the
environment or on a public or private utility.

Richard Falk has provided a shorter definition of terrorism as “any type
of political violence that lacks an adequate moral and legal justification,
regardless of whether the actor is a revolutionary group or a government.”?



Moderation in Jihad 163

No group, party, or organization has the authority to take up arms in
the name of jihad without explicit authorization of the legitimate authori-
ties. For there will otherwise be disorder and anarchy. Consequently,
there is a consensus among the schools and scholars of Islamic law that
only the Islamic state has the authority to wage jihad. Sayyid Sabiq thus
wrote: “Among collective (kifdyah) obligations [of Muslims], there is a
category for which existence of a ruler is necessary. For example, jihad
and administration of punishments.”® A perusal of the Qur’an further
reveals that the Makkan suras, that is, the part of the Qur’an revealed to
the Prophet during the first thirteen years of his campaign in Makkah, do
not contain any directive on jihad for the simple reason that in Makkah
the Muslims did not have their own government.” According to a hadith:

A Muslim ruler is the shield [of his people]. A war can only be
waged under him and people should seek his shelter [in war].®®
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The military meaning of jihad, which has unfortunately dominated
all its other meanings, has in course of time departed from a balanced
and inclusive understanding of this important principle of Islam. The
departure in question is reflective of the historical patterns of events that
eventually also affected the juristic thinking of some schools and scholars.
Furthermore, Islamic law provides a clear set of rules that regulate mili-
tary engagement, which have not, however, been consistently followed.

There are two aspects of the law of war, one of which relates to the
conduct of warfare and what is called jus in bello in modern humanitar-
ian law, and the other as jus ad bellum, which relates to the grounds of
warfare. Islamic law is elaborate in respect of the former but commen-
tators differ as to whether it is less than well developed in regard to the
latter.” It will be noted, however, that unlike the Romans, for example,
who subscribed to the notion that silent enim legis enter arma (laws are
silent during wars), the Prophet of Islam issued strict instructions to war-
riors, prohibiting them from all forms of brutality and maiming, as well
as any harming of women and children, the aged, monks and priests,
and the blind and insane. Destruction of livestock, trees, and crops is also
forbidden, unless it is for the purpose of sustaining life. Of utmost impor-
tance is the Qur’anic injunction that innocent human life must not be
destroyed in any warfare: “Whosoever kills a human being for other than
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manslaughter or corruption in the earth, it shall be as if he had killed all
humanity.” (al-Ma’idah, 5:32)
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The Qur’an refers to jihad in twenty-four verses. Cherif Bassiouni has
reviewed them and observed that most of the verses emphasize the more
spiritual and non-violent aspects of jihad, such as being steadfast in the
faith and sacrifice of its cause, migration from Makkah to Madinah, and
peaceful propagation of the faith. Jihad as armed resistance against the
enemies of Islam is also referred to in a few verses. The verses in Madinah
were less conciliatory because that was a critical time in the early days of
Islam, when Muslims could have easily been defeated by their enemies.
During the Makkan period, Muslims were persecuted by the idolators of
Makkah that eventually forced them to migrate and leave behind their
tribal and family ties, work, houses, and fortune.?’ The distinctive char-
acteristic of armed jihad at the Prophet’s time was self-defense. This was
particularly evident in the battles of Badr (624 cE) and Uhud (625 cE),
where the Muslims were attacked in Madinah by the superior forces in
much larger numbers some 270 kilometers away from Makkah.?' The
Qur’anic verse was consequently revealed ordering the Muslims to “Fight
in the way of God those who fight against you, but begin not hostilities.
Verily God loves not aggressors” (al-Baqarah, 2:190), which provided the
scriptural basis and principle for judging the legitimacy of jihad.
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When a legitimate jihad is waged, it must not be based on anger and
hatred. The Qur’an thus warned the Muslims further to “Let not the hatred
of a people cause you to be unjust. You must do justice” (al-Ma’idah, 5:8).
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Grievance can turn to anger and hatred, but that cannot be the basis of
retaliation or revenge. Even the enemy should be treated with justice. One
should “repel the evil deed with one that is better, then verily he, between
whom and thee there was enmity (will become) as though he were a pro-
tective friend” (Fussilat, 41:34).
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Early Sunni doctrine also maintained that military jihad, even when
waged under a lawful ruler, was for self-defense and permissible only in
the face of aggression.?? In the Twelver Imami Shi‘ite doctrine, “all the
eminent authorities have asserted that jihad, except for defence, is forbid-
den in the absence of the ma ‘siim, that is ‘the inerrant Imam.” 7%

In her article on “The Revolt of Islam,” Nikkie Keddie, an American
professor of Middle Eastern history, explains the rise of militancy among
Muslims. She notes that with the curious exception of Wahhabism,
militant jihad movement in the modern era began and grew mostly as a
response to Western colonialism. The earliest ones in the eighteenth cen-
tury in Sumatra and West Africa emerged in the face of “disruptive eco-
nomic change influenced by the West.” In the nineteenth century, broader
waves of jihad movements cropped up in Algeria, Sudan, the Caucasus,
and Libya as “a direct response to French, British, Russian and Ttalian
colonial conquest.”*

Western media has become wont to associate war and violence with
Islam. The truth, however, is otherwise. It would indeed be difficult to
argue that the history of the Christian West has been more peaceful than
that of the Muslim world. The number of wars, instances of religious per-
secution, and forced conversions waged by Christian governments and
armies, as well as their Muslim counterparts, are legion. But “western
historians have shown that on the whole the record of Muslims com-
pares very favourably with that of Christians in this regard. In particular,
state-sponsored persecution or forced conversion of non-Muslims was
quite rare in the Islamic world.”?

Mahmud Shaltut, the Shaykh of al-Azhar University from 1958 t0 1963,
lends considerable weight to the argument that the Qur’an only allows
warfare to be waged in self-defense, and he quotes verses from the Qur’an,
including al-Anfal (8:61) and Mumtahanah (60:8—9), which together with
al-Baqarah (2:190) and al-Hajj (22:39—40) uphold that principle.?® Another
Shaykh of al-Azhar, Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi, issued a fatwa in 2001 to
condemn the hostage taking in the Philippines: “Islam rejects all forms
of violence. These acts of violence have nothing to do with Islam.”” He
also condemned the terrorist act of September 11, 2001, in America.?® The
Chief Mufti of Saudi Arabia, Abdulaziz bin Abdallah al-Ashaykh, also
declared in 2004:
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You must know Islam’s firm position against all these terrible
crimes. The world must know that Islam is a religion of peace. ..
justice and guidance. .. Islam forbids the hijacking of airplanes,
ships and other means of transport, and it forbids all acts that
undermine the security of the innocent.?

Islamic law also proscribes use and deployment of certain types of
cruel and indiscriminately destructive weapons, which is why many mod-
ern Muslim thinkers, including the present writer, consider manufacture
and use of weapons of mass destruction to be unlawful and contrary to
mankind’s mission as God’s vicegerents and custodians of the earth.’
Seyyed Hossein Nasr has similarly observed:

Those who carry out terrorism in the West or elsewhere in the name
of jihad are vilifying an originally sacred term, and their efforts have
not been accepted by established and mainstream religious authori-
ties as jihad in the juridical and theological sense of the term.?!

Vigilance against the widespread misuse and misunderstanding of
Jjihad that swerve the Muslims away from the path of moderation is thus
to be strongly recommended. To advance correct knowledge and under-
standing of this important principle of Islam would also partake, in my
opinion, in the meaning of jihad.



XVIIT

Character and Lifestyle

ISLAM’S CONCEPTION OF a moderate lifestyle is inclusive of the physi-
cal, moral, and spiritual well-being of the individual, a subject on which
Islamic sources and scholars provide much persuasive information and
advice. A balanced lifestyle begins with the physical aspects of daily life
and interaction with one’s fellow humans and surrounding environment,
the quantitative and qualitative aspects of eating, drinking, work, sociabil-
ity, worship, entertainment, and relaxation.

Our review of contemporary trends in consumer behavior that has
led, inter alia, to rampant obesity across national boundaries and cul-
tures shows that not all of it is due to personal overindulgence but, rather,
involves what one observer termed “coronary capitalism,” the excesses of
food industries, advertisements, and marketing operations.

Obesity is on the rise and its chronic complications kill 3.4 million
adults yearly. A staggering 2.1 billion people are either obese or overweight.
According to research findings by the University of Washington’s Institute
for Health Metrics Evaluation in Seattle, reported in the Lancet medical
journal, described as “the most comprehensive to date” and using data
covering 188 countries from 1980 to 2013, obesity increased by 28 percent
in adults and 47 percent in children. During that span, the number of
obese or overweight people rose from 857 million in 1980 to 2.1 billion
in 2013. The researchers said obesity, once a malady of rich nations, now
gripped people of all ages, incomes, and regions, with not one country
succeeding in cutting its obesity rate. “Two-thirds of obese population
actually reside in developing countries,” said Marie Ng, a global health
professor who was one of the researchers.!
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The biggest obesity rises among women were in Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
Oman, Honduras, and Bahrain. Among men, it was in New Zealand,
Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United States. The US was home
to the biggest chunk of the planet’'s obese population, at 13 percent.
Obesity is a complex problem fueled by the availability of cheap, fatty,
sugary, salty, high-calorie “junk food” and the rise of sedentary lifestyle.
It is a major risk factor for heart disease and stroke, diabetes, arthritis,
and cancers.?

Coronary Capitalism And The Negligent Rich?

Writing under the title “The costly issue of coronary capitalism,” Kenneth
Rogoff, former chief economist of the International Monetary Fund, com-
mented that “obesity rates are soaring around the entire world, though
among the large countries, the problem is perhaps more severe in the
United States. .. roughly one-third of US adults are obese.”* Rogoff then
explored the food industry’s link to broader problems with contemporary
capitalism, which “has certainly facilitated the worldwide obesity explo-
sion.” Obesity affects life expectancy in numerous ways, ranging from
cardiovascular diseases to some types of cancer. The costs are borne not
only by the individual but also by society through huge budgetary alloca-
tions for healthcare systems. Its negative effects on the quality of life are,
of course, a separate matter of even greater concern.

Highly processed corn-based food products, with lots of chemical
additives, are well-known to be a major driver of weight gain, but also
major revenue earners for their multinational manufacturers. Coronary
capitalism is “fantastic for the stock market, which includes companies
in the food industry. Highly processed food is also good for jobs, includ-
ing high-end research employment, advertising and healthcare.” Along
the way, scientists are paid for finding just the right mix of chemicals to
make the latest instant food maximally addictive, and advertisers are paid
for peddling it. Even in Malaysia, the kind of tantalizing exposures, time
slots, and vacuous recommendations that KFC, McDonalds, and chocolate
products and promoters (all high in junk food content) get on television
are in near-total disconnect with their nutritional values.

So who could complain? Certainly not the politicians, who get reelected
when jobs are plentiful and stock prices are up, and get donations from
food-processing industries. In the United States, politicians who dared
to talk about the health, environmental, or sustainability implications of
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processed food would, in many cases, “find themselves starved of cam-
paign funds.” With few resources for high-quality public television in
most countries, children are co-opted by advertisements, including by the
food industry. “The pathological regulatory-political-economic dynamic
that characterises these industries is far broader.” But one can certainly
begin to strike a healthier balance than the one we have by giving the
public far better information across a range of platforms, so that people
can make more informed consumption choices and political decisions.’

Krisana Kraisintu, a scholar and public intellectual of Thailand,
wrote: “It is beyond dispute that we are in the midst of a global health
crisis.” Millions of people around the world, the majority of them living
in developing countries, are dying because they lack access to life-saving
medications for diseases like AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. Cost is a
crucial factor in this crisis.

Two-thirds of the value of medicine produced globally is accounted for
by companies in five major countries, namely, the United Kingdom, the
United States, Japan, Germany, and France. Large-volume markets for
lower-price medicines exist in the highly competitive markets of China and
India. For the period between 1985 and 1999, the low-income countries’
share of medicine production in the world market declined from 3.9 per-
cent to 2.6 percent, and that of middle-income countries fell from seven
percent to 4.5 percent. The share of high-income countries increased from
89.1 percent to 92.2 percent.’

As the economic gap between industrialized and low-income countries
widens, so, too, does the health gap between the rich and the poor. This is
particularly evident in relation to AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria epidem-
ics in Africa. “For too long we have accepted the access gap as a fact of life.
Twenty-eight million people have died from AIDS and, if things stay as
they are, the number of such deaths will be close to 100 million by 2020.”%
In 2001 five hundred thousand persons in high-income countries took
antiretroviral (ARV) therapy and fewer than twenty-five thousand died.
Contrast this with Sub-Saharan Africa, where fewer than thirty thousand
persons took ARVs and 2.2 million died. “The huge gap in care has been
called a crime against humanity and a holocaust of the poor. It certainly
brings realisation that we need to put an end to the global apartheid of pov-
erty and health.” The development and manufacture of medicine must
be aimed at improving public health and well-being, thereby contributing
also to economic growth. There should be an alignment of the profitability
goals of industry with society’s needs of improved access and affordable
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healthcare.® One of the possibilities of increasing access to ARVs lies in
the transfer of technology for domestic production in the target countries.
Yet so far experience in this regard is also not encouraging.

Food Wastage

A report on wasted food revealed that as much as half of the world’s
food, amounting to a billion tons worth, is wasted. Dr. Tim Fox, head
of energy and environment at the UK-based Institution of Mechanical
Engineers, reported: “The amount of food wasted and lost around the
world is staggering. This is food that could be used to feed the world’s
growing population—as well as those in hunger today.”" The report drew
heavily on work carried out over a number of years for the Food and
Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. It was further revealed
that the waste is being caused by poor storage, strict sell-by dates, bulk
offers, and consumer fussiness. The study also found that up to 30 per-
cent of vegetables in the United Kingdom were not harvested because
of their physical appearance. On the consumer behavior side, it was fur-
ther added that “half the food bought in Europe and the United States
ended up in the bin.” This also meant unnecessary waste of the land,
water, and energy resources that were used in the production, processing,
and distribution of this food. Commenting on this report, Tom Tanner,
from the Sustainable Restaurants Association, noted: “It is the power of
major retailers—convenience shopping and supermarkets on everyone’s
doorstep—you can nip out and buy a readymade meal in two minutes
rather than make use of what’s in your fridge.”? Tanner added that the
weight of food equivalent to three double-decker buses is thrown away per
restaurant per year in the United Kingdom—30 percent of that is off the
consumer’s plate.

A Malaysian observer develops a storyline over Malaysia’s cuisine
as follows: A CNN survey has placed Malaysia in seventh place among
the world’s fifty most flavorsome food locations, much to the displea-
sure, apparently, of some of its neighbors. Thailand and Singapore have
claimed that some of the most renowned Malaysian delicacies originated
in their respective countries, yet they did not get the placement! Let that
be as it may. The ugly side of this story is also noted in these words: “As
it is, nutritionists are alarmed by the rapidly increasing number of obese
Malaysians.” And then comes the advice: “what we need to do is to learn to
eat in moderation, and not argue over food. Especially not over dishes that
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are unequivocally Malaysian.”® Another Malaysian observer and dietician
refers to the Confucian advice, which has many followers in present-day
Japan, to stop eating when the stomach is 8o percent full. Again, it is
noted that people in countries with high longevity scores eat their smallest
meal in the late afternoon and then abstain from eating for the rest of the
day. The Malaysian dietician added that adhering to the advice just noted
is likely, as studies show, to extend one’s life by eight years.* This would
appear to be tantamount to the two-thirds-full advice from the Prophet of
Islam as I shall presently review.

Islam’s Perspective on Moderate Eating

The renowned Hanbali scholar Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 1350 cE)
observed that excessive consumption and indulgence in eating is one of
the major causes of disease. Many types of illnesses originate in exces-
sive eating and drinking, which obstruct the natural pace of digestion,
bodily movements, and activities. When one is busy eating food in rapid
succession, not allowing the body time to digest one lot before devour-
ing more in disregard to what is actually the needed quantity for one to
survive and live, the quality of life is adversely affected. The temptation
to eat more is even greater with more varieties, which means mixing a
myriad of types and quantities frequently, and that in turn makes the
stomach used to larger portions. The net result of this is that the good
effect of food turns into a harmful one, gradually reducing physical fit-
ness and vitality. But when food is taken in moderate quantity and variety,
it sustains and benefits the body. Food can be taken firstly to the extent of
need (al-hajah), then to the extent of sufficiency (al-kifayah), and then to
the level of indulgence and excess (al-fadlah). This last should be carefully
guarded against.”®

Ibn Qayyim added further that the Prophet [pbuh] ate little, often a
few mouthfuls that sustained him, without losing his physical vitality and
strength. While the Prophet has repeatedly cautioned against indulgence
in eating, he also warned against eating and drinking too little, as this, too,
was harmful, even if done with noble devotional intentions, such as fast-
ing too frequently and practicing self-abnegation from eating for ascetic
reasons. The Prophet thus forbade connected fasting (sawm al-wisal) and
said that there was no spiritual reward to be gained by it. Thus, according
to a hadith: “One who fasts perpetually has not fasted at all,”—a sentence
that is repeated three times.
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In a longer hadith, it is reported by ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-’Aas that
the Prophet, [pbuh] told him: “O ‘Abd Allah! Is it true that you fast in day
time and then also observe night vigil? I said: yes O Messenger of Allah.
He then told me: do not do this. You should fast and open it; observe vigil,
then sleep. For your body has a right over you... , and so has your wife
who has a right over you.”" Later it is reported that during the twilight of
his life, ‘Abd Allah was weak and was heard saying “I wish I had acted on
the Prophet’s advice and his concession (rukhsah) earlier.”®

Recommendable moderation in eating and drinking implies the
following:

1) One should try to choose one’s intake from clean and healthy food
(al-tayyibat), thus avoiding consumption of the forbidden substances,
and food that is obtained through unlawful means. This is the clear
message of the Qur'anic address to all the believers to eat the tayyibat
(al-Baqarah, 2:172; al-Mu'mintn, 23:51). According to the purport of a
hadith, a person who leads a life of indulgence in unlawful activities,
eating forbidden food, wearing clothes of doubtful permissibility and
so on, even though he may be a pious person by his apparent obser-
vances of the religious rituals, his prayer and supplication will not earn
him any reward.”

Commenting on this hadith, one observer stated that anyone who
wishes his supplication (du'a) to be granted must observe these instruc-
tions and lead a clean lifestyle that is free of indulgences in haram.?

2) One should not fill one’s stomach to capacity. It is a hallmark
of piety for one to follow in this regard what the Prophet has prac-
ticed himself: the one-third rule as stated above; one-third for food,
one-third for drink, and the last one-third for his vitality and ease. This
manner of food intake was of great benefit to body and heart.?! The
Shi‘ite authority Mohaqqiq al-Hilli (d. 1325 cE) also quotes this hadith
in identical terms, while adding that the Prophet has also said that
overeating hardens the heart and makes the limbs heavy and ill at ease
for worship, especially the night vigil.?> Al-Hilli also elaborated on the
virtues of patience and contentment. He paraphrases a long hadith
wherein the Prophet asked the Archangel Gabriel: how do you explain
patience (sabr), to which Gabriel replied: it is to remain patient at times
both of hardship and happiness, and to do the same in poverty and
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affluence, and one who is patient restrains from complaining to others
at times of adversity. Then the Prophet asked Gabriel about content-
ment (qana’ah), to which the answer was given: it is to be contented
with even the little one has of the share of worldly wealth and be thank-
ful to God for it.?*

If one indulges on an odd occasion, there is no blame, provided it
does not become a habit, which would then amount to a violation of the
Qur’anic guideline to the believers that they should avail themselves the
enjoyment of eating and drinking but avoid indulgence and excess (isrdf),
for “O children of Adam! Wear elegant clothes when you visit the mosque,
and eat and drink but do not be wasteful. For Allah loves not the indulgent
prodigals—al-musrifin” (Al-A’raf, 7:31).

3) Fasting from dusk to dawn during Ramadan is a religious obliga-
tion of every able-bodied Muslim. Meeting the challenge of complet-
ing a month of fasting is a personal triumph that can be a source of
great confidence. Fasting is a Qu'ranic duty and act of worship, but also
an act of physical and spiritual self-discipline that was enjoined on all
Prophets and pious people from time immemorial. To fast means to
abstain from food and drink, sexual contact, conflict, arguments, and
unkind language or acts. The Shari'ah grants concessions, however, to
a traveler, who may break the fast and make up for the lost days later
after Ramadan, as also for menstruating women.

