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ISLAM AND OTHER CIVILISATIONS

Dr. Arif Hussain™

1. INTRODUCTION

Before I write even a word, I must confess that I am not a scholar or an
investigator of the multifaceted phenomenon of Islam, nor of the
innumerable streams of human experience that it has created or broadened. I
approach Islam as none other than one of countless followers of this path. I
do know however that, for me Islam is a living historical, cultural and
religious link spanning my past, my present and my future. Its values
continue to guide me, comfort me, chastise me and then to offer me
forgiveness and peace. I take up my pen with great trepidation. To
paraphrase the great Islamic thinker and scholar, Professor Wilfred Cantwell
Smith, may Allah forgive me if my words misrepresent my people or my
faith. If on the other hand, they contribute to their awareness of the task
ahead, may He only be praised.

The topic of this paper should be particularly appealing and
challenging for any thinking Muslim. It appeals because it reinforces the
idea of a united and vibrant community against the rest of the world, and
recalls the glories of Islam’s past to depressed hearts: conquests, splendid
social and economic reforms, and explosions of scientific and philosophical
discoveries which made the Islamic Civilisation synonymous with human
progress, welfare and emancipation.

The challenge posed by the topic comes precisely because it lulls and
comforts. For this very reason it may also divert from the central task facing

(*) Director, Accession Dinision, World Trade Organization, Geneva, Switzeland.



2 Islam and the Dialogue of Civilizations

the international Muslim community today - re-establishing the relationship
and relevance of Islam to the problems and prospects of today’s world. The
task is daunting one, Earthly success seems more readily available to
civilisations and peoples who are, at worst, perceived as actively opposing
Muslim communities and, at best, disregarding them as backward and,
therefore, irrelevant. The modern day Muslim sees a gap between his
religious and cultural convictions and the world around him. The challenge
he has to surmount in order to survive and prosper is to close or rather
bridge, this gap by reviving the positive and bold dynamism that the Islamic
force inherently represents. This will be the theme that, in all humility, I
shall try to come back to time and again in this paper.

My starting-point will be the concepts of Islam and civilization,
particularly as seen from the above perspective. Before we come to what
Muslims have done, thought and achieved over the centuries, it is relevant
to recall what Islam itself is as a religion, a faith, a way of life and, more
importantly, a motivating force for individual Muslims and Muslim
societies the world over.

Like all Muslims, I turn for guidance to the Holy Koran, and, in this
Book, to the Surat-ul- Fatiha. These seven most repeated verses have been
variously referred to as the Sab’aal-mathani, Umm-ul-koran, Al-Kafia,
Al-Kanz, Asasul-Koran etc. When stripped of artificial layers of sophistry,
interpretive logic and, the arguments of the later commentaries styled
Tafsir-bir-rai (written over centuries by competing schools of theology, or
intended to support extra-Islamic concepts like nationalism or patriotism)
the message is stark, simple and direct and, for these same reasons, majestic
and over-arching. The starting-point is itself revealing of where Islam stands
in respect to the human race. The prayer contained in the Surat-al-Fatiha, is
addressed to Rabb-ul-Alamin, Lord of all creations, and not, as we tend to
believe these days, to Rabb-ul-Muslimin.

The second attribute used for God is Malik-I-Yawmiddin, or Master of
the Day of Recompense. By recompense is meant requital as a natural result
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of man’s own deeds. Requital is not a notion based on Divine Revenge or
Anger, but on Justice as the natural consequence of human acts, good or
bad. The great mistake that we have often made in our approach to the
concept of Allah is to regard him as the God, not of love, but of terror. The
very first word of the Surar-ul-Fatiha sets right this age-old deviation from
the truth when it begins with the Hamd, a term signifying the most beautiful
form of praise. “Praise beautiful” is only possible with reference to a Being
truly beautiful and good. Such praise cannot, therefore, sustain terror. It is
Logical, therefore, that after the Hamd, the Receiver of human praise be
clearly described as Ar-Rahman-ur-Rahim.

The Surat does not present the Straight Path, or the Sirat-al-Mustagim,
as an abstract or complicated notion, but as a concrete reality: namely the
road followed by those on whom Allah has bestowed favour as a result of
their actions. In his prayer, the Muslim seeks the protection of Allah in his
anxiety to keep to this path. What he asks for is the privilege to walk on a
path which has meant the happiness of all mankind, and not on a path which
has led to their ruin.

The overall effect of the total prayer contained in the Surat-al-Fatiha is
reflective of a mind imbued with universal compassion and Allah as the God
of universal compassion. The large- heartedness of the Islamic message
spans regions, civilisations, peoples and communities. Muslims, like other
human beings, are only favoured or rejected in line with their sincerity of
pursuit of the clear markers which the Koran lays down, and which are also
the commonly accepted norms of endeavour aimed at achieving human
Brotherhood. In this important sense, the Muslims cannot claim to be a
“chosen people” selected by God for any Divine honours, privileges or
protection to the exclusion of their fellow human beings. The Islamic
position is, therefore, radically different from the Jewish position.

Under these broad limits of guidance and inspiration, what should we
make of the rather well established notion in our modern-day world of an
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“Islamic Civilisation”? For that matter, what is one to make of any
civilisation, be it based on Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist or other

religious systems?

Though often used inter-changeably, the term “civilisation” is, of
course, much wider and deeper than the term “culture”. The latter is only
one aspect of the former. A “Civilisation” implies a diversified, yet
commonly evolved, pattern of social, economic and artistic experience,
including religious, philosophical, historical and literary traditions. In terms
of time, a “civilisation” has a much more gradual and long drawn and,
therefore, persistent presence and identity. Cultures, or human living styles,
on the other hand, can, and often do, change rapidly including from one
generation to the next. Changing cultures, like modes of dress, eating habits,
family and clan organisations or relationships do not mean changing
civilisations, and cultures tend to change many times within the same
civilisations.

In addressing the notion of Islam and other civilisations I will attempt
to draw from some specific historical experiences. I will look at the specific
example of the Indian experience, before considering more generally the
historical progress of Islam and the relationship between Islam and the
West. My conclusion aims to draw lessons for the modern Islamic Society
in its relationship with the world of today.

2. THE INDIAN EXAMPLE :

The Indian civilisation, inspired by the system of beliefs broadly
referred to as Hinduism, is unique due to its experience of integration with
and tolerance of other religions. Before considering the experience of Islam
in the Indian Sub-continent, I will also look at Buddhism and Hinduism.
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- Buddhism :

Indian history is concrete proof that civilisations are not based solely
on religious factors. Buddhism, the most successful and popular protest
movement against a decaying, rigid and formalistic brahmanical order,
virtually disappeared as a distinct philosophy and religion from the land of
its birth, India. On the other hand, it thrived in starkly different and
conflicting forms and cultures across Bhutan, Burma, China, South-east
Asia and Japan where societies and peoples adapted it to satisfy their own
specific cultural needs. The Buddha himself was bestowed divinity even
though his message revolved on the central proposition that man himself,
and not any artificially created Deity, was the arbiter of his destiny. Ahmisa,
or the creed of non-violence, the Buddhist creed, was turned on its head as
powerful monarchs and traditionally militaristic societies adapted the
Buddhist creed for obvious political, social and economic gains.

Powerful and socially arrogant monk orders and traditional meat-eating
based on animal sacrifices - both discouraged by the Buddha - became the
norm in so-called Buddhist societies. Pali, the simple language the Buddha
had used to preach to the masses, and, soon after, the more stately Sanskrit,
became obsolete. The original highly sophisticated existentialist message of
the Buddha became more and more incomprehensible to the man on the
street, and was replaced by the usual formal rituals of chant and temple
worship. In an interesting twist of history many centuries later, Mahatma
Gandhi, himself a devout Hindu, used the Buddhist concept of non-violence
as the hallmark of the Indian Independence Movement which set the model
for the liberation of Africa, Latin America and many parts of South-East
Asia. By this stage, the integration of Buddhism into the Indian Civilisation
was complete.

- Hinduism :

The evolution of Hinduism is not that of a religion in the codified,
structured way in which we normally understand the term. Hinduism has
evolved over centuries, adjusting and adapting to challenges from inside and
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outside. The process of adjustment was invariably a process of absorption
and, consequently, of almost genetic alterations from time to time. We have
seen how even the Buddha, who was the most effective rebel against the
Brahmanical Order, ended up being a Deity in the Hindu pantheon of Gods.

