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Preface

This is a collection of essays written during 2009 and 2010 that
represent Islamic viewpoint of various contemporary challenges
facing the humanity. No religion, according to me, has teachings
only for one kind of people. Every religion addresses the entire
humanity and must be seen as such.

But we must remember that each religion has a geographi-
cal background. A religion carries within it the elements from a
particular time period which has its own cultural and linguistic
specificities that may not be universal.

When one tries to understand any religion, one must sepa-
rate the geographical background and the time period in which
it started. The specificities must not be mistaken for universal
and eternal. I also categorize them as contextual and normative.
Many people including orthodox theologians refuse to make
such distinction and consider all religious doctrines including
those culture-specific and propounded in certain specific context
as inalienable, and hence serious problems arise with changing

context.
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My endeavour in these essays is to separate the two elements,
and while recognizing the importance of the context, I try to go
beyond it and understand Islam in its universal aspects, which
are moral, ethical and humanitarian. Also, there are certain
doctrines which are not only specific to a religion but also most
fundamental to it, and there is no question of any change in
them. They make that religion a different one without narrowing
down its horizon.

These essays are a humble effort to project Islam in all its
universality and moral and ethical richness. I consider Quran as
most universal in its teachings and indeed full of rich spiritual
insights into human moral dilemmas. I also believe that no single
interpretation of the revealed scripture should be considered as
final and irrevocable, howsoever eminent and elevated status of
that interpreter might have been.

If we make any one interpretation as final and irrevocable,
we elevate a human endeavour to the status of Divine. All
interpretations of the Quran are human endeavours and as
such are subject to change and different intellectual influences.
Also by accepting one particular interpretation as final, we are
seriously limiting its universality. Had it not been so, various
interpretations would not have been done by great commentators
from time to time.

If the Quran is a universal guide for all times to come, it
has to be understood in our own times in the light of our own
problems and spiritual and moral dilemmas.

These essays must be seen as another human endeavour
with all its limitations to understand the Quran in the light of
modernity and contemporaneity. I am but a humble student of
the Quran and Islam. I am pained when Islam is projected as

most rigid, dogmatic, anti-modern and as a religion of violence



rather than a religion of peace and rich morality. If I have
succeeded in portraying Islam in its true light, I will consider itas
worth the effort made in these essays, and if I have failed, it is my
own failure.

Asghar Ali Engineer
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Introduction



Chapter - 1

The Prophet of Non-violence

THE TITLE might come as a surprise for many readers as the
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)' has been very frequently pro-
jected as the Prophet of violence by media and religious extrem-
ists. A Danish cartoonist even showed bombs in his turban. But
here in this book I want to illustrate that the Prophet (PBUH)
was indeed the Prophet of non-violence. For this, I would not
fall on traditional sources such as maulanas and muftis (who give
religious opinion) but use Qur’anic values and discuss circum-
stances in which the Prophet lived. And on these grounds there
are no disagreements among Islamic scholars.

Before we embark on the subject, let us understand what is
non-violence and if absolute non-violence is possible? Also, what
are the pre conditions of practising non violence and if it can

be practised in any given circumstance? Also, can non-violence

' ‘Peace Be Upon Him'; a phrase uttered by practising Muslims after saying

(or hearing) the name of Prophet of Islam.
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depend on one person’s philosophy?

Non-violence is not merely an act of no-aggression. A meek
person lacking courage can also apparently be non-aggressive but
this meekness or lack of courage becomes a store of aggression
within him or her and strikes in devious ways including con-
spiracies, and mortal blows. Thus, absence of violence cannot
be treated as non-violence.

Non-violence is based on deeper inner conviction of a per-
son even if he cannot control all forces operating around him. We
must remember that a non-violent person without such deeper
conviction cannot be truly a non-violent person. This is a crucial
point here. A person without such deeper conviction may not
ever resort to violence if circumstances do not so dictate to him
and a person with deeper conviction about non-violence may,
in certain extreme circumstances, have to resort to violence. We
have several examples of this in history.

This leads us to second crucial question: Is absolute non-
violence possible in any society. I think the answer, contrary to
my desire, is in the negative. Society around us is an extremely
complex entity. Around us operate highly contradictory forces
which go into dictating themselves on us. As it is said, human
beings are neither absolutely free to act nor totally dependent
on others.

A human being is a complex mix of freedom and restric-
tions. To the extent that there are restrictions our deeper convic-
tion also cannot help. Thus, if a person is non-violent will have

to be judged by his/her deeper conviction and to an extent what
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strenuous efforts he/she puts in to check violence and simply not
by whether one succeeds in creating a non-violent society.

Thus, even persons like Mahatma Gandhi, who undoubt-
edly had a very deep conviction for non-violence, failed to create
violence-free India. Independence accompanied by Partition saw
unprecedented violence. Yet, he is known as apostle of non-vio-
lence. Much before him, Christ, who is known as price of peace
and love, ended violently himself nor his followers except for
first three centuries during which there were highly persecuted
minority, remain peaceful and even Church participated in cru-
sades, bringing about killing of thousands of innocent people or
Church even allowed burning at stakes of all those who deviated
from the Church fiats.

Also, wide disparities and injustices make society less
tolerant. Many movements that were launched to have a vio-
lence-free society failed. Those whose interests were hit did not
allow these to kick off. Many peace activists who worked cease-
lessly for non-violent struggles were killed at the hands of the
vested interests.

All this is not to argue even for moment that we should
resort to violence and give up non-violent, peaceful struggles.
Far from it, it should be accompanied by deeper understanding
for various forces working in the society and the extent they can
go to ward off all threats to their interests. [ would like to stress
here that non-violence as a value, is absolute, not ensuring it in
the society; society as a whole which is beyond our control.

To create a non-violent society, we have to create a just
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society and creating a just society itself evokes at times rivers of
blood as it happened in Muslim history (which I do not refer
to as Islamic history as it creates needless confusion). This was
deliberately or otherwise, a result of Islamic teachings and some
Muslim scholars and historians are no less responsible for this.
Jihad became much misunderstood word.

In the light of all this let us now turn to the Prophet of Islam
and examine his convictions and his struggles and understand
him whether he ever preached violent revolution or tried to
employ violent methods to bring about transformation of Arab
society. As I pointed out above, I am using here interpretative
historical, social and political analysis to understand this rather
than traditional sources which often Muslim scholars do.

We must divide the Prophet’s struggle in two main phases.
First, the Meccan phase—from his birth to his migration to
Medina—which became his ultimate resting point and second,
his stay in Madina until his death. Some point out that Meccan
phase was peaceful in nature while Madina witnessed a lot of
violence. I do not agree with this categorization of one phase be-
ing peaceful and the other violent. Basically, as far as the Prophet
is concerned there is no such contradiction, Contradiction is of
circumstances, not of choice.

As we all know, non-violence is not possible without truth.
Truth and non-violence are inseparable. And there is complete
unanimity among Muslim scholars, historians and non-Muslim
historians that the Prophet was very honest and trust-worthy

(amen). Thus, a truthful person cannot become violent at any
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stage of life. He was as peaceful and non-violent in Madina as
in Mecca, though, of course, in Medinese state circumstances
changed drastically. Any discussion without proper social and
political context becomes bereft of its roots and at best remains
doctrinal. When the Prophet appeared on the scene in Mecca,
he was in his prime youth and was very sensitive.

He was greatly distressed to see turmoil, social anarchy,
sharp class differences between poor and dispossessed and the
powerful tribal and clan chiefs in Mecca. Slavery added to the
acuteness of the problem. Women, except for some powerful
elite, were at their worst.

Distressed deeply by the turn of events, the Prophet began
to retire in a cave, known as a cave of Hira, on the fringes of the
Meccan city. He would contemplate for hours and days together,
but he was no recluse. He prayed Allah to show him the way. It
was his wife Khadija, 15 years his senior, who accepted him as
a Prophet and congratulated him.

The Prophet, who was otherwise leading a peaceful life with
his wife and four daughters, now began preaching his divine
message and all the hell let loose. What the Prophet preached
is summarized below:

Disunity of tribes across Arabia was causing so much
conflict and bloodshed. Inter-tribal unity was greatly needed.
Thus, he preached ukhuwwah (brotherhood-sisterhood as the
word is inclusive of both the genders). This could best be real-
ized by tawhid (oneness of Allah). It became basic doctrine of

Islam. So many gods and goddesses were source of all kinds
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of inter-tribal conflicts and superstitions at the cost of direct
rational thinking.

Several Meccan chapters and verses of Quran are proof
enough of this. He wanted to bring about redistribution of
wealth to realize social peace and gave us the institution of zakat.
Though the Qurian did not set its quantum, the Propher said
it should be two and half per cent of one’s wealth at the end of
the year.

He worked towards uplift of women by giving them dignity
and individual rights. What we say ‘empowerment of women’
was achieved by the Prophet way back, but later, as usually
happens it was sabotaged by powerful and conservative Ulema.
What the Quran did to enhance empowerment of women was
indeed revolutionary.

He urged people to help establish just, peaceful and non-
violent society and give every human equal dignity and rights
irrespective of religious, linguistic or cultural differences.

The Prophet’s teachings deeply disturbed the vested interests
in Mecca who were engrossed in accumulating wealth, neglecting
all their tribal social obligations and perpetuating gross injustices.
These powerful traders and tribal chiefs gathered to silence the
Prophet. When they failed, they approached his uncle Abu Talib,
who, according to tribal tradition, was his chief protector.

When Abu Talib conveyed to him what the tribal chiefs
wanted, he replied: “If they put sun in one hand, and moon on
the other and ask me to shut up, I would not”. When Abu Talib

saw his deep moral conviction he assured him of full protection
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and gave him complete liberty to preach his ideas. Not succeed-
ing there, the tribal chiefs started insulting the Prophet, mocking
at him and persecuting weaker sections severely.

One of his followers was an Ethopian slave Bilal Habshi,
who had embraced Islam right when he was small. He was one
of his most loyal followers as he saw in the Prophet a great lib-
erator of slaves. The Prophet too never neglected him and often
preferred him over his other followers. He appointed him as his
muaddbin (caller for prayer) which was a great honour.

However, the Prophet never retaliated against his or his fol-
lowers’ persecution. He urged his followers to bear all this with
patience. In fact, one of the Quranic surahs of Meccan period
dwells on virtues of patience and makes it an inseparable part
of truth. Truth and patience go together, Chapter 103 of the
Quran says. The virtues emphasized are: truth, justice, humil-
ity, patience, compassion, wisdom and piety. Also emphasized
is suppression of the feeling of revenge and anger. Revenge and
retaliation were main ingredient of tribal behaviour and had
already led to years of bloodshed among Arabs.