People who are ill or whose condition would make fasting a health
risk, including women who are pregnant or nursing, may break fast but
need to compensate for it by feeding the poor or donating money to char-
ity. The Prophet [pbuh] taught that while he himself went on fasting for
long periods outside of Ramadan, other Muslims should not fast more
than every other day during other months of the year. The Prophet pre-
ferred Mondays and Thursdays for supererogatory fasting, and forbade
fasting on the day of Eid that marks the end of Ramadan, and the day
of ‘Arafah (during the hajj season) and the day of ‘Ashara (the tenth day
of Muharram marking the tragic martyrdom of Hussein, the Prophet’s
grandson on the event of Karbala at 680 cg).* Many commentators of the
Qur’an have gone on record to say that avoiding indulgence in one’s food
intake, especially if made a regular part and pattern of one’s lifestyle, is the
essence of good health and good medical advice.?
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Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a Shi‘ite scholar who also speaks with author-
ity on Sunni Islam, underlines “the necessity for an ascetic element
in human life. Without an element of self-denial and asceticism no
religion and therefore no human culture is possible.”?* One must with-
draw occasionally from the full life of the senses even in order to be
able to enjoy the fruit of sensual perception. Nasr adds that in fasting
the rebellious tendencies of the carnal soul are gradually dampened
and pacified through a systematic submission of these tendencies to
the Divine Will. That is why the fast includes not only food but also
abstention from every form of lust and carnal passion. It is also a form
of charity toward the poor and the needy through actual participation
in their hunger and thirst.

At the end of Ramadan, Muslims celebrate Eid al-Fitr, itself an exercise
in spirituality and celebration marking the completion of the Ramadan
fasting duty. Muslims are required to give the charity of Fitr, consisting of
certain quantities of foodstuffs or their monetary equivalent to the poor.
Among the social benefits of fasting often noted is that it inculcates a
sense of responsibility and heightened awareness of hunger and discom-
fort faced by the less fortunate. Furthermore, fasting often acts “like a
therapeutic programme in controlling and managing anger.”?

At an International Congress on Health and Ramadan, held in
Casablanca in 1994, Muslim and non-Muslim researchers noted that fast-
ing did not worsen the patient’s health or baseline medical condition.
Shahid Athar, MD, author of Medical Benefits of Ramadan, also underlined
the psychological benefits of fasting, and some of its other health ben-
efits, such as the lowering of essential hypertension, and mild to moderate
non-insulin diabetes.?

Yet on the other side of the equation, many are known to indulge in
overeating at times of breaking fast at the sunset (iftar) and the early morn-
ing (sahiir) meals, which tends to negate the beneficial effects of fasting.
There is a temptation to overeat, and many seem to find comfort in the
plausible thought that indulgence will be compensated for by the next day
of fasting. Eating irregularities and swings from total refrain to total indul-
gence has become a feature, among the vast majority, of the Ramadan fast-
ing month. Hospitals often report higher rates of admissions due to eating
disorders. Any health benefits gained from fasting are consequently nul-
lified and illness sets in.

Meat consumption is far too high almost everywhere, one might say
well beyond the limits of moderation, and should be reduced not only as
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a matter of Islamic advice on moderation but as a general health advice
for all concerned. Food specialists and dieticians also give the same advice
when reflecting on the health hazards of meat consumption in large quan-
tities, and frequent meat-eating indulgence.

Added to the foregoing is also the reminder that mass meat produc-
tion is responsible for about 20 percent of the world’s CO2 emissions.*
People’s eating habits also relate to their buying habits. People are not
careful enough in taking time to read labels when buying food in super-
markets so as to ascertain the amount of processed and junk food sold
at “bargain” prices. Processed food often contains harmful chemicals
emanating from careless use of pesticides, fertilizers, and preservatives.
There is no “mystery to the rise of diseases like diabetes and other [food
related]. .. disorders in teenagers and children these days.”s! Farmers,
food processing plants, restaurateurs, media, government authorities,
individuals and families all play a role, and all have a responsibility, to
ascertain, revise, and control the consumption of meat in what they grow,
produce, and offer for public consumption.

4) Food wastage is yet another aspect of the problem of resource
depletion as discussed earlier. Scientists estimate, moreover, that
between 30 to 50 percent of all food produced in the world is wasted
at the table and lost in the production process. If this food is saved,
the number of undernourished and those facing starvation can be
drastically reduced. And if one is a vegetarian, one knows that he
or she has enriched the Earth, and helped to reduce the threat of
global water crisis. One’s decision to go meatless, or minimize meat
consumption, also contributes to slowing down a global food short-
age and climate change.’? This advice stands sound. In my opin-
ion, all of us—Muslim and non-Muslim alike—should encourage a
vegetarian diet among themselves and their families. Climate sci-
entists point out that meat production creates greenhouse gasses.
It is estimated that livestock account for 51 percent of greenhouse
gasses. While it is for government agencies, farmers, and agribusi-
ness players to take care of the larger issues, there are two simple
things that individuals can do: (1) make sure not to waste food or
water, and only cook or order what one can eat; (2) go vegetarian, or
at least take vegetarian food a few days a week, and stop eating meat
of ruminant animals, or at least reduce eating meat to a few times
in the week.?
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Moderation in Speech and Humor

In matters of speech and sociability, the key Shafii scholar ‘Izz al-Din
‘Abd a-Salam (d. 1262 CE) has highlighted moderation in speech, remark-
ing that it is highly recommended that a Muslim says that in which there
is some benefit, either immediate or in future, or engage in speech that
helps to prevent corruption and evil. This is the purport, in fact, of several
passages in the Qur’an, as follows:

And when you speak, speak with justice (al-An‘am, 6: 152).
O you who believe, be mindful of Allah and speak or say a word in
pursuit only of a righteous cause (al-Ahzab, 33:70).

And tell my servants to say (only) that which is best (al-Isra’, 17:53).

The Prophet has added his voice to these guidelines when he said
in a hadith that “pleasant speech is a form of charity.”**

To quote two other hadiths to which a reference has already
been made:

Whoever believes in God and the Last Day, let him speak when he
has something good to say, or else remain silent.*

The hallmark of a good Muslim is to remain silent regarding that
which is of no concern to him.

Islam’s advice of moderation in speech also extends to the tone of voice
in which one conveys a message. One should speak in loud voice only to
the extent of making himself audible to his audience. There is empha-
sis on lowering the tone of one’s voice in almost all contexts involving
devotional matters, recitation of the Qur’an in supplication and prayer
(al-A'raf, 7:55) simply because: “God the Most High hears supplica-
tion even when uttered quietly, in which case, there is no need to say it
loud.”” The Prophet’'s Companions were consequently instructed not to
raise their voices in the presence of the Prophet. The guideline here was
for them to speak in the manner the Prophet spoke himself and not to
raise their voices above that of the Prophet (cf. Qur’an, al-Hujurat, 49:2;
Luqman, 31:19). It goes contrary to the tenor of this guideline to note in
some places the uncomfortably high decibels of the call to prayer (adhan),
especially in busy residential areas of mixed populations of Muslim and
non-Muslim residents, as the present writer has heard in some places in
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Kuala Lumpur. Adhan should be loud enough to inform but not so loud
as to shock or make the neighborhood uncomfortable with high-volume
loudspeakers.

This advice of moderation in the tone of one’s voice and the length or
otherwise of one’s speech is extended, in turn, to teaching and preaching,
what ‘Izz al-Din ‘Abd Al-Salam has phrased as “al-igtisad fi'l-mawa ‘iz.” The
Prophet has been quoted on more than one occasion to have cautioned his
Companions against excess in their sermons and in their teachings lest
they make them cumbersome to the audience and tax their attention. For
when one goes to excess even in these essentially recommendable activi-
ties, they fail to make the desired impact on the heart and mind of listen-
ers and may well nullify the anticipated benefit in them.* The audience is
also more likely to forget if the sermon is too lengthy. Brevity in speech is
a sign of wisdom and knowledge of the speaker, who knows where to stop
before inflicting fatigue on the listeners. Similar instructions in the hadith
are found concerning visits to friends and relatives—that these should
neither be too frequent nor too sparing. For diminished visitation encour-
ages estrangement (hijran), and excess in visitation amounts to imposi-
tion and boredom (malal).*

Humor is recommended in principle and is deemed to partake in
recreation (istirwah) both for the joker and his audience. The Prophet is
known to have had a sense of humor and practiced it in his own interac-
tion, words, and action, both with children and adults. It is a condition of
a permissible joke, however, that it is clear of lies. Similarly, jokes, whether
in words or in action, are either forbidden or reprehensible (mahzir,
makriih) if they are tactless and harmful to one’s audience or to those who
may not be present, or when it involves taking of someone’s belonging in
the name of a practical joke. According to the instruction of a hadith:

None of you may take the belongings of your brother, in jest or in
earnest.®

Something that belongs to another person is taken playfully, if done
so with the intention of returning it, otherwise it is in earnest and consti-
tutes an offense. The hadith guidelines on humor also proscribe telling
a lie even if it be in jest. Thus it is provided that “Faith is not perfect of a
believer unless he abandons lying in the jokes he makes and abandons
acrimony even if he is truthful.”*
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Moderation is recommended in one’s love and affection just as it is the
case with anger and reprimand. In a hadith recorded by al-Bukhari and
Muslim, the Prophet spoke in a prohibitive language:

Do not hate nor envy one another and avoid attacking one another
behind your backs. You must act as God’s servants and brethren
unto each other. It is not permissible for a Muslim to boycott his
brother for more than three days.*

According to hadith commentators, “do not hate one another” means
that “you avoid creating the causes of hatred.” In a similar vein, “boycot-
ting one another” in the hadith under review means “stopping to speak to
one another.” A total break of communication is the beginning of mutual
hatred, which should not be allowed to continue for long. Muslims are
enjoined in several places in hadith to try to eradicate hostility among
themselves through reconciliation efforts. It is a great act of merit for a
Muslim to bring peace by reconciling two hostile parties, known as “islah
dhat al-bayn.”® In his Adab al-Din wa’l-Dunya, Abu’l-Hasan al-Maward (d.
1058 cE) has quoted the second caliph ‘Umar to the effect that exuberance
in the show of affection begets shortcoming (tagsir) and comes in the way
of a desired state of relations that leaves space for love to grow. Thus said
Caliph ‘Umar: “let not your love become a burden nor your rancour to
become destructive (of the prospects of improvement).”* In a hadith nar-
rated by Abu Hurayrah, the Prophet is reported to have said, concerning
a husband and wife:

Let not a believing man allow hatred in himself toward his believ-
ing wife. For if he dislikes her for some aspect of her character, he
surely likes her for some of her other qualities.®

The Shi‘ite authority Mohaqqiq al-Hilli explains that charity (sadagah) is of
five kinds, the first of which is charity with one’s wealth, and the second
with one’s power and influence, which according to the authority of hadith
from the Prophet consists of intercession for a good cause when it helps
to save someone’s life or relieve one from hardship. Third, charity may
consist of the giving of counsel and good advice to someone in need of it.
Fourth is the charity of the tongue. This is when words are used to bring
peace between two feuding parties and reconcile them. The last of the five
types of charity is charity with one’s knowledge by one who is learned that
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leads to proliferation of good understanding and enlightenment. To this
effect, the Prophet [pbuh] has said that “teaching is the zakat of knowl-
edge.” Al-Hilli quotes this and also the following verse of the Qur’an in
denounciation of secretive and futile whisperings:

No good comes out of most of their secret talks, unless it be to
encourage a good deed, charity, justice, or conciliation among peo-
ple. To him who does this, seeking God’s good pleasure, We shall
soon grant him the highest of rewards. (al-Nisa’, 4:114)
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Work and Leisure

One often comes across media reports of work- and study-related imbal-
ances among workers, professional classes, executives, and students, who
drive themselves to exhaustion due to long working hours they impose
upon themselves. The pattern is not confined to the industrial West but
also found in other countries across the boundaries of geography and cul-
ture. Stress is taking its toll on the health and well-being of a wide spec-
trum of the most productive strata of the world populace.

A recent survey by jobstreet.com in Malaysia revealed that almost
70 percent of employees spend between two and five hours working
beyond their official work hours every day, with 63 percent admitting to
not spending enough time with their families. It also found that nearly
54 percent of the respondents did not get the chance to finish their annual
leave entitlement.* The situation had obviously not improved from the
previous year, when another survey showed that 32 percent of Malaysian
workers worked between nine and eleven hours a day, higher than the
global average. Malaysian women were also ranked the sixteenth most
stressed in the world. An extreme example was the tragic death recently
of a young Indonesian advertising writer after reportedly working thirty
hours straight. The story of her death through overwork went viral on
social media.?”

One hardly needs studies and surveys to tell one what the results of
overexertion and fatigue are: depression, obesity, heart disease, hair loss,
sexual dysfunction—to mention a few. Reports are also seen often of ris-
ing suicide rates among youth beset with negative thoughts due to stress,
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parental pressure, loss of purpose, and despair. The perception holds in
Malaysia that the longer the hours put in, the more prolific and praisewor-
thy becomes the employee. Those who choose to leave the office on time
often get a suspicious look for not fulfilling what is expected of them.

Australia has performed exceptionally well in measures of well-being,
as shown by the fact that it ranks among the top countries in the Better
Life Index. People in Australia work an average of 1,686 hours a year, less
than most nations. Most workers are back with their families after 5pm,
with those staying back viewed with disapproval by other workers and col-
leagues. It is not so much up to the employer but the employee himself/
herself to pause and make the needed adjustment toward leading a bal-
anced pattern of work and leisure.®

Turning to the Islamic sources, one finds clear instructions in the
teachings of the Prophet, who went on record to ask the workers to avoid
a work regime that would drive them into exhaustion: “You are required
to work to the extent of your abilities, for God is not impatient unless you
yourselves become impatient.”*
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This is an advice, evidently, of caution to workers to be aware of their
own limitations and avoid overindulgence and fatigue. For this is not what
their faith expects of them. The same message is endorsed in another had-
ith wherein the Prophet instructed the believers to “Refresh your hearts
hour by hour (every now and then).”*
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There is also an addition to this hadith that says, according to a report
by ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ad, the hearts tend to go blind when they are denied
of a (needed) reprieve.
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Rest and relaxation is just as necessary for the well-being of people
as is the work itself. Leisure time and vacation should therefore be given
due attention in the determination of rules that regulate labor relations.
This is also the purport of the hadith in which the Prophet has reportedly
said: “Your body has a right over you,” and one of those rights is to avail
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it of rest and relaxation at regular intervals.”® One should be able in the
meantime to see to one’s other responsibilities as a spouse, father, mother,
and offspring, as the case may be. For these are likely to suffer in the event
where a worker is exhausted and overtaken by fatigue. The Prophet has
in yet another hadith warned against overexertion, infliction of severity
upon oneself, and indeed of developing such into a recurrent practice and
expectation:

Do not be harsh with yourselves lest you be dealt with harshly, for
some people were harsh with themselves, and Allah dealt with
them harshly.>?
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The renowned Hanafi jurist Qadi Khan (d. 195 cg) has recommended
that a certain amount of the public treasury funds be allocated for the
medical and welfare needs of workers. Since the workers’ only asset that
enables them to earn a living is their fitness and good health, and the com-
munity’s welfare also depends on their well-being, their health is a joint
responsibility of the employer and that state.

The pattern of rest and recreation, according to figh rules, is to be deter-
mined by reference to the prevailing custom. Workers should be treated
such that their productive energy remains a source of sustained benefit
for themselves, their families, and the community at large. Working hours
and workload, as well as the physical environment of work, are among
the factors that call for particular attention. These are also some of the
conclusions contemporary writers and commentators on the subject have
drawn from their reading of the basic data of Qur'an and hadith.>* The
broad message of this evidence is conveyed in the Qur’anic verse that
“God intends for you facility and ease and He intends not to put you in
hardship,” (al-Baqarah, 2: 185) which is endorsed, in turn, in another verse
that states, “God intends not to make religion a means of hardship upon
you” (al-Hajj, 22:78 and al-Ma’idah, 5:6).

The Shi‘ite leader Sayyid Fadlullah writes that Islam encourages per-
missible recreation, which refreshes and regenerates the body and soul
and energizes the individual to face his responsibilities in leading a pro-
ductive life. He then quotes a hadith from the Prophet: “When the heart
is oppressed, it goes blind.” So let not your heart be burdened by over-
exertion and fatigue. Fadlullah also quotes a saying of Imam ‘Ali to the
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effect that “A believer should divide his time into three portions, one of
which is devoted to worship, another is devoted to work, and the last to
leisure—which is occupied with rest and permissible recreation. This last
becomes an aid to the other two.”>> Sayyid Fadlullah concludes that when
a person uses his leisure time well and stays clear of haram activities,
this becomes a kind of worship (‘ibadah). This is because rest and lei-
sure energize and enable him to see to his other religious and temporal
responsibilities.>®

The 1989 Islamic Declaration of Human Rights, which has been rati-
fied by member countries of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation in
its 17th session in Tehran, entitles every employee to break periods during
the daily work hours, and periodical holidays during which the employee
remains entitled to his or her normal emoluments.”

Art and Music

The overly restrictive view many Islamic religious scholars and others are
inclined to take of music, art, and entertainment needs to be moderated
as it is not only unrealistic but also not quite in line with Islam’s vision of
itself as a comprehensive religion. For Islam pays attention to all aspects
of human existence: physical, spiritual, intellectual, and emotional, and
seeks ways and means to fulfill them within the limits of moderation.
If physical exercise and movement stimulate the body, if worship nour-
ishes the soul, and knowledge nourishes the intellect, then music, art,
and entertainment nourish and moderate emotions.*® Art and music that
elevate but not degrade the spirit bring beauty, which is an important part
of Islam. This is because Jameel (beautiful) is one of the Most Beautiful
Names (al-asma’ al-husnid) of God—He loves beauty and desires it so that
everyone tries to bring it out in oneself and one’s outside environment and
living conditions.

For beginners, much of the Qur’an appears to be a catalog of different
divine names, which they simply tend to overlook. Yet these are a central
theme of Islamic theology and spirituality. Indeed, the very goal of human
existence is portrayed in the Qur’an, in repeated accounts of Adam’s cre-
ation and his inspired “knowledge of the names,” as the gradual discovery
and manifestation of the full range of attributes expressed in the divine
names. The school of earthly existence, with its constant presentation of
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spiritual and ethical choices, culminates in the active realization of what
the Qur'an terms “the Most Beautiful Names” (al-A'raf, 7:180).%°

Muslim theologians have divided the ninety-nine Names of God into the
three categories of Jalal, Kamal, and Jamal (majesty, perfection, and beauty),
but it is significant that God Most High has Himself chosen beauty above
them all, hence the collective Qur’anic reference to all of them by the word
al-husna (most beautiful) (Q al-Isra’, 17: no; al-Hashr, 59:24).% If art is all
about beauty and positively contributes to emotional health, then that is what
Islam also desires in its followers.®! Islam’s view of beauty, rhythm, and psy-
chologically penetrating language is an integral part of what is known as imi-
tability (jaz) of the Qur'an. Qur'an psalmody (tilawah) in musical rhythm
and incantation in human voice by renowned Qur’an readers, and the rhyth-
mical call to prayer (‘adhan), penetrate the senses and help establish a closer
identity with the Qur’anic language and message. The modes of chanting the
Qur’an tend to express different rhythmic motions of the spirit.

Islam promotes beauty—and art manifests it in ways that words often
fall short of doing. Al-Qaradawi has quoted numerous verses from the
Qur’an where the text mentions beauty (zinah, husn, jamal) frequently in
God’s creation, for instance, in the human person, whom He created and
fashioned “in the best of forms”; the earth, the mountains, and the skies
that “He fashioned and beautified”; the animals in which there is “beauty
and comfort”; and that “He beautified everything He has created.”®
He is the source of beauty, which is why the highest art in Islam, as in
Christianity, is related to the Word of God. The writing of the Word of God,
that is, calligraphy, and the chanting of it, that is Qur’anic psalmody, stand
at the top of the hierarchy of arts in Islam.

The non-figurative or abstract features of arts in Judaism and Islam
invite attention. The former art was revealed in the Torah and is exclu-
sively sacerdotal. Islamic art is akin to Judaic art by its exclusion of human
and animal representations. Islamic art takes its origins from the sensory
form of the revealed Book, that is, from the interlaced letters of the verses
of the Qur’an, and also paradoxically in some ways, from the forbidding
of images. This restriction in Islamic art, by eliminating certain creative
possibilities, intensified others, the more so by the express permission to
represent plants, hence the capital importance of arabesques, and of geo-
metrical and botanical decorative motifs. Calligraphy developed, thanks
not only to the richness and plasticity of the Arabic characters, but also to
the concentration—due to religious reasons—of the pictorial instinct on
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writing alone. Islam, being possessed by the idea of unity (tawhid), if one
may so put it, also has an aspect of the simplicity of the desert, of white-
ness and of austerity.®® The rhythmic chanting of the Qur’an, calligraphy,
and architecture occupy center stage in the sacred art of Islam and have
always played a fundamental role in the expression of Islamic spirituality.
The same could be said of traditional Sufi music (samd’) and poetry that
“bring man back to the inner courtyard of the Beloved.”*

Tawhid explains the abstract character of Islamic art. Islam is centered
on unity, and unity is not expressible in terms of any image. Art consists in
fashioning objects in a manner conformable to their nature, for that nature
has a virtual content of beauty, since it comes from God; all one has to do is to
release that beauty in order to make it apparent. According to the most gen-
eral Islamic conception, art is no more than a method of ennobling matter.®®

The strong literary qualities of the Qur’an have also been influential in
making poetry a highly appreciated art in Islamic lands. Major works of
poetry appeared in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and other languages, some of
which are among the widely acclaimed masterpieces of world literature.
Wherever Islam has gone, poetry has flourished, and is very much alive to
this day as a major cultural force in nearly every Islamic society.