In modern India, Hinduism continues to evolve and change with the
times. It is certainly no accident that despite temporary lurches of
fundamentalism and almost fascist aggression towards the so-called
“non-Hindu” communities, the Hindu way of life is irrevocably moving
towards sustaining and accommodating a multilingual, multi-cultural,
multi-racial and, more importantly, a multi-religious national population of
more than one billion people. Artificially created movements designed to
put together a monolithic Hindu civilisation have failed before, and will
continue to do so because this idea goes against the tide of history.

For the same reason, it is no accident that, despite all kinds of traumas
and growing pains, India has remained democratic and secular, with the
citizens’ rights and equality guaranteed by unquestioned constitutional
authority rather than religious sanction. Despite their serious differences, the
Hindu, Muslim, Christian and other communities in India know in their
hearts that secularism, equality and democracy are not luxuries, but essential
for the very survival of India as a modern, respectable nation in which all
have vital stakes. Hinduism, which represents the cultural, religious and
social aspirations of the vast majority of the Indian people, has learnt this
lesson. Islam in the Indian Sub-Continent is in the process of doing the
same. Major challenges of bringing all this together lie ahead, but at least
they have been identified and are being positively - and painfully -
addressed.

- Islam :

I have chosen to discuss the Indian experience at some length for three
reasons. The personal reason is that I represent one of the 120 million
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Muslims who stayed on in India after the creation of the Islamic nation of
Pakistan and, later, that of Bangladesh. The second reason is that the
experience of Islam in the Indian Sub-Continent is surely unique in terms of
Muslim communities, old or new, almost anywhere else in the world, and
there are consequently important lessons to be gained from it. The third is a
more general reason, i.e. my conviction that the Indian experience is a
useful case-study of what invariably happens whenever civilisations come
into contact with one another.

As far as Islam is concerned, as important element of the Indian
experience is the size of the Muslim population. The Indian, Pakistani and
Bangladesh Muslims together constitute the largest body of Muslims in the
world. Like the mix of population anywhere in the world, the presence of
Muslims in the Indian Sub-Continent can be traced to three different
sources:conquest, immigration and conversion. In the Indian Sub-Continent,
these three factors also caused a mingling of different racial stocks in a
manner totally beyond social, political or even cultural control.

Of the three sources, conquest was perhaps the least important. The
most that can be said for conquest in terms of conversions is that it created
the opportunity. The second source, immigration, constituted a process of
slow and spasmodic infiltration by families and individuals, basically
immigrants from Central Asia, Afghanistan, Iran, West Asia and the East
Coast of Africa. There were also migrations from one part of the country to
another. Overall, however, although such movements of population may
have had a cultural or economic significance, they were small in number.

The vast majority of the Indian Sub-continent’s Muslim population of
today is a direct consequence of the third factor, i.e. conversion. The main
agents of conversion were not force or coercion but the influence of the Sufi
mystics. Most of the large-scale conversions took place in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries. The driving force was the same as elsewhere- the
dynamic and eclectic reforming spirit of an egalitarian Islam appealing to
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the downtrodden, the dispossessed and the exploited classes in closed and
inward looking societies like those in pre-Islamic India.

Another element in Islam’s Indian experience is the evolution of a
totally new Muslim culture. The Indian Sub-continent’s Muslims are
inheritors both to India’s pre-Islamic traditions and history and to Islam’s
involvement in it. In fact, this is always true of the intangibles of tradition.
History never opts out. The Sub-Continent’s Muslims are heirs to not only
concrete assets and institutions, wherever these may be geographically
located, but also, more subtly and even perhaps more importantly, to the
special “Indianness” of their cultural, philosophical, linguistic and social
attitudes.

Because of this unique, multicultural and multi-racial heritage. the
Muslims of the Indian Sub-Continent have their own identity when
compared with their Arab, Turk, Malaysian or Indonesian brothers. Before
the Indian experience, and indeed after it, Islam had never confronted the
task of incorporating such ethnic and linguistic diversities within its
framework. Their uniqueness will ensure that Indian Muslims continue to be
major players in the evolution of a truly global, forward looking Islamic
approach to the modern world. The majestic contributions of Islam in India
in painting, literature, philosophy, architecture, as well as dress, cuisine and
music, have undoubtedly made the fabric of an universal Islamic
Civilisation more enchanting, fascinating and vibrant. Equally, these
contributions have given a flavour to the Indian Civilisation which it did not
possess before.

What is often forgotten, however, is that in all these spheres of
creativity and innovation, the mind and heart may have been Muslim but,
more often than not, the hand and tradition non-muslim. Whether they like it
or not, both Muslim and non-Muslim inhabitants of the Sub-Continent are
partners to shared traditions, developed through a long interaction of two
highly sophisticated cultures. The Muslims of today, in the Sub-Continent
or elsewhere, cannot wish this experience away. Nor should they, because
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doing so would be denying the natural process of human growth and
development.

This cultural, religious and social intermingling of the Muslim and the
non-Muslim, that produced the multifaceted successes to which both
participant and observer are still adjusting, has been one of a long series of
metamorphoses which have shaped the evolution of both the Indian and the
Islamic civilisations. The Muslims brought to India Arab, Iranian and
Central Asian languages, and sophisticated forms of dress, cuisine and
jewellery. All these acquired new heights of splendour by undergoing an
“Indian transformation”. The same process was repeated when Islam came
into contact with Africa, South East Asia and elsewhere.

This intermingling and recreating is the essence of historical
movements. Many hundreds of years earlier India was invaded by
Alexander of Macedon, Which had led to the establishment of Greek
settlements in Western India under the Eastern Satrapies of Seleukos
Nikator and others. These settlements were small, concentrated and
innocuous when compared to the whirlpools of activity and thought
provoked by invasions elsewhere. Most of the original settlers went back,
but their progeny and their heritage lived on in geographical pockets.
History witnessed, however, that even this limited interaction soon led to
the creation of strikingly unique forms of art, and to new ideas in literature
and philosophy. With the passage of time, all of these became part of the
Sub-Continents’ subconscious psyche. In the “Gandhara” School of Art, for
example, centuries before Christ, the Buddha was seen depicted more like a
Greek God with a perfectly proportionate body and curly locks, rather than
in his usual form as the traditional austere renouncer. This was the same
experience that the Muslims had in the Indian Sub-continent many centuries
later, though in this earlier case the heart may have been Buddhist or Hindu,
but the hand of the artisan or painter was inspired by a foreign tradition.
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3. ISLAMIC CIVILIZATION:

Because of the limited scope of this paper, I have dwelt only on some
of the many fascinating aspects of the Indian case. Hopefully, even this
limited exposé has helped in making the general process of the expansion
and evolution of civilisations somewhat clearer. The metamorphoses that
the Islamic Civilisation went through are similar to those of the Hindu or,
more broadly speaking, to those of any other civilisation. This
notwithstanding, Islam’s expansion must still be considered more vibrant
and creative. For example, despite its adjustments to change, the Indian
Civilisation, led by the Hindu ideal of detachment, has had serious
difficulties in dealing with the task of tackling the complications of the
material world. The pleasures and sufferings of this life have been
traditionally looked upon as Maya, or illusion. Both are considered
distractions from man’s fundamental aim which is to secure the soul’s
release from the body’s needs and desires and guide it to its merger with the
Supreme Consciousness. Most of the reforms that have occurred in the
Hindu social system or in the organisation of Hindu society have been the
result of a kind of “survival instinct” reaction forced by outside pressures.

- Rise of Islam:

Islam, on the other hand, is first of all a dynamic and simply enunciated
recipe for social reform, and for rectitude, honesty and fairness of human
conduct in worldly affairs, and for the direction of all human activity
towards the understanding of Allah’s immutable laws, even though it is
known that they will always remain only partially revealed. For the Muslim,
therefore, the material world around us is not only real but worth
discovering, cherishing and improving in the direction of the Divine Path.
Salvation in Islam is admittedly by faith, yet it is faith in the validity of
works,

Given these two fundamental differences in approach it is no accident
that, unlike the Indian Civilisation, the phenomenon of Islam spread further
and wider, and actively participated in changing cultures and civilisations as
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diverse as the African, the Christian, the Iranian, the Central Asian, the
Indian, the Chinese and the South-East Asian. Islam today has behind it
some fourteen centuries of history. There are probably at least another
thirteen centuries to go. Who knows what the future has in store for Islam
and, indeed, for the world. Looking at the past, however, it is safe to say that
even in mid-life Islam has evolved, generally successfully, into becoming a
genuinely global civilisation. This is an amazing departure from its
monolingual and mono-racial origins. Islam has seen changes, evolutions
and internal adjustments that have been stressful or bitterly divisive. Major
internal and external conflicts and wars have often tested the very basic
cementing factor, the concept of the Muslim Brotherhood.