All of these virtues lead to non-violent conduct. The
Prophet showed greatest forbearance in the Arab history and
desisted from retaliating at any stage. When faced with gross
brutalities he would often retire to himself, reflect deeply and
come out with peaceful solutions. When prosecution became
unbearable in Mecca both for him and his companions and tribal
chiefs plotted to assassinate him while sleeping, he decided to

migrate to Madina in the dark of night.



10 Introduction

He bore all tribulations quietly. Reason, some suggest, was
that the Prophet and his followers were a minority and dare not
fight back in Mecca. This is gross distortion of Prophet’s very
character. He was meticulous follower of peace and non-vio-
lence. Had it been so he could have not only conquered Mecca
earlier than he did, but could have also taken revenge from his
persecutors, killing them and shedding their blood. He did not
order killing of any of his foes or persecutors, which he could
have, given the tradition of the then tribal society.

When he migrated to Madina, he was welcomed enthu-
siastically for he was their peace-maker. The inter-tribal feud
had robbed Madina of peace for over 40 years. He succeeded in
ending this feud and established peace between the two tribes.
Thus, he entered Madina as an ambassador of peace.

In Madina, situation was entirely different partly under the
Prophet’s control and partly beyond him. He emerged in Ma-
dina as great moral, spiritual and ethical teacher who not only
brought about unity among the people but also guided them in
every walk of life. Another great virtue of the Prophet was his
humility. He described himself as ‘@sédubu was rasulubu, that
is, servant of Allah and His messenger. He never tried to place
himself above others. When he was constructing his house and
mosque he himself took part, like others, in constructing it. He
used to say, “I am not above you except as a messenger of Allah”.
A great teacher and so humble! Some Arabs tried to bow down
before him. He strictly prohibited them from doing so and said

you should bow before none except Allah.
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But there were certain things that were beyond the Prophet’s
control. The Prophet’s migration to Madina gave rise to hostility
among the Jews, who handled trade and functioned as arbitrators
to whom the Arab tribes would refer their disputes to. The
Prophet’s migration changed this situation. The Jews lost their
pre-eminent position and over and above this their monopoly of
trade was broken which hurt them deeply. Many of the Prophet’s
companions like Abu Bakr, Uthman and others were expert
traders and since they also came along with the Prophet, they
too began trading. This gave threat to the Jews” monopoly.

There in Mecca, the tribal chiefs were infuriated over the
escape of the Prophet and his preaching in Madina. They vowed
to eliminate him. When they failed they decided to pursue their
animosity in Madina. Soon the Meccan chiefs secretly established
contacts with the Madinese Jews and prepared to attack Madina.
The Prophet, however, was very alert. Apprehending the possible
attack, the Prophet sent some of his followers to a place called
Badr to keep an eye on the tribal chiefs .

Meanwhile, the Prophet had entered into a covenant with all
tribes including the Jewish tribes known as Mithag-e-Madina and
guaranteed full freedom of faith, tradition, culture and security of
life and property. The Jews too had full freedom to follow their
religion and all traditions without any interference from anyone.
The only condition was that if Madina was attacked all would
defend it together. It was a wonderful document, as modern as
national and international declarations of today.

As per the covenant, Jews were obliged to join Muslims if
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Madina was attacked. And Meccans did attack Madina. Jews had
advance information of it as they were in secret negotiations with
them. The Jews did not defend Madina and a hostile situation
arose between Jews and Muslims. The battle of Badr took place
in which 313 Muslims defeated about 1,000 Meccans, which
was a great humiliation for them.

The Prophet cannot be in any way responsible for this
battle. He left Mecca so as to avoid any violent conflict and
even in Madina, he and his companions were not left in peace
by the vested interests.

Of course, there are some vague, even dark areas about the
fight between Jews and Muslims. As far as Jewish betrayal and
conspiracy with Meccans is concerned, it is beyond doubt. How-
ever, certain narratives in /bn [sbaq, Tabari, primary sources for
the Prophet’s life, have recorded certain events which need to be
critically looked at. They have accepted certain Jewish historical
narratives accusing the Prophet of killing more than 700 Jews
after the battle of Trench (Khandaq) in which the Meccan Jews
openly collaborated with the Meccan enemies of the Prophet.

There is no place to go into details of this here but suffice it
to say that this whole episode does not concur with the character
of the Prophet. One psychological reason for accepting this un-
critical narrative by early Muslim historians is that they wanted
to establish their superiority over their enemies who betrayed
them. It also does not accord well with the Qur’anic description
of the Islamic historians and scholars need to look into it very

seriously and make critical appraisal of it. Unfortunately, all
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scholars, Islamic as well as non-Islamic, keep on quoting from
Ibn Ishag, Tabari, etc., without seriously subjecting it to critical
analyses in the light of modern historical researches.

The Prophet, it must be noted, never resorted to wars of
aggression. There is specific prohibition in the Quran for wars of
aggression. The Quran specifically says, “And fight in the way of
Allah against those who fight against you but be not aggressive.
Surely Allah loves not aggressors.” (2:190) The Prophet of Islam
never violated this Qur'anic doctrine and this second chapter
was revealed in Madina, not in Mecca. This is clear that war of
aggression is not acceptable to Allah in any case.

I would like to give two major examples of non-violent ways
of resolving highly complex issues which establish the Prophet
as a major exponent of peace in a region like Arabia which had
witnessed blood baths on minor issues. And their revenge and
anger never came to an end. One example is that the Prophet,
though head of a proto-state, never raised any army through-
out his life. All the fights he was forced to fight were done by
voluntary participation and hence came to concept of martyr-
dom—dying for a higher cause. Had Prophet had any aggressive
intentions and had he been eyeing political power, he could have
raised an army. Also, funds for weapons was collected through
donations from his followers, never by any public tax.

Zakat money as clearly described in the Quran was meant
for distribution among the poor and weaker sections of society
and was never spent on preparations of war. Prophet never

accepted zakat for himself or his family. Only a person of non-
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violent intentions will desist from raising army while being
surrounded by powerful and highly resourceful enemy.

Second proof of the Prophet’s peaceful intentions is Sulh-
e-Hudaibiyah (Peace of Hundaibiyah). Before he performed his
last hajj after conquering Mecca, he intended to perform hajj
a year before, but was apprehensive of armed resistance by the
Meccans. He departed for Mecca with defensive preparations.
He was stopped, as expected, at Hudiabiyah and asked not to
proceed. Though the Prophet was fully prepared to take on Mec-
cans, he started negotiating with the representative of Mecca.
He accepted all their terms in the interest of peace, including
giving up ‘Messenger of Allah’ from his name. This angered
some of his followers but he persisted and avoided unnecessary
bloodshed. This peace agreement favoured Muslims ultimately
and next year the Prophet could enter Mecca peacefully without
a drop of blood shed. There cannot be greater proof that peace
and non-violence was not only the basic tenet of the Qurn, but
was embedded in the very character of the Prophet.

To conclude [ would like to make few observations:

* Violence in Prophet’s life was highly contextual and he had
no control over it. Whatever violence took place was a result
of vested interests in Mecca and Madina who obviously
did not want development to take place because of the
Prophet’s preachings.

e There is no difference in Meccan and Madinese period as

far as Prophet’s approach is concerned. He followed policy
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of peace and non-violence in both the phases. Whatever
contradiction we find in Meccan and Madinese period is of
the situation, not doctrinal, much less intentional.

The Quran had to permit defensive violence without which
Muslims could not have survived at all. Thus, absolute non-
violence can only be doctrinal and cannot work in a highly
complex world full of different interests and people who
want to dominate. Absolute non-violence can be applied in
a different world which is perfectly just and full of people
willing to coexist without contradictions and evil intentions.
Such a world has remained utopia so far.

Islam is not a political ideology but a civilizational force
with strong spiritual and moral doctrines. Its main aim is
to exalt the human beings to highest levels of spiritual and
moral conduct. Allah has created human beings in the best
of mould but they descend into lowest of low to fulfill their
ambitions and desires to have more and dominate others.
The Muslims must understand that Islam will emerge in its
best only when they pursue these higher values, not power.
Pursuit of power caused enough bloodshed and is still causing
in the Muslim world. Islam has great civilizational potential
and has given great civilization to the world.

And they can call the world to the way of Allah only through

wisdom and good upright conduct.
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Chapter - 2

Women in the Light of Hadith

MUSLIM WOMEN are often deprived of their rights in the
name of hadith'. These are declared authentic even if they do
not keep with the Qur’anic pronouncements. Often only those
hadith are quoted which serve the mighty, and which help in
maintaining man’s authority over woman. Before we delve
on the subject, we must throw some light on those ahadith’
which are closer to the spirit of the Quran, and which help
empower women. Unfortunately, such ahadith are often sup-
pressed and discussed only by a select few in the comfort of their
drawing rooms.

Unlike the Quran, there is no unanimity about hadith
among Muslims. It is a highly controversial subject and not

without ground. There used to be no criteria laid for the Qur’anic

" These are the narrations originating from the words and deeds of Prophet

Muhammad.
2 Plural of badith
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text, as the Prophet (PBUH) used to recite wahi as soon as he
received it. His companions would either memorize it or write
it down on palm leaf or on camel bone or its skin. So there was
no scope for controversies.

However, it is not so in case of ahadith. They were compiled
more than 150 years after the death of the Prophet (PBUH), who
himself never encouraged collection of ahadith. He was perhaps
aware of controversies that it would generate. Similarly, Hazrat
Abu Bakr and Umar also discouraged collection of ahadith. So,
not much attention was paid to ahadith until the period of the
four caliphs for 30 years after the death of the Prophet.

It was after them that all kinds of political controversies
started and Muslims were divided into different groups and
subsequently into sects. The Umayyads® captured power and
to the shock of Muslims, Ummah Yazid was nominated as the
successor of the Prophet (PBUH) by Amir Mu'awiyah*. The
Umayyads were conscious of their non-acceptance by Muslims
and also by the fact that Yazid had brutally killed Imam Hus-
sain and his colleagues. So the Umayyads had to somehow win
legitimacy and abadith began to be fabricated. This was one
reason why many abadith—which were far from being authen-
tic—came into existence.

Second reason why a large number of ahadith appear

3 Umayyad was the second of the four Islamic caliphates established after

the death of Muhammad.
Amir Mu’awiyah was the first caliph of the Umayyad caliphate. He was
succeeded by Yazid I.