Nasr explains that the traditions of music in the Islamic world are
among the richest in the world. Over the ages, they have not only enriched
the lives of countless numbers of Muslims and played an important role
in Sufi practices, but have also influenced Western music in many ways.
When one hears flamenco music, one is reminded of classical Arabic or
Persian music. The Western lute was adopted from the Arabic @d, and
the guitar is the offspring of the Persian tar. Today there is much inter-
est in the Islamic musical traditions in the West, in a musical language
that speaks of the deepest realities of Islam, even by those who have little
familiarity with the rest of this religion.®

There are certain things that no text and fatwa can regulate and moder-
ate better than the person who actually experiences them. Singing, music,
entertainment, and the manner in which excessive indulgence in them
can be avoided in favor of beneficial enjoyment are perhaps among them.
Singing is rhythmical speech, and the good and bad in it depends on what
it might be saying. One cannot denounce all singing just like one cannot
denounce all speech, whether it is accompanied by musical sounds or not.
Instruments have no intrinsic value of their own, but the value in them
can be ascertained by reference to the manner of their use, surrounding
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conditions, and context. This is precisely what the Qur’an also says about
poetry: the good and the bad in it is to be determined by reference to what
it says (al-Shu’ara’, 24: 224—27). If songs and music are accompanied by
drinking, gambling, and promiscuity, these are prohibited and so will be
the song and music that promote and encourage them, not the song or
musical instrument as such.

The famous theologian and Sufi al-Ghazali (d. 11 CE) wrote that music
intensifies the passions within the soul. If the passion is directed toward
God, it makes this passion more powerful and increases the fire of love for
God. If there exists passion, however, for worldliness, music increases the
soul’s worldly proclivity and indulgence.

There is general consensus among Muslim scholars on the permissi-
bility of song and music that celebrate weddings, births, Eid festivals, safe
return of travelers, the march of caravans, and military expeditions. Some
genres of song and poetry that praise God and pay tribute to Muhammad
partake in devotional remembrance (dhikr). This can also be said of many
of the Sufi practices that are accompanied by incantations and devo-
tional remembrance with or without music. The sound of spiritual songs
(nashid) in Egypt and Malaysia, the ney (flute) of the Mawlawis in Turkey,
the genres of classical Persian music in Iran, the Andalusian orchestra in
Morocco, the gawwadli in Pakistan and Muslim India, the na ‘t and munajat
(praise and supplication) in Afghanistan, and many other forms of spiri-
tual music permeate and fill the socio-cultural spaces of the Islamic world.
Far from being un-Islamic, as some have claimed, the art of music is one
of the most powerful manifestations of what lies at the heart of the Islamic
message. Music and singing are permissible and moderation in them
advised. For the good therein touches human consciousness and emotion
with the essence of beauty.*

Beauty and enjoyment can also be derived from intellectual nourish-
ment and learning. To pay attention to one’s intellectual and emotional
well-being is a question, to a large extent, of finding a correct balance
between them in the true meaning of moderation. Al-Qaradawi has sub-
scribed to the permissibility of singing and music, however, with the fol-
lowing provisos:

« The contents do not violate Islamic principles;
« The style of singing and/or performing art is clear of both debasement
and over-indulgence; and
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« The context and audience are dignified and clear of depraving and las-
civious influences.®

The leading Shi‘i scholar Sayyid Fadlullah’s views on music closely
resemble those of al-Qaradawi. In response to questions on “music
and singing,” Fadlullah has categorically stated that playing music,
singing, listening to it, going to places where it is played and displayed,
as well as manufacture, selling, and buying of musical instruments are
allowed. They are, however, “not allowed when the words that are sung
harm morals and chasteness, and encourage obscenity and lewdness,
when the music is such that it stirs lust... and it is regarded as the
music of corrupt people (alhdan ahl al-fusiig).” If this is the case, “then
it is forbidden.”” The learned Ayatollah was further questioned as to
whether some songs that stir painful emotions and sorrow and “often
make us cry—are they forbidden?” He answered as follows: “They are
not forbidden if the words do not contain falsehood, but express real
feelings.””

Islam’s Model of a Moderate Personality

Is there an Islamic model of personal conduct? Can one find in the
sources of Islam an ideal character or attributes of character that in a posi-
tive sense offers an example to be emulated—one that could be said to
epitomize the best of what Islam teaches on moderation? This may well
be the Qur’anic conception of halim—one who possesses the qualities of
hilm (compassionate forbearance) to which a reference has already been
made. Hilm is a comprehensive behavioral concept that combines many
features, most of which relate closely to character and lifestyle, and merits
some elaboration as follows.

In the Arabic dictionary, T4j al-Aris by al-Zabidi, the word hilm is
defined as “the act of reining one’s soul and holding back one’s nature
from the violent emotion of anger,” and in Muhit al-Muhit by al-Bustani
as “the state of the soul remaining tranquil, so that anger cannot move
it easily.” Al-Bustani adds to this the inclination of “being slow in requit-
ing the wrong-doer.””? In its characteristic manifestations, hilm inclines
toward gentleness, kindness, and compassion that also integrate the abil-
ity to resist temptation to anger and provocation by the miscreant. A per-
son who possesses the quality of hilm is likely to avoid conflict and seek
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instead peace and reconciliation. It is the quality that enables one to resist
extremism, prejudice, and injustice.

Halim is one of the Most Beautiful Names (al-asma’ al-husnd) of God. The
Qur’an also characterizes the Prophet Muhammad as one who set a “beau-
tiful example” (uswah hasanah) (al-Ahzab, 33:21). For Muslims it is highly
recommendable to make an effort to emulate his example. Then, if one
inquires as to what, precisely, were the actual virtues that the Prophet inte-
grated into his exemplary character—the answer we are given in the Qur'an
is almost invariably related to hilm, that is, gentleness, kindness, and com-
passion. This is also how the Qur’an characterized the patriarch Abraham,
who was almost singularly described by the attribute of hilm: “Surely
Abraham was tender-hearted and compassionate—la-awwahun halim;”
and again, “Indeed Abraham was forbearing, tender-hearted and devout-
halimun, awwahun munib.” (Tawbah, 9:114; Hud, 1:75).

Toshiko Izutsu writes, in a section of his highly acclaimed book on
God and Man in the Quran, that it is not just the Prophet’s character, but
also that:

The Qur’an as a whole is dominated by the very spirit of hilm. The
constant exhortation to kindness (ihsan) in human relations, the
emphasis laid on justice (‘adl), the forbidding of wrongful violence
(zulm), the bidding of abstinence and control of passions, the criti-
cism of groundless pride and arrogance—are all concrete manifes-
tations of this spirit of hilm.”?

Izutsu further observed that as a divine attribute, hilm is that particular
kind of gentleness that emerges as the surface expression of underlying
power: “God forgives sins committed by men and is [He is] gentle, but
it is not a simple gentleness; it is gentleness based on power, forbear-
ance based on calm wisdom, which is possible only because it is coupled
with an infinite power.””* So if al-Halim, on the divine level, is one whose
gentle forbearance is based on infinite power, al-halim on the human level
describes one whose forbearance is based not on infinite power but on
self-mastery and control. There is no power greater, on the human plane,
than that required to dominate one’s own ego and soul.”®

Hilm is far from being a passive quality of simple patience and for-
bearance in the face of provocation, although it definitely comprises these
virtues. Hilm must also be understood as “a positive and active power of
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the soul that is strong enough to curb her impetuosity. . . calm it down to
patience and forbearance. It is a sign of the power and superiority of the
mind.””® Hilm is thus closely related to compassion and peace as well as
the power necessary for self-control. Engaging oneself in excessive indul-
gence or extremism of any kind would be alien to hilm.

Izutsu’s analysis would be incomplete, however, without adding what
he has to say about humility and kindness as salient components of
Islamic ethics, and an aspect also of moderation:

Thus it comes about that the element of meekness, or humbleness,
as the human counterpart of the benevolence of God, is made the
very pivotal point of Islamic ethics. Most, though not all, of the rec-
ognised moral duties of Islam derive in fact from this pious benevo-
lence. Kindness is enjoined upon the believers upon every possible
occasion. Kindness should be the governing principle of all human
relations in society as well as in family. ..”

Recommendations

My review of the source evidence and scholarly heritage of Islam on mod-
eration in character and lifestyle sustains the following recommendations
to individuals, government policymakers, NGOs, and the media:

« Reduce and minimize empty and misleading advertisements on televi-
sion and in the mass media that promote excessive consumerism and
unhealthy practices in food consumption patterns and lifestyle.

. Promote and encourage healthy eating: less sugar, less fat, and less
red meat, for example. Provide information and advice on suitable
alternatives.

o Educate the public on Islam’s viewpoint and advice on modera-
tion. Muslims have shown increased interest in religion on lifestyle
matters—Islamic scholars, personalities, and imams have a certain
responsibility, therefore, to provide it.

« Reduce noise and uncomfortably high loudspeakers in densely popu-
lated areas on social and religious ceremonies and occasions. Science
and technology experts, car and machinery manufacturers, sound
equipment designers, and others are also urged to make noise reduc-
tion and control an integral part of their production plans.
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Integrate and encourage values of modesty, self-restraint, and honesty
in speech, social interaction, and humor within social relations and
culture, as these values are central to the ethos of Islam.

Encourage and appreciate art, recreational entertainment, and music
that bring beauty and enjoyment without violating moral and religious
principles.



XIX

Wasatiyyah and Women's Rights

THE RESTRICTIVE CURRENT of Muslim opinion on women'’s rights and
the role they can play in public affairs and governance draws a distinc-
tion between public authority and private authority (wildyah ‘ammah, and
wilayah khassah), respectively. The advocates of this binary division entitle
women only to the latter, which preclude women’s eligibility to leading
government positions, but include positions such as teaching, nursing,
and the like.

The restrictive current of opinion is, broadly speaking, championed
by the conservative strata of religious leaders, rural and tribal folks, and
advocates of entrenched patriarchal customs. They go to the extremes
sometimes of denying women their rights to education beyond a certain
stage, which usually preclude tertiary education, the right to work for the
most part, voting and participation in public affairs that entail mingling
of the sexes in the public sphere, and socio-cultural and political affairs.
This attitude of denial may sometimes even include rights that are clearly
recognized by Shari’ah, such as women'’s property rights, inheritance, and
education, which are to all intents and purposes denied them in the tribal
belts and regions of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and elsewhere in many Asian
and African countries.!

One also notes, still in the conservative camp, extremist views and
movements taking questionable positions in the name of Islam. Note,
for instance, the “Obedient Wives Club’s” international vice president,
Dr. Rohaya Mohamed of Malaysia, who said upon launching the club
branch in Kuala Lumpur in 201, in addition to a branch they have in
Indonesia, that wives should “serve their husbands as first-class prosti-
tutes” so as to keep them away from straying and thus prevent “infidelity,
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prostitution, domestic violence, abandoned babies,” and other social ills.?
Dr. Rohaya was also quoted to have said that women were already being
treated as sex objects in magazines and television programs and adver-
tisements; hence, they could likewise be treated as sex objects by their
own husbands! Many in Malaysia saw this as insult to women’s dignity as
wives, mothers, and equal partners, giving support, advice, and service to
their husbands, their children, and the society at large.

The other extreme is the pro-liberty current of opinion, often embraced
by some advocates of feminism and gender equality, who are inclined to
replicate Western models and go to excesses of the kind that ignore the
family and cultural characteristics of their own societies. Some Muslim
feminists, as Sa‘'diyya Sheikh observes, “more easily discard judicious
analysis and reiterate negative stereotypes... [and] persist in making
sweeping claims about Muslim women or Islam without engaging the
necessary level of complexity and specificity.”* The feminist discourse is,
however, far from being monotonous or monolithic. It is important for
us to note that a more refined version of Muslim feminist discourse has
emerged and developed since the 1980s, which maintains a critical view
of the sweeping generalizations of Euro-American negative stereotypes
concerning Muslim women. Third World and African American feminists
argue that Western feminists regularly assumed that they could speak for
the experience of all women. However, such presumptions of a universal
womanhood represented only the realities of a particular group of women,
namely First World, white, middle-class women. Such discourses margin-
alized and eclipsed the realities of women with different experiences. The
post-modernist approach to feminist studies undercuts singular feminist
narratives through embracing cultural diversity and recognition of mul-
tiple epistemologies of reconstruction, while simultaneously criticizing
neo-colonial feminist discourses on Islam.®

Many Muslim feminists see their feminism as emerging out of their
faith commitment on the assumption that the possibility for equality
already exists in the Qur’anic vision of justice and human dignity. The
problem as they see it is malpractice or misunderstanding of the sacred
text—so much so that countless Muslim women experience injustice in
the name of religion. For these “Muslim women, the first goal of a femi-
nist movement is to re-understand and evaluate the sacred text and for
women to be involved in the process, which historically has been reserved
for men.”®
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Another point of concern to be voiced, however much in passing, is
that gender justice issues have often been politicized and used by govern-
ments in power for their own partisan objectives. Politicians have often
tried to elicit support from tribal, religious, and conservative strata of
their populations, or as the case may be, to enlist support of the more
liberal-minded classes, youth, and women, at election times and other
occasions. They become opportunistic as it may suit their immediate pur-
pose, debating issues when politics play up on substantive and sensitive
matters of text and interpretation, which are given a certain angle and
context that may well depart from the path of moderation merely to serve
their vested interests.

The diversity and sophistication of the feminist and gender justice
discourse also calls for a note of caution perhaps over the pitfalls of
sweeping generalizations in our own discourse. Speaking of “conserva-
tive,” “pro-liberty,” and “moderate” currents of opinion is meant to facili-
tate discourse, with the understanding, however, that the discourse over
women’s rights and gender justice is internally varied and complex. The
facts are that people in all of these categories often share certain views of
one another, and this includes, one might add, the religious leaders and
ulema, who are also not a monolithic category as there are among them
some who take different and often unexpected positions on gender-related
issues.

Ali Allawi is of the view that women’s rights in Islam is an issue that will
not be explained away by reference to the fact that Islam honored women
in the Arabia of the seventh century, that women’s rights are enshrined
in the Qur’an, or that women dominate the private space in Islamic life.
All of these are true, but they bear little relation to the real condition of
women in Muslim societies and the raw deal they receive under the cam-
ouflage of the Shari'ah. Seeking a balance in the male-female relationship
in Islam requires not only a reexamination of the roots of inequality but
also a redefinition of the role of men according to the Qur’an and the
Shari'ah. Balance is not a compromise between equality and inequality,
but a separate state that strives for a harmonious, just, and stable out-
come. Women'’s rights in Islam cannot be enhanced without a parallel
insistence that men must also adhere to Qur’anic injunctions concerning
their behavior and conduct. Not only the women are to observe modesty
and courtesy in their outer behavior and inner disposition; men are also
obliged to do the same. But Muslim societies are mainly patriarchal, often
reflecting historical, tribal values that privilege males over females. These
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attitudes have persisted into modern times, so that the Qur’anic standards
of conduct demanded of men, especially in terms of fairness to women,
are often ignored or flouted in practice.”

The textual data of Qur'an and hadith can accommodate different
understandings of gender equality, if one is open to attempting such
and willing to moderate one’s views and approaches to issues. Without
wishing to delve into details, I want to stress the need for a corrective
to extremist currents of opinion on both sides over issues of concern
to gender equality and justice. Both sides should seek to moderate and
learn from one another and accord due recognition to the fundamen-
tals of Islam as well as the realities of socio-cultural change. The textual
guidelines of Shari'ah should not be read so rigidly as to insist on closing
the door to healthy adjustment and ijtihad as well as to reasonable accep-
tance of the often inevitable influences of science and civilization. The
decline of ijtihad and the decidedly damaging prevalence of blind imita-
tion and tagqlid, the influence of entrenched patriarchal custom, as well
as the prevailing demands of modern society and secularist culture are
among the factors responsible for the present state of imbalances in gen-
der justice and Islamic family laws of many Muslim societies. It is now
widely recognized that certain aspects of the figh rulings that bear the
vestiges of medieval society values call for revision and systematic reform
in the true spirits of tajdid (renewal), Islah (reform), and ijtihad that reso-
nate to the spirit of Qur'anic guidelines on promoting and accepting that
which is beneficial and good, and rejecting that which is harmful, exces-
sive, oppressive, and unjust. “It is an obligation of the Muslim society,”
writes al-Qaradawi, “to protect women against the hallowed remnants of
imitations in both the Islamic camp and the predominant West that are
intent on stripping women of their essential dignity and womanhood.”®
He adds that extremism on one side is only expected to invoke the like
of it on the other, which is what we are seeing. We are not obliged, how-
ever, to accept either, nor are we beholden to the old or to the modern-
ist new, but to ascertain a balanced posture that shuns exaggeration and
extremism.’

With regard to women’s work and occupation outside the home,
al-Qaradawi maintains that it is permitted, however, with the following
provisos: (1) That it is permissible in its own right; (2) that it is needed
especially for those who have to earn a living; (3) that it helps with the fam-
ily income like what Asma’ the daughter of the first caliph Abu Bakr did to
assist her husband, Zubayr ibn al-‘Awwam; (4) when the society is in need
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of it, such as work in education and medical services; and (5) that family
obligations, especially that of motherhood, are not neglected.

With regard to women’s participation in government and represen-
tative assemblies, al-Qaradawi discusses the restrictive views of Muslim
scholars on this but concludes that they do not have clear and convincing
evidence for their views. Moreover, juridical fatwas must take into account
the changing conditions, custom, and culture of society in line with the
figh maxim that “fatwa changes with the change of time and place.”"
There is no evidence in Shari'ah to warrant a ban on women’s participa-
tion in government and representative assemblies, but the matter should,
more specifically, be determined in the light of public interest, interest of
the family unit, and preservation of the Islamic ethos.??

With regard to women’s participation and presence in the public
sphere, al-Qaradawi is also critical of the two extremes of opinion in the
two opposing camps and advises moderation between them in line with
the Islamic vision of wasatiyyah. He maintains that women were active
participants in public life during the time of the Prophet and that of the
Pious Caliphs. Women sat in the mosque, visited the sick, and even par-
ticipated in the battles both on land and in the sea, as numerous hadith
reports recorded in many a renowned collection of hadith, al-Bukhari, and
Muslim, clearly show. There is sound authority then in support of wom-
en’s participation in public life, provided, however, al-Qaradawi adds, that
the Islamic ethical advice of modesty and dignified encounter is observed.
As for the question whether a man may greet a woman with “salam,”
al-Qaradawi replies in the affirmative but says that the answer depends to
some extent on circumstances and situations. Greeting is permitted, for
instance, when the man is a visitor, teacher, or physician. Whether a man
may do the same on the street to a woman, al-Qaradawi allows it among
family members, relatives, and colleagues, but not among strangers.

Qaradawi is of the view that the moderate current of wasatiyyah
should take its cue from the Qur’anic guideline and recognition that “the
believers, men and women, are protectors and supporters (awliya’, pl. of
wali—guardian) of one another. They promote good and prevent evil.”
(al-Tawbah, g:71).*
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A key term in this verse, namely of awliya’, signifies the same role of
protection and support on both sides, which evidently proceeds on the
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recognition of basic equality. Then also the fact that the verse entitles
women to the promotion of good and prevention of evil, amr bil-ma‘rif
wa nahy ‘an al-munkar (hisbah for short) is important in that hisbah signi-
fies public authority, a comprehensive Qur’anic principle that entitles its
carrier to participation in government and management of public affairs.
State and government in Islam are the principal carriers of hisbah and
women are clearly not excluded.