At the best of times, evolution is a difficult process. In Islam’s case, the
challenge to adjust and evolve and become concretely relevant for the daily
lives and happiness of growing numbers of the world’s population has been
infinitely greater because of the very rapidity of its expansion. Too rapid
and too early a success brings with it its own trauma. This is even more the
case here when the expansion we are talking about here is not just a
long-continuing wave of military and political successes. Many pre- and
post- Islamic cultures and civilisations had achieved such successes. The
remarkable features of the Islamic movement were, firstly, its spectacular
bursting upon the world scene, and, secondly, its capacity to back this up
with a sweep of scientific, cultural, philosophical, literary, artistic and
metaphysical activity which dazzles the world even today.

This alone would be sufficient to establish the credibility of Islam in
the eyes of the citizens of the much older and established civilisations of
Egypt, and later of Rome, Constantinople, Iran, Central Asia and China, not
to speak of Europe and, of course, Jerusalem. But in addition to the wave of
creativity and innovation, the Muslims brought with them a revolution of
social, economic, judicial and administrative reform designed to reorganise
societies on the basis of objective justice and honesty. National boundaries
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melted away. Traditional social divisions created by outdated and
exploitative hierarchies based on caste, feudal privilege, creed, sex or
religion were systematically demolished. As stated earlier, conversions to
Islam in the non-Muslim majorities occurred not due to political pressure,
but to the refreshing avenues of decent living that were suddenly opened up
for the dispossessed, the outcast and the social pariahs through Islam’s
rigorous application of equality and fair play in the conduct of human
relationships.

In all these respects, the emerging Islamic Civilisation became, and to a
large extent still remains, a bridge between the Old and the New Worlds. It
brought, for example the Old Greek and Roman traditions of law,
philosophy and knowledge to the new Western and non-Western worlds by
interpreting and further developing them through rigorous enquiry, thus
making them relevant for modern minds. In so doing, a rapidly expanding
Islamic Civilisation put its distinctive stamp on the present and the future, In
the process of time, Islam itself changed and the civilisation became
progressively richer.

- Lessons: Clash or Interaction:

What are the lessons and conclusions we can draw from the few
examples from history that we have just seen? Is it at all possible to draw
any general conclusions as we make our way through the broader evolution
of human history? Can we see, for instance, any pattern in the past to make
it easier for us to understand where we stand now and, what we might do to
procure a better future for the human race? I believe this is the fundamental
duty of any student of history and, indeed, of any human being no matter
which creed or race he may belong to .

Some broad conclusions are possible even at this stage. Cultures and
civilisations, like human beings, cannot be kept artificially alive. They live
or die in accordance with their vivacity and, in this case, vivacity must mean
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their capacity to be able to adapt to new challenges and to new knowledge
and, thereby remain relevant to the living needs of the population. Secondly,
what we have seen in terms of the interactions of Islam and the Indian
Civilisation would be exactly the same, in pattern if not in the finer details,
as Istam’s interaction with the West, with China or with Africa. Indeed, they
would be the same even for the West, and for any culture or civilisation that
come into contact with the world outside.

For the historian or the philosopher, there is no such thing as dramatic
clashes of cultures or civilisations of the kind Professor Samuel Huntington
has talked about or prophesied. Even wars need not and, most often do not,
represent clashes of cultures or civilisations. They tend rather to be
provoked by conflicts between vested interests and socio-political groups
within cultures or civilisations, rather than between them. One might go
even further by venturing to say that phenomena like Jihad or the Crusades
are very rare deviations from the norm, and even when they do occur or are
publicly declared by governments and politicians, they tend often to be
convenient rallying cries for preserving or achieving thoroughly
non-religious gains economic, feudal, territorial, political or nationalistic.
This was true of the Gulf War, the crises in the Balkans and, it might be
argued, of the Jihads and the Crusades of the Middle Ages. All civilisations
have seen recurring internal upheavals. It can be quite safely predicted that
they will continue to occur in the future. A constant churning over of the
traditional order goes hand in hand with the process of evolution and
growth.

This leads us to what I believe to be the fundamental question. If
civilisations do not clash, what is the process of their meeting? Historically
speaking, this process might, perhaps, best be described as an almost
imperceptible and gradual movement of intermingling and mutual
influencing. When this continuous chain of interaction is broken down in
terms of centuries or decades, an almost cyclical pattern emerges of
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“dominant” and “recipient” cultures or civilisations, with both sides
changing roles regularly as a result of various inter-linked factors.

One vital factor, which we have already talked about, is the capacity of
a civilisation to present a socially dynamic and universally relevant message
of reform and betterment. This was the root cause behind the success of a
defenceless Christian movement against the all-powerful but hopelessly
decrepit Roman Empire. For the very same reason, as we have seen earlier
in this paper, Islam, with its revolutionary message of socio-economic and
political reform based on egalitarianism, swept before it the tired and
moribund societies of the West, as well as the feudal and repressive regimes
of the East and the South.

In their approach, Christianity and Islam were, and still are, quite
similar. Both are inclusive not exclusive, in their doctrines. Both have
therefore won many adherents quite readily in their process of growth and
evolution. On the contrary, Judaism has always sought cultural, religious
and social solidarity through the inculcation of an “us versus them” psyche.
In fact, the reason why a religion and culture based on uncompromising
inclusiveness is still alive today in a modern, integrated world, might be
seen in Judaism’s success in converting its historical rival - the Christian
West - into its biggest ally, protector and promoter. The result has been that
the Jewish culture flourishes today an integral part of the Western
Civilisation. Having said this, it must also be emphasised that due to its
exclusive nature, the Jewish culture, despite its ancient roots, has never been
able to graduate to the Ievel of a civilisation that could influence history in
any universal sense.

- Islam and the West:

Turning again to the theme of the Christian, or Western, Civilisation
and its Islamic counterpart, it would be worthwhile investigating the
dynamics of interaction at somewhat greater length. Both have seen
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spectacular growth, and both have dominated and been dominated by each
other, experienced mid-life fatigue and in all these phases, grown together
or apart depending on how creatively each has succeeded in responding to
the challenge of maturing. There are also some important differences. Islam
is the younger of the two and, therefore, historically less experienced. In
addition the early years of establishment and consolidation were radically
different in each case. The early Christian years saw repression, persecution
and suffering - an experience that led to an internal toughening. Systemic
hostility promoted cultural and moral discipline, and patient persistence.
Even more importantly, it sowed the seeds of self-questioning and
self-criticism which, in subsequent centuries, led to frequent upheavals and
wars within the ranks, but also kept the wheels of socio-economic and
political development moving along. As history has shown, this proved, in
time, to be the West’s greatest asset.

If we examine the early years of Islam we see, in contrast, a dynamic
force bursting upon the world, and instantly gaining spectacular successes
on every front. The early Muslims were seen as taking on the whole burden
and opportunity of government and of cultural creation in the noblest sense.
They executed this assignment with great distinction. Soon they began to
look upon the society they had created with justifiable pride. Their norms of
government, their judicial system, their administrative and social order was
acknowledged by all as the best the world had seen. From this, the next step
was easy to take - namely that Allah had acted through Islam and that those
who accepted this position and set out to live in accordance with Islam had
visibly received His Blessing through being granted success in this world.

In the words of Professor William Cantwell Smith, History seemed to
confirm faith. If the Muslims of that period drew this conclusion they
seemingly had sufficient reason for it. Even logic seemed on their side.
Ironically, however, in this very conclusion lay also the genesis of all their
future problems of adjustment and growth. The truth is that History keeps
moving on, and has its inevitable ups and downs. Early success made the
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trauma of subsequent reversals and crises even greater. The sacking of
Baghdad in 1256 by the Mongols marks, perhaps, the formal end of the
classical Muslim period. The date, is of course, only one of many
milestones down a continuing highway. Arab culture continued to flourish
for at least another two centuries, particularly in areas not ravaged by the
Mongols, including in Spain. Nonetheless with the fall of Baghdad, it was
clear that the first - and what Muslims consider the most glorious - phase of
Islamic History had come to an end.

Amazingly enough Islam’s built-in resilience overcame this first crisis.
Indeed, Islam reacted creatively to the challenge. The world soon saw a
second Islamic renaissance. Islam’s conquerors were, in turn, conquered and
the Islamic Civilisation began to flourish afresh, this time in Persian and in
Turkish forms. These forms were different from the Arab forms in many
ways. For example the governmental framework changed with the Sultan
replacing the Khalifah, and the link between the temporal and the spiritual
became much weaker. A different approach was similarly to be seen in
areas like political theory, economic structure, social organization, cultural
and aesthetic values and even religious matters. The rise of Sufism and its
impact on Muslim and non-Muslim societies produced its own changes
resulting in the creation of an Islamic system which, in many ways, is still
incomprehensible to the Arab tradition.