4
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fabricated is that Islam spread to vast non-Arab areas which
were distinct in cultures and traditions. The Islamic teachings
got moulded in the local customary mould. Not many sahabah’
were available to travel to these far-flung areas to propagate che
teachings of Islam. This was particularly so in case of women.
Each place had its own way of treating women. Being feudal in
nature, it was difficult for the people to accept what the Quran
taught them.

To give legitimacy to their patriarchal authority, a large
number of ahadith came into existence. This alarmed many
jurists and ulema® and a science of hadith was developed to
separate real from the unreal. This was not easy but nonetheless
an attempt was made.

One of the ways developed was to examine the chain of
narrators and the reputation enjoyed by them. Were they honest
and truthful? This became the most important criterion rather
than the text of the hadith itself, whether it was in keeping with
the reason or the Qur'anic teachings. Thus, riwayat’ became
more important than diraya®. Also, if a hadith was narrated by
a single narrator, it could not be as acceptable as the one nar-
rated by several narrators. Most of the ahadith were judged on
these criteria.

Those jurists who lived in Mecca and Madina like Imam

Companions of the Prophet

A community of legal scholars of Islam and the Shari’ah
What is traditionally narrated

Reason
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Hanbal or Imam Malik used only those ahadith which were
considered authentic there. Thus, very few ahadith were used.
Imam Abu Hanifa was very careful in this respect, but since he
lived in Kufa that was confluence of more than one culture (non-
Arabs outnumbering the Arabs), he had to face several problems
that the Madinese and Meccan jurists did not face.

With these introductory remarks, let us deal with those
ahadith which are favourable to women than those that reduce
a woman to man’s subjugation. The Quran has not only given
equal rights to women, but has recognized her as independent
entity in her own right. However, it is not so with Shari’ah law
where she is described as a mere appendage to her father or
her husband.

The creation of Adam and Hawwa’ is another contentious
issue. The Holy Book nowhere says that Hawwa was created
from the rib of Adam and, yet, we find this in badith literature,
especially in the Sahih Bukhari hadith. This hadith is accepted by
Muslims almost unanimously, and yet, this cannot be the reason
for accepting it without criticism. The Quran while talking of
creation of man and woman says in Verse 4:1:

“O People, keep your duty to your Sustainer, Who created you

from a single being (nafs) and created its mate of the same (kind),

and spread from these two many men and women.”

According to this verse, both man and woman were created

% The first woman and the first Muslimah to be created by Allah, represent-
ing womanhood and literally means “the source of life”.
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from one being and there is no question of one being superior
to the other. But this was not acceptable to a culture which was
patriarchal and wanted man to be invested with authority over
woman. Hence, a hadith was needed to sanctify man’s authority
over woman and this hadith said that Hawwa was created from
the rib of Adam. This belief was more popular among Christians
(though it is not stated in the Bible) and is believed to have been
borrowed from there.

In order to make woman subject to male authority, it must
begin with her origin itself. If it is accepted as per the original
teachings of the Quran that both man and woman were created
from the same being and from the same kind, then how could
one justify the superiority of man over woman? Also, unlike the
Bible, Hawwa was not to be blamed for Adam’s mistake. The
Qur an clearly says, “And certainly we gave a commandment to
Adam before, but he forgot and we found in him no resolve.”
(20:115) Again the Quran says, “And Adam disobeyed his
Sustainer, and was disappointed.” (20:121)

In both these verses, the Quran blames Adam alone and
Hawwa is nowhere in the picture. Thus, Hawwa did not, con-
trary to popular stories, induce Adam to eat the forbidden fruit.
It is a very important verse that clearly demonstrates how the
Quran treats woman.

According to the Quran, woman is neither posed against
man nor is she his competitor. The Qur’anic philosophy says
that both man and woman complete each other and are mutual

companions, nothing less, nothing more. According to one
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hadith, the Messenger of Allah said that both man and woman
were equal in status. Yet, the hadith literature is full of abadith
according to which woman is not an equal partner but depends
on the will of her husband, and that she has to be obedient to
him and do nothing that is disapproved by him.

According to hadith literature, woman is temptress, who
seduces man and often misleads him. Some ahadith pronounce
severe punishment on a woman if she disobeys her husband. She
cannot go out of her house without her husband’s permission
even if she has to go see her ailing parents.

The Quran, however, stresses mutual consultation. Accord-
ing to the Quran, even for a decision like weaning, a mutual
consent is necessary, and the woman is equal partner in all such
decisions. “But if both desire weaning by mutual consent and
counsel, there is no blame on them.” (65:6)

Many Muslims marry off their daughters without their
consent or even without consulting them. It is surprising that
even Shafi‘T'?, Maliki'' or Hanbali'? take such position which is
found to be quite weak. Imam Taymiyyah and his disciple Ibn
Qayyimj did not agree with them and refuted this position, con-
sidering that the daughter’s consent is a must for her marriage.

According to one hadith, the Holy Prophet (PBUH) is

1% School of Figh (i.e., Islamic jurisprudence based directly on the Quran
and Sunnah named after Imam ash-Shafi‘1.

""" This religio-legal school of thought was founded by Imam Malik in
Madina.

"2 One of the four schools of Figh, started by the followers of Imam Ahmad
bin Hanbal.
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reported to have said that if woman becomes head of the state,
the country will face disaster. A Moroccan sociologist Fatima
Merrinisi has proved through meticulous research that this
hadith appears 30 years after the death of the Prophet (PBUH)
and its narrator is one Abu Bakrah who narrated this hadith
after the Battle of Jamal in which Hazrat A’isha fought against
Ali ibn Abi Talib. We do not find its narration by others. It is
also important to note that Abu Bakrah was aspiring for a post
in Hazrat Ali’s administration. The Prophet (PBUH) had high-
est regard for women and he can hardly be expected to have
said such a thing. Also, in a revelation to the Prophet, Bilquis
(Queen of Shiba) overrules the opinion of her court nobles to
fight against Solomon rather than make peace with him. Thus,
Bilquis showed more wisdom than her male nobles.

One thing is to be noted here is that our & priori attitudes are
reflected in the use of the hadith or the Qur'anic text. Those who
support subordination of women to patriarchal authority search
for such ahadith—irrespective whether it is weak or strong—or
Quranic text by interpreting it the way they want. And those
who are in favour of women’s dignity and equal status search for
the hadith or the Quranic text to suit their attitude.

Then what is the way out? How to determine what is really
intended? We have to adopt proper criterion as well as methodol-
ogy for that. In order to do so, first we have to carefully examine
the core value system of Islam and then other factors like social,
economic, political and contextual. These factors are contingent

and not integral to the core value of Islam.
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The core value of Islam is gender equality and human dig-
nity (2:228, 17:70). Thus, if other factors do not impinge on
the situation, gender equality and women’s dignity will prevail
and laws made will have to reflect them. When jurists of classical
Islamic period (1st-3rd centuries of Islam) were compiling the
Shari’ah laws, there were certain contingent factors they had to
take into account that resulted in gender inequality. But since
these Shari’ah laws were based on those contingent factors and
not on core values, they could not have the status of permanence.
If such contingent factors are no more valid, the laws may have
to be changed in keeping with the core values of Islam.

Firstly, when classical jurist were formulating laws, the very
social ethos was to subject woman to male authority. Secondly,
there was no concept of rights of woman as an individual entity
and this certainly influenced Islamic jurists while making laws.
Since the Qur'an had clearly pronounced their rights, they could
not completely ignore the rights but did find ways to make
woman subordinate to man through arguments such as she is
biologically different and as a mother she has duties towards
her children, or by using a weak ahadith or the Qur'anic text
through their own interpretation.

Thirdly, women in those days were economically totally
dependent on man, and hence, they could hardly assert their
independence. They were brought up in such a way so as to
accept their subjugation to man. They accepted it as natural
and divine order. Though there were a few women who under-

stood both the hadith and the Qurian, they were far and few
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in between. Such women preferred to take the prevailing social
conditions into account.

For instance, it was said that a mebram man'> must accom-
pany his woman when she goes out. She was barred from going
out alone. In those days, social conditions were such that there
was no security outside home. The woman was considered weak
and unable to defend herself from sexual attacks or molestation.
And thus, it was pronounced that a man must accompany her
to protect her. Even today, in many places, women are generally
unsafe and are often sexually attacked and hence someone may
accompany her as a precautionary measure.

But this cannot be elevated to a level of principle which
is what our jurists do and consider as a divine injunction. In
principle, a woman should be free to go out alone, if she deems
it fit and social environment is secure.

Further, the muftis'* and jurists insist that a woman cannot
earn her living and it is the man who will earn and look after
his wife and children. This also has been elevated to the level of
principle and many men do not allow their spouses to work. It
is true that it is the Qur’anic injunction that husband should
maintain his wife and children, but it is equally true that the
Quran allows women to earn and also says that whatever she
earns will be hers and the husband cannot take it away except

by her consent (4:32).

" Man relative who is prohibited to the woman by way of marriage
" An interpreter or expounder of Islamic law
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Sometimes extremely weak and fabricated hadith is quoted
to reduce the woman’s status and deprive her of her just rights
unequivocally described in the Quran or the hadith. For ex-
ample, she is not allowed to enter mosque for prayer. There
is absolutely nothing in the Quran or in the authentic hadith
to prevent her from entering the mosque. Yet, it is rigorously
enforced in South Asian countries but not in Southeast Asian
countries. In the Prophet’s (PBUH) time, women used to go
to mosques for Fajr'® (early morning) and Salatu-I-Isha'® (late
evening) prayers. The Sahih Muslim states that the Prophet
(PBUH) said, “Do not prevent Allah’s female servants from
entering the mosque.”

Another two abadith often quoted to reduce woman’s status
are that she is nagis (deficient) in intellectual capacity and iman
(faith), and that Prophet (PBUH) said that if it were permissible
for human being to perform sajdah (prostration) before other
human beings. He would ask women to prostrate before their
husbands. Both these ahadith, as Yusuf Qardawi, a well-known
alim from Egypt (now living in Qatar), says, are baseless. But
they are often quoted to degrade women.

Similarly, Yusuf Qardawi points out the falsity of another
hadith. This hadith states that the Prophet (PBUH) asked his
daughter Fatima Zahra what was best for a woman, and she re-

plied that she should not see any man and that no man should

15 It is the first of the five daily prayers recited by practicing Muslims; it

means ‘dawn’ in Arabic language.