The advocates of inequality have also exaggerated over the meaning
and implications of giwamah (maintenance, or giving support) in verse
(al-Nisa’, 4:34) where men are designated as “maintainers of women
because God made some of them to excel others, and because of what
they (men) spend of their wealth.”
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The text employs the word “qawwamiin” to say that men are support-
ers of women. Qawwamiin derives from the root word gawama or gama,
that is, to stand or stand for one another. The text explains its own ratio-
nale and effective cause in that men are charged with the duty to provide
maintenance for women. Hence if men actually fail to provide material
support and maintenance, it would follow that they will not be entitled
to giwamah. Yet the advocates of inequality have sometimes translated
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gqawwamun as “holders of sovereign power,” “masters,” “rulers,” and the
like, which have been considered by many, including the Federal Shariah
Court of Pakistan, as “inaccurate.”: “The superiority, if any, is not about
the natural proficiency of one and the deficiency of another, but is only on
account of the responsibility for maintenance.” This is not the place to
delve into details, as T have elsewhere attempted a fuller treatment of the
issues, but for current purposes, a bird’s eye view of salient changes in the
law will suffice.’®

Exaggerations in the traditional figh interpretations are also noted in
some of the scholastic positions even of the leading madhhabs, excepting
the Hanafis perhaps, in reference, for example, to diyyah (blood money)
of a woman as being one half that of a man—in the face, apparently, of
the clear Qur’anic declaration of “life for life—al-nafsu bil-nafs” that estab-
lishes total equality in this regard. Twentieth-century Islamic family law
reforms that effectively transferred the unilateral power of polygamy and
divorce from the husband to the court of justice were also a corrective to a

certain imbalance that had put women at a disadvantage within the family



196 THEMATIC PERSPECTIVES

and society. Many countries have followed suit and generally adopted the
renowned Qur'an commentator Ibn Jarir al-TabarTs (d. 923/310) interpre-
tation that men and women stand on an equal footing in the eligibility
for appointment as judges, and then also of the key Hanbali jurist Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyyah's (d. 1350cE) ijtihad that minimizes the differential
between men and women in respect of their qualification to be witnesses
in the court of justice.” “It is imperative for us to recognise,” according to
al-Nabhan, “that in Muslim communities by and large women are victims
of manifest injustice (zulm wadih) in the due recognition of their rights
and essential dignity. It follows then that (measures should be taken) so
as to enable them to enjoy the dignified status that Islam has accorded
them.”® Nabhan further asserts that it is due mainly to patriarchal cus-
tomary practices concerning matrimony, divorce, and inheritance that
women are made to suffer injustice. It is not possible to change all this
through the introduction merely of new laws, without undertaking a more
comprehensive cultural revival of the society to vindicate women’s essen-
tial dignity, and ensure an appropriate status for them in family and soci-
ety. This would also require judicial activism side by side with (enabling)
statutory legislation. In this endeavor, we should also avail ourselves of the
best contributions and guidelines of our figh heritage that can help us to
enhance the rights and dignity of women.?

The Iranian scholar and activist Ali Sharfati (d. 1977) was critical of
Muslim scholars who are often satisfied by pointing out that Islam estab-
lishes progressive rights for women. Unfortunately, women do not actually
benefit from these rights. This would change if we were to act accord-
ing to the understanding that we acquire from the authentic teachings of
Islam.?® Sharfati further added that custom and religion are often mixed
up and conflated. This mixture of customs, which are changeable, and
vary from one social, tribal, and local system to another, as also influenced
by economic factors and unchangeable Islamic values contained in the
revelation and prophetic teachings, is defended in the name of religion.
The intellectual, seeing the deprivations and abuse of women on one hand
and the semblance of social freedom, class advantages, and sexual liberty
on the other, becomes confused. When the religious group in a commu-
nity (those who are acquainted with religion and follow it) is unable to
distinguish between the religion and the local, tribal, and cultural cus-
toms, how can we expect young, modern intellectuals (who are willing to
fight against ancient customs) to make a distinction between religion and
customs? If the distinguished scholars of Islam, who are acquainted with
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Islamic truths, do not perform this task, then what organization, what
power, can be expected to do so?!

Hamid Enayat, also a Shii scholar, is critical of “the increasingly
one-sided interpretation of the Shariah... which was used by the ruling
monopolists throughout history to confine women to a secluded passive
life of subordination to men.”?? He then refers to two particular verses of
the Qur'an (al-Baqarah, 2:228 and Al-Imran, 3:195) that can be the basis
of equal rights for women in Islam. Further affirmation of this comes
from the Prophet’s encouragement of his wife ‘A’ishah to take an active
role in the political, legal, and scholastic activities of the young Muslim
community, further substantiated by compelling examples of idealism of
Fatimah, the Prophet’s daughter, and revolutionary resistance of Zaynab,
‘Ali's daughter.?

Somewhat similar to al-Qaradawi's views, Ayatollah Yusef Saanei, a
leading scholar of Qum seminary studies since 1973, and a one-time mem-
ber of the Council of Guardians under Ayatollah Khomeini, has advanced
a cogent argument for women’s equality rights. Saanei is critical of the figh
positions, upheld by general consensus (ijjma’) but which “contravene the
overarching ethos of justice in the Qur’an,” in reference, for example, to
blood money, inheritance, and guardianship (wilayah).

Saanei advocates women'’s equality in all of these in more details than
we can cover in the limited space here.?> He argues that the Qur’anic term
“ma‘riaf’ (known and approved) is an important ethical category, which
together with its other ethical concepts, such as righteousness (al-birr),
benevolence (ihsan), and goodness (khayr) provide a powerful argument
for a merger of ethics (akhlaq) with law (figh). That has not happened, as
the figh scholars disconnected the two by not paying enough attention
to the ethical impulses of the Qur'an and hadith. The moral categories
just mentioned, Saanei adds, are applied to both genders in the Qur’an,
where both are asked to vie with one another in good deeds (Q al-Baqarah,
2:148) and both are enjoined to order what is right (ma‘rif) and forbid
what is wrong (munkar) (cf., Q Aal-Tmran, 3:114). Saanei develops this
argument in respect of the mother’s entitlement to guardianship, and
draws the conclusion that the mother would be eligible, upon the death
of her husband, to be the trustworthy guardian of her child based on her
good character and competence in management of the affairs of the child.
Whereas the figh rules give priority to the grandfather over the mother,
Saanei concludes that “she is no less qualified than the grandfather in car-
rying out these functions, and the Qur’an makes no reference to gender
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when enumerating the ethical attributes necessary to carry out these
objectives.”?

In a similar vein, Saanei says that the figh ruling that quantifies
the blood money of a woman to be half of that of man contravenes the
Qur’anic affirmation of inherent human dignity that is endowed equally
in all (Q al-Isra, 17:70) To deny this to any human being (women and
non-Muslims included) is a “flagrant violation of the Qur’anic worldview.”
With reference to homicide, the Qur'an makes no distinction based on
gender, Saanei adds, on the amount of blood money. He quotes the long
Qur’anic verse on the subject (al-Nisa’, 4:92) and says that the hadith lit-
erature, juristic precedent, and consensus (ijma‘) “are unjustifiably and
improperly given greater weight than the Qur'an.” ¥ He then advances
a detailed analysis of the fourteen hadiths Muhammad b. Hasan al-Hurr
al-"Amili (d. 1692) has gathered on the subject. His analysis of the narra-
tors of these and some internal discrepancies also in the textual contents
of these hadiths leads him to the conclusion that “the Qur’an has priority
and, accordingly the hadiths and consensus must be dispensed with in
favour of the Qur’an and the faculty of reason.”?®

Saanei then takes up women’s inheritance rights in considerable
detail, but focuses on the specific case of the husband and wife inheriting
from one another. The husband would inherit the whole of his deceased
wife’s estate in the event he is the sole survivor, whereas the wife would
inherit only one quarter of the husband’s estate in an identical scenario.
This conclusion is arrived at by scholars including Shaykh Mufid (d. 1022
cg), Shaykh Hasan al-Tasi (d. 1067), ‘Allamah al-Mutahhar al-Hilli (d.
1325), and Shaykh Murtaza Ansari (d. 1864). Saanei is careful in empha-
sizing that rejecting the consensus of previous scholars that contradicts
the Qur’an in no way represents disrespect to them. Instead, he calls for
cultivating a culture of dissent within the parameters of ethical discourse.
He then quotes the Qur’an (al-Nisa’, 4:12) on the inheritance of the hus-
band and wife from one another, commenting that no mention is made
of the remaining portion of the inheritance when the deceased is survived
by only her spouse and no children. Just as the residual is handed over to
the husband, rather than the imam or the public treasury, in the event of
the wife’s death, the same rule should apply if the husband predeceases
the wife.?

The mid-ranking Iranian cleric Hasan Eshkevari cites the figh principle
on the inevitability of change. In Islamic figh we have a principle that the
ruling must follow the subject matter (hokm tabe’ mawzu® ast). Muslim
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scholars have discussed this principle in detail and it is fairly self-evident.
It means that when there is a change in the subject matter, its ruling, too,
will change.*® We now live in a different era. The issues of family, “wom-
en’s rights, relations between men and women, hijab (veiling), inheri-
tance, whether women should be maintained, custody of children and
many other issues that we have in Islamic figh—Shi‘a or non-Shi‘a—must
all be reconstructed from the foundation.”

Leading Shi‘ite scholar Sayyid Fadlullah advances a penetrating
Qur’anic analysis on women, which he begins with a question: why is it
that when a woman leaves home to accomplish what she needs to do in
the social, political, or cultural spheres, she is exposed to charges of devia-
tion as if she is a human that lacks ethical and inner restraint, but not so
when a man does the same? Is deviation not a possibility also in his case?

The learned writer’s detailed response is as follows: Issues are evi-
dently still looked at through the lenses of worn-out customary practices,
an outlook that is also extended to scriptural interpretation and textual
data that may well have been meant for a set of particular circumstances.*
We know that the Qur’an sets authoritative standards; we also know that
the Qur’an speaks of good works by men and women, just as it speaks of
bad deeds by both from exactly the same footing. It speaks of the woman
in exemplary terms, just as it does of the man in the same way, in both
positive and negative terms. In addition, when speaking of “command-
ing the good (al-ma‘ruf)” to elevate the standards of human conduct, and
of forbidding evil (al-munkar) that signifies human failings, the Qur'an
remains gender-blind. So also is the case when the Qur’an speaks of both
men and women as guardians and protectors (awliya’) of one another; it
makes no distinction between them whatsoever.

It follows, then, that it is for us to confront the hallowed usages and
strip them of the false sanctity they often command. It is possible, of
course, that some people misunderstand “sacred scripture” or exaggerate
their purpose. We must, in any case, “have the courage to confront those
hallowed usages and also understand our Islamic reality now rationally,
such that we do not conflate the beneficial with the harmful. .. we retain
the former and reject the latter.” If we fail to do so, Fadlullah continues,
then what would be the difference between us and the logic of ignorance
(al-mantiq al-jahili) depicted in the verse: “We found our forefathers fol-
lowing on a certain path and we will certainly follow in their footsteps”
(Q al-Zukhruf, 43:23)?* The Sunni Ibrahim al-Shimri, who authored a
book on wasatiyyah, reminds his readers: “we should not forget that Islam
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recognises the rights of women to work, their right to cultural advance-
ment, education and training. When a line of work is lawful for women,
they enjoy equal entitlement with men [in remuneration, for instance] pro-
vided that their career concerns do not clash with their responsibilities as
mothers and also the ethical norms and principles of Islam.”*Translating
the implications of wasatiyyah to the detailed aspects of gender justice thus
means, according to both the Sunni and Shi‘ authors whose work we have
reviewed, taking corrective measures to address a legacy of imbalances in
the interpretation of text and doctrine on one hand, and corrective action
also to some of the exaggerated assertions of oppressive patriarchal cus-
tom, on the other. One should similarly beware of the hazards of runaway
feminism that pits men and women against one another, and gloss over
the essential commonalities of interests of men and women in family and
society. The spirit of moderation would also advise a guarded approach
toward opening the door to the tides of modernity, youth culture, and
secularism that may well be disruptive of family values and culture of
societies, and come into conflict with the spirit of the Qur’anic directives
on modesty (for both men and women). It is hardly advisable, from the
Islamic perspective of wasatiyyah, to take a totally negative view either of
modernity or tradition. The advice of moderation would clearly favor a
selective and carefully nuanced receptivity of all that is good and beneficial
in modernity and secularism.

Before concluding this section, I would like to present an overview of
the law reforms in Morocco as illustration of healthy adjustment in family
relations.

The Moroccan Family Law Code 2004, known as the Mudawwanabh,
also brought important changes to the figh laws of guardianship and cus-
tody (wilagyah and giwamah) in giving equal status to both the mother and
father in family affairs. The wife is to share joint responsibility with her
husband for the management and well-being of the family unit. This is
the purport of Article 51, which spells out “mutual rights and duties of the
spouses” under five subsections, including:

The wife’s assuming with the husband the responsibility of man-
aging and protecting household affairs and the children’s educa-
tion. .. consultation on decisions concerning the management of
family affairs, children, and family planning... mutual respect,
affection, and the preservation of the family interests.
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The wife’s traditional obligation to obey her husband has been
removed, and women are no longer placed under the guardianship
of male relatives. The minimum age of marriage has also been set
at 18 for both men and women (Art. 19), and adult women are enti-
tled to conclude their own marriage contract.

Polygamy is “forbidden when there is the risk of inequity
between the wives. It is also forbidden when the wife stipulates in
the marriage contract that the husband will not take another wife”
(Art. 40). Polygamy is allowable, however, upon obtaining a court
order and permission when the case meets the code’s conditions.

Women have, furthermore, the same right as men to obtain divorce—

both must go through the courts. Thus it is provided under Article 78:

Repudiation is the dissolution of the bonds of matrimony exercised
by the husband and wife, each according to his or her respective
conditions, under judicial supervision and according to the provi-
sions of this Moudawana.

The Code’s chapter on divorce regulates in details the court proceed-

ings pertaining to the various types of divorce, which includes the follow-

ing under Article 98:

AN A D

The wife may petition for divorce on one of the following grounds:

Non-respect by the husband of one of the conditions in the marriage
contract;

Harm;

Non-maintenance;

Absence;

Latent defect;

Abstinence and abandonment.

Constitutional reforms passed in July 2011 in Morocco also included

greater recognition of gender equality and prohibition of gender-based
discrimination. Whereas equality under the 1996 constitution (Art.
8) was expounded within the context generally of political rights, under
the 201 constitution (Art. 19) equality is framed within the comprehen-
sive definition of human rights. The new constitution forbids all forms of
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discrimination, including explicitly, gender-based discrimination. Article
19 further exhorts the state to make equality a reality through the creation
of a specific authority for equality and elimination of discrimination.

Islam’s own legacy of dogma and doctrine is, in my view, inclined
toward nurturing a culture of restraint against certain aspects of moder-
nity and secularism that conflict with the theocentric and spiritual core
of Islam, although a qualified acceptance of some of their positivist and
civilian features in science, technology, economics, and governance can
be justified. One ought to bear in mind, perhaps, that the unitarian
(tawhidi) Islamic vision of humanity and its universalist teachings on
basic values have been manifested in its history of active interaction with
other civilizations. The teachings of hadith on the quest for knowledge and
hikmah (wisdom) has in so many ways advocated an open and interactive
approach with other countries and cultures. The Mudawwanah marks a
step in the right direction that merits attention of other Muslim countries
and jurisdictions.



XX

Wasatiyyah and Globalization

TWO CURRENTS OF opinion concerning Muslim responses to globaliza-
tion are noted, one of which views it with suspicion and the other with
optimism. The correct advice would naturally not support either of these,
but rather an approach that is carefully moderated and weighs the advan-
tages and disadvantages of globalization for what they actually are. Expert
opinion on the economic and financial impacts of globalization leans more
heavily toward its negative effects for the weaker economies and nations.
Highlighted in this connection are trade liberalization, financial globaliza-
tion, cross-border flows of capital, and social impacts of globalization.

Globalization is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon that
goes beyond the internationalization of capital and information technolo-
gies. Globalization also involves cultural and moral values and has had
particular impact on taste and lifestyle. The impact of the current glo-
balization on the Muslim world has been varied, with positive and nega-
tive outcomes for different nations. Whereas Malaysia, for instance, has
benefited from one particular aspect of globalization, namely, trade, the
interwoven international financial networks proved disastrous to the
Indonesian economy, and that of Malaysia, during the 1997-1998 Asian
financial crisis. The globalization of communication technologies, for its
part, is exerting tremendous impact across the Muslim world, particularly
on youth.!

A question arises as to the differences, if any, between globalization
and Westernization. It is suggested in response that globalization is a pro-
cess in which “the whole world becomes like a small village, where the
less advanced communities can develop their capacities” and that “tends
to be a two-way process, which makes it possible for each community to
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take as well as to give.” Westernization, on the other hand, tends to be a
one-way street, meaning that one region attempts to dominate and control
other regions in the name of globalization.?

Many Muslim individuals and communities are ill-equipped to under-
stand and face the challenges of globalization in “the new world order.”
Some of the features and themes of the new world order we are facing are
transformation from a bi-polar to a uni-polar world, as well as the triumph
of capitalism and liberal democracy, with the US emerging as the sole
“policeman” of the world and principal beneficiary of globalization.?

In Kurt Seinitz’s assessment, for all the talk of globalization bring-
ing increased diversity, most Westerners continue to demonstrate a
widespread lack of basic knowledge about Islam. That lack is com-
pounded in the West by social secularization and the accompanying
death of religious taboos, which decreases interest in and empathy with
non-Western religions. On the contrary, Islam is a globalized world
in and of itself, including some of the richest and poorest countries in
the globe. By and large, however, few Muslim countries appear to have
made notable contributions to the current field of information technol-
ogy. One reason is because the basic components of a viable and fertile
economy—a good investment climate, inexpensive manufacturing, and
market availability—are often missing in the Muslim world. To compete
economically, the Muslim world will need to renew its golden age of sci-
entific progress and enlightenment.*

The advantages of globalization include cheaper and easier commu-
nication, which has helped disseminate knowledge in many fields and
disciplines. Matters such as human rights, public accountability prob-
lems and corrupt dictators, women'’s issues, and so on are exposed faster
and are more likely to be addressed. The expansion of trade and foreign
investment has similarly accelerated social mobility and strengthened the
middle class.> Globalization makes it possible for humanity to have com-
passion for one another when calamities—natural or man-made—affect
others.

Chandra Muzaffar offered Malaysia as an example of a country that
has had success with modernization despite the pressures of globaliza-
tion. This, he says, is due to five major reasons: (1) a lasting balance of
power among national ethnic groups; (2) a socially responsible and rela-
tively honest political leadership since the late 1950s; (3) a sustained eco-
nomic growth accompanied by redistribution to bridge the gap between
indigenous and non-indigenous peoples; (4) an emphasis on education,
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irrespective of gender; and (5) an ever—more ingrained cultural sense of
tolerance at the societal level.®

On the negative side, it is further noted that globalization means wider
but not necessarily equal access for all, which tends to bring about greater
disparity between the haves and have-nots. Millions of people around the
world experience globalization not as an agent of progress but as a disrup-
tive force, almost hurricane-like, in its ability to destroy lives, jobs, and
traditions. Globalization has also popularized a consumer culture and
greater emphasis on materialist possessions that erode traditional values.
It has internationalized crimes of all kind and made diseases more ram-
pant and difficult to control. Formal education systems are emphasizing
technical skills that respond to market demands and, as a result, mar-
ginalize traditional academic subjects and moral education. Furthermore,
environmental degradation has grown to unmanageable proportions due
to unrestrained carbon emissions by richer countries and corporations,
just as it has accelerated deforestation and logging activities to multiply
profit for the few.

Jomo K. S., a Malaysian economist and formerly economic advisor to
the UN secretary general, noted that globalization is associated with trade
liberalization, which has generally “favoured the rich over poor countries
in various ways.”® Financial globalization has played a significant role in
bringing about the 2008 financial crisis, as it did the preceding crisis of
1997-1998. Proponents had claimed that financial globalization would
increase capital flows from rich to poor countries, but actually the con-
verse has happened.” On cross-border capital flows, it is again noted that
contrary to the claims of its advocates, financial globalization has gener-
ally increased the flows of capital from poor countries to rich countries.
Cross-border flows of capital also contribute not to growth or real invest-
ment but instead to asset market bubbles in property markets, stock
markets, and consumer binges or overinvestment.!” Finally, the systemic
financial fragility and crisis have wrought havoc on developing countries
and weaker economies, including higher food prices, reduced capital
inflows, unemployment, and social and political instability."

Harvard philosopher Michael Sandel’s critique of globalization high-
lights the rampant marketization of society and its transgression of the
moral limits of markets.”? Over the last three decades we have drifted from
having a market economy to becoming a market society. The former is
a tool for organizing commercial activity, but a market society is a place
where everything is up for sale. It is a way of life where market values
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govern every sphere of existence. Sandel argues that market values are
crowding civic spaces. When public schools are plastered with commer-
cial advertising, they teach students to be consumers rather than citizens.
When we outsource war to private military contractors, or bring in shorter
waiting lines for airport security for those who can afford them, the result
is that the affluent and those of modest means live increasingly separate
lives. “The great missing debate in contemporary politics,” Sandel wrote,
“is about the role and reach of markets.””® This reach of markets into
every aspect of life was partly a result of the end of the Cold War, when
America’s victory was interpreted as a victory for unfettered markets, thus
propelling the notion that markets are the primary instrument for achiev-
ing the public good.*

The Shi‘i scholar Saied Reza Ameli wrote that culture is active and
dynamic. People normally practice their own cultural and historical heri-
tage. When some culture cannot consume its own literature, art, and
tradition, then that culture is not really alive. If Malaysians, Chinese,
Indonesians, and Iranians don’t consume their own culture and wish to
consume Western culture, that means there is something wrong in that
society. Globalization penetrates people’s lives and this is happening by
the indigenization of American culture. MTV is now presented all over
the world in more than twenty languages—you can see Malaysian MTV,
Pakistani MTV, and Arab MTV everywhere.”