Be this as it may, it must be granted that the Islamic system won the
battle to survive by instigating amazing adaptations and adjustments to
come to terms with an altered set of historical circumstances. The result was
that the nadir of the thirteenth century was almost immediately followed by
a new zenith in the sixteenth century. Muslims were, once again, seen as
powerful, wealthy and characterized by majesty and splendour. In Morocco,
Istanbul, Isfahan and Agra, there were centres of science, philosophy,
culture and trade out-rivalled each other while the outside world watched in
amazement.
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As events turned out, this second wave of upsurge proved more
short-lived than the first. A serious decline set in all round - politically,
militarily, commercially, intellectually and even artistically. The vibrancy
and force of commitment that had, for centuries, become synonymous with
Islam began to visibly ebb and this time, seemingly irreversibly. Even the
majestic Sufi movement began to show fatigue by drifting away from its
heights of mystic visions of compassion towards the level of sterile
superstition.

More traumatically, this overall decline in the Islamic Civilisation, set
in at the same time as the Western Civilisation, was launching perhaps the
greatest burst of human innovation and creativity seen by man. Indeed, we
are still, historically, in the process of seeing one successive wave after
another of breath-taking ideas implemented through unprecedented
technological and scientific breakthroughs that are changing the lives of
human beings in every country, every society, every town and every
village. Never before in human history has domination by one civilisation
over the world appeared to be so complete and all embracing.

Before it became evident, it must be said that the resurgence of the
West had begun quietly and gradually during the very centuries when it had
faced dispirited subservience to the creativity and rigour of Islam’s
multifaceted achievements. Indeed, it was the internal strife and loss of
direction during this period that provoked the radical reform process that the
West so desperately needed to deal with the crists. These internal reforms
would have been, perhaps, unthinkable in stable and successful times. Ideas
such as the separation of the Church and the State, the disbanding of a
decadent feudal order, the rise of the merchant class setting the stage for the
diversification and expansion of economic capacities, the constitutional
principles of equality before the Law, technological revolutions like the
printing press and numerous other innovations, laid the foundation for a

successful future.
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History works through movements imperceptible to the human eye
until they are almost completed. In the case of the West, as in others, this
long process of systemic overhaul was motivated by an almost
independently emerging consciousness among the people that the existing
system had out-lived its utility and could no long meet the requirements of
its members. As with humans, the primeval instinct to survive never fails to

provoke action.

To complete the chronology of events, the fifteenth, sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries saw a resurgent West meeting a declining Islamic
Civilisation, at first tentatively, but gradually more aggressively and
confrontationally. Eventually, the famous epithet used for the disintegrating
Ottoman Empire- “the Sick Man of Europe” - could be widened to reflect
the confusion and depression of the Muslim mind in general. By the end of
the eighteenth century, the writing was clearly on the wall. With the
Russians in Central Asia, the French in Africa, the British in India and
elsewhere, Muslim society had clearly become dependent upon forces
outside Islam.

It is not possible for me, within the scope of this paper, to dwell upon
the many fascinating aspects of the interactive process between the Western
and Islamic Civilisations. The picture we arrived at in the nineteenth century
remains, by and large, still valid today. The modern period of Islamic
history begins with the same kind of introspection, internal confusion,
disorder and the need to cope with external challenges that the West had
earlier experienced and has now so completely overcome. As in the case of
the West, Istam is now in the middle of an adjusting and reforming process
of movement within the Islamic system Here too, we see an almost
unconscious realization creeping up the existing order is not able to provide
Muslims with a road map for the journey ahead. Some remedial changes are
already visible. Modern Islam is, for example, learning to cope with the
potentially divisive, inherently combative and, incidentally, completely
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un-Islamic concept of nationalism which it has imbibed from the West

through cultural osmosis.

4. CHALLENGES FOR ISLAM TODAY:

As a result of the same process of osmosis, modern Islam must also
cope with other wide-ranging ideological and cultural Western incursions
into its traditionally orthodox societal framework, incursions which include
fundamentally important and potentially explosive concepts like women’s
liberation and constitutional rights, to social by-products like cuisine, music
and fashion. Interestingly enough, this is the same range and package of
incursions and tensions that a resurgent and vibrant Islam brought in its
wake when it came into contact with closed civilisations and cultures many

centuries ago.

Like these civilisations and like, indeed, the West itself when it was
regrouping and modernizing to cope with the external challenge, the Islamic
society of today is learning that change will come whether it likes it or not,
and that the options are either to ignore tuc challenges and run the risk of
marginalization or tackle the challenges and engage actively in directing
change to ones’ best advantage. This is the Jesson from history. The choice
is stark, brutal and clear, and should make the task easier rather than more
difficult to focus on.

I believe that the challenges and tasks the Islamic Civilisation faces in
today’s world are neither unique, nor insurmountable, nor a matter for
despair. History moves in cycles and waves. The same experience has been
encountered by all major world civilisations. The Islamic Civilisation itself
has undergone the experience in its earlier phase of evolution. Defensive
posturing is therefore mot only inappropriate but also dangerously
diversionary because it tends to postpone essential decisions and make the
impact of change imposed from outside even more traumatic.
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A particular series of historical events in late Ottoman history comes to
mind to illustrate this point in a rather quaint manner. During his various
researches, the famous historian, Professor Amold Toynbee, came across a
curious reference in a United Kingdom blue book while surveying the social
and economic state of Egypt in 1839. The reference was to the effect that in
the city of Alexandria at that date, the principal maternity hospital was
located within the precincts of the naval arsenal. Being provoked to
investigate further, Toynbee discovered that the starting-point was the
Ottoman governor-general of Egypt, Mohammad Ali Pasha’s desire to
develop a modemn navy on the contemporary Western model, but in
Egyptian naval dockyards, and with Egyptian hands. Mohammad Ali
realised that his dream could only be realised by hiring Western naval
architects to train his Egyptian apprentices and he proceeded to invite
Westemn candidates to Egypt by offering them handsome scales of pay and
emoluments.

The Westerners proved willing to come only if their families could
accompany them and also if they were assured medical facilities up to
contemporary Western standards. This demand forced Mohammad Ali to
hire Western doctors to attend to the naval experts’ wives and children and,
very soon, this led to the maternity hospital in question being established in
its very unusual premises. Mohammad Ali’s intention behind this decision
was, of course, to limit and contain the contaminating effects of western
contact. Not surprisingly, however, the fame and competence of the
Western doctors soon spread to the local populace and, gradually, orthodox,
covered Muslim women began venturing inside the precincts of the naval
arsenal to avail themselves of the services of “infidels”, causing a radical
violation of the islamic code of decency in the conduct of social relations
between the sexes.

Nobody would have been more taken aback by this turn of events than
Mohammad Ali Pasha himself. Nothing could further amplify the way
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civilisations and cultures interact and mingle with one another. Nothing
could more clearly demonstrate the phenomenon that in the game of cultural
intercourse, a policy of “this far and no further” works only up to point. To
artificially protect or cosset a culture, or even a code of ethics, is to render it
weaker and less stable. Protection of this kind can only be justified for the
unhealthy or terminally ill. In cultural interchanges one thing invariable
leads to another until the entire gamut of change is exhausted. Change
cannot be delayed or diverted, nor can attitudes or codes or philosophical
positions be saved from facing the rigours of competition. Not much more
elaboration is needed, I believe, to prove these points. The experience of the
Egyptians and the Turks in the nineteenth century is now being repeated in
the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries, and this not only in Islamic
societies all over the world, but in India, China, Japan and other parts of
South-East Asia and even in the increasingly multicultural, multi-religious
and multilingual societies of the West itself.

The Muslims of today must show the same boldness of vision and
directness of action that their predecessors did in meeting these challenges.
If they fail this critical test, modern Islamic society is likely to go further
and further down the intellectually sterile route of staking a claim to respect
in the twenty-first century merely on the grounds that they had glorious
achievements in the fifteenth. This would not only be a historically absurd
position but an insult to the very essence of the Islamic spirit. Here, we turn
full circle and return to my opening paragraphs: the dilemma facing Islam
today and the road ahead.

As the Muslims of today look ahead to plan their way forward and set
future targets of development, the lessons of the past must be analysed, cited
and used as best as possible. In fact, this has always been the Islamic
approach. The Holy Koran itself has used history to point the Muslims to
the pitfalls and diversions that felled their predecessors and that can be
repeated only at their peril. It is, therefore, hardly an accident that
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historiography and the rejuvenated discipline of objective enquiry are gifts
of the Muslims to the modern world. It is in this same context that this paper
has attempted to point to some important milestones and twists and turns
down the road that the Islamic movement has travelled these recent
centuries.