!¢ Late evening prayers
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see her. The Prophet (PBUH) kissed her and said “you are my
daughter”. Qardawi says this sadith is baseless and is not even
worth the ink it is written with.

The Quran, on the other hand, says that when Moses met
two daughters of Prophet Shuaib and gave water to their sheep,
they talked to him and he talked to them and then one of them
said, “O’ my father, employ him; surely the best of those that
thou can employ is the strong, the faithful one.” (28:26)

This verse shows two things: one, women can talk to men
who are strangers and that women’s counsel can be sound. This
is further reinforced by the story of Queen of Shiba as quoted
earlier. Similarly, it is well known that in Hudaibiyah, when
companions of the Prophet (PBUH) refused to sacrifice animals
as he had agreed on humiliating terms for peace with non-believ-
ers of Mecca, he sought advice of his wife Umm Salma and her
advice proved to be very useful. Despite all these, some people
maintain not to consult their womenfolk. It is a great insult to
the intelligence and dignity of women.

Similarly, one saying is ascribed to Hazrat Ali that women
are total evil and whatever they do is evil. How could Alj,
whose wife was Fatima, Prophet’s daughter, whom the Prophet
(PBUH) loved intensely, have said this? All this is reflection of
what was thought of women in medieval societies and how men
treated women. The Qur’anic teachings and those of the Prophet
(PBUH) about women were totally disregarded in view of the
prevailing social ethos.

It is true that it is very difficult to change social conditions
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through mere exhortations. It takes not only sincere efforts and
commitment but also objective socio-economic conditions.
The Islamic teachings could not be implemented and women
continued to be treated with contempt and degradation for

following reasons:

*  When the Prophet (PBUH) and his companions departed
from the scene, there was none left with strong commitment
to Islamic ideals to supervise Islamic values and ideals.

* Islam spread to areas far and wide with culture in which
women had much lower positions and they accepted Islam
more for convenience than conviction, while remaining im-
mersed in their own cultural values and social ethos. Hardly
anyone, except some ulema, knew the Quran and hadith
and they too were surrounded by cultural traditions alien
to the Quranic teachings and hardly could do anything to
change it.

*  The prevalent socio-economic conditions were also notat all
favourable to raise women’s status. Mere religious teachings
could hardly have brought about the necessary change.

e Islam conquered parts of Byzantine Empire and Sassanid
Empire, both feudal empires. Thus, Islam entered a feudal
society and got itself feudalized and women were further
subjugated by these feudal cultures.

* Islam could not emerge from feudal societies until modern
times. In modern times too, no capitalist or industrial revo-

lution could take place in the entire Islamic world.
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* Those who migrate to western countries today belong to
these semi-feudal countries. They have their own traditions
which remain part of their cultural baggage when they go
there and attract severe criticism. Since the Muslims living
in western societies are hardly acquainted with the Qur’anic
status of women, they consider such harsh criticisms as ‘at-
tack on Islam’ and are hardly able to respond creatively to

such atracks.

We, therefore, have to go back to the Quran for restoring
woman’s rights and promote gender equaliry and reject all those
ahadith which are weak and fabricated. We have to develop

proper criteria to advance new legislative parameters.



Chapter - 3

Violence Against Women
and Religion

RELIGION IS believed to be inextricably linked with the
Divine. It is divine in more than one sense. Firstly, its teachings
are motivated by the purest of intentions. Secondly, its teachings
are transcendental since religion exhorts us to transcend what
exists, what it should be in society as well as in personal conduct.
But soon after its birth, religion gets mixed up with customs and
traditions already existing in society on one hand, and on the
other, powerful interests, often very negation of its teachings,
begin to control it.

Thus, what reaches us is far from the religion in its divine
form but a mixture of several things. Its divine teachings are
diluted, or even negated, and we begin to perpetrate certain dog-
mas in all their rigidity resulting in several problems and resisting
all changes. We even forget that what is divine cannot be against
reason and human progress, both material and spiritual.

Rigid dogmas and doctrines are not products of religion, as
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we often believe, but of human mind which itself is a product
of existing social ethos. Also, theologians and priests acquire
the status of demi gods for followers of religion. An ordinary
follower entirely depends on these scribes and priests for his
understanding of religion. Also, psychologically speaking, most
human beings feel highly secure by following some ‘leader’
or ‘authority’. To think or act by oneself is quite onerous and
avoided by ordinary human beings.

However, true religiosity consists in knowing, thinking and
taking responsibility for one’s own actions. 7ag/id (mechanically
following) is not a religious act as responsibility for what one
does is not on oneself but on the leader whom one follows. Thus,
leaders acquire vested interest in their followers and anyone
who refuses to follow becomes a heretic, and is denounced,
even ostracized.

[ have said these prefatory words so that we understand real
import of religion as against prevailing practices in the name of
religion. Unless we discover the real spirit of original teachings,
we would continue to follow something far away from religion. It
cannot be expected of any existing religious establishment to rep-
resent true spirit of religion. No establishment can ever represent
true spirit of religion. They negate each other. An establishment
represents some form of interests and religion negates all forms
of interests. It is an individual spiritual quest.

Today, in all established religions, we find women having
secondary position. Religious leadership itself has become a male

prerogative. All established religions represent patriarchal values,
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and hence, women cannot enjoy same rights and dignity as men.
And this secondary position of women is sanctified through
theological doctrines. No religion in its divine form can assign
secondary position, much less vilify women. All human beings
are creation of the Supreme Being. If at all, woman must have
higher position as she partakes creation through giving birth. If
creation is a divine act, women perform this act.

However, established religions which strayed from divin-
ity lost this divine dimension and patriarchy overtook divinity.
Women became subordinate to men and, at best, became instru-
ment of production rather than being partaker of the divine act.
Conceiving and giving birth became her weakness rather than her
divine strength and even means of subjugation. And subjugation
in its extreme form was enforced through violence.

Since subjugation was theologized, violence against her too
became theologically justified in different religious traditions.
Here, we will discuss violence against women from Islamic
theological point of view. When the Government of India passed
the Domestic Violence Act in 2005, /nquilab, an Urdu paper
from Mumbai, reported a statement of General Secretary of
Muslim Personal Law Board that the government is depriving
the Muslims of their Islamic right to ‘beat their wives’.

It was a shocking statement. There cannot be divine right
to beat one’s wife. What is the source of this statement? It is a
Qur'anic verse 4:34. According to all traditional commentators
like Tabari, Zamakhshari, Ibn Kathir and others, this verse was

revealed when a woman complained to the Prophet that her
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husband slapped her unjustly and she does not know what to do.
The Prophet, who always gave priority to justice over anything
else and also always accorded equal dignity to women, asked the
woman to go and retaliate.

This created a crisis in the patriarchal society of Arabs and
men surrounded the Prophet and asked, ‘If our women have right
to retaliate, how will we control our families?’” It was a natural
concern in a patriarchal society. The Prophet had to wait for
divine intervention to tackle the crisis. The revelation came in
the form of Verse 4:34.

This story also shows that many verses were revealed in re-
sponse to certain social situation and hence importance of those
verses could be understood only in that context. In other words,
such verses cannot be absolute, as our jurists and theologians tend
to believe. This verse today is being debated between modernists
and traditionalists and is being differently interpreted.

First, let us take traditionalist point of view in understanding
this verse. The verse has been translated as under by Maulana
Muhammad Ali, whom I can describe as semi-modernist, that
is, neither completely traditionalist nor completely modernist:

“Men are the maintainers of women, with what Allah have made
some of them to excel others and with what they spend out of their
wealth. So the good women are obedient, guarding the unseen
as Allah has guarded. And (as to) those on whose part you fear

desertion, admonish them, and leave them alone in the beds and

chastise them. So if they obey you, seek not a way against them.
Surely Allah is ever Exalted, Great.”

There are some words in this translation which are crucial
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in determining the position of women in this divinely revealed
book. We have already seen the context in which this verse was
revealed. And to a great extent, its meaning would also relate to
the context. Traditional theologians and jurists read into it clear
statement of subordination of women to men.

If we take traditional translation, it would be even more
problematic from feminist viewpoint. The first word in this
translation is gawwam which the Maulana has translated as
‘maintainer’ but traditionalist translate it as ‘ruler’ or ‘authority’.
So translated, it would mean ‘men are authority over women’.
However, root meaning of the word is maintainer and protector.
So the Maulana is much closer to the root meaning than
traditionalists. Maulana Abul Kalam Azad’s translation in Urdu
also supports this meaning.

The other words are badubum ala badin. Muhammad Ali
has translated it as “some of them to excel others”. However,
Muhammad Asad, in his The Message of the Quran, displays
greater bias towards men when he translates these words as “God
has bestowed more abundantly on the former (that is, men) than
on the latter (that is, women). But again, Maulana Muhammad
Ali is much nearer to root meaning of badahum ‘ala badin than
Muhammad Asad.

Next, the words ‘good women are obedient’ are interpreted
as ‘obedient’ to men. The Arabic word in the Qur'an is
qanitatur’, which can only mean obedient to Allah not to men.
And to be fair to the Maulana, he has explained, “Obedient here

signifies obedience to Allah”. Muhammad Asad has translated it
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as ‘devout’, which is closer to the root meaning of ganitar.

Another controversial interpretation is of the word what
Maulana translates as desertion and Muhammad Asad as ‘ill-
will’. In the Quran, the Arabic word for this is nushuz. The
root meaning of this word is ‘to rise, to protrude’. Thus its more
acceptable translation would be to rise up against husband. It
can be interpreted as desertion or also, as one Maulana Shoaib
points out sexual misconduct. For this meaning of the word, he
refers to Prophet’s (PBUH) use of this word in his address after
last Hajj known as ‘Hajjat al-wada’.

The Qur'an in this verse tells men that in case of nushuz,
first they should admonish them, failing which, they should be
isolated in bed, and even then if they continue their nushuz,
then chastise (or beat) them. The Arabic word for chastisement
used in the Quran is wadribubunna.

The traditionalists argue that the Quran clearly permits
men to beat women (or their wives) though the Quran does
not use the word wife. And that is why, General Secretary of
Muslim Personal Law Board gave a statement that this Act
against Domestic Violence deprived the Muslims of their God-
given right to beat their wives. However, this translation (that

-is, to beat them) is highly controversial and Muslim feminists
and modernists are challenging it.

The first major commentator of the Quran, Tabari, points
out to few traditions (ahadith) of the Prophet which say that
beating should be mere symbolic, very light so as not to injure

them. The Prophet was brushing his teeth. He lightly struck the
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brush on his body and said this much, no more. According to a
similar badith referred to by Tabari, the Prophet had a kerchief
in his hand and he struck with kerchief and said this much and
no more.