In the eyes of many in predominantly Muslim countries, the free
flows of finance, trade, and information are seen through two distort-
ing lenses: suspicion and insecurity. The suspicion is the residual effect
of resource exploitation under colonialism. The second view, uniquely
Muslim, stems from insecurity over whether Islamic civilization will ever
reassert itself after its prolonged period of stagnation. It is particularly an
issue of the Muslim world because, unlike other civilizations, only Islam
ever had a cultural dominance over the West.*®

Saied Ameli recounts his visit to Indonesia in 2012. “I was really
shocked when [ went to the rural areas of Indonesia.” According to Ameli,
the poor people there have problems finding enough to sustain them for
their everyday life, yet they are practicing MTV culture and Hollywood
culture, wearing the same clothes as people wear in Europe. If one comes
inside their homes, however, there is not the same standard of life that
people have in Europe. With regard to the impact of globalization on cul-
ture, Ameli further added that globalization can gradually create a cogni-
tive change, but this change is not a transformation from one religion to
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another religion—it’s a transformation from religion to non-religion, it’s
transforming from values to non-values. We can see the signs of this phe-
nomenon in today’s young generation. This is problematic because most
of the youth exposed to globalization “don’t understand what is going on.
If someone doesn’t know what they are facing then they can’t stop it.” ¥

It is sad, Ameli added, if someone doesn’t like himself, his culture, or
his values, he may decide to bring changes, and that is not a problem—if
it is done in a rational manner—but it is sad and unacceptable if others
impose changes on our society that have no root in the indigenous culture
of our people.®

There are Muslims who say that, in the midst of globalization, you
have to reassert the essence of Islam. And that is its universalism, its
inclusiveness, its accommodative attitude, its capacity to change and to
adapt, while retaining the essence of faith—in other words, expressing
faith as something that is truly ecumenical and universal. This is a trend
that has its adherents in almost every Muslim country, but has neverthe-
less remained on the margins.?

Al-Qaradawi has observed that globalization in economics, cul-
ture, communication, and the like has benefited the dominant powers
and harmed the weaker ones. Yet he adds that a totally negative atti-
tude toward globalization is also likely to close the door of beneficial
exchange in various spheres of contact and interaction among coun-
tries and cultures. The Islamic position, in principle, advocates open-
ing the door to wisdom and beneficial advice regardless as to where
they originate from. A certain degree of interaction and exchange is
not only advisable but also unstoppable given the realities of the sci-
entific age in which we live. As for the scale and frequency of such
interaction, “I believe that the moderate approach (al-manhaj al-wasati)
is the most advisable.”?

Without proposing to draw parallels with contemporary globalization,
in line with its principle of tawhid (Divine Oneness), Islam maintains a
unitarian outlook in its beliefs and values. Tawhid is the first article of the
Muslim faith and a major theme of the Qur’an. Every discussion of law
and morality in Islam manifests the influence of tawhid. There is only one
God and, by implication, one humanity. Every part of the universe reflects
the unity of its source, and tawhid does not admit of divisions in the value
order governing the various facets of human life. Tawhid also binds the
Muslim community, and the latter also with the rest of humanity, thus
constituting a source of essential equality for all members of the human
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fraternity. God has bestowed “dignity on the children of Adam,” says the
Qur’an (al-Isra@’, 17:70).2!

F3IE G5 GES A&ls

All humans are created from a single soul (Q al-Nisa’, 4:1), and the
Qur’anic narrative of the creation of man has it that God our Creator
breathed a breath of His Divine Selfinto Adam (Saad, 38:72). The children
of Adam are all of the same origin and are as such brethren in human-
ity, whereas the Muslim community, or ummah, constitutes a fraternity
in faith.

In his renowned Farewell Sermon (hajjat al-wada’), the Prophet
addressed a large audience of Muslims and pagans in Makkah with this
message: “O People, your Creator is one, you are all from the same ances-
tor. All of you are from Adam, and Adam was created from earth.”?
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Islam’s vision of humankind is therefore one of a single, unified entity
regardless of any differences of origin, race, color, and creed. Muslims
and non-Muslims are equal in essential human dignity and entitled to
the same standards of justice and fair treatment (‘adl wa ihsan—al-Nahl,
16:90). Islam is cognizant also of the differences of nations and cultures,
which is a part of the grand design of God’s creation. But while the differ-
ences are meant to facilitate recognition (ta‘aruf), it is declared immedi-
ately after ta ‘arufthat “the most noble of you in the eyes of God is the most
righteous of you” (al-Hujurat, 49:13).2

o AT (&;35/! ol

Al-Qaradawi draws the conclusion from his reading of the Qur’anic
evidence that Islam recognizes two levels of fraternity, namely frater-
nity in religion (al-ikha’ al-dini), and the wider human fraternity (al-ikha’
al-insani).?* Righteous conduct is not defined separately for any race and
nation: they will all be judged by the same standards without discrimi-
nation or distinction of any kind. The fourth caliph ‘Ali went on record
to say that if anyone sleeps the night in comfort and affluence while his
neighbor suffers from deprivation and hunger, he is held accountable for
it. Wahbah al-Zuhayli made the observation that Islam’s vision of building
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a human civilization in the earth (i ‘mar al-ard) and its assignment of the
role of God’s vicegerency to humankind constitute the essence of its uni-
versalist outlook. This essential mission draws no distinction between
men and women, or Muslims and non-Muslims, and is inspired by the
outlook of prosperity and success (al-falah) for all alike.?

Formulating suitable responses to the challenges posed by globaliza-
tion in its multi-layered manifestations should be carefully investigated
and moderate positions taken in light of its likely consequences. The ques-
tion also arises as to how the wasatiyyah approach can be ascertained and
identified in the complex situations and scenarios globalization is likely
to pose: When it is known that globalization is an instrument, for the
most part, of the strong and powerful to extend its sway over the weak and
the powerless, is it then advisable to look for moderate approaches and
positions therein? There is no easy answer to this question, although one
would imagine that globalization would need not only be understood and
investigated in broad outline, but in respect also of its various components.
Some of the component parts may require different responses to those of
its other parts. That said, to make appropriate choices and nuanced deci-
sions on aspects of globalization is evidently not a facile task and certainly
not for the uninitiated. One may here also recall our previous analysis on
the various meanings of wasatiyyah, one of which is to make the best and
most appropriate choice, if there is a choice, that is, which may or may
not, in the case of globalization, be one of choosing an average or a middle
position, but one which is the best possible. A separate section of this
book on “identification of wasatiyyah” has reflected on this very question
and identified indicators by which moderate and balanced choices can be
known and verified.

To conclude, culture should be guided by moral universal values
whereby a strong ethic of restraint within one culture is applied to prevent
the dominance of another culture.

The internationalization of the ethical values within the consciousness
of the individual and the community is the only real hope for humanity.
It is almost impossible to effectively censor all information through the
Internet, satellite, and so on. The individual who derives his or her value
system from religion will be guided by time-honored principles of what is
right and wrong, and vindicate justice out of deep faith. For Muslims this
would require scientific planning and action within the framework of a
true Islamic sense of cooperation, coordination, and solidarity, since the
burden is too big for a single state among the Islamic states to bear.



XX1I

Islam Between Antiquity and
the Modern World

AN EARLIER SECTION of this book focused on advancing a scriptural
understanding of wasatiyyah from our reading of the Qur'an and some
of its commentaries. I made the point then that the principal verse on
wasatiyyah (i.e., 2:143) was revealed soon after the Prophet’s migration
from the predominantly pagan environment of Makkah to Madinah, where
Islam came into contact with other religions and communities. This was
a momentous event, commonly known as hijrah, which also marked the
beginning of military confrontations and brought the new community
under military attacks of much larger powers that placed Islam virtually at
a crossroads of survival or collapse.

The Muslims eventually triumphed, a new ummah came into being,
and Islam entered a level of conversation with entrenched Arabian tribal-
ist traditions, Judaism, and Christianity. The event of the hijrah is in many
ways seen as Islam’s own transition from Age of Ignorance (jahiliyyah) to
“Enlightenment”—Islam’s own version, in some ways, of what Europe
experienced centuries later. The following paragraphs provide an over-
view of how Islam conducted its conversation with the biblical tradition,
and the discussion raises, in turn, the question as to how, if it all, the
nascent ummah played its scripturally designated role of a witness and
a moderating influence in that relationship. The discourse that follows
has two aspects, one of which is concerned with the Qur’an and its iden-
tification of Islam as an Abrahamic faith. The discussion then proceeds
to the other aspect of our discourse, which is to review and examine
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Islamic civilization’s encounter with modernity. The main question posed
here is: how do wasatiyyah and witnessing project themselves in these
encounters?

A perusal of numerous passages in the Qur’an would show that in very
concrete terms the Holy Book links its own identity to the Abrahamic/
biblical tradition—which is the very tradition that it is also criticizing in
its Jewish and Christian variations. The Qur’an in this way provides an
unequivocal affirmation of the biblical narrative. The Qur’anic narrative
transcends, in the meantime, the grounds on which it engages Judaism
and Christianity—yet as will be shown, transcending would simply make
little sense in the absence of that initial affirmation and engagement. In
other words, the Qur’an never questions the legitimacy of the common
grounds that it shares with Judaism and Christianity and affirms them
on several occasions as containing “guidance and light,” but goes further
to assert that it consists of a culmination and fulfillment of the biblical
narrative.

Moderation in Islam is an endorsement of Islam’s middle position
in the historical cycles of civilizations. In explaining the civilizational
portrait of Islam in relationship to other civilizations, Tahir ibn ‘Ashir
(d. 1973) refers to the laws of Hammurabi, and of ancient Egypt, Moses,
and Zoroaster, as well as ancient India, but adds that none had the char-
acteristics of universality that would transcend the geographical and
socio-cultural confines in which they appeared.! Islam, on the other hand,
emerged in an era and setting that had preserved its simplicity in isolation
from major civilizational spheres of the ancient world. Arabia, the original
birthplace of Islam never confined its outlook to that context, and as the
Qur’an proclaimed, brought a universal message for human guidance.?
The Qur’an also views the diversity of peoples and cultures, their laws and
languages as conducive to recognition and friendship among them (cf.,
al-M7a’idah, 5:48; al-Rtim, 30:22; al-Baqarah, 2:136). The Muslim commu-
nity is then described as the mid-most community committed to modera-
tion and justice. Thus it is affirmed that the essence of all virtues (fada’il)
and of sound natural disposition (fitrah) lies in moderation in all matters.

Islam contains the resources to be an affirming witness and critic in its
relations with other religions and that of the post-Enlightenment moder-
nity. In its engagement with Judaism and Christianity, the Qur'an turns
to the Torah and Bible mainly as an affirming witness but also critiques
certain aspects of that relationship. The fact that the Qur’an contains the
resources to be an affirming witness from outside the modern world has
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also prompted commentators to scrutinize Islam’s encounter with secu-
larist modernity of the post-Enlightenment period.

Robert Bellah and Ernest Gellner are of the view that the Qur’anic event
anticipates certain “modern” ideals, being open to them and affirming them.
Gellner has also observed that Islam appears to be better suited than any
other pre-modern religious tradition to integrate itself into the new milieu
of rationalist modernity while maintaining the integrity of its foundational
principles. Yet they note that certain historical and institutional develop-
ments in traditional Islamic culture and law short-circuited the process of
the complete rationalization and integration of modernist ideals into the rel-
evant institutions. This means that constructing a picture of essential har-
mony between Islam and modernity may entail rejection of the uncritical
affirmation of certain aspects of the tradition, or a particular school thereof.?

Seyyed Hossein Nasr explains the relevance of the Unitarian outlook
of tawhid to Islam’s standing vis-a-vis other world traditions. In consider-
ing itself as the last religion of man, Islam has always believed that all
that confirms its truths—which can be ultimately summarized in the axial
and central doctrine of Unity (al-tawhid)—is “Islamic” and legitimately
its own. Moses and Christ are stars in the firmament of Islam irrespec-
tive of their role in Judaism and Christianity. Seen in this light, all that
affirmed “unity” in both its metaphysical and cosmological sense in the
pre-Islamic sciences and philosophies belonged legitimately to Muslims,
and the Islamic intellectual elite did not feel any religious inhibitions in
making these ideas his own.*

Another influential Shi‘ite voice, Sayyid Fadlullah, noted that among
the leading world religions Islam is more open and receptive toward other
religions than they are toward Islam. This is due to clear affirmation in the
Qur’an that connects the essence of faith and spirituality in Islam with the
Abrahamic faith, the Torah, and the Bible. Each succeeding scripture has
in fact maintained the substance of that continuity over the course of his-
tory. The Torah did not abrogate the Scrolls of Abraham (suhuf Ibrahim),
the Bible did not abrogate the Torah, and the Qur’an continued that line of
continuity by recognizing them both as valid scripture, to the extent of even
integrating many of their laws within the legal corpus of the Shari'ah.’ The
Qur’an retained this continuity but keeps the door open, in the meantime,
to dialogue with the older traditions. This is the clear purport, Fadlullah
adds, of the Qur’anic call: “O People of the Scripture! Come to a common
word between us and you,” and the remaining segment of the verse to the
effect that the essence of faith in One God and submission to Him is in
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common between all of “us and you.” (Aal ‘Imran, 3:64). The common
ground between us is belief in one God (or tawhid) and recognition also of
our shared humanity. Fadlullah then refers to other Qur’anic passages on
the etiquette of constructive dialogue and disputation with the followers of
other religions. It would follow, then, that Islam does not seek to discon-
tinue the common course of history, and part ways, as it were, with other
faith traditions, nor does it abrogate what had transpired to other prophets
and messengers before it. The Islamic outlook may thus be characterized
as one of openness (infitdh), recognition, and peaceful coexistence with
the different Other.®

The abolition of priesthood and hereditary kingship in Islam, the con-
stant appeal to reason and experience in the Qur’an, and the emphasis it
lays on nature and history as sources of human knowledge—all manifest
different aspects of the same idea of universality. There are strong affini-
ties between the Qur’anic conception of the human being as an individ-
ual, that of humanity on a universal level, the material /profane world on
one hand and the Enlightenment ideals of individualism, universalism,
and materialism on the other. John Makdisi’s research on the rise of col-
leges, Marcel Boisard’s work on the rise of humanism, and that of Richard
Bulliet on the rise of modern culture in the modern West, among others,
all suggest that “there is causal link between the Islamic affirmation of
these ideals and the emergence of these ideals in the post-Renaissance
Europe.” A growing body of research suggests that these affinities are not
mere theoretical possibilities, but rather historical realities on which a dif-
ferent construct of future relations can be envisaged. On a historical note,
Islamic civilization has contributed directly to the growth of science in
Europe. It was not just mathematics or medicine or techniques in agricul-
ture and architecture that Europe imbibed from the Muslim world. The
fundamental principles of scientific thinking—observation, experimen-
tation, inductive reasoning, and verification—were all vital elements in
Islam’s monumental contribution to Europe.?

But the debate, at the same time, raises troubling queries about the
past. If it is indeed the case that Islam affirms the irreducible dignity
of the individual, equality of all before the law, and the inherent good-
ness of the material world, then the question emerges: Why is it that the
modern, secular West has succeeded in institutionalizing these ideals
with a higher degree of consistency and effectiveness than has traditional
Muslim society? Even in modern times, “Muslim religious leaders and
other Muslim intellectuals have not been able to harness the universal
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values and principles of the Qur’an. .. and construct a methodology of
their application to the 21st century.” How do we read the Qur’anic para-
digm and in the meantime provide a rational evaluation and response to
these questions?

Enlightenment thought embraces ideas such as “the primacy of rea-
son” and the “inevitability of progress.” On the minus side, it is a vision
that relegates intuitive truth, revelation, and religion to the margins of
society, and in the past legitimized colonial conquest and domination of
“less enlightened people.”?

Despite the differences that exist between Islam and Christianity, and
that must exist if each religion is to preserve its own spiritual authenticity,
the Islamic conception of Jesus provides a firm basis for an understanding
of Christianity by Muslims, and meaningful engagement with Christianity
through a close study of their own traditional sources. This became chal-
lenging, however, in view of centuries of confrontation by the Christian
West, intense missionary activity in Muslim lands, invasion, and coloniza-
tion. As Nasr articulates the issue, “in response to the aggressive attack
made upon Islam by so many Christian sources during the past, certain
modernized Muslims have tried to forget or push into the background the
clear teachings of Islam concerning Christianity.”" There have been even
more extreme reactions among Muslims of the Indian subcontinent. As
a result, they have created a Christology in certain quarters that is, to say
the least, completely removed from the traditional Islamic teachings on
the subject.”?

One may also reflect, in this connection, on the Qur’an, especially on
the manner and frequency with which it has addressed ‘agl, or reason and
rational thought, which seems to substantially concur with its valuation
in the biblical narrative. Hence, an argument can be made as to whether
there is Qur’anic warrant for engaging with the Enlightenment paradigm.
Even though the Qur’anic conception of ‘aql differs in material parts from
its Enlightenment understanding of “reason” and “rationality,” the differ-
ence between them is not so wide as to preclude the possibility of “reason”
providing a common ground for conversation and exchange. For if there
is no recognition of the similarity between the ‘agl of the Qur’an and the
Enlightenment “reason” and “rationality”—or no similarity to be recog-
nized at all—then any encounter between Islam and the Enlightenment
tradition will most likely be an exercise in polemics rather than a mean-
ingful interaction and exchange.®
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What perturbs us is the apparent trend in contemporary civilization to
legitimize greed and to sanctify self-centeredness leading to the myriad
crises humanity is witnessing today. What has brought human civilization
to this stage? Responding to this question, Chandra Muzaffar underlines
the contributions of Islam and those of other religions to human civiliza-
tion in many ways that include the following:

« In Islam as in other religions one is reminded of the importance of
not separating means from ends. Politics in particular requires this
reminder. The means or methods one uses to achieve power is perhaps
more important than the end itself.

« Another unique contribution of religion to society is the “golden rule
of life: treat others the way you want to be treated.” This occupies a
central place in almost all religions.

« An equally insightful feature of Islam is the concept of “limits” hadd (pl.
hudiid): One should not go beyond the limits. One should, rather, be mod-
erate in one’s lifestyle. The concept of limits is not only applicable to delin-
quency and lawlessness, but also to consumption, and a human being’s
relationship to the environment and the exploitation of natural resources.

« Doing good, promoting benefit, and preventing prejudice and corrup-
tion are equally important Qur’anic concepts. We are God’s trustees
tasked with the responsibility of carrying God’s mission on earth.

+ Today Islam at the doctrinal level continues to prohibit usury, which is
equated with banking interest. Usury leads to exploitation and encour-
ages accumulation of wealth by a few at the expense of the many. Global
financial crises have in recent decades wreaked havoc on the world
economy, particularly the weaker countries.* The currency turmoil of
the late 1990s, the American subprime mortgage crisis of 2008, the
Eurozone debt crisis, and the monumental bailouts to salvage the insti-
tutions of capitalism have been particularly detrimental to society and
have led to what is now known as “privatization of profits and socializa-
tion of losses,” to the detriment of the poorer segments of populations
almost everywhere.

On a historical note, I may briefly draw attention perhaps to two major
and hugely disconcerting impacts of alien traditions on Islam, one of
which was the onslaught of Hellenistic philosophy and metaphysics, and
the other the secularist Enlightenment legacy of the modern West. It was
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due mainly to its moderating centripetal pull that Islam is believed to have
held its own, while maintaining in the meantime a measure of receptivity
in both of these inter-civilizational encounters. Al-Qaradawi recounts the
magnitude of the first tide of Greek philosophy that fascinated Muslim
scholars to the extent almost of losing their own bearing and anchor with
Islam. The fact that Greek philosophy also penetrated into natural sci-
ences and metaphysics attracted its Arab admirers even more. They trans-
lated and took everything from that source and they moved far until it was
arrested by the momentous yet timely reminder of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali,
who challenged the excesses of that exercise and played a major moderat-
ing influence through his distinctive contributions, especially al-Mungidh
min al-Dalal (awakener from misguidance) and Ihya’ ‘Ulim al-Din (revivi-
fication of the religious sciences).

The second time that an overwhelming tide confronted Islam is that
of Western modernity, which started with military conquest and coloni-
zation of the Muslim lands but which also penetrated almost all aspects
of Muslim life, and its cultural and intellectual heritage. The impact of
Western modernity became so pervasive as to put Islamic scholarship
and its initially strong component of intellectual originality in deep crisis,
not only halting originality in juristic thought and ijtihad, and renewal
(tajdrd) but also in science and technology, literature, and the social sci-
ences, areas where Muslim scholars had excelled for centuries and made
significant contributions to other civilizations.

Whereas the Hellenistic tide was basically limited to philosophy and
affected the intellectual strata of Muslim society, the Western influence
was generic and pervasive, affecting not only the thought leaders but vir-
tually all strata of society, including youth and women, and reaching its
zenith in the age of globalization.”