- External Factors: Globalisation:

While the lessons of the past are important, an analysis of how the
present varies from the past is also important. The thinker or policy maker
must consider both if his prescription for the future is to be meaningful. We
have dealt with the past. Let us now turn to the present. What are some of
the novel aspects facing Islam today? The most important that comes to
mind is that we are living in the most comfortable and the most complicated
of times. It its true, for example, that the Western Civilization, backed with
unprecedented military and technological power, dominates the world.
However, it is equally true that international society cannot be described as
being unipolar or even multipolar. In fact, the world today is being managed
by a web of national, sub-regional, regional and intra-regional interests that
tend more towards conflict than towards co-ordinated or shared action. The
“comfort” of the post-World War II order in which there were known
friends and known enemies is no longer available to policy makers and
statesmen. The Cold War and the era of military confrontation and
deterrents has been replaced by intensified economic and commercial
competition with a much larger number of increasingly competitive national
economies vying with each other for their share of the global economic pie.

The burst of information and technology has made human life easier
and healthier than ever before. However, it has also brought in its wake the
phenomenon of globalisation. Any half-serious observer of world history
will admit that globalisation, as a movement, has been with us for a long
time. Conquests, wars resulting in mass transfers of populations and assets
and, more recently, the colonial phase have all been contributory factors.
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And yet for various reasons, this same phenomenon has, today, acquired an
intensity and acceleration which has made it a more or less traumatic
experience for developing countries alike. National boundaries have blurred.
Practices and policies ranging from national development and employment
generation programmes to human rights programmes, hitherto considered
mainly domestic and in the domain of national sovereignty, are now
increasingly subject to international supervision and questioning. The same
is true of traditional, social, cultural and moral norms, which are changing
with rapidity beyond comprehension.

On the political side, the picture is very much the same. The
international order symbolised by the United Nations and Bretton Woods
Systems is openly questioned for its repeatedly demonstrated
ineffectiveness to formulate any kind of meaningful consensus among
nations on dealing with the pressing political, military and economic
tensions bedeviling the world. Even worse, there is an apparent failure of
these institutions to resist the pressure from the powerful to serve, when
needed, as vehicles for launching partisan international adventures for
reasons of strategic interest.

The phenomenon of globalisation and these related concerns has made
insecurity rampant. Suspicion runs high between nations, societies and
individuals. Trenches are dug deeper in the “defence” of civilisations,
cultures, national economies’ domestic industries, the environment, moral
and social values, and the list can go on. The overall picture of the world
today presents one of a motor car speeding down a highway with hundreds
of passengers squeezed inside, each fighting for access to the steering
wheel. What we have before us is the inevitable fallout from our collective
incapacity to cope with or digest a far too rapidly changing political, social
and economic environment. National institutions and structures which have
hither to organised people’s lives are struggling to keep up with the
relentless pressure of change. The clamour for newness is universal. What is
less clear is the direction needed.
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Today Muslims, like all other humans, see a jungle before them. Unlike
the others, however, the Muslims have still to raise their consciousness to a
level which will enable them to see the world’s dilemma and analyse it in
general terms rather than in a restricted inward-looking sense. The main
reason for their incapacity is their lingering nostalgia that, until recently,
they had controlled this jungle and even succeeded in taming it. This
nostalgia diverts them from the central task, i.e. the need to define a new
role for themselves in a world systern in which the rules of the game are no
longer familiar.

Let me take just one example. In their entire history, the Muslims have
either had complete political power or none at all. Never before have they
had to share political power with others, or live together with other
communities as constitutional equals. The concepts of secularism and
democracy in independent India imply just this for the Indian Muslims. The
Muslims in present-day India constitute among the largest Muslim
populations in the world. They are, nevertheless, a minority within a
citizenry that has an overwhelmingly large majority of non-Muslims. In a
system so structured the properties, languages and religion of the Muslim
minority will be guaranteed not through the Sharia but invariably, as in
India’s case, through the Western principles of equality and
non-discrimination before the Law. Modemn Islam must learn to live with
these situations and, indeed, encourage and support them.

In varying shapes and forms, the Indian phenomenon is also to be seen
on the international stage, and here too there is no escaping the conclusion
that for the foreseeable future at least the Islamic Civilisation will have to
live with, develop and prosper in partnership with the rest of the world.
And, again, for the foreseeable future, this world that will not be totally
within their control and will, for some time, seem to be at a more advanced
level of development. Isolation, or knee-jerk reactions such as
fundamentalist posturing will not only be counterproductive but futile. What
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Muslims are asking for by way of participation in the international system
are the twin principles of democracy and equity. They cannot afford to put
themselves in a position of being seen as defending these principles
externally, but ignoring them internally.

- Internal Factors: Direction of Islam :

This leads us to what I consider the central task before us. Apart from
dealing with the jungle outside, there is the even more pressing challenge of
tackling the jungle within. As we have just seen, the first task cannot be
successfully addressed if the second is neglected. Historically, the Islamic
civilisation has always led by example. It must now rekindle its fire to find
anew its place in the world. Living civilisations must re-establish their
credibility again and again to survive because, unlike wealth, property or
worldly assets, respect and prestige are neither inherited nor automatically
passed on from generation to generation.

Admittedly, the task of regenerating the internal spirit of the Islamic
society is a difficult one. The onslaught being experienced by Muslim
society today has had a much more serious, confidence shattering effect
than is visible at first glance. The challenge that the Islamic society faces
now lies principally in successfully countering the internal confusion and
the insecurities that have conditioned Muslim thinking, institutions, and
even religious and non-religious literature.

What Muslims must face up to and deal with is not so much that the
Islamic vision remains unfulfilled, but that the vision that they have always
cherished and pursued may appear to be invalid or ineffective in terms of
sustaining a life of dignity and success in the international arena. This
assault on the inner power of the essential truth that Islam represents comes
invariably from the younger generation of Muslims, swamped by the
Western media and by the opportunities of economic advancement outside
the system in which they were born.
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Under the above circumstances, it is perfectly understandable if, in
recent years, Muslim society has felt itself entrenched, besieged and unfairly
blamed for the ills of the world. The Western civilisation, which dominates
the New World, and other civilisations, which came into contact with Islam,
still nurtures memories of the influence of Islam. The Crusades, for
example, remain a lingering memory and, more importantly, a memory of
an enterprise gone hopelessly awry. More generally speaking, for most of
the non-Muslim world of today, the harsh reality of history is that Islam has
been the only global phenomenon to which they have lost people, empires
and domains and traditional spheres of influence. The result has often been
that in their many dealings with Islamic societies today and, particularly
when addressing the range of political, security and economic issues that
concern the Muslims, the resentment of the past defeats is too evident.

In tackling this situation, the Muslims should, once again, look to
history for guidance. In the past, the Islamic civilisation managed to hold its
own against the West, and even surpass it in creative glory, due to two main
factors: the virility of its system and the acquisition of sophisticated
technology. These are the very same factors which are behind the
dominance of the West today.

Regarding the virility of the Islamic system, numerous references have
already been made to the pioneering spirit of the classical and post-classical
stages of the Islamic civilisation. It has also been noted that the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries have seen Islam in disarray, despondent, confused
and singled out for violence and attack by a unity of assorted antagonist
forces. It is always possible to counter external attack and vilification if
there is a strong living, internal commitment. When there is internal disarray
and division, dealing with the external world becomes more difficult, if not
impossible. In recent decades, Muslim religious thinkers, historians,
scientists and sociologists have been concentrating on building internal
confidence and commitment in Islamic society. While this is certainly
needed, this drive has been gradually taken to such great lengths that the
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defensive reaction seems now to have become almost a dominating feature
of the modern Muslim’s psyche.

- Example: Islamic Literature :

I will try and illustrate this point and its negative implications through
the example of Islamic literature. Let us start at the beginning. The
pioneering spirit of Islam, urging Muslims to spare no effort to acquire
knowledge is symbolised by the Holy Koran itself. The Prophet consistently
exhorted Muslims to seek out new knowledge and apply it with wisdom and
commitment. Islamic life constituted a striving towards God’s Immutable
Laws rather than achieving or maintaining success in this world. Success
and failure are parts of the same trial to which the Muslim is subjected and
the aim in both cases should be steadfastness to the ever unfolding but
always inscrutable Divine Plan.