It is for this reason that most of the translators write in
the bracket while translating wadribubunna ‘so as not to injure
them’. But the question asked is if they are to be struck so
lightly like with the brush or kerchief, what is the use? Beating
is supposed to be a physical punishment and punishment for
rebelling or sexual deviancy (if at all nushuz means that as
Maulana Shoaib believes) cannot be as light as that. It should
be such as to physically hurt.

Thus one should rethink the meaning of wadribuhunna
here. It seems the Prophet’s traditions referred to by Tabari
may be later inventions. The word daraba translated to ‘beat’
has several meanings. The meaning chosen should jell with the
overall Qur'anic approach to women and not conflict with it.
If daraba is translated as beating, it certainly conflicts with the
overall Qur'anic approach towards women.

If one carefully studies the Qur’anic verses about women,
it becomes clear that the Quran gives equal status to men and
women and equal dignity to both as human beings. The Quran
does nowhere distinguish between men and women except in
matters of function. The Quran even refrains from using the
words ‘husband’ and ‘wife’. It often uses the word zawy, that is,
‘couple’, which is much more equitable expression of marital

relationship than ‘husband and wife’. The phrase "husband and
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wife’ indicate dominating and dominated relation.

Also, the entire discourse in the Quran about women is
‘right-based’, that is, it talks of their rights only and the entire
discourse about men is ‘duty-based’, that s, it talks of their duties
and repeatedly exhorts them how to behave with their wives.
This was because in pre-Islamic Arab society women enjoyed no
rights and were expected to discharge their duties towards their
husbands. The Quran disapproved of this unequal relationship
and enhanced their status by insisting on their rights rather
than duties.

But the patriarchal Arab society was not ready to accept
such total transformation and with lapse of time again reversed
the relationship and went back to the original set-up. Hence,
Shari’ah discourse is full of discourse about woman’s duties
towards her husband rather than rights though in view of the
Qur’anic verses, jurists could not ignore her rights.

Also, the Qur’anic verses talk of qualitatively different
relationship between man and woman. For example, Verse
30:21, “And of His signs are this, that He created mates for you
from your own kind that so that you might find quiet of mind
in them and He put between you love and compassion. Surely
there are signs in this for a people who reflect.”

In this verse, we find the true Qur’anic approach towards
husband-wife relationship which is neither of domination nor of
the dominated. It is love and compassion towards each other. It
is not about sexual pleasure or procreation. Men can find peace

of mind in them (/i taskunu). Thus there is no question of the
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Quran allowing men to beat their wives even in the event of
differences between them.

Also, the Prophet (PBUH) never ever beat his wives.
Who knows the Quran better than the Prophet? If the Quran
allowed beating of wife, Prophet would have surely known this
and in the event of differences with his wives he could have
used physical force, even symbolically as hadith ascribed to
him shows. But we do not find any such event in his life. But
Prophet (PBUH) treated his wives respectfully and with dignity
as he knew that the Qur'an does not permit wife-beating under
any circumstances.

The Quran refers to his differences with his wives when
they demanded more material benefit from him which he could
not afford. He did not even quarrel with them on the issue and
only withdrew himself and sat in a room alone. When Umar
whose daughter Hafsa had married Prophet, came to know
about this, he came to meet him (and Prophet met him rather
reluctantly). Umar advised the Prophet to beat his daughter
Hafsa as she had defied him. One finds reference to this in the
Qur’anic Verses 33:28-29.

Umar was known for beating his wife since his pre-Islamic
days but the Prophet (PBUH) refused to accept his unsolicited
advice. The tension between the Prophet and his wives was soon
resolved and normal relationship resumed. Yet in another verse,
men and women have been described as each others™ friends.
Thus, the Qurian says, “And the believers, men and women, are

friends one of another.” (9:71)
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Thus we should try to understand one verse of the Quran
with another verse or verses rather than with the help of the
hadith. The Quran’s authenticity can never be doubted though
many ahbadith are of controversial nature. Also, the Quran
gives norms and values and has transcendental dimension. The
ahadith, on the other hand, are often product of patriarchal
society, and hence, are to be treated with extreme caution.

Unfortunately, all the commentators on the Quran rely
more on these ahadith than on the holistic approach to the
Quran as pointed earlier. Even in formulation of Shari’ah laws,
more reliance has been put on hadith than even the Quran
when several problems arose after the demise of the Prophet
(PBUH). Most of the Arabs who embraced Islam were not in
fact qualitatively transformed and social ethos and cultural values
could not be easily cast away.

Thus, patriarchy asserted itself again and again and even
jurists could not completely disregard patriarchal values. Also,
a theory was developed that the Shari’ah could incorporate the
aadaat, that is, customs and traditions of the Arab society in which
Islam was born. This opened the door for pre-Islamic practices
to be incorporated into Shari’ah laws. Often in this process, the
Qur'anic transformative values were compromised.

Thus, the word wadribuhunna also came to be understood
under prevalent cultural and social ethos of pre-Islamic society.
In fact, Meccan society was more patriarchal than Medinese
society, which showed some matriarchal traces and treated

women with more dignity. Many of the prominent companions
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of the Prophet originally belonged to Mecca who had migrated
to Madina either along with or after the Prophet. They wielded
great influence in reporting the ahadith and interpretation of
the Qur'anic verses.

A careful exegetical literature would show that no scripture
can be understood in the absence of existing social cultural
practices. In other words, understanding of scripture is culturally
mediated. Thus, no commentary on the Quran can be an
exemption. Though the Quran is divine, its understanding
is surely human and not binding. Human understanding can
change in changed circumstances.

A modernist or a contemporary commentator may differ
from earlier interpretations. Many modern scholars of Islam
maintain that the Quranic values can be much better appreciated
and understood in today’s circumstances when there is much
greater awareness about women’s rights and dignity. And surely
the Qur'an’s transcendental approach can find much greater
acceptability today.

Thus wadribuhunna should not be understood as chastise-
ment but its other meanings must be explored to understand
the Quran’s transcendental dimension. Even in the Medieval
Ages, Qur’anic scholar Imam Raghib Asfahani pointed out in
his dictionary of the Quran, mufradat al-Quran, that daraba
ala in Arabic meant ‘male camel going near female camel’.

Thus an American Iranian commentator Laleh Bakhtiar,
who has created a comprehensive database on the Quran,

translates it as:
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“But those whose resistance (nushuz) you fear, admonish
them and abandon them in their sleeping place, then go away
from them (wadribuhunna), and if they obey you, surely look not
for any way against them; truly God is Lofty, Great.” (4:34)!

Thus the medieval understanding of the Qur a7 on women
issues must make way for more modern and contemporary
approach so as to give women their due which has been denied
to them for centuries. The old approach cannot be sustained for
long as women today are getting more educated and are active
members of human workforce.

I hope Muslim intellectuals and supporters of women’s
rights within the Qur'anic framework would go for jjtihad

(intellectual exertion for fresh approach) as it is long overdue.

' Laleh Bakhtiar’s The Sublime Qur'an
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Chapter - 4

Theory of War and Peace in Islam

ISLAM HAS been much maligned today as the religion of war.
The acts of terrorism on the part of some international terrorist
groups who indulge in needless and wanton killing has further
reinforced this image in the contemporary world. Even during
the Middle Ages, crusades threw up an image of Islam which
pictured Muslims as sword in one hand and the Quran in
the other.

It would be interesting to note that both during medieval
and contemporary times, the image of Islam thrown up was not
based on the holistic study of the Quran but on situation of
war and conflict between Christians and Muslims. Huntington’s
theory of ‘clash of civilizations’ too is based on situation of con-
flict berween the western and Islamic worlds. Crusades, as well
as today’s confrontation, are primarily political in nature and
not religious, though they would appear to be.

Let alone common people, even scholars, historians and
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political scientists confuse political for religious despite the ob-
vious difference between the two. For example, in the Quran,
both Judaism and Christianity have been accepted as religions
sent by Allah through His prophets Abraham, Moses and Christ,
and yet we find clashes between Muslims, Jews and Christians
in history.

With Jews and Christians, the Prophet (PBUH) himself
entered into treaties and gave followers of both religions guaran-
tee of freedom to follow their faiths. The Prophet (PBUH) had
entered into such a pact with the Jews of Madina and Christians
of Najran. He even insisted that the Christians say their prayers
in his mosque when a delegation of Christians came to meet
him in Madina. What more tolerance and respect one can show
to other religions?

Though there were no clashes with Christians during the
Prophet’s lifetime, Muslims later fought against the Roman Em-
pire and conquered many of its territories. But in case of Jews,
clashes were witnessed during the Prophet’s lifetime. Although
Judaism was shown due respect and the Prophet (PBUH) even
prayed for a few years facing Jerusalem, Jews resented Muslim
domination in Madina and betrayed the Mithag-e-madina' and
conspired with kuffar* of Mecca to attack Muslims.

Thus, in no way these clashes were religious in nature. These

were political, and yet they are often portrayed as religious. It is

' Covenant of Medina.

2 It is Arabic word for ‘nonbelievers’.
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nothing but biased and sectarian view of history. Islam has always
recognized other religions as equally respectable. It believes all
religions were sent by Allah through His 124,000 prophets. So
from where does the question of fighting with people of the
other religions arise?

All the wars in history are for political power which resultin
clash of interests between rulers fighting for political supremacy.
One should not go by the declaration made by these rulers that
they are fighting for their religion. The use of jihad by these rulers
is nothing but a religious cover for their political designs.

Before we discuss theory of war as described in the Quran, it
is important to note that many formulations of theologians and
jurists are contextual and secondary to the Quran and cannot
be treated as normative pronouncements. Hence, these formula-
tions cannot be binding on subsequent generations. Also, there
are significant differences and conflicts between various jurists
in this respect. Thus, theories of jihad developed by jurists of
the Middle Ages cannot be cited to discuss the Qur'anic theory
of war and peace. Thus, we have to formulate the theory of
war—one, in the light of the Quran, and two, in the context
of our own situation.

Now coming to the Qur'anic theory of war, it is important
to say that war is sanctioned only in exceptional circumstances
and peace is the norm. The permission for war in the Quran is
given reluctantly and under extreme conditions of persecution
and oppression. War is not permissible if people of other per-

suasions, religious faiths and nationalities are part of any treaty,
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or cause any kind of harm to Muslims. To begin with, even
Muslims should preach only their faith peacefully and even put
up with resistance and opposition, and bear adverse conditions
with patience and endurance of high degree.