There are signs as of late, however, that the moderating pull of Islam
is once again playing its role of rejection and selection, taking from the
secularist West that which it finds acceptable, and rejecting, with varying
degrees of success, the excesses of Western modernity and culture. The
Islamic revivalism of recent decades manifested a demand on the part of
the Muslim masses to revive not only aspects of Islamic culture but also
of the Shari’ah in such areas as Islamic economics and finance, education,
law, and governance. The excesses of liberal capitalism are now visited
not just upon Muslims but also all others, and even more worrying is the
excessive use of brute military force that is unleashed in the Western mili-
tary invasions of Muslim lands, including Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Mali,
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and the many newly emerging hotbeds of conflict, with direct or indirect
Western involvement. The world has seen too much conflict and since
Western militarism thrives by war and violence, perpetuation of conflict
becomes a persistent threat to humanity and world peace. All of this is
likely, in the final analysis, to remind us of the urgency for advocacy of
peace and strengthening the voices of moderation.

The core of wasatiyyah in Islam defies subjugation and surrender,
manifested by the fact that Muslim countries and leaders have issued
the call to moderation on at least three significant occasions. The first
of these was in 1997, when former President of Iran Mohammad
Khatami called for “dialogue of civilizations” as opposed to that of
Huntingtonian “clash of civilizations” at the United Nations General
Assembly, followed in 2004 by the call to “Alliance of Civilisations,”
spearheaded by Spain and Turkey, again through the United Nations,
and then in September 2010 by Prime Minister of Malaysia Najib Razak,
who called in his landmark September 2010 speech at the UNGA for a
“Global Movement of Moderates” and advocacy of the Qur’anic princi-
ple of wasatiyyah. This was followed, in January 2012 and ever since, by
a series of supportive developments in Malaysia and abroad as earlier
reviewed. Malaysia has continued with her quest in the hope of turn-
ing her call for the “Global Movement of Moderates” into an engaging
movement and process.

To quote Prime Minister Najib Razak’s address at the UNGA 2o010:

The real issue is not between Muslims and non-Muslims but
between the moderates and extremists of all religions, be it Islam,
Christianity or Judaism. Across all religions we have inadvertently
allowed the ugly voices of the periphery to drown out the many
voices of reason and common sense. . . .

I therefore urge us to embark on building a “Global Movement of the
Moderates” from all faiths who are committed to work together to combat
and marginalize extremists who have held the world hostage with their
bigotry and bias. We must, and I repeat, we must, urgently reclaim the
center and the moral high ground that has been usurped from us. We
must choose moderation over extremism. We must choose negotiations
over confrontation. We must choose to work together and not against each
other. And we must give this effort utmost priority, for time is not on
our side.
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The fact that Malaysia’s call for moderation has been anchored in a
Qur’anic principle reverberates the affirmative stance Islam has taken
toward engagement with other religious and cultural traditions. Malaysia,
Iran, and Turkey have taken important initiatives to collaborate with the
West in their advocacy for peaceful engagement. These are also indica-
tive of the affirmative posturing of the Muslim community, as manifested
in the Qur’an, of a continuing conversation of affirmation, critique, and
engagement with other world communities and civilizations.
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Continuity and Change in Islam

AN ANALYSIS OF TAJDID AND ISLAH

(RENEWAL AND REFORM)

THIS CHAPTER IS a continuation in some ways of the previous one.
Whereas the preceding chapter looked at how Islam played its role as an
agent of moderation in its relationship with other traditions, this chap-
ter looks at a similar scenario from within. How did Islam seek, in other
words, to moderate itself by adaptation to change through self-renewal
and reform?

In his discussion of “traditionalism and renewal—al-salafiyyah
wa'l-tajdid”—al-Qaradawi elaborates that a balanced understanding of
both of these is often missing in the thinking of some groups and move-
ments. There are exaggerated interpretations among the Salafiyyah tradi-
tionalists that demand a return to the past and deny the need for renewal
and regeneration to contextualize Islam’s fundamental messages with the
currents of modernity. This is contrary to wasatiyyah, for Islam validates
renewal and tajdid that is cognizant of healthy adjustment to social change
without, however, sacrificing on its fundamentals. In Qaradawi’s phrase,
“Islam is not only in the past, and expired, as it were, but also concerns
itself with the present and future. God’s words and guidance in the Qur’an
are certainly not confined to the past. Hence the tendency on the part of
some to shun renewal and tajdid is indefensible.”* Qaradawi added, how-
ever, that a balanced reading of the salafiyyah is interconnected with tajdid,
as can be seen in how the Companions of the Prophet understood adher-
ence to the fundamentals of Islam side by side with the need for renewal
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and tajdid. If true salafiyyah is to manifest that precedent, it can never deny
tajdid, nor should tajdid be read independently from valid precedent, nor
indeed should it be exaggerated in the way that some modernist thinkers
have done. A balanced reading of these two equally valid influences and
their acceptance in mainstream Islam is what wasatiyyah is all about.? To
all this, twentieth-century Islamic thought has added a new dimension,
which is that tajdid is no longer wholly internally generated, but is sub-
stantially influenced by, or consists of a reaction to, external challenges
from Western and non-Western ideas and doctrines.?

Furthermore, tajdid for its own sake means little unless it is aimed
ultimately at reform (islah), and islah often challenges the predominant
status quo. The islah-tajdid tradition has thus consistently prompted fresh
interpretation of the Qur'an and Sunnah, understood and implemented
through the methodologies of interpretation and ijtihad, as well as rejec-
tion of unwarranted accretions to the original message of Islam.* The
nexus between tajdid and islah can be seen, for instance, in the context
of Malaysia’s Muslim Youth Movement (ABIM) that emerged in 1971 and
drew much of its motivation from a combination of both tajdid and islah,
calling for spiritual and moral transformation of individuals and visual-
izing, in the meantime, a more equitable and just society.®

Definition and lextual Origins of Tajdid

Muslim scholars have differed over the definition of tajdid. Whereas many
have taken the Qur'an and hadith as the focus of their vision of tajdid,
some have said that tajdid means revival of the neglected teachings of
the leading schools (madhhabs); still others have maintained that tajdid is
not confined to any particular framework; it is broad and comprehensive,
and looks not only to past precedent but also new socioeconomic and sci-
entific developments that affect the life of the community.® According to
Azimabadi (d. 1858 CE), “tajdid means revival of what has been margin-
alised of the Qur’an and Sunnah and issuance of judgment on their basis;
it also means eradicating pernicious innovation (bid ‘ah) that contravenes
the established Sunnah.”” Whereas this definition corresponds, for the
most part, with that of the famous hadith scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d.
724 ci[124 AH), the renowned Qur’an commentator Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti
(d. 9u1/1505) wrote that “tajdid in religion means renewal of its guidance,
explanation of its truth, as well as eradication of pernicious innovation
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(bid ‘ah), extremism (al-ghuluw) and laxity in the religion.” He went on to
add that tajdid also means “observance of people’s benefits, societal tra-
ditions and the norms of civilization and Shari'ah.”® Writing in the late
twentieth century, al-Qaradawi understood tajdid as “combining the ben-
eficial old with the appropriate new” and being “open to the outside world
without melting into it.” He juxtaposed tajdid with ijtihad and added that
“jjtihad captures the intellectual and knowledge dimensions of tajdid, but
tajdid is wider in the sense that it also encapsulates the psychological and
practical dimensions [of revival].” Ijtihad and tajdid may be said to be
about the same on the intellectual plane, but tajdid has an emotive com-
ponent that is manifested in collective activism and movement. Many of
Qaradawi’s contemporaries have endorsed him: Kamal Abul Majd, Munir
Shafiq, Umar Ubaid Hasanah, and Fathi al-Darini—to name a few."

“The true mujaddid (renewer) is one,” Qaradawi added, “who rejuve-
nates religion by the religion itself. Tajdid through syncretism and implan-
tation of what has no basis in the religion does not qualify as tajdid.”""Yet
Qaradawi also refutes the assertion by some that the religion, its tenets,
and principles are not open to tajdid—saying that while Islam is open to
tajdid by the authority of a clear text, it would be incorrect to change the
essential pillars of its beliefs in the name of tajdid."?Outside this particular
framework, in other words, Islam remains open to tajdid in all areas.

Tajdid originates in the authority of a renowned hadith: “God will raise
for this ummah, at the head of each century, someone who will rejuvenate
for them their religion—inna’llah yab ‘ath li-hadhihil-ummah ‘ala ra’s kull
mi'ah sanah man yujaddid laha dinaha.”
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Commentators have analyzed almost every word of this hadith. The key
term here is yujaddid, from the root verb, jaddada, to renew something.
Mujaddid (renewer) is one who renews and revives neglected aspects
of the religion to their original state. Restoring and disseminating the
purity of those principles among people and their acting upon them is the
main task of the renewer.””

The hadith under review also implies that Islam will not die nor
become redundant and that God will help this ummah to be on the right
path and reconnect with the original messages in its endeavors to face
new challenges.’
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The word mujaddid (renewer), although occurring in the singular, also
applies to a multitude. Tajdid may thus be attempted by one person, a
group, party, or movement. Notwithstanding the emergence of individual
renewers that featured prominently in the past, modern interpretations of
tajdid favor collective endeavor by groups of ‘ulama’, specialists and schol-
ars in various disciplines. One renewer may be a jurist, another a political
scientist, yet another an economist, and so forth—their collective impact
and action tend to acquire renewed prominence in modern times."”

Another question presents itself: is it the religion of the time in which
the renewer lives that he is supposed to revive in the light of the conditions
of that time, or that of the Islam that prevailed during the lifetime of the
Prophet? In response it is noted that the phrase “yujaddid laha dinaha” in
the hadith means that the renewer revives for the ummah the religion that
they practice at the time when the renewer emerges. The hadith does not
say, for instance, “the religion of Allah, or of the Prophet Muhammad,
or Islam as such,” but visualizes instead the religion that the ummah
observes.®® The renewer, to be sure, “is not out to create some past sce-
nario in the history of the ummah. Rather he is to reapply the principles of
Islam in their contemporary context so that the community is enabled to
live and symbolise those ideals and principles.”"

Whereas many have taken the phrase “every one hundred years” liter-
ally and consequently engaged in a series of minor questions, we need
not, elaborate on all the questions here, but merely to say that the hadith
simply signifies that tajdid will occur frequently enough to ensure that the
Muslim community remains in touch with its roots. This signifies that
God will send learned renewers whenever the ummah is in need of them,
and it may indeed happen at any time or segment of a given century.?
Some writers have highlighted the need for renewers in times of tumult
and external aggression. To this effect, Abu Dawud al-Sijistani, author of
the renowned Sunan Abu Dawud, has recorded the hadith of tajdid as the
first in his chapter on “tribulations and tumults” (kitab al-malahim).?!

We now come across yet another question: does the hadith under
review visualize a renewer for the whole of the ummah, or whether each
country and community could have their own renewers? In response, it is
said that tajdid for the renewal of Islam must in principle mean that it is
for the whole of the ummah. Yet it is added, on a practical note, that due
to the vast territorial domain of Islam, different regional and geographical
segments of the ummah may have their own mujaddids.?

Some commentators have added combat of harmful innovation (kasr
al-bid ‘ah) to the understanding of tajdid, which addition seems to have
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emerged following the emergence of Kharijites, the Mu‘tazilah, and the
fight schools in the first two centuries of Islam. Hadith scholars then tried
to bring in the notion of bid ‘ah within the purview of this hadith. The
Andalusian jurist Ibrahim al-Shatib1 (d. 1388) rightly observed that the
hadith contains a positive message and contemplates the common good
and maslahah of the ummah generally?® It should not, in other words,
be given a sectarian or factional interpretation. The prominent Moroccan
scholar Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri (d. 2010) commented that renewal and
tajdid in our time means finding practical solutions to the issues of com-
mon concern, issues that were not encountered in the past.*

Allied Words and Concepts

Ihya’ (revival), is closely allied with tajdid, but there is a difference between
them. Ihya’ means restoring the status quo ante without necessarily
improving or reforming it. Some authors have, however, used ihyd’ in a
generic sense that did not preclude renewal. This may be said of Imam
al-Ghazali’s (d. un cg) renowned work, IThya’ ‘Uliim al-Din (revivification of
the religious sciences), whereas the prominent Indian author Wahiduddin
Khan's (b. 1925) choice of Tajdid ‘Ulam al-Din (renewal of the religious sci-
ences) for the title of his book is actually meant to convey the notion only
of revival (ihya) rather than that of tajdid. Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 1505/911)
has used tajdid in his writings in the sense mainly, however, of ijtihad.

Two other expressions that partake in the meaning of tajdid are
al-nahdah and al-sahwah (awakening and resurgence, respectively), both
of which signify a demand or agitation for change. Some movements
using these words in their mottos call for a total revival of the past heri-
tage, whereas others are critical of modernity and Westernization, and still
others take a more balanced view of these diverse interests.?

Two other Arabic expressions that occur in the Islamic reform-
ist discourse are al-taghir and al-tatwir. Al-taghir (change) could either
mean regeneration and renewal of what had existed before, which is
tantamount to tajdid, or it could mean seeking to change the status quo
without reference to a precedent, which is tatwir. Both of these partake
in gradual reconstruction and reform, but if the change is sudden and
unprecedented, it would then qualify as thawrah/ingilab (revolution).
Some change may consist, in addition, of purification and the purging
of unwanted accretions that originate in questionable practices in the
name of religion—this would most likely be in the nature of al-tangih
(lit. purification, purging) and not of renewal as such.?® The prominent
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Sudanese scholar-cum-politician Hasan Turabi commented that religious
tajdid has two aspects, one that looks at the Shari'ah from within and con-
sists essentially of its revival (ihya’), and another that stretches the perim-
eters by bringing in new elements that may partake in tatwir Iil-din, that
is, diversification of the resources of religion.” It thus appears that no
black-and-white categories can be visualized, as in reality, many of these
concepts partake of one another and overlap.

Major Contributors

Islam’s long history has witnessed instances of both rejuvenating tajdid,
and of deadening stagnation and tagqlid. The weight of excessive imita-
tion even led, at some point around the fifth/eleventh century, to the clos-
ing of the door of creative thinking and ijtihad, and by implication also
of tajdid. Yet inspiring thinkers and renewers have continued to emerge
and have made significant contributions to renewal and reform, including
Abt Hamid al-Ghazali (d. nu); Ibrahim al-Shatib1 (d. 1388), Taqi al-Din Ibn
Taymiyyah (d. 1328), ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Khaldan (d. 1406), Shah Wali
Allah Dihlawi (d. 1762), and many others. Some have even cited Salih
al-Din al-Ayyubi, or Saladin, (d. 193) as a mujaddid of a different kind.
Well-known twentieth-century contributions to the tajdid discourse
include Muhammad Igbal's The Reconstruction of Religious Thought
in Islam and the Egyptian ‘Abd al-Muattadl al-Sa‘idi's Al-Mujaddidin
ful-Islam.?® Other authors of note include Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Muhammad
al-Ghazali, Hasan al-Turabi, Isma‘il R3ji al-Faruqi, Fazlur Rahman, Taha
Jabir al-’Alwani, and many others. One may hesitate to identify them as
mujaddidiin in the traditional sense, yet there is little doubt that they have
made substantial contributions to tajdid. It thus appears that the conven-
tional notion of tajdid itself has been changing, perhaps due to the advent of
globalization, and the sheer bulk and rapidity of ideas and contributions.?

"Tajdid and 1slah

Salah and islah in the Qur'an often refer to the general good of the peo-
ple. The believers are thus called upon to engage themselves in righteous
conduct—‘amal salih’, which may consist of that which is good and rec-
ommendable (ma Tif) or which seeks to bring peace and reconciliation
among people (islah bayn al-nas) (al-Nisa’, 4:114). Islah may also consist of
eradication of corruption, or fasad, which is the opposite of islah (al-A‘raf,
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7:56). God has promised to reward the muslihin (agents of islah) and those
engaged in works of benefit to humankind (cf., al-A‘raf, 7:170).3

No consensus exists on a definition of islah. This is partly because
almost every sectarian movement has claimed to be involved in islah.
By some accounts, even the ultraconservative Wahhabiyah is considered
reformist, because it, too, aspired to purify the religion from harmful inno-
vation and call for the original simplicity of Islam. Muhammad ‘Abduh’s
(d. 1905) perception of islah was to “liberate one’s thought from the shack-
les of imitation (taglid) and understand religion as the predecessors (salaf)
did prior to emergence of disagreements—through direct recourse to the
sources of Islam and in due regard also to the norms of rationality which
God has endowed in the human intellect. It is to eliminate confusion and
accomplish God’s messages for the preservation of humanity and world
order.”3!

Abduh’s views invoked some criticism for the attempt to integrate
Western modernity and rationalism in the fabric of islah. Other figures
in the islah movement, such as Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897), Khayr
al-Din al-Tunisi (d. 1899), and ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi (d. 1903), were
also critical of blind imitation of the West. They maintained that reason
was compatible with faith (fman), and held that the reformist movement
would fail if Muslim clerics continued to preach the virtues of taglrd.??

The Salafiyah-cum-islah movement may be distinguished from
Wahhabism in that the latter aimed at cleansing religious thought and
practice from all its alien elements to save Muslims from divine wrath;
they were opposed to all Sufi manifestations of Islam, and were more
concerned with fighting bid ‘ah than with the positive aspects of reform.
Wahhabism also saw no need for reinterpretation of text or ijtihad to adapt
to conditions of modern life.** In the modern context, islah primarily
refers to the works of ‘Abduh, Rida (d. 1935), and their mentor, al-Afghani.

The Abduh-Rida islah movement was subsequently divided into two
branches, one of which leaned toward modernity (al-hadathah), and the
other toward revivalism of past precedent (al-salafiyah al-ihyd’iyah). The
former is associated with the thoughts mainly of twentieth-century schol-
ars Qassim Amin, Lutfi al-Sayyid, Husayn Haykal, and the latter mainly
with ‘Abduh and Rida. There remained a centrist islaht school of thought
that was manifested in the works mainly of leading Azharite schol-
ars Mustafa al-Maraghi, ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Raziq, Mahmud Shaltut, ‘Abdullah
Darraz, and others.** Writing in 2012, Nasar Meer has inserted a note of
caution to say that the Salafiyah (from salaf, “pious ancestors”) should not
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be confused with al-Qaeda terrorists, and that Salafis are not involved in
terrorist activities.*

Renewal and reform gained further traction after the fall of the Ottoman
caliphate in 1924. Some reformers, such as al-Afghani and al-Kawakibi,
associated renewal in religion with major political reform. There is emerg-
ing consensus, for instance, on the integration of the Qur’anic principle of
shiird (consultation) in governance, and its accountability to the electorate.
The advocates of reform also stressed the revival of Islamic education, and
integration of scientific knowledge into the curricula of Islamic institu-
tions of learning.

Tajdid, renewal, and reform in Shii thought acquire two somewhat
opposing dimensions, one indicative of openness and the other of restric-
tion in the exercise of tajdid. The open scope of tajdid takes its cue from the
pervasive authority of rationality (‘agl), which is the principal agent and car-
rier of change in Shi‘i thought, and inclusive also of ijtihad, islah, and ra’y
(considered opinion). This aspect of Shi‘i thought has been influenced by
the Mu'tazilah rationalists—in contrast to the somewhat restrictive legal-
ism of Sunni Ash‘arism. Shi‘i scholars and mujtahids were thus able to posit
responses to issues that were influenced by time and context—outside the
sphere of dogma and worship that left little room for rationalist inquiry.
This wider understanding of ‘agl tended to equip Shi‘i thought with greater
flexibility and pragmatism.3® The scope and reaches of ‘agl have also been
changing in the thoughts of leading Shi‘i scholars over the ages, due largely
to “Mu’tazilite rationalism and intellectual arguments, which found a place
in the works of both Imami traditionists such as Kulayni and Sadtiq, and
kalam theologians such as Mufid, Murtza and Ttsi.”¥

The Shii sources do not record the hadith of tajdid, and it seems
that the first Shii scholar who mentioned it from Sunni sources was
Muhammad Baqir Mussavi (d. 1895). Shi‘i scholars have discussed the
hadith of tajdid since then, some agreeing with it and others criticizing
it. Hence, there is no scriptural basis for tajdid in Shii sources, but it
has been discussed, nevertheless, on rationalist grounds.*® Interestingly
enough, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, also a leading Shi‘ite thinker, has spoken
of tajdid as the fount of some of the most significant Islamic responses to
the modern world. He also spoke of islah, but not in the same light, as he
wrote that “the stronger scriptural roots of tajdid are undeniable.”*

In response to a question on theological tajdid (al-tajdr al-dini), Sayyid
Fadlullah (d. 2010) acknowledged that the essence of dogma and religion
must remain as God Most High revealed them to us, but we should study



Continuity and Change in Islam 227

them from fresh angles, and in this we do not stop where the ancestors
did, for they were not infallible (ma‘sumin). Whether you call it tajdid or
anything else, we subscribe to freedom of understanding (istiglaliyyat
al-fahm), to studying the Qur'an and the Sunnah of the Prophet in new
lights and drawing new conclusions from them. “This is how we under-
stand tajdid [in religion].”*

The restrictive dimension of renewal and reform in Shi‘ism is a func-
tion largely of the pervasive authority of the imam. Just as certain other
concepts, such as Tradition (Sunnah), general consensus (ijma ), and con-
sidered opinion (ra’y), were overshadowed by the authority of the Shi‘i
imam and lost much of their original rigor, so were tajdid and islah and the
scope of their application in theology and law. This is a paradox, perhaps,
of Shi‘ite thought, which theoretically speaks of the wider reaches of ‘agl
and ijtihad, but in practice the towering authority of the imam, and those
who represented him, his deputies, the mujtahids, and the marja’, espe-
cially in the period of Occultation, actually curtailed much of the elasticity
and scope that Shi‘i rationalism tended to advocate. That said, it is also
true that leading Shii ‘ulama’ have expanded the scope of inquiry over
certain aspects of the theory of Imamate—as reviewed above. Shi‘i ‘ulama’
have also moderated many of the esoteric features of Imamate, and exag-
gerated assertions of the extremist groups (ghulat). Ayatollah Khomeini's
(d.1989) doctrine of Guardianship of the Jurist (vilayat-¢ faqih) was in real-
ity also a reformist manifestation of the doctrine of Imamate by formally
recognizing the faqih as a vicegerent or representative of the Occult Imam
in political leadership.