Knowledge in Islam was traditionally viewed as a tool for men who
seek to prepare themselves for the life to come. Al-Ghazzali described a
man who took his knowledge as a means to increase his wealth or to boost
his influence or increase his following as one overcome by Satan. The
Classical Period of Islam was, by and large, characterised by intellectual
realism and stark honesty. We have seen how this fire continued to inspire
Muslims to achieve new heights. It was no accident, therefore, that this was
also the age of discovery, invention and genuine intellectual and social
growth right up to the Eighteenth century.

In recent years, through a gradual process of deterioration, Islamic
writing has become more apologetic in tone and spirit. By this is meant that
the treatment of history or any other subject is increasingly and attempt to
glorify the past and to depict the present as grim only because the recipe of
past successes has been forgotten, neglected or violated. Even in the case of
the sciences - hitherto the strongest point in Islam’s overall contribution to
the world’s welfare - the story is the same. The market is full of studies
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emphasizing the point, sometimes as a result of laborious background
research, that Western science is nothing but a borrowing from the Islamic.
Western writings are often read by modem Muslims, not in terms of
whether they are illuminating or not, but whether they praise the Islamic
society and its achievements or are adverse to it. To an objective observer,
particularly a Muslim, we seem to have arrived at a situation where the
adventurous pioneering spirit of the original Islamic movement has been,
quite literally, turned on its head.

A specific example will, hopefully, illustrate this point more clearly. In
an early study in 1957, Professor William Cantwell Smith made a rather
revealing comparison between the writings of two successive and eminent
editors of the highly reputed journal of the Azhar in Cairo. Their writings
reveal their different approaches to history and to what the Islamic message
should mean to the Muslim and, indeed, to the non-Muslim. The first editor
in question was Sayyid Muhammad al-Khidr Husayn, a classical scholar at
Al-Azhar. He was in charge of the journal from 1930 to 1933. The
succeeding editor was Muhammad Farid Wajdi, a modernist, who managed
the journal from 1933 to 1952.

In the mind of Khidr Husayn, though Islam is, and would always
remain, the true religion, it was also a transcendent idea which man would
never succeed in fully comprehending. The Prophet himself had repeatedly
stressed that he had not been revealed the totality of the Islamic message
and that he did not want to venture beyond what he had been told.

In line with this inspiration and the Prophet’s implied message to the
community that humility and untiring striving were the most important
prerequisites for a Muslim, Khidr Husayn’s central theme was that Islam,
per se, needed no defence and that the task was more to ascertain the truth
and expound it. In his writings Husayn exhibited little or no nostalgia for the
past. His interest was in the practical application of Islam in the present and
the future, and the accent was on active participation and social betterment
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centring on integrity of personal character. There was also a remarkable
degree of self-criticism, at the personal, material and international levels, a
criticism even of Islamic history.

In brief, under Husayn, the journal’s policy and raison d’étre was that
though Islam is Divine Guidance, groups who, out of error or ignorance,
had misused it for personal or self-centred interests had corrupted it. The
same tone of intellectual honesty and meticulous reporting was to be seen in
the writing of even the relatively less known classical writers of that time at
Al-Azhar. What struck Professor Cantwell Smith greatly was their total lack
of hesitation in admitting ignorance or confessing past mistakes, both of
which are the hallmarks of truly great minds.

Let us now turn to the second editor, the eminent scholar Farid Wajdi.
For him also, the starting-point was the same as Husayn’s, i.e. that Islam is
the true and right religion. This having been granted, Professor Cantwell
Smith discovered a contrast in approach and spirit on every front - on the
understanding of Islam as well as on the needs of modern Muslim society.

With Wajdi, the accent on Islam seemed to shift to emphasising the
Message, not so much as a moral imperative to be pursued, but as a concrete
set of ideas and a heritage to be stoutly defended. The aim was clearly to
convince and reassure the reading public, and bring them back into the fold.
His treatment of all subjects (whether it is poetry, welfare or democracy)
was motivated by the same urge - to build a case in favour of Islam and “to
ward off doubts”. Wajdi, for example, called upon his readers to oppose the
materialist school of thought and attack scepticism. His reaction to the West
fell broadly into two groups: one citing instances of Western praise for
Islam, and the other identifying and replying to criticisms. To Professor
Cantwell Smith, it seemed that this love-hate relationship was symptomatic
of a lack of self-confidence. Also, since Wajdi seemed to have adopted the
standards and yardsticks of the West in forming his judgements, Islamic
society seemed to be suffering from an inability to form, and live by,
genuine value judgements of its own.
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The accent on defence and the approach claiming the continuing
validity of Islam on account of its past greatness is typical of the apologetic
approach. Taken beyond a point, it is also dangerously unproductive.
Unwittingly, such an approach strikes a note of despair. Unfortunately, for
the modemn Islamic Civilisation, and for Islam itself, the apologetic
approach of the forties and fifties has gradually penetrated deeper and
deeper into our thinking and way of life. Even the great thinker and
visionary Ullama Igbal, who provided the philosophical inspiration for the
creation of Pakistan, was not entirely immune to the temptation.

The reasons for this are many, and some have already been referred to.
Whatever they may be, it is now urgent that we arrest this trend and prevent
it from becoming an addictive habit. Continuing further down this road
would make any constructive or forward - looking thinking or internal
reform almost impossible. It would also breed fossilisation, and cause an
increasing separation from reality.

Take the example of the thirteenth century writings of even the hostile
Western chroniclers of the Crusades. Jean de Joinville, who accompanied
king Louis of France in his campaigns in Egypt during the fifth Crusade,
consistently held up the high level of the religious and social achievements
of the Muslims to provoke and shame the contemporary Christian society
into undertaking internal reform. Instances of personal honesty and integrity
motivated by a deep faith in Islam have been elaborated in detail.

The picture extends to technology as well. In the Egyptian campaigns,
Jean de Joinville describes the deadly effect that the fire arrows of the
Muslims had on the defences and morale of the Crusaders. These balls of
fire, which he called “Greek fire”, were fuelled by naphtha transported from
Azerbaijan to Damascus and Egypt. This is also the first known occasion
when Naphtha was put to such use. Opposing this superior technology of
the Muslims were outdated arms and organisational methods. Jean de
Joinville has graphic description of king Louis helplessly appealing to God
to protect him and his people against the Muslim attacks.
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By the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, we see the equation
between Islam and the West reversed. In Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, or
later, during the siege of Bokhara by the Russians, it is the Muslims who
were seen as praying helplessly for Divine Guidance against the superiority
of Western technology and prowess.

The experience of the thirteenth century and that of the eighteenth and
the nineteenth have the same conclusions for the modern day Muslim. The
first is that worldly existence is a series of shock treatments and that success
is no more than a capacity to learn from them and move on. The second is
the rather self-obvious but often neglected lesson that Divine Guidance and
prayers can only help those who have the courage and sagacity to help
themselves. In these two conclusions, modern Islamic society has before it
the pithiest of descriptions of the crisis it currently faces and the way
forward.

5. CONCLUSION:

The world has changed radically since the fifties. As discussed earlier,
modern life is full of uncertainties and contradictions. The phenomenon of
globalisation has touched every human being in one manner or another.
Muslim society, like most societies who find themselves on the outer fringes
of the mainstream of growth and development, complain about the
unfairness and brutalities of an external environment over which they have
no control. But dissatisfaction is no substitute for corrective action. Let us
begin to look at ourselves for discovering the reasons why things have gone
so seriously wrong.

We might, for example, turn the phenomenon of globalisation around
and look at it from the angle of the present state of affairs of Islamic society
itself. An objective student of history looking at Islamic society today
cannot help but conclude that modern Islam, as a social force, has not so far
risen to the challenge of meeting the day-to-day survival needs of individuat
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Muslims in a global Islamic society which is muiti-racial, multilingual,
multi-regional and, of course multicultural. Despite these diversities,
Muslims the world over remain bound together by the concept of an Islamic
Brotherhood. This concept is based on their unconditional faith in Allah and
the Holy Qoran, and their complete commitment to the Prophet. These
tenets have proved to be a miraculously cementing factor behind the idea of
an Islamic civilisation and they are likely to retain their vibration for the
foreseeable future.

Tremendously beneficial though this in-built advantage is for Muslims
trying to forge ahead in an integrated manner in these confusing times, the
idea of the Muslim Brotherhood needs to be built upon and given practical
shape and form to guide individual Muslims in dealing with the problems of
their daily existence. Failing this, the concept of Brotherhood would soon
begin to mean no more than empty service. To be meaningful it has to be
translated into tangible programmes of social reform designed to elevate the
living conditions of the ordinary Muslim the world over.