Patience (sabr) is projected as a great virtue and the Quran
says, “innallaha mas sabirin” (surely Allah is with those who are
patient). The Qur'an also says, “By the time, surely man is in loss,
except those who believe and do good and exhort one another
to Truth, and exhort one another to patience.” (Chapter 110)
Thus, it would be seen that truth and patience go together and
one cannot be the bearer of truth without inexhaustible patience.
Truthful people often have to suffer as they come in clash with
those whose interests are harmed.

Also, truth takes long time to bear fruit; sometimes entire
lifetime or even more. Thus, those who are eager to see immediate
result often get frustrated and lose faith, and hence the Quran’s
emphasis on patience along with truth. All the prophets, saints
and sages have shown great patience and have never lost faith in
their mission even during the most adverse circumstances.

Thus, the Qurian resorts to morality. War advocated in the
Quran is not for propagation of truth as alleged by those who
promote stereotype of the sword and the Quran. “Truth’ and
“War’ can never go together. Truth goes only with patience. War
is advocated, as we will see, to fight oppression and persecution
only, in addition to defending against aggression.

In Mecca, the Prophet (PBUH) and his followers bore ut-

most humiliation and persecution with great patience and hence
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did not retaliate. The Prophet (PBUH) himself suffered insults
and personal injuries from the hands of his persecutors. He was
prevented from offering his prayers, He allowed himself to be
spat upon, to have dust thrown upon him, and to be dragged
out of Ka'ba? by his own turban fastened to his neck.

The Prophet bore all this with utmost patience as he was
convinced of the truth of his message and did not retaliate even
once. After the death of his uncle Abu Talib, who had extended
his protection to him, a conspiracy was hatched to assassinate
him and had he not fled from his bed in the dead of the night,
he would have been assassinated. Along with the Prophet, his
followers also bore indignities and tortures but never gave up
their faith.

Islam had given them a new spiritual message and it was
the moral and spiritual teachings of Islam which had given them
inner strength to bear all sufferings. Sir William Muir writes:

“Few and simple as the positive precepts of Mahomed up to this
time appear, they had wrought a marvelous and a mighty work.
Never since the days when primitive Christianity startled the
world from its sleep, and waged a moral combat with heathenism,
had men seen the like arousing of spiritual life, the like faith

that suffered sacrifice and took joyfully the spoiling of goods for

conscience sake.

Thus, even Sir William Muir, who was not very favourably

> Ka'ba is a cubical shrine in Mecca which is sacred to Muslims. Prior

to Islam, it had been a centre of idol worship but tradition has it that
Muhammad cleasened it of its polytheistic context and made it the focal
point of Muslim religious practices.
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inclined towards Islam, accepts that Islam was a great spiritual
movement for which its followers, like early Christians, were
ready to sacrifice everything, even their lives. So there was no
question of preaching it with sword. They suffered rather than
make others suffer.

Then when does war come in the picture? Not until the
Prophet (PBUH) migrates to Madina and the context changes
entirely. It is true that Muslims after going to Madina did at-
tack some trade caravans of Meccans. But this was not war in
any sense of the word. First, it was in keeping with the ghazwa
(attacking caravans) tradition of tribal Arabia. Secondly, the
Meccan migrants had lost everything they had—their homes,
their trade and their economy was ruined completely—only
due to Meccan kuffars who had persecuted them in the most
inhuman ways.

The tribals used to survive in Arabia through such attacks
only and hence Muslims used this tradition to find their bear-
ings in Madina and to establish themselves there. This also
delivered a blow to Meccan economy and these Meccan Arabs
felt that their lives and trade were insecure. The first permission
in the Quran to fight also came under similar circumstances.

The Quran says:

“And what reason have you not to fight in the way of Allah and
of the weak among the men and the women and the children
who say: Our Lord, take us out of this town, whose people are
oppressors, and grant us from Thee a friend, and grant us from

Thee a helper.” (4:75)
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This verse states all the conditions under which Muslims
should fight. Also, justice is very central to Islam and is one of
its most fundamental values. Only when Muslims are subjected
to gross injustices are they allowed to fight. Again the words of
the verse clearly show that it has nothing to do with spreading
of religion.

Had people of Mecca not committed such gross injustices
and persecuted helpless Muslims, there was no question of per-
mission being granted to fight. And for war, if it is war and not
mere ghazwa, the Quran clearly lays down that “Fight in the
way of Allah against those who fight against you and do not be
aggressive. Surely Allah does not love aggressors.” (2:190)

From the above verse, it is clear that in Islam, nature of war
can only be defensive and not aggressive. And during Prophet’s
(PBUH) lifetime, Muslims fought all wars in defence. It was
the people of Mecca who attacked Muslims in Madina with-
out any provocation. What Muslims did after the death of the
Prophet is a different story. Islam cannot be held responsible
if Muslims behave otherwise and violate norms laid down by
their religion.

Maulana Muhammad Ali of Lahore observes, “This is one
of the earliest revelations permitting the Muslims to fight... It
is remarkable that fighting in the way of Allah is here expressly
limited to fighting in defence. Muslims were required to fight
in the way of Allah but they could fight only against those who
waged war on them. Exactly the same limitation is placed on

what was in all probability the first revelation permitting fight-
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ing: ‘Permission to fight is given to those upon whom war is
made because they are oppresses.” (22:39, The Holy Quran,
Lahore, 1973)

Itis also important to note that fighting in defence of faith
is not mentioned even once in the Quran as alleged by oppo-
nents of Islam. Fighting has been permitted to defend those who
believe in Islam. These two things are very different. And as for
faith, the Quran clearly lays down that “there is no compulsion
in religion” (2:256). If there is no compulsion, from where does
the question of spreading it with sword arise? Moreover, for
spreading faith, the Quran says, “Call to the way of thy Lord
with wisdom and goodly exhortation, and argue with them in
the best manner.” (16:125)

The opponents of Islam or those with half-baked knowledge
of the Qurian do not read the Quran in totality but in pieces,
and pick and choose verses as suits them, which are at times out
of context. That is how they prove their case.

The next verse, that s, 2:191 appears to be disturbing, if not
read in proper context. The very fact that it is in continuation
to Verse 190 shows that it talks of state of war, not peace. The
verse says: “And kill them wherever you find them, and drive
them out from where they drove you out, and persecution is
worse than slaughter.”

Here when the verse says “kill them wherever you find
them”, it obviously refers to those who are at war with Muslims
and not those unbelievers who live in peace with them.

This is proven by the fact that Muslims entered treaties
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with many non-Muslim tribes. Further, the Quran lays down in
Chapter 109 that disbelievers can worship the way they like and
the Prophet and his followers will worship the way they like. So
there is no question of killing any disbeliever. Only those non-
believers are killed who are at a state of war with Muslims.

This verse also says that fitnah, which according to many
lexicologists means persecution, is worse than slaughter because it
takes place due to one’s faith when the person is driven out of his
home and place of worship. This persecution referred to here is
not of one or two persons but the entire community of Muslims.
Thus, permission to fight was given to Muslims because they
were being persecuted and driven out of their homes.

The Verse 2:191 is often misused to prove that the Quran
believes in indiscriminate violence against disbelievers and non-
Muslims, and that proves the thesis ‘sword in one hand and the
Qur'an in the other’. Nothing can be further from the truth. No
such religion can be accepted by large number of people which
advocates such violence as religion is generally accepted by virtue
of its spiritual appeal. And Islam was accepted by almost all Arabs
except Arab Christians who had their own revealed religion.

Islam became a political power much later. It originated in
Mecca as a result of general spiritual and moral degeneration
and hence its whole emphasis was on justice, equality of all
human beings, doing away with distinctions of low and high,
of colour and caste, and of tribal affiliations and nationalities.
Hence, equality and brotherhood are very important aspects of

Islamic teachings.
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Also, it is important to note that the Quran would not
have referred to war and violence had it not existed in the Arab
society. What was from heaven was compassion, mercy, peace,
reconciliation and forgiveness, and what was from earth, es-
pecially Arab part of it, was violence, conflict and revenge. As
opposed to immediate earthly conditions, the Quran presents a
transcendent moral view of the world to come. Unfortunately,
this part is the most neglected, though valuable. What was highly
contextual in view of the then existing condition of Arabia had
been overemphasized as it totally distorts the view of Islam.

Early Muslims in Mecca were confronted by die-hard tribal
chiefs who were powerful, arrogant and proud of their tribal
affiliations rather than their human origin, having no mercy
and compassion towards their unfortunate sisters and broth-
ers. When an orphan, having no wealth and power, challenged
them, their anger knew no bounds. How can a poor and helpless
orphan teach them how to behave and share their wealth with
the weaker sections of the society?

As the wealthy and powerful often do, they too tried to
silence the Prophet (PBUH) and his followers by inflicting
inhuman torture on them. But when they did not succeed, the
Prophet (PBUH) and his followers were driven out of their
homes and hearth, and most of them migrated to Ethiopia and
then to Madina. They were not left in peace even there as their
moral and spiritual superiority could not be accepted vis-a-vis
their material superiority.

It is in this background that one has to understand the
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Qur'an’s permission to fight. These wealthy and powerful Arabs
were totally a lawless horde as there was no state which could
regulate them and enforce rules and regulations. As against that,
the Muslims in Madina were busy establishing a state struc-
ture based on laws with their own political theory, which was
partly based on revelation and partly on their own experience
and wisdom.

It is for this reason that the Prophet (PBUH) repeatedly
tried to develop a model of peace from which the Muslims can
derive inspiration. First, for the sake of peace, he preferred a
treaty with the disbelievers of Mecca at Hudaibiyah (a step that
was considered as humiliating by his most prominent compan-
ions) rather than go to war for which all Muslims were prepared.
Secondly, when he finally conquered Mecca, he preferred recon-
ciliation with the worst of his enemies rather than revenge and
bloodshed. It won over all people of Mecca to his religion.

Subsequent writings on war or jihad (which does not mean
war in the Qur'an at all) by various jurists and #/ema cannot
be taken as the real Qur'anic teaching or based on sunnah of
the Prophet (PBUH) and does not draw any inspiration from
Hudaibiyah or Meccan model given by him. These theories
reflect Muslim situation in the Middle Ages and struggle
for power among Muslims, and Muslims and non-Muslims
(especially Christian).