Widening the Discourse: Modernity (Hadathah)
and "1ajdid

Expressions such as “Islamic modernism,” “Islamic revivalism,” and
“Islamic reform” are embedded in the notions of islah and tajdid. Islamic
modernism in the works of al-Afghani, ‘Abduh, Rida, and others sought
to reconcile modern values such as constitutionalism, scientific inquiry,
modern methods of education, women’s rights, cultural revival, and so
on, with the tenets and principles of Islam. Islamic revivalism of the latter
part of the twentieth century has generally had the effect of strengthening
the affinity of tajdid with the scriptural guidelines of Islam.

Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) praised ‘Abduh for recognizing the need for
reform, just as he commended Hasan al-Banna (d. 1949) and Abul A‘la
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Mawdudi (d. 1979) for defending Islam against secularism. However, he
criticized them in the meantime for not having a “method” and for the ad
hoc and “atomistic” nature of the solutions they proposed to major issues.

The methodology of the jurists, Fazlur Rahman added, lacked a broad
and systematic socio-ethical theory that should underlie the law.”t Rahman
expounded as to how the Qur'anic guidance was intimately connected
with the religious, political, economic, and cultural life of the people of
Arabia and the Hijaz (Makkah and Madinah). However, this connection
was weakened by the lengthy disputations of Islamic theology and law,
creating an ever-widening gap. Revelation came to be seen as ahistorical
and transcendent beyond the reach of humankind. The occasions of rev-
elation (asbab al-nuzil) that played a vital role in explicating certain texts
were marginalized and the link among exegesis, law (tafsir, figh), theol-
ogy, and real life of Muslims was further attenuated.* It is remarkable,
Rahman added, to note that Muslim writings on ethics were mainly devel-
oped outside the Shari'ah framework and were explicitly based on Greek
and Persian sources.”

The renowned Egyptian jurist Muhammad Salim al-‘Awa raised a
number of issues over which innovative responses were wanting. He
noted, for instance, that political jurisprudence has failed to integrate the
Qur’anic principles of consultation and accountability. He also observed
that limiting the tenure of office of the head of state is no longer an option
but a necessity, and that in many other areas, figh needs to be developed
through comprehensive ijtihad: to provide relevant responses to issues of
citizenship, women’s equality, freedom of association, political parties in
the context of nation state, and peaceful relations with other states.*

Al-‘Awa discusses Jamal al-Banna’s book, Nahw Figh Jadid (Toward a
New Figh), and agrees with many of his views, yet differing with him in
some respects: whereas al-Banna departs from the established methodol-
ogies on renewal and reform, al-‘Awa thinks that most of the issues can be
addressed through the accepted Islamic methodologies of ijtihad.* Some
progress has admittedly been made, with regard to women and family,
for example, through twentieth-century family law reform legislation and
scholarship, although progress is uneven in various countries and gener-
ally eclectic.*

Twentieth-century “Islamic resurgence” has included both the salafi-
yyah type of revivalism and modern reform through statutory legislation.
However, one area that did not see tangible tajdid-based improvement was
constitutional law and government. But even here the Arab Spring, which
has admittedly run into problems, may yet resume its momentum for
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political reform and progress on justice, accountability and human rights.
Yet the future remains uncertain.

The Muslim world has reaffirmed its commitment, it seems, to renewal
and reform—as may be seen in the Makkah Declaration of the Organisation
of Islamic Cooperation Summit of heads of states (December 2000):

All the governments and peoples of the ummah are unanimous in
their conviction that reform and development are the priorities to
which all efforts should be channelled within a framework that is
intimately moulded in our Islamic social make-up. At the same time
this framework needs to remain in harmony with the achievements
of human civilisation and steeped in the principles of consultation,
justice and equality in its drive to achieve good governance, widen
political participation, establish the rule of law, protect human
rights, apply social justice, transparency and accountability, fight
corruption, and build civil society institutions.”

A Plea for Theological Renewal

Aref Ali Nayed, a specialist in Kalam (theology), director of Dubai-based
Kalam Research & Media (KRM), and formerly professor at the Pontifical
Institute for Arabic and Islamic Studies (Rome) has issued a passionate
plea for a renewed theology of compassion. Here I summarize a confer-
ence presentation he made in Cambridge, then published under the title
Growing Ecologies of Peace, Compassion and Blessing. Nayed spoke of theo-
logical stagnation to say that Kalam had become overly ritualistic, politi-
cized, radicalized, and caught in a vicious cycle of violence in the name of
religion. There is a need and a calling upon us all to be “on vigilant guard
against abusive and distorting mutilations of our traditions. We must all
unite in condemning all cruelty against even a single soul of God’s crea-
tures, for that is equivalent to attacking all humanity.”*

A renewed Kalam must be rooted in the guidance of the Qur’an and
the traditions of Prophet Muhammad, and show that the best way to God’s
love is the practice of love, compassion, and service toward His creatures.
The Kalam of compassion should be grounded in the Islamic traditions of
“renewal (tajdid) and scholarly spiritual striving (ijtihad).”* Good theolo-
gies are authentically rooted in the tradition, and are abundantly fruitful
of goodness for humanity. Bad theologies are superficially connected to,
or even cut off from, the tradition, and produce nothing but thorns that
injure humanity.*
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Nayed reviews numerous passages from the Qur’an and hadith in sup-
port of his plea. Striking in this connection is God’s own affirmation in
the Qur’an that:

Your Lord has prescribed mercy (al-rahmah) upon Himself
(al-An‘am, 6:54).
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And the hadith from the Prophet Muhammad:

God shows mercy to the merciful servants. Be merciful to the inhab-
itants of the earth and He who is in heaven will be merciful to you.”

It then becomes our assignment to build compassion “into the very cen-
tre of our theological ecologies, and make it the very centre of our liv-
ing together.”>? Furthermore, Sunni Kalam traditions (Ash‘ari, Maturidi,
or Hanbali) cannot be renewed, Nayef adds, without mutually respectful
engagement with renewed Shii Kalam (be it Twelver, Zaydi, or Ismaili)
as well as with Ibadi Kalam. Sunni Kalam can also not be revived and
renewed without respectful interfaith engagement with Jewish, Christian,
Buddhist, and Hindu theologies of today. For God’s creativity is the very
source of the reality of our pluralistic diversity. No renewed Islamic theol-
ogy will therefore thrive in isolation from the God-decreed complexities of
theological diversity.>

Different communities and schools with different doctrines and theolo-
gies must, of course, witness to that which they believe and know to be true.
They will therefore disagree and argue, but they “must do so humbly and
meekly,” and Muslims must keep true to the Qur’anic guidance on kind-
ness, judicious exhortation, and courteous reasoning (al-Nahl, 16:125). When
we encounter disputes that are simply irresolvable, let that be acknowledged
as such, and place our trust in God to show us the right path.>*

A Critique of 'Tajdid

The climate of crisis that dominated the post-colonial Muslim world also
began to erode the credibility of tajdid. Public opinion grew increasingly
critical of the tajdid movements in Turkey, for example, which saw the
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collapse of Ottoman caliphate and the rise of questionable tajdid-cum-islah
groups, such as that of Ataturk with his Westernized and secularist
overtones—which Rashid Rida later called imitative tajdid infected by
Western models. Tajdid was seen no longer to be grounded in the Prophetic
hadith but in Western modernity, and thus of doubtful authenticity. Some
even began to equate tajdid with secularism, and others with pernicious
innovation (bid ‘ah) in the guise of Islam.”

The major contours of tajdid may now be seen under four clusters as
follows:

1. Precedent-oriented tajdid that seeks to address new issues through
ijtihad. Yet advocates of this position link tajdid to past precedent, which
is what the Salafiyah also do. Precedent is here understood not only to
mean text and scripture but also schools of thought, learned personali-
ties, and imams of the past, which evidently brought tajdid closer to
imitation (taqlid), except that the advocates of this current remain open
to ijtihad. Rashid Rida, Sa‘id Ramadan al-Buti, and Mahmud al-Tahhan
manifested this current of opinion.>

2. Islamization of knowledge and epistemological reform move-
ment that seek to address a perceived crisis of civilization through
methodological innovation and reform. Tajdid to the advocates of this
current means reforming the methodologies of thought. The focus is
evidently on tools and methodologies more than on subject matter and
content. What is also meant by Islamization here is basically to make
human knowledge cognizant of God’s presence, and restore the link,
in other words, that was severed by the Enlightenment and secular-
ist paradigm. Advocates of this current include Abd al-Hamid Abu
Sulayman, Taha Jabir al-’Alwani, ‘Imad al-Din Khalil, and Muhammad
Kamal Hassan.”

3. Advocacy of open ijtihad that read scripture and rationality side
by side. Muhammad Igbal, Abd al-Mutta‘al Sa‘idi, Amin al-Khali, and
Yusuf al-Qaradawi manifested this current in their call for innovative
ijtihad in tandem with modern realities and developments.

4. Tajdrd-cum-globalization, which proposes a broader understand-
ing of tajdid that is not tied to any particular methodology or framework
but seeks to address the challenges of modernity in their own context
and the nature of the challenge. Advocates of this current include Abd
al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri, Hasan al-Turabi,
and Muhammad al-Talbi, who maintain that tajdid movements of the
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past failed to realize their objectives due to their eclectic approaches
and inclination to read modern reality through the lenses, mainly, of
heritage and religion.

In a 2005 Cairo University conference on “Dialogue of Civilisations,”
the renowned Syrian scholar Tariq al-Bishri observed that, “modernism
(muasarah) in the Muslim usage of the post-colonial period has on the
whole been premised on Western modernity and Western civilization.
Muslims looked at themselves through Western lenses.”*® Bishri illus-
trated this in the works of Qassim Amin, who advocated gender equal-
ity under the influence of ‘Abduh’s ideas, but he soon succumbed to the
currents of Western modernity such that his Islamic credentials became
increasingly overshadowed by Western thought.

Conclusion

The Islamic discourse on renewal and tajdid has exhibited internal diver-
sity and scope to meet new challenges. We have shown that the relatively
open understanding of tajdid to begin with was subsequently subjected
to restrictions with the crystallization of the leading schools of theology
and law in earlier times. Twentieth-century tajdid was inclined to look to
new horizons but then entered the tense environment of confrontation
with Western modernity and internationally challenging conditions, and
had to acknowledge that issues of economic development, science, and
technology could not be wholly addressed through looking at past prec-
edent of law and religion. Broader challenges of science and civilization
also impress the need for more diversified responses that do not, in the
meantime, contravene Islamic values.

Renewal and reform are a permanent feature of the Muslim life “pre-
cisely because their ingredients are contained in the Qur’an and Sunnah.”>
The quest for tajdid and the ummah’s capacity to attempt it is clearly borne
out by the emergence of Islamic revivalist movements in many Muslim
countries. “There is clearly a latent energy for tajdid in every Muslim
community, even those that may appear to have strayed away from the
centre.”®

I now draw the following conclusions:
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Tajdid evidently applies to religion and rituals of worship, although not in
an essentialist sense, but in the sense of removing unwarranted accretion
and deviation from them, and also of attaining greater levels of refine-
ment in the integration of rational thought with the essence of belief and
worship. If religious practices have become too dry and ritualistic to the
extent of isolating their meaning and spirit, then renewal may evidently
be wanting. Similarly, if uncertainty in the impact of secularist modernity
and science raises questions of authenticity, then a corrective may be in
order through the vision of islah and tajdid to restore desired credibility.!
Without suggesting a monopoly of any group over these ideas, it is
important that tajdid, islah, and ijtihad over specialized subjects and
issues are undertaken by the experts, be it individuals or bodies and
institutions.

Tajdid is neither a fighi theme nor can it be subsumed by the particulari-
ties of any one discipline. It is multidisciplinary and draws inspiration
and support from all areas of Islamic learning, and those of the modern
sciences that do not contravene Islamic values. That said, tajdid is not reg-
ulated by a methodology of its own, whereas ijtihad and its sub-varieties
are enriched by the elaborate methodology of usiil al-figh. Without pro-
posing that tajdid should be subsumed under ijtihad, it should neverthe-
less draw support from its well-developed methodological tools.

Tajdid should not involve syncretism and mixing of discordant Islamic
and secularist doctrines that originate in differential philosophies and
outlooks. Superficial compatibility is not a substitute for genuine har-
mony. Only the latter can offer potential for growth, whereas plausible
compatibility is short-lived and can even sow the seeds of discord,
which should be avoided.

The Islamic fundamentalist discourse of the twentieth century,
although not internally monolithic, has narrowed down, neverthe-
less, the horizons of debate on compassionate religion, revivalism and
reform. This is undoubtedly an internal issue for Muslims, but has
also been made more intractable by Western colonialism and military
aggression. It will be difficult to realize equilibrium and balance in a
climate of tension, heightened Islamophobia, and mainstream media
bias against Islam. When turbulent politics, extremism, and violence
overwhelm the social climate, tajdid is likely to decline. Genuine tajdid
benefits from a conducive environment of normality and peace, which
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should be the common objective and responsibility of both the Islamic
and Western thought leaders and governments.

« More specifically, tajdid and islah should address and develop the
jurisprudence of minorities (figh al-aqaliyyat) for minority Muslims in
non-Muslim majority countries. This should be based on the Qur’anic
principles of removal of hardship, elimination of harm, and bringing
of facility and ease to the people.®? This also implies a certain commit-
ment to common citizenship for minorities in non-Muslim majority
countries in line with the principle of equality before the law, and that of
reciprocal treatment (mu‘amalah bil-mithl) with the larger community.

« Islah-related adjustment and mending of relations are urgently needed
to minimize and eliminate conflict among the Sunni and Shi‘a follow-
ers of Islam. This is a call for taking all-round measures to make the
Qur’anic vision of “Verily the believers are brethren; so make peace
among your brothers” (al-Hujurat, 49:10) a reality of relations among
all Muslim communities and nations. The essence of this theological
unity is evidenced by the truism that all the six articles of faith (tman),
and those of five pillars (arkan) of Islam are identical among the Sunni
and Shi‘a followers of Islam.®
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Conclusion and Recommendations

IT WOULD BE stating the obvious to say that doctrine and scripture on
issues of concern to real-life situations would be of little practical value
unless implemented by its adherents. One of the reasons I attempted to
write the present volume was for it to serve as a reminder to its readers
of what transpires from our understanding of the sources of Islam and
learned opinion of scholars about an important aspect of Islam that has
fallen into neglect. A part of the explanation may be the prevailing state of
tension, or Islamophobia, that the September 2001 nefarious attacks and
their aftermath have brought about, leading, on occasion, to irrational and
exaggerated responses from the Muslim masses. But the present work is
not confined to any particular period or episode.

Extremism and violence beget the like of themselves, not moderation,
but if one is moved too far by the logic of violence and retaliation, the result
would be more of what the world has been witnessing in recent decades. It
is now time for reflection for all of us, especially those who are in a position
to correct imbalances and do what it takes to restore normalcy and equilib-
rium. One can hardly deny that humanity is suffering from distortions and
excesses of all kinds: political, military, economic, climatic, and cultural
imbalances, most of which are of humanity’s own making.

I believe the Islamic advice of wasatiyyah merits attention by the
Muslims but also the wider humanity, mainstream media, and world
leaders in the midst of a multitude of misinformation depicted and
propagated in the name of Islam. Correct information and understand-
ing are, by common acknowledgment, prerequisites of corrective action.
This, I believe, is a shared responsibility of all concerned, Muslims and
non-Muslims alike.
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I now summarize my conclusions and recommendations in the follow-
ing paragraphs:

1. Peace is an absolute priority and a prerequisite of normality for
all of us. The rising tides of extremism, radicalization of religion, mili-
tarism and violence, unwarranted provocations, and Islamophobia
are threatening humanity’s survival and pose new challenges to world
peace. There is a pressing need for reflection and effective leadership
on how best to contain conflict and restore normality in international
relations. A resolute renunciation of violence and war of domination
and revenge by all sides is therefore essential to restoring normality
and balance.

2. Militarism, extremism, and violence, whether by individuals
or states, evidently signify the failure of wasatiyyah and a departure
from its path. They must be prevented and controlled through negotia-
tion and dialogue that is cognizant of the reality of the problems, and
efforts along that path should be made with the spirit of recognition
and willingness to compromise. One ought to learn from best practices
and examples of how some nations and communities have managed to
end violence through negotiation and meaningful dialogue.

3. Waging a campaign against criminality and aggression may
call for strong measures to protect society against lawlessness. Yet
disproportionate responses even to crime and violence are likely to
be self-defeating. One ought to be able to moderate one’s responses
through accurate identification of problems and bringing the perpetra-
tors to justice, and strictly condemn acts of aggression against indi-
viduals, communities, and nations. Acts of violence, resort to weapons
of mass destruction, aerial bombardment of population centers, and
suicide bombing against civilian populations, the innocent, and the
uninvolved violate the recognized norms of Islam, human rights, and
justice, and cannot be justified in any form and guise. Islamic law, like
most other legal traditions, advocates fighting injustice and the right
to self-defense against aggression. Yet it does not take a strained logic
to know that violence breeds violence and solutions imposed through
violence are no solutions—they are the problems.

4. Good governance is a potent instrument and facilitator of mod-
eration and balance in public affairs. Consultative leadership that
listens to the voice of its people while remaining alert to extremism
and imbalance is indispensible to addressing issues as and when they
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arise. It is often a question of understanding the people’s concerns
through good advice, effective communication, receptivity, and trust
between the people and their leaders. Consultative engagement with
experts and community leaders as well as effective decision-making
mechanisms often facilitate and articulate balanced and comprehen-
sive responses to issues.

5. In the sphere of government, national constitutions are the
principal tools of establishing a system of checks and balances in the
exercise of power. One of the challenges of concern in many Muslim
countries is lack of effective enforcement of their existing constitu-
tions. One can hardly expect equilibrium in an environment character-
ized by disrespect for the rule of law. Government under the rule of law
and due enforcement of constitutional provisions need to be nurtured
and carefully guarded.

6. A constitution that is cognizant of the essentials of Islam, and
enacted through consultative methods and promulgated by the law-
fully designated leader in a Muslim majority country, may well qualify
as the command of the ulwl-amr that inspires obedience (cf. al-NisZ’,
4:58). Our religious scholars and ‘ulama’ should also play a proactive
role in the realization of a law-abiding society, due enforcement of con-
stitutions, and government under the rule of law.

7. Education and the media play crucial roles in the realization of
a state of socio-political equilibrium in society by providing balanced
and truthful advice, identifying and drawing attention to imbalances as
and when they arise. Media bias is, however, a problem. The most com-
monly discussed forms of bias occur when the media takes sides, such
as supporting or attacking a particular political party, person, or ideol-
ogy. Media bias toward the sensational over the ordinary, corporate,
and ownership biases are well known. Moreover, commercially driven,
ultra-powerful mass market media is primarily loyal to their sponsors,
advertisers, and governments such that their advocacy of the public
interest may become significantly compromised. When mainstream
media and education are influenced by partisan interests, commer-
cial gain, or cultural prejudice, and engage themselves in provocative
and offensive publications in the name of freedom of expression, the
advice of moderation is suffocated and the prospect of peaceful rela-
tions is undermined.

8. Misinformation on Islam and Islamophobia can only be
addressed by parallel efforts to call attention to the often neglected
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peace-like, humanitarian, and compassionate teachings of Islam and
its advocacy of moderation in human relations. It is important for
Muslim political and religious leaders to spearhead the effort, showing
in their own behavior that Islam shuns violence and extremism and
that good governance, stewardship, and vindication of people’s rights
are in the forefront of their agenda.

9. There is a need also to develop the discourse of wasatiyyah among
Muslims themselves, especially with reference to teachers and preach-
ers who exaggerate and misinform their audiences about Islamic
tenets and doctrines but are often themselves in need of enlighten-
ment. Mass media, institutions of learning, and the ‘ulama’ have the
responsibility of leading this effort at all available opportunities at their
disposal.