Functioning Islam today, for example, is riddled with sterile customs
and hierarchical systems that have nothing to do with the religion, but have
become second nature to us because of negligence and mis-guidance by our
leaders and scholars. Muslim society has reached the stage that the common
man regards these customs and practices as part of the religion and,
therefore, binding on every Muslim. To end this endemic confusion, radical
surgery is needed particularly when the need of the hour is to eliminate
archaic or retrogressive rituals of social customs which are obstacles. A
genuine living unity must be created in place of the formalistic attitude
currently in vogue. Such a unity cannot be rigid. It cannot be imposed from
above. To be meaningful, any unity has to be dynamic and relevant to the
actual living conditions facing individuals who are supporting the collective
unity. The Holy Prophet foresaw this and, quite appropriately, made Ijma® a
central pillar of managing worldly affairs. It is only through Ijma® that we
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can hope to achieve success in progressively investigating and striving
forward in the direction of God’s laws (Shari®at Allah) (justice included).

Our modem day challenge within the Islamic world is, therefore, to
ensure as best as possible that each Muslim nation and each Muslim citizen
can participate in formulating the Big Consensus, thus granting it the ability
to take into account and deal with the tremendous diversity of the Muslim
world. This means a fundamental change in our attitudes and an honest look
at how Muslims are governing themselves, even in societies where they do
have full political and economic control. In essence, this means providing
each other genuine equality of opportunity, human rights and the freedom
for self-expression within the parameters of an Islamic Unity created, and
constantly evolving, through the I[jma® process.

This is the same challenge that faces Muslim countries as a whole in
respect to participation in the making of history in universal terms. They
have to contribute to it in concrete terms and, therefore, guide its evolution.

Historically Islam has always integrated with, influenced and been
influenced by other cultures and societies. Muslims have always been
searchers for new challenges and new knowledge. Today, Muslim society
again stands to benefit by engaging its traditional spirit, inspired by the
Islamic principles of the Figh and Sharia, to a changing world while
retaining its special identity.






Nationals and foreign workers in the Gulf Cooperation
Council states.

Cultural pluralism in the making
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outline: The Gulf cooperation council states (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,
Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates and Oman) constitute an excellent
area in which to examine the interaction of various civilization, cultures and
religions, and the consequences of the processes set in motion through those
interactions. Due to the ambitious economic development goals these Arab
countries have pursued in the last few decades, a substantial proportion of
the population of each of these countries comprises foreign works. In fact,
foreign workers make up almost 40 per cent of the total population of the
region, in Qatar and the UAE, foreign workers make up as much as 75 per
cent of the national population. Consequently, the GCC states are today
among the most heterogeneous countries in the world.

The GCC countries represent a unique model of cultural pluralism. The
population of these countries are strictly structured and the sub-populations
enjoy different legal rights. While nationals hold highly privileged political,
social and economic positions , immigrants are temporary residents only,
and are, in most cases, denied the possibility of obtaining citizenship even
after lengthy periods of residence. Despite the fact that the presence of a
large number of foreigners poses certain security, political, economic, social
and cultural threats, and while mistrust sometimes marks the relations

(*) Director, Department of Middle East and Far East Studies, Jagicllonian
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between nationals and immigrants, in general these two groups live in
peace. In most countries, the authorities have not forced foreigners to follow
local habits, and diverse cultural practices by different groups are tolerated
in the private domain. In Islamic Gulf states, contact among the members of
what are often very different civilizations has rarely resulted in conflict.

Text of the presentation at the Symposium :
Introductory remarks:

I am a scholar from Poland. The problems discussed at this conference
are of great interest not only to the people in the West and in the Islamic
world, but also to people in East-Central Europe. There are at least two
explanations for this interest: 1) Recently, in the last decade, we
experienced tragic wars in the Balkans. The origins of these conflicts were
hotly debated. Were they the result of clashes between civilizations? 2) The
countries of East-Central Europe are on their way to joining the European
Union. Many people are worried about the consequences of doing so;
specifically, they are concerned about the impact that closer contact with
Western civilizations will have on their countries and cultures. In particular,
the deeply religious populations in Eastern Europe are afraid of the more
secular, more materialistic West. On the other side of the continent, many
people in Russia or Byelorussia fear the spread of Catholicism in their
countries. Inter-religious conflict is also present there. We , in East-Central
Europe, would like to know what should be done to avoid conflicts with
others, to maintain peaceful relations with people of different cultures,
religions, and nations. The discussions at this symposium give us a lot to
think about.

Poland is a country of traditional tolerance. Through the centuries,
people of different religions prosecuted elsewhere found shelter in my
country, Muslims included. Therefore, it is not surprising that the current
Catholic pope, John Paul II, comes from Poland. In fact he was a student
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and professor at my university. This Polish Pope is praised around the world
for his involvement in inter-religious dialogue. It is wroth recalling here that
in September 1997 he greeted in Vatican HRH Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz.

On the 6% of May, 2001, John Paul II delivered a speech in the Great
Umayyad’s Mosque in Damascus. He addressed “Dear Muslim Friend”,
calling for a common dialogue for the good of our human family. What he
said there seems to be worthy to recall at this Symposium:

It is important that Muslims and Christians to explore philosophical and
theological questions together, in order to come to a more objective and
comprehensive knowledge of each others’ religious. beliefs. Better mutual
understanding will surely lead, at the level, to 2 new way of presenting our
two religions not in opposition, as has happened too often in the past, but in
partnership for the good of the human family. Inter-religious dialogue is most
effective when it springs from the experience of ‘living with each other’ from
day to day within the same community and culture.. The positive
experiences must strengthen our communities in the hope of peace; and the
negative experiences should not be allowed to undermine that hope... As
members of the one human family and as believers, we have obligations to
the common good, to justice and to solidarity. Inter-religious dialogue will
lead to many form of co-operation, especially in responding to the duty to

care for the poor and weak.

The discussions at this Symposium are devoted to the issue of dialogue
between civilization, mainly in the context of the current tensions between
the so-called West and Islamic world. When this issue is discussed,
politicians, journalists and experts usually cite examples such as the relation
between Israel and the Arabs, between the United States and the Taliban’s’
Afghanistan, between Iraq or Iran. I would like to talk about the dialogue
between civilization that is occurring, or my occur, in different setting, in
the so-called GCC states. I would like to comment on the relations between
various national communities living in the oil monarchies of the Arabian
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Peninsula, and the impact of Western civilization on the people of these
countries. Three weeks ago, on February 26t the Gallup Organization
presented polling results regarding attitudes in several Islamic countries
toward the West, and the United States in particular. Gallup conducted
interviews in nine Muslim states including Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.
Western media widely reported that only 12 percent of respondents said that
the West respects Arab or Islamic values, and that just 7 percent stated that
Western nations are fair in their perceptions of Muslim countries. What
struck Western observers was that as many as 36 percent of the people
interviewed in Kuwait said that the attacks on the World Trade Center were
Justified. Further, as 64 percent of respondents in Saudi Arabia expressed
unfavorable opinions of the United States. Similarly, 52 percent of people
interviewed on March 12, 2002, by “Al Khaleej” newspaper in the United
Arab Emirates didn’t consider the US a friendly country. These results were
interpreted as a proof of the existence of a major civilization clash between
the people of these countries and the West.

While not denying that some people in the GCC Countries hold such
opinions, it should be stressed that the results of the Gallup poll do not
necessarily represent the attitudes of nationals, that is, Saudi or Kuwaiti
citizens, but to a large extent reflect the views of members of non-Arab
expatriate communities only temporarily residing in these states. The Gallup
Organization’s Director of International Research, Richard Burkholder,
confirmed this fact, nothing that “half of those polled in Kuwait were
non-citizens who usually ‘are more anti-West’.” But this clarifying
information was not captured in the Western media.

In this context, it seems important to further explore the complex
structure of the GCC populations, given that foreigners constitute a large
part of these countries’ inhabitants. Analysis of the region’s population
structures is particularly important to understanding the relations between
different national, ethnic and religious groups living in the GCC states.
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The population structure:

The GCC states are today among the most heterogeneous countries in
the world. Out of some 32 million people living in those countries, about 20
million constitute native Arab populations while 12 million are immigrants.
Therefor, foreigners constitute almost 40 per cent of the total population of
the GCC states; Qatar and UAE foreigners make up as much as 80 per cent
of the national population.t

It is also important to recognize that Arabs constitute a minority in the
expatriate community. Almost 70 percent of all foreign workers living in the
GCC states are non-Arabs. Most of them are Asians, and many are
non-muslims, including Christians. In Oman, Bahrain and the UAE Arab
Expatriates represent only approximately 10 percent of the immigrant
community. The largest foreign group in the GCC states are Indians (some
3.3 million people), followed by Egyptians (some 1.8 million) and
Pakistanis (some 1.6 million).