Though these theorists, jurists and scholars quoted the
Quran and referred to sunnah, their main preoccupation was

facilitating their own political situation rather than the Qur’anic
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or Prophetic model. There is an urgent need to develop theories
of war and peace on the basis of the Qur'anic model and the
Prophet’s sunna. Unfortunately, even today the u/ema and jurists
of Islamic world are preoccupied by the medieval theories and
hardly do any original thinking.

Opponents of Islam like al-Qaida and other terror groups
also quote the Qur’anic verses very selectively and very cleverly
to mislead young Muslims. There is great need to refute their
point of view which is only political and not at all religious,
spiritual and moral as advocated by the Quran. The verses on
war dealt with the then situation prevailing in Arabia and ap-
plying it to today’s situation will be erroneous. They are thus
doing the greatest disservice to Islam than all opponents of Islam
put together.

It is for young scholars and intellectuals to come forward
and study the Quran and sunnab in totality and develop Islamic
theory of war and peace. Let us not forget that Islam is primarily
a religion and its religious, moral and spiritual teachings must
get absolute priority over political situation. It is only then that
Islam as a religion can challenge what is politically contingent
and transient.

Eternal message of Islam is spiritual and not political, and

we must disabuse Islam from this political misuse.



Chapter - 5

Centrality of Jihad in
Post-Qur’anic Period

JIHAD HAS acquired centrality in the history of Islam. In the
Quran, it is not jihad but values like justice, compassion and
forgiveness that are given more prominence. While these values
are permanent and transcendent, war (the Quran calls it giral),
is contextual and defensive. Rahmah (compassion) is central to
Islam and is one of the most prominent names of Allah. Com-
passion, in fact, is as central to the Islamic value system as it is
to Buddhism. But then the question arises that why jihad, in
the sense of war, became central to Islam?

The whole problem begins with the doctrine, though not
Qur’anic, that in Islam, religion and politics cannot be sepa-
rated. This assumed importance more so in Muslim countries
where all sorts of rulers, monarchs, sultans and sheikhs exploited
it to the hilt to establish authoritarian regimes violating all
Qur’anic values.

This was a result of religion becoming an instrument of
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seeking power rather than seeking the truth (4zg). Though
ideally power must be based on truth, in reality it is not. Power
often results in serious compromises with truth and hence truth
is compromised in search of power.

How did religion in Islamic history come to be associated
with power? At the time of the Prophet (PBUH), there was no
state structure. All services were performed by the people purely
voluntarily, including war services and services for maintaining
order in the society. It was a people’s state, if at all we could call it
a state. Bur after the death of the Prophet (PBUH), the character
of the state began to transform and by the time of the second
caliph, it acquired all the features of a formal state structure.

Before we proceed any further, we must note that when the
Prophet of Islam began to preach in Mecca, Mecca was a state-
less tribal society governed by tribal customs and traditions and
through consensus of tribal chiefs in policy matters. There was no
ruler or ruling class. Tribal chiefs and traders formed their own
inter-tribal trade corporations that wielded tremendous clout.

Thus it is seen that Islam appeared in a society which had
no state structure, no army, no policing and no bureaucracy.
The Prophet’s (PBUH) mission was to cleanse the society of
all moral corruption, obsession with material wealth, neglect
of weaker sections of society and to promote belief in one God
(tawhid). This was so because the belief in multiple Gods in
the Arab society in general and at Mecca in particular, resulted
in mutual tribal conflicts and superstitious practices, some of

which has been mentioned in the Quran.
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Thus, it was difficult to build unity among people who
worshipped different Gods and associated different practices
and superstitions with different Gods. It resulted in moral cor-
ruption and accumulation of wealth which underwent strong
denunciation as it had divided the society into rich and powerful
on one hand and the weak, orphans, widows and slaves on the
other. The weaker sections of the society had no human worth
or dignity. They were simply a cheap source of labour.

Islam’s main concern was to promote belief in one God,
build unity among all people irrespective of tribal and other
affiliations and restore human dignity to all. Piety and moral
rectitude guaranteed nearness to Allah, not riches or tribal af-
filiations. The Prophet’s whole struggle was to set up such a
society of good human beings and hence emphasized equality
of all human beings, including of men and women, Arab and
non-Arab, rich and poor.

It is for this reason that the Quran made it obligatory for
all men and women to contain evil. It is not state’s duty but an
individual moral obligation. This also shows that there is no con-
cept of state, only the concept of a society. Also, the individual
is responsible for his/her own good or bad deeds before Allah.
The state’s function is to maintain law and order alone.

But, after death of the Prophet (PBUH), there was no great
moral authority to influence people and it became necessary to
evolve a formal state structure. Much had to be copied from
Persian and Roman state structures as there was no available

model among Arabs. Since there was no fixed model of deciding
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as to who will head the new fledging state, Muslim opinion got
divided, some accepting the Prophet’s son-in-law Ali as head of
the state and some wanting Prophet Abu Bakr to succeed him.
Shi’ahs accepted Ali as their successor while Sunnis accepted Abu
Bakr as theirs to tackle the affairs of the new community.

However, pursuit of power or building up a state was not
and cannot be the purpose of any religion. In case of Islam, it was
merely historical circumstances that brought emerging religion
and the fledgling state together. It cannot be treated as doctrine
but as a historical coincidence. It was a struggle for power, which
sharply divided Muslims into two major sects that resulted in a
civil war that killed 70,000 Muslims.

This was the most tragic phase in the early history of Islam.
Though the state had become a historical necessity for Muslims
in Madina, it emerged as a centre of power after the death of
the Prophet (PBUH). Its association with Islam was neither
inevitable nor desirable. However, pursuit of power rather than
the pursuit of truth and moral obligations became the main
preoccupation of many Muslims.

Thus, despite the doctrine of fusing religion with politics,
the urge for power remained strong. Religion and religiosity did
not dominate but urge for power did. Ultimately, the institu-
tion of khilafah', which was more democratic and was based on

religious values, was soon replaced by feudal monarchy on the

The Caliphate system: The leadership system of the Muslim nation
(ummah)
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Roman and Sassanid pattern, and monarchy based on power
alone and religious element disappeared. It turned into dynastic
rule, first of the Umayyads and then of the Abbasids.

The first casualty of the transformation of khilafah irto
monarchy was the battle of Karbala. It was greed for power on
the part of Yazid—son of first Umayyad ruler Mu’awiyah-—that
led to martyrdom of Imam Hussain, the grandson of the Prophet
(PBUH). Hussain stood for Islam and Islamic values and Yazid
for power. It was Umayyad’s greed for power which resulted in
the killing of members of the Prophet’s family.

It is unfortunate that these wars for power were often called
jihad. The meaning of jihad, which originally meant struggle for
truth, was corrupted to mean war that led to the path of Allah.
The Qur’anic doctrine does not require war to spread Islam. So,
all conquests that took place had nothing to do with religion
and were anything but jihad.

In fact, the series of conquests begin with the Second Caliph
Umar and Sassanid wherein parts of the Roman Empire were
conquered. Unfortunately, we do not find reasons for these con-
quests in early sources. It was certainly not for spreading Islam or
spreading the truth. The text of treaties mentioned by Baladhuri,
the author of Futuh al-Buldan clearly indicate that conquered
people were not asked to convert to Islam but the terms of jizya®

were negotiated with them, along with supply of military provi-

?  Itisa tax paid by non-Muslims living in Islamic lands to the state through

which they are exempt from the duties of Islam like military service and
zakat and are protected by the state as well.
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sions, slaves etc. Nowhere were they invited to convert to Islam.
If some converted, it was purely a voluntary act.

Yet, for all these wars, Tabari (the eminent historian) and
others have used the term jihad, which comes nowhere near the
sense in which the Qur%n uses the term. The act of conquest
was thus a political act and not religious. The Prophet’s whole
struggle (jihad) was for creating a new human being who would
be morally upright, imbibing values of the Quran like justice,
equality, compassion, wisdom, knowledge truth etc.

It is important to note that for this new human being, the
Qur'an uses the word muimin or believer. But the Qur’anic term
mumin is far more comprehensive and refers to the qualitative
transformation of a person’s inner being. Mumin refers to a new
human being fully transformed qualitatively and who would be
engaged with his society to fight all that is evil which leads to
conflict, oppression and exploitation.

However, this project of creating new human beings with
inner qualities of heart and mind was seriously compromised
with the pursuit of power. The word jihad which was originally
meant for this inner struggle for moral transformation and for
the creation of a new human being, came to be used for wars
of conquests and desire for more and more power. The Quran
was basically addressing the issues of moral and ethical values
and permitting war only in defence. This permission was also
granted as the rich and powerful of the Quraysh were against the
qualitative transformation of the society as it seriously affected

their vested interests.
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Their preoccupation was accumulation of wealth by exploit-
ing and oppressing the weaker sections of the society, thereby
being indifferent to their sufferings. The new human being
(muimins) posed a great danger to their interests and hence they
intensified their opposition against the emergence of a move-
ment based on justice, equality and compassion.

When the Prophet (PBUH) migrated to Madina, this
movement still posed a danger to kuffar’ of Mecca. They knew
Muhammad (PBUH) would be safe and at ease in Madina and
will consolidate his position. Hence they entered into an under-
standing with the Jews of Madina who were also unhappy with
the new community of believers which was becoming dominant
and was posing a threat to their interests (though much closer to
them religion-wise but it is conflict of interests which mattered,
not similarities of religion).

The kuffars of Mecca began attacking Madina to harass the
Prophet (PBUH) and his followers and made success of the new
movement most difficult, if not impossible. Thus, the Quran
permitted the Muslims to fight in the way of Allah with those
who fought against them (Muslims) but cautioned them not to
be aggressors as Allah does not love aggressors. Thus, no war
could not be waged by Muslims unless they were attacked.

But most of the wars fought by Muslims after the death of
the Prophet (PBUH) were not defensive wars as permitted by

the Qur'an but aggressive. Moreover, the Quran never used the

> Unbelievers, rejecters or opponents.
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word jihad for war, it used the word ‘gizal’ for such wars. The
word jihad had a religious appeal and was used in the Quran
and the hadith for striving for good, for justice, and for ushering
in a non-discriminatory and non-hierarchical society.

Since jihad had great religious appeal, the word was used
for all such wars and this is how jihad began to be used very
loosely by Muslim rulers. It was even used for wars of aggres-
sion and territorial aggrandizement by the Umayyads and the
Abbasids and subsequently by other rulers who multiplied with
the weakening of the centralized Abbasid state after the later half
of the 10th Century. Even when ambitious ruling dynasties of
Muslims fought against each other it was called jihad.