10. Pluralist societies are difficult to manage, as pluralism often
presents challenging prospects of ensuring a correct alignment of
divergent demands and the need to balance conflicting interests within
the crucible of unity. Disequilibrium of the major components of plu-
ralism often bodes instability and unrest. If taken positively, however,
pluralism itself is a powerful moderator that ensures accommodation
of differential interests from within. The essence of a positive approach
to pluralism is in the openness of its various component parties and
groups to recognize each other’s legitimate concerns and work together
to address them. Imbalances arise when pluralism is mismanaged and
when one or more of its component groups refuse to accommodate
the legitimate concerns of others. Facile answers are obviously neither
available nor adequate, and pluralist societies, including Malaysia,
must remain open to healthy adjustment at all times. Yet it should
be mentioned that compared with many other Muslim countries,
Malaysia has a relatively favorable record of adjustment to the chal-
lenges of pluralism.

1. It was in Malaysia, however, where a specious debate arose in late
201 concerning the matter that Islam stands for plurality but not interac-
tive pluralism—the difference being that pluralism entails engagement,
negotiation, and compromise, whereas plurality does not. The advocates
of this anti-pluralism discourse were voicing the view that all religions
are not equal—but this is merely repeating the obvious, as no one really
denies that truism. The view was initially voiced by only a few individu-
als, but rapidly gained ground in the midst, perhaps, of the then parallel
anti-multiculturalism debate in Europe. Both of these developments are,
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I believe, circumstantial and somewhat contentious, as they tend to depart
from the long-cherished principles of Islam and democracy, respectively.
I personally think that the anti-pluralism opinion in Malaysia is not likely
to hold for long, as it is not supported by general consensus. Furthermore,
Islamic scripture accepts the validity in principle of monotheist religions
and Muslims have through history lived amicably, engaged, and inter-
acted with other faith communities in their midst. Text and history can-
not be expected to be reversed by opinion trends of this kind. Almost all
societies in our times are pluralist in some ways.

To say that we only live side by side with each other without consulting
or negotiating with one another, let alone joining hands together behind
good causes, even in matters of concern to all of us as common citizens, is
hardly realistic. When the Qur’an enjoins justice (‘adl), the “promotion of
good and prevention of evil,” cooperation (ta’awun) in the pursuit of good,
and prevention of harm (darar), it does not limit the application of these
principles to any particular group, society, race, or religion. These are what
can actually make pluralism a source of enrichment and benefit in social
relations. A religion that requires all of this cannot be aloof to what hap-
pens to one’s neighbor next door or to groups and communities in which
we live. No one would really expect that pluralism would seek to alter the
prevailing religious dogma and beliefs. Pluralism has almost always meant
mutual recognition of differences in the true Qur’anic spirit of mutual rec-
ognition (ta‘aruf), regardless as to whether one viewed one’s own religion
as equal or unequal to others. If Islam requires justice and protection of
book rights for non-Muslim citizens, then it is interactive. Social harmony
is a valid purpose to pursue in pluralist societies and settings, even at the
expense of some compromise, give and take. Consultation, interaction, and
exchange of views can help develop beneficial cooperation among the vari-
ous religious communities and facilitate social harmony and moderation.

12. The call for civilizational regeneration and renewal of the Muslim
world, which Malaysia spearheaded through its 2004 Civilisational
Islam, or Islam Hadhari, initiative under the then Prime Minister
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, called for attention to the broader civiliza-
tional goals and objectives of Islam. Islam Hadhari sought to prioritize
ten objectives as representative of the civilizational vision of Islam.!
These are generally valid, even though the expression Islam Hadhari
(IH) came under some criticism. The ten principles of IH merit
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attention as they are premised in the quest for Muslims to engage in
self-renewal over a set of priorities that arose from mainstream Islamic
teachings. One may replace the term Islam Hadhari with Manhaj Islam
Hadhari, or al-Manhaj al-Hadhari Iil-Islam as Tun Abdullah Badawi
himself now prefers to call it, or even take an essentialist view of its
message of self-renewal and tajdid, under the rubric of tajdid hadari.

13. The Islamic revivalist discourse of recent decades has, on the
whole, been dominated by legalistic interpretations of Islam that
focused attention on relatively minor issues of mannerism, the hijab,
figh issues, what one eats or wears, and so forth. The larger challenges
of good governance, poverty eradication, economic development, qual-
ity education, and the like hardly became engaging themes of the
Islamic revivalist discourse, which is why they remain largely unmet.
The Islamic discourse has also fallen short of engaging meaningfully
with the challenges of modernity and the quest to integrate the univer-
sal values and vision of Islam in the formulation of imaginative and
well-considered responses to those challenges. Extremist tendencies
and radicalization of Islam need to be addressed by fresh, relevant, and
inclusive interpretations of the religion, such as the attempt made in
the ten principles of Islam Hadhari and that of Prime Minister Najib’s
call for a Global Movement of Moderates provided, however, that they
are not politicized and not placed in the forefront of partisan political
discourse.? These initiatives merit earnest engagement and should be
translated into specific actionable programs. The spirit of the proposal
that Najib made at the 65th United Nations General Assembly, and
his follow-up initiatives to set up a Wasatiyyah Institute, Wasatiyyah
Foundation, and an International Institute of Wasatiyyah actually cor-
respond with that of Yasuf al-Qaradawi’s call, some years earlier, for the
establishment of an Ummatic Foundation for Moderation in Thought
and Culture (Jam ‘iyyat al-ummah al-wasat fil-fikr wa’l-thaqafah) to vin-
dicate wasatiyyah and promote it in the spheres of education, social
mores, and culture: “This would be an invaluable gift we can pass on
to the next generation of Muslims.”3

14. The colossal environmental damage the world is witnessing
needs to be addressed at both national and international levels. At the
national level, a comprehensive environmental education program
should be introduced in public schools at an early stage, to be followed
up by suitable programs in industrial centers, health care facilities,
farms and factories, and so on. At the international level, a rigorous
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campaign should be waged for ratification of international treatises
and binding instruments that safeguard the environment from the
menace of cumulative pollutants, carbon emissions, nuclear tests, and
technologies, and curb proliferation of nuclear weapons, uncontrolled
arms sales and exports by all states, including Israel and North Korea.*

15. The Islamic public law principle of Shari'ah-oriented policy
(siydsah shariyyah) empowers government authorities to introduce pro-
cedures, licensing provisions, and policy measures that encourage mod-
eration in the use of resources and prevent or minimize environmental
damage.’ Self-seeking individuals and institutions should be made
responsible for repairing the environmental damage they have caused.
Condensing too many skyscrapers in congested areas has become
commonplace in cities such as Kuala Lumpur, leaving onlookers often
doubtful as to whether any amount of ethical education will constrain
greedy developers and their co-travelers in municipal offices to change
their ways and take care of environmental safety and well-being of
the general populace. Private or local interest should not take prefer-
ence over the public interest and damage to the larger society.

16. New institutions and platforms for the advancement of
wasatiyyah in other countries, but also the Global Movement of
Moderates Foundation in Malaysia, should facilitate project-based
works, including high caliber research on well-identified issues,
exchange of specialists and scholars through study visits, seminars,
and interactive engagements among Muslim and non-Muslim coun-
tries. Research so undertaken should lead to policy-relevant actionable
recommendations of interest to Malaysia and other countries and orga-
nizations, especially within the framework of the OIC.

17. Balanced economic development, poverty eradication and social
justice efforts should be stepped up through various initiatives and
networks of cooperation between national and international orga-
nizations to spur economic growth, ensure food security and create
employment opportunities. For these will have a great impact on
curbing extremist tendencies among those who are easily provoked
or have little incentive to keep them focused on self-development and
service to their communities. Tapping the potentials of zakat, chari-
table endowments (awgaf) and fitr religious charities (sadaqat al-fitr)
should be attempted and better methods of collection and utilization
should be sought to fight poverty and create investment opportunities
for local communities.
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18. It is important for mosque leaders (imams) to make poverty
eradication, as well as combatting extremism and violence, an integral
part of their teachings at Friday sermons and other occasions. Muslim
masses listen to their religious leaders, who are obviously influential
yet have hardly taken advantage of their privileged position for the
common good. The main thrust of Friday sermons still remains on
worship matters and hardly transcends to real community issues and
challenges, youth and women issues, drug abuse, corruption, human
trafficking, and the like.

19. Malaysia, Turkey, and Morocco, and perhaps Tunisia, are viewed,
especially in the wake of the still-unfolding consequences of the
so-called Arab Spring, as moderate influences among the Muslim
countries and members of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation.
Turkey’s relatively recent policy orientation and shift from
arch-secularist to moderately Islam-friendly postures have certainly not
gone internationally unnoticed, and Turkey herself has not denied its
pro-Islam postures under its current prime minister, Tayyip Erdogan.
The May 2013 events in Turkey’s Gezi Park that led to confrontation
and violence between the authorities and demonstrators, however
much short-lived, as well as Turkey’s questionable policy orientations
on the Syrian conflict, plus the military coup of July 2013 in Egypt and
its recourse to ruthless methods, have introduced new questions that
cast clouds of darkness over the initial exuberance of the Arab Spring
experience and how these countries were seen as examples of modera-
tion among Muslim nations. Yet events still seem to be unfolding, and
thus drawing final conclusions seems premature.

Some observers have drawn the plausible conclusion from Egypt’s
return to military rule under al-Sisi, now president, that Islam and democ-
racy are incompatible. More accurately, however, the main problem is the
Muslim Brotherhood’s failure at good governance and refusal to be inclu-
sive of others. The economy declined, the crime rate rose, social divisions
became more pronounced, and the quality of life suffered.

It seems clear, however, that the Egyptian masses have not given up on
their struggle for accountability and good governance. Both the Islamic
fundamentalists and secularists are now protesting against undemo-
cratic measures by the military state. The failure of Brotherhood does not
necessarily mean that Islam and democracy are incompatible. People in
the countries that experienced the so-called Arab Spring (Tunisia, Egypt,
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Libya, and Yemen) had all selected a democratic alternative as their first
choice and there is little indication that this has changed.

The February 2014 election results in Turkey and electoral success
of Erdogan and his Justice party provided some indication to substanti-
ate the prospect of Turkey’s continuity on its moderate policy postures.
Malaysia’s Prime Minister Najib Razak’s September 2010 speech at the
United Nations General Assembly and his call for a “Global Movement of
Moderates,” further endorsed by the repeat of that call in his speech three
years later at the 68th UNGA, as well as other follow-up measures, are by
far the clearest policy proclamations in favor of wasatiyyah. Morocco has
exhibited similar tendencies under its incumbent monarch Muhammed
V and has introduced constitutional and policy reforms that manifest
pragmatic wasatiyyah-oriented measures among Arab and OIC member
countries. The Arab Spring that spearheaded the call for democracy, good
governance, and fight against corruption has altogether changed the tradi-
tionally authoritarian pattern of ruler-ruled relationships in the Arab world
in favor of the general public, who now have greater freedom to make their
voices heard, even though events are still unfolding and the end results are
yet to be known. The cost in human life had simply been too high thanks
to the brutal ways of intransigent dictators who have shown their ugly
sides. The Arab Spring is under dark clouds as of this writing, but then
Arab politics has also fundamentally changed with the deep-seated real-
ization that the dictators have to change their ways, and gradual changes,
not always noticeable perhaps, do seem to be taking place.

Without wishing to engage in further detail, most of these countries are
faced with internal challenges of their own on a myriad themes, including
good governance, economic development, and education, and have much
to do to bring greater refinement into their action plans along the path of
moderation. Yet what has been said can, on a broader note, also imply that
given a degree of coordination among them, the above-mentioned coun-
tries that have chosen the path to regeneration and reform are influential
enough to present a pragmatic agenda of wasatiyyah for the OIC mem-
ber countries to adopt, however gradually, and thus make wasatiyyah an
engaging principle and movement of wider impact within their countries
and beyond.

20. Terrorism is absolutely prohibited in Islam, whether commit-
ted by individuals or states regardless of the religious affiliation of
the perpetrator. It is a crime in Islam and can never be justified in its
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name. Terrorists must be brought to justice and it is an obligation of all
Muslims and concerned to make this possible.

21. Financial crises, poverty, and disequilibrium in the distribution
of resources are major causes of tension that provide fertile ground for
extremism and violence. Economic development, creation of employ-
ment opportunities, and social justice are the prerequisites of restoring
equilibrium and balance in national and international relations.

22. Provocation by state actors, interference in the affairs of other
communities and states, and aggressive hegemonist policies that exac-
erbate existing conflicts and threaten tranquility and peace among
nations should be stopped.

23. There is a need for institutions and mechanisms specifi-
cally designed to formulate and communicate rapid responses in
inter-religious crises and terrorist attacks. These should be designed
to manage crises quickly and prevent misunderstandings that threaten
peace and exacerbate inter-community relations.

24. Climatic disasters and environmental crises show a parallel pat-
tern to that of the financial crises, which evidently suggest some kind
of correlation. Climatic disasters are extremely inequitable in that they
hit the weak and poor strata of people the most. It is a shared respon-
sibility of all countries, and most of all of those who are the biggest
contributors to carbon emissions and industrial pollution. They must
lead the campaign and rectify the hitherto disappointing record of their
contribution to suggested quota that aim at addressing the causes of
climatic degradation.
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Glossary

‘Adalah: justice, just and upright character.

‘Asr: late afternoon, late afternoon prayer.

‘Asabiyyah: fanaticism, also group solidarity as in the works of Ibn Khaldun.

‘Agl: rationality, human intellect and reason.

Asbab al-nuziil: the occasions of revelation, phenomenology of the Qur’an.

Amanabh: trust, trusteeship.

Arkan (sing. Rukn): Pillars such as the (five) pillars of Islam.

al- Awlamah: globalization.

‘Azimah: original unmitigated Shari ‘ah command or requirement, one which is not
reduced by concessionary circumstances.

Dariirah: dire necessity.

Dhikr: invocation and remembrance of God.

Fada’il(sing. fadilah): virtues, excellent qualities.

al-Fadlah: excess, refuse, or discarded matter.

Fajr: early morning, early morning prayer.

Fasad: corruption.

Falah: salvation, deliverance.

Fitnah: tumult, sedition, conflict.

Fitrah: sound human nature.

Fitr: religious charity (sadaqat al-fitr) paid at end of Ramadan.

Furu : subsidiary matters or rules.

Gharar: excessive risk-taking, especially in financial contracts and transactions.

Ghuluw: extremism, indulgence in exaggerated and excessive modes of conduct.

Hadari: civilizational, pertaining to civilization.

Hajah: need, need that ranks below dire necessity.

Haonif: upright, moderate with stability of temperament and character.

Haram: forbidden, illegal. Act or conduct that incur both blame and punishment.

Hagqgq: right, truth, that which is proven and justly deserved.

Haqgq al-Adami: private right, that which belongs to the individual in contradistinc-
tion to haqq Allah.

Hawa: caprice, whimsical indulgence, as opposed to huda (correct guidance).
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Hifz al-bay’ah: conservation of the natural environment, taking care of one’s living
environment.

Hifz al-nafs: protection of life, which is one of the higher objectives of Shariah.

Hifz al-mal: protection of property, which is one of the higher objectives of Shariah.

Hijran: estrangement, separation as between people with ties of kinship.

Hilm: gentleness, dignified tolerance, resistance to temptations.

Hibah: gift, unconditional transfer of assets to another person or institution.

Hijr: interdiction.

Hikmah: wisdom, balanced judgment.

Hiwar: dialog that seeks to reconcile diverging views and interests.

Hiyal(sing. hilah): tricks and stratagems, ingenious legal tampering.

Hudiid(sing. hadd lit. limit): prescribed penalties for specified offenses in the Qur’an.

Hukm(pl. ahkam): ruling, judgment, Shari‘ah value.

Iman: faith, belief, referring to a state of mind in contradistinction with Islam that
mainly refers to conduct.

I'mar al-ard: building the earth, building a human civilization in the earth.

‘Ibadat(sing. ‘ibadah): matters of worship, ritual performances.

Istirwah: recreation, rest to reduce fatigue.

‘Iffah: purity, ethical rectitude.

Ifrat: exceeding the limits.

Ijma ‘. general consensus of the community or scholars.

al-Ikha’ al-dint: religious fraternity.

al-Ikha’ al-insani: human fraternity.

Ikhtilaf: reasoned disagreement, differential interpretation.

Ijtihad: independent reasoning or interpretation.

Ikhlags: sincerity.

Israf: extravagance and excess.

Islah: reform, change for the better.

Istihsan: juristic preference, also equity. When enforcement of normal rules in a
particular case fails to provide a satisfactory solution, the judge or jurist should
attempt to provide a preferable or equitable solution.

Istislah: considerations of public interest.

Jamal: beauty—both manifest and aesthetic beauty.

Jahiliyyah: ignorance, age of ignorance (in reference particularly to pre-Islamic
Arabia).

Jihad: effort, struggle in a comprehensive sense that may involve struggle against
the base elements in oneself, and struggle against injustice in society, or indeed
military struggle.

Kalam: (lit. Speech), dogmatic theology, part of Islam that is founded in God’s
revealed speech.

Khilafah: vicegerency of God in the earth.

Kifayah: sufficiency—enough, e.g., to satisfy one’s basic needs.
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Kufr: infidelity, unbelief, rejection of Islam.

Khurij: lit. exit challenging the legitimacy of rule, or of a constitutional government.

Mahziir: forbidden.

Malal: boredom, fatigue due, e.g., to overexertion.

Mandiib: recommended, commendable. It is one of the value points in the Shariah
scale of Five Values.

Ma ‘rifah: gnosis/non-discursive knowledge of God.

Masalih(sing. maslahah): benefits, welfare, interests.

Mafasid: harms, as opposed to masalih.

Maghrib: dusk prayer after sunset.

Magsad(also magsud, plural: Magasid): purpose, objective, intent.

Madhhab(pl. madhahib): school of thought, legal or theological school.

Makriih: reprehensible, abominable—as opposed to mandub.

Marja “-e taglig: (lit. locus of imitation) highest ranking religious authority in Shi'sm
to be followed.

Maysir: gambling

Mufit: jurisconsult, one qualified to give fatwa.

Mu ‘amalat(sing. mu ‘Gmalah): civil and commercial transactions.

Mu‘amalah bi’l-mithl: reciprocity, reciprocal treatment.

Muta ‘addr: transient, transferable.

Munafigiin(sing. munafig): hypocrites.

Musrif{pl. musrifiin): prodigal /waster.

Mugallid: an imitator who simply follows the opnion of others—one who practices
taglid.

Nafs: living soul, self.

Quat 7. definitive, decisive that needs no interpretation.

Qiblah: direction of prayer for Muslims.

Qiwamah: supervision, support.

Qiyas: Analogy, analogical reasoning.

Raf" al-haraj: removal of hardship.

Raf" al-darar: elimination of harm.

Riba: usury, banking interest.

Rida: contentment, satisfaction.

Rifq: gentleness, kindness.

Rukhsah(pl. rukhas): Shari'ah concession in view of mitigating circumstances.

sabr: perseverance, patience.

Safih: idiot, stupid.

Salgh: ritual prayer.

Samahah: forbearance, tolerance, easy encounter.

Sambh: lenient, tolerant.

al-Sha ‘b al-mukhtar: chosen people.

Shaja ‘ah: courage, prowess.
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Siyasah shar ‘iyyah: judicious policy, Shari'ah-oriented policy.
Shiira: consultation.

Tabdhir: spending on that which is unlawful.
Tabshir: encouragement,giving good news.

Tadarruj: graduality.

Ta ‘addud al-madhahib: scholastic pluralism.

Ta ‘assub: fanaticism, intolerance.

Ta ‘assuf: abusive, unwarranted exercise of ownership rights.
Tarhib: scare-mongering, frightening.

Tashdid: sternness, severity.

Ta ‘sir: opting for hardship, making matters difficult.
Ta ‘zirat(sing. ta ‘zir): deterrent penalties.
Al-tatarruf al-i tigadr: theological extremism.
Al-tatarruf al-‘amalr: practical extremism.

Tahkim: arbitration.

Tahsiniyat: embellishments, desirabilities.

Tajdid: renewal, restoring to original state.

Takfir: charging a Muslim with disbelief.

Taklif: duty, liability, obligation.

Tanfir: to repel others, repulsiveness.

Tasarrufat: legal dispositions.

Tashrif: treating with dignity, honoring.

Tawdazun: balance, equilibrium.

Tawassut: opting for the medium average.

Tawhid: Divine Oneness, monotheism.

Taysir: bringing ease.

‘Ulama’(sing. ‘alim): scholars, learned persons.

‘Ulu al-amr: those in charge of the management of community affairs.
Ummah: Muslim community.

‘Umran: (lit. construction, building), civilization.
‘Urf. general custom, usage.

Wajib: obligatory.

Waqfipl. aw af): charitable endowment, endowment in perpetuity.
Wasatiyyah: moderation, the middle path.

Al-Wa 'y al-hadart: civilizational awareness.

Wali(pl. awliya’): guardian, supporter.

Wilayah: authority, guardianship.

Wilayah ‘ammah: public authority.

Wilayah khassah: private authority.

Zanni: speculative, open to interpretation.

Zulm: oppression, injustice.

Zuhr: early afternoon, early afternoon prayer.
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