Nationals and foreign workers

For nationals in the GCC states, despite their culture and historical
isolation from the rest of the world, it was relatively easy to establish
economic contacts with arriving foreigners; the advantages were usually
immediate and tangible, and trade conducted with them was impersonal. In
effect, groups with radically different cultures have become economically
interdependent. They have begun to perform different tasks, have obtained
different rights, and receive unequal shares of the economic rewards
generated. Specifically, the economic system that has evolved favors the
interests and relegate the more arduous tasks to members of immigrant
groups. But this unequal division of labor has largely been agreeable to
foreigners. The system has thus benefited all parties and, as a result,
intergroup conflicts (with few exceptions) have not developed. This relative
harmony differentiates the GCC countries from many states in the world,
where the arrival of large numbers of foreign workers quickly brought tragic
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intergroup conflicts. Many different factors, including but not limited to
economic ones, explain the different groups’ relatively peaceful
coexistence. Western observers usually stress the character of the political
system existing in the GCC states, which assures the dominate position of
nationals in all fields. Arabs, in turn, often underline the tolerant character
of Islam, which moderates people’s attitudes and behaviors.

This issue addressed by His Royal Highness, Prince Abdullah bin
Abdulaziz at the beginning of this conference. In his address, His Highness
states that the founder of the Kingdom, King Abdulaziz, following the
saying of the Almighty, “set example for us on how to befriend others
regardless of how different they might be from us we from them... He
instructed us that a human being is a brother of any other human being.”

Some people believe that the contemporary situation in the GCC states
resembles the pluralism that existed in the Ottoman Empire, to which a
large part of the Arabian Peninsula once belonged. Although Muslim Arabs
always enjoyed a privileged position in the empire, non-Muslim were
generally free to observe the rules dictated by their religions. Moreover,
despite the separateness of ethnic groups, interactions across group
bounda~2s were quite common, especially commercially-based ones, which
gave rise to the so-called’.

Today, nationals in the GCC countries hold highly privileged political,
social and economic positions. Immigrants do not enjoy many of the rights
that nationals do, and are, in general, not in a position to integrate with
nationals. Cultural pluralism in these countries is to a large extent a
segregated pluralism. Nevertheless, there have been examples of unified
actions of nationals and immigrants, which demonstrate the possibility of
developing mutual bonds in the future. For example, during the Iragi
occupation of Kuwait, many non-Kuwaiti residents were united with
nationals in a common project: to return the country to its per-war status.
Consequently, a society built on exclusion and dominance acquired asocial
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viability in which not only the dominate group but also the subordinate ones
actively participated. Moreover, there are examples of relatively full
integration or even assimilation of foreigners, not only Arabs but also
Iranians, Indians or Africans. For instance, there are examples of
non-Muslim living in Gulf who converted to Islam, learned Arabic, and
adopted local customs. Although in several GCC countries officially
proclaimed non-immigration policies have been very strict, many foreigners
have managed to practically establish themselves permanently and there is
already a substantial third-generation of Gulf-born children of foreign
background for whom the GCC states have become mother countries.
Innovations such as the recently introduced legislation in Qatar allowing
foreigners to obtain citizenship after living in the country for a certain
length of time, or the decision made in Dubai to give foreign investors
permits for permanent settlement should advance the integration of
additional groups of foreigners. In short, it cannot be ruled out that,
sometime in the futare, a substantial number of foreigners will integrate
with native local population. If this happens, the segregated pluralism that
now characterizes these countries will begun to change towards cultural
pluralism of the kind found in many countries around the world.

What do relations between nationals and foreigners look like in a
situation of segregated pluralism? Relations between them, as well as
between different groups of foreigners, have been, of course, complex and
not always ideal; the traditional tensions between them have sometimes
even developed into serious antagonism. For example, many nationals
expressed anger in 1990 towards foreign workers from countries which
supported Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. In effect, a large number
of Palestinians from Kuwait and Yemenis from Saudi Arabia were expelled.
For different reasons, there were clashes between Muslim and Hindu Asian
workers in the UAE in 1994, following the destruction of the Ayodhya
mosque in India, and between Egyptians and Kuwaitis in 1999, due to some
labor dispute. Otherwise, in most situations, relations between nationals and
foreigners have been conflict-free.
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Foreign (Western) cultural domination :

Relations between nationals and foreigners in the GCC states are even
more worthy of examination as one realizes that relations between these
groups are taking place in a situation in which indigenous culture is
seriously threatened by Westernization. Such a threat usually increases
intergroup tensions, but has not appeared to do so in the GCC states. Many
explanations pose themselves. Is the problem of Western cultural
domination exaggerated? Or maybe it is not perceived as a real threat by
nationals?

What are the most common manifestations of foreign (Western) cultural
domination in the GCC states?

Those countries import most of what they consume from abroad. For
young national children Western fast food outlets have already become
more popular than local Arab restaurants. Thanks to satellite television,
Western films, music and shows that depict western lifestyle are heard and
viewed on a daily basis by nationals. Many teachers from non-Arab
countries who do not speak Arabic and are non-Muslims have offered
instruction in these countries, introducing teaching programs that have
stressed ideas and values alien to nationals Gulf universities are increasingly
introducing American or British curricula, while English has become the
language of instruction. In several Gulf emirates, there have been many
foreign marriages, and in mixed families there are often language-based
communication barriers, as well as problems related to foreign customs and
habits inculcated by foreign mothers, etc.

On one side, the authorities in the GCC countries are trying by various
means to limit the impact of foreign cultures. On the other side, however,
they often seem to believe that the adoption of aspects of foreign
civilizations by local people can help them develop without threatening their
Arab and Islamic identity. What is important to realize is that globalization
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is generally perceived very negatively in the Gulf. Thirty-six per cent of
people interviewed by “Al Khaleej” newspaper, referenced above, stated
that globalization is an “international conspiracy” against them.

Conclusion :

While this has highlighted some of the basic problems and determinants
of the relations between nationals and immigrants, the complexity of the
issues in question should never be forgotten. Unequivocal generalizations
can be wrong. As one observer noticed: ‘Any unilateral assessment is liable
to be erroneous... [The relations] amount to a dichotomy of attraction and
repulsion, love and hatred, and this for both objective reason.’il while the
structural factors determining these relations are unlikely to change in the
foresceable future, certain more subjective features of these relations, like
stereotypes, may evolve. What seems to be an important development in
this respect is that some nationals have started to recognize publicly the role
that foreigners have played in the development of their countries. In June
1999, Dr. Ali Al-Nemla, Saudi Minister of Labor and Social Affairs, stated
in an interview: ‘Expatriates in our country are out brothers and they enjoy
rights as we enjoy them. They are our partners in development. It is our duty
to thank and respect them.l An interesting commentary on the issue
appeared on 17 April 1998, in Khaleej Times, written by an Omani
intellectual, Saleh Al Shaibany. In his text, titled ‘Partners in Progress’, the
author wrote:

[Immigrants] ... have left their homes to help us with our bid to catch up with
the rest of the world. But it is sometimes sad that we, their hosts, don’t
whoily appreciate this. Some of us mistreat our partners forgetting that it is
with their efforts that we have achieved some of our progress... All the jobs
we didn’t want to do were willingly taken up by them. To this day, a good
majority of us find it demeaning to work on the dusty roads or perform
manual work. To some of us, the definition of an honest day’s work is to sit
behind a desk and be cooled by the wafting breeze of the air-conditioner ...
We are quite used to secing a perspiring laborer under the scorching sun
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digging a trench or laying a cable. But we never pause for a moment to show
our gratitude ... And a laborer too has its virtues - integrity, honesty and
honor - which our children should learn ... We take for granted the prosperity
we enjoy, attributing it to the oil wealth and forgetting the contribution of our
partners. The blocs of flats and the villas we live in are all the result of their
sweat. So are the roads our expensive cars grace and many other things. Their
very existence in the Gulf is a blessing to our lands. One may also argue that
not all of them come with a clear conscience of seeking honest employment
or conducting a lawful business. But those who are on the wrong side of the
law are a pitiful minority. We have to accept this fact as much as they accept
the fact that their labor is not always adequately compensated for.

The greater is the mutual understanding forged between immigrants and
nationals, the less likely it is that conflicts will undermine the stability of the
population.

In the post-September 111 era, large number of people have become
convinced that a clash between the so-called Western and Islamic
civilizations is inevitable. Nonetheless, relations existing in the GCC states
between member of these two worlds show that in particular political, social
and economic situation, despite its shortcomings, the other option, that of
non-conflict, coexistence, and cooperation, is possible.
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