Since these rulers were highly influential even among theo-
logical circles and subsequent generations were highly ignorant
of original meanings of the Qur’anic words and terminologies,
jihad came to be accepted as religious war and any war became
religious war in the subsequent history of Islam.

Islam had originally emerged among the community of
traders and it had adopted a middle path as the Quran had
described Muslims as ummatan wasatat (community of middle
path). We also find in hadith literature that morally and ethi-
cally, the middle path is the best path. The middle path always
leads to stability and extremism leads to turmoil and upheavals.
Moreover, the middle path is the most desirable path for a trading
society that prefers stability and seeks to avoid extremes.

But with wars of conquests and expansions of empires, the

trading society transformed into a community of warriors. Arabs
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indulged in inter-tribal ghazwa (raids) but had no trained armies
and the Quraysh of Mecca, who initially became the principal
opponent of Islam, were mostly traders and were not interested
in warfare. But when their interests were threatened, they as-
sembled some loosely fighting force and attacked Madina.

When parts of the Roman Empire and Iran were con-
quered during Hazrat Umar’s time, even then the Muslims
had no trained or disciplined army. Bedouins and urban Arabs
constituted a loose fighting force and it was merely zeal and
determination along with the support of the common oppressed
people of these countries that they could win against powerful
and well-trained armies. It was nothing short of a miracle.

However, such miracles do not recur and nor does such
enthusiasm and determination last for ever, and once the Arabs
tasted political power, they were tempted to acquire more and
more power and gradually that became their preoccupation.
Thus, the nation of traders was transformed into a nation of
conquerors. Soon people of conquered countries began to em-
brace Islam for a variety of reasons and they joined Muslims
with their martial traditions.

Now, the Muslim ruling classes acquired all the traits of the
martial races along with hierarchical feudal values and Islamic
values began to be sidelined. Islam had laid great emphasis on
equality and the new martial cum feudal society replaced original
Islamic society with its own weltanschauung. The new society
was hierarchical with emphasis on superiority of the ruling class

rather than superiority of the pious.
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Compassion, mercy, benevolence and wisdom were less
important than war like virtues and ruthlessness of rulers. Ex-
ploitation and oppression are characteristics of those with lust
for power and wealth. Centrality of compassion and mercy that
are divine virtues was lost and centrality of war in the garb of
jihad occupied its place. Islam now became a religion of rulers
rather than that of the oppressed as in the Quran.

It was not something unique to Islam. Other religions like
Christianity had met the same fate earlier. Like the Quran, the
Bible also talked about the meek inheriting the earth. The Chris-
tians remained oppressed for about two to three centuries.

However, when the Roman emperor embraced Christian-
ity, its character transformed and from being a religion of the
oppressed, it became a religion of oppressors and subsequent his-
tory of Christianity became a history of bloodshed and warfare.
Its central values were also sidelined. Those who were sincerely
religious among Christians began to live life of renunciation,
retreats and isolation.

Likewise, among Muslims, there emerged a group of Sufis
who equally resented warfare and bloodshed for political power.
It initiated among the Umayyads and the Abbasids, and subse-
quently spread among other non-Arab Muslims who adopted
a simple Islamic way of life. For Sufis, therefore, real jihad was
fighting against one’s own desire and lust for power and this was
termed as jihad-e-akbar (the greatest jihad). They battled their
own desire so that they could imbibe Islamic values and create

a society based on compassion, justice and equality.
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Their religion, unlike the religion of rulers, was not a religion
of mere rituals but of values. For the ruling class, religion was
merely a bundle of rituals but for those who resist lust for power
and battle their own desire, religionimplies imbibing values. For
them, all human beings are worthy of respect irrespective of their
station in life, their ethnic origin or religious persuasion.

Today in our own times, jihad is being grossly misused by
power seekers. Highly destructive weapons like bombs are being
used to kill innocent people to cater to the political struggle of
a few rich people. The Qur'an calls this fasad' and not jihad.
Thousands of innocent people are being killed and many youth
are made to lay down their lives in the hope of getting paradise
in the life hereafter.

In fact, these brainwashed youth, falsely enticed by powerful
vested interests, waste their lives and kill innocent people and
cause mass-scale destruction of life and property. It is all because
of the misuse of the Qur’anic term jihad which the Qurian uses
for creating a just, peaceful and compassionate society sensitive
to others suffering.

Now it is for the youth educated in Islamic values to
dedicate themselves towards promoting compassion and re-
spect for human life, thereby bringing an end to monstrosities
being committed in the name of Islam. It is this jihad which

will earn the whole humanity paradise. A truly Islamic society

* When something goes beyond moderation and causes disorder and

mischief.
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will be one where all are free from fear, from oppression and
from exploitation.

To pursue such a goal one has to use religion for the pur-
suit of truth, not pursuit of power. When religion is used for
the pursuit of power, it results in bloodshed and war, and when
religion is used for pursuit of truth, it results in peaceful and
compassionate society. Unfortunately, the ruling classes use reli-
gion for pursuit of power by projecting themselves as champions
and protectors of religion.

Those who use religion in pursuit of truth carry on their
struggle and dedicate themselves for removing sufferings
from the society and make the society humane and worthy of
peaceful coexistence for all. Let us bring the values of justice,
equality, compassion and peace at the centre as it was intended

by Islam.



Chapter - 6

Jihad? But What About Other
Verses in the Qur’an?

TERROR ATTACKS in India as well as abroad have created
an impression of jihad as central to the Qur’anic teaching. First
of all, as we have asserted repeatedly, jihad does not mean war
in the Quran as there are other words for it like gizal and harb.
Jihad has been used in the Qur'an in its root meaning, that is, to
strive for the betterment of society, to spread goodness (maruf)
and contain evil (munkar).

But supposing jihad means war—as many Muslims be-
lieve, especially those who want to use it for their own political
agenda—still jihad is not central to Qur'anic teachings. The
word jihad occurs in the Quran 41 times (though not a single
verse uses it in the sense of war). There are other keywords in
the Qur'an representing values such as justice (‘adl), benevolence
(thsan), compassion (rahmab) and wisdom (hikmabh).

These are also Allah’s names in the Quran, that is, Allah is

Just, Benevolent, Compassionate and Wise. Thus, the Quran
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is an embodiment of these values and a Muslim is bound to
practice and prioritize these values. One who fails to practice
these values can hardly claim to be true Muslim. Jihad is not
even obligatory in Islamic jurisprudence, whereas these values
are indicative of a Muslim’s character.

Compassion is central to the Qur'an and Allah’s names
Rahman and Rahim (Compassionate and Merciful) are among
the most important names. A Muslim begins his/her work by
invoking Allah’s names Rahman and Rahim (that is, ‘7 begin in
the name of Allah Who is compassionate and Merciful’). The words
compassion and mercy in their various forms occur in the Quran
335 times as against jihad that occurs only 41 times.

The word ihsan occurs in the Quran 194 times. Similarly,
the word wisdom and its derivatives occur 101 times. The Quran
lays great emphasis on wisdom and considers it superior to reason
in a way. While wisdom includes reasons and values together,
reason alone can be misused by people. The Quran repeatedly
advises Muslims to act with wisdom. It asks them to call Allah
with wisdom and kind words, not with threats or force.

Also, there is great emphasis on justice in all social and
political matters. The Qurian uses three words for justice, ‘adl,
gist and hikmah, and these three words put together make 244
words for justice in the Qurian. This highlights the concept of
justice and implies that no innocent person will be punished.

In the Qurian, Allah is described as Ghafur al-Rahim, that
is, ‘Forgiver and Merciful and not one who seeks revenge’ as

many as 33 times. To seek revenge is human weakness and not
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strength of character. Thus, a devout Muslim tends to forgive like
Allah, who forgives his servants if they sincerely repent. Those
who are waging jihad in the form of terror attacks are bent upon
seeking revenge, whereas a good Muslim would always forgive
like Allah. Tt is true that Allah punishes oppressors (zalimun),
but no individual can dispense punishment. Only Allah or the
state or representatives of states can dispense punishment.

That is why in Islamic jurisprudence (Shari’ah law), jihad
can be declared only by the state or those empowered by the
state. Terror attacks, on the other hand, are planned and executed
by a few individuals, not representatives of any state or state
institution. Thus, their attacks are not legitimate by any Islamic
or Shari’ah law and amount to nothing but murder of innocent
people. According to Islamic laws, in jihad no non-combatant
can be attacked especially women, children and elderly persons,
and no civilian property can be destroyed unless it is being used
for military purposes or for purposes of combat.

It should be noticed that rules laid down for war by Islamic
laws are no different from modern laws of warfare. However, ter-
ror attacks are a gross violation of all these Islamic rules and there
is no way these attacks can be named as jihad. These terrorists are
described by the media as jihadis, which is a gross misuse of the
word as there is no word like jihadi in the first place in Arabic
language. The word, in fact, is mujahid and is used in a laudatory
sense—one who devotes oneself for a good cause like fighting
against social evils etc. At times, it is also used for a warrior but

there it speaks of a brave person who is fearless, wages war only
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for a good cause and fights only on the war front.

I would also like to shed some light on the word jihad as
understood and explained in Islamic literature. If these Qur’anic
values are important, then real jihad would undoubtedly mean
to cultivate and promote these values with utmost efforts. Sufi
saints are considered real jihadis only in this sense. After all,
Islam came in this world through the Prophet to combat all
social evils prevalent in Arab society in general, and in Mecca,
in particular.

Since Qur’anic teachings emphasize these values, a true
Muslim would devote himself/herself to fight all evil in the so-
ciety which negates these values. The Prophet devoted his entire
life in practising and promoting these values. He was, therefore,
rightly described in the Quran as Rahmatun lil Alamin (that s,
mercy of the worlds) since mercy can prevail in the world only
if one eliminates all evil.

The Islamic history during the Prophet’ life is to be seen in
two important phases, that is, the Meccan phase, 13 years after
Muhammad became the Prophet and then 10 years in Madina
after his migration. In the Meccan phase, the Prophet and his
followers were the most oppressed minority and yet the Prophet
did not ask his followers to use violence in any form. On the
contrary, the Quran repeatedly advised Prophet and his followers
to bear all hardships patiently and not to despair.

The Prophet bore with utmost patience all the hardships,
insults and humiliations and strode ahead on his mission. His

followers were subject to great hardships but he always advised



Jihad? But What About Other Verses in the Qur'an? 75

them to be patient. Thus, the Prophet (PBUH) guided Mus-
lims on how to behave in adverse conditions and how to ensure
peace despite such hardships. Hopwever, when conditions be-
came unbearable he advised some of his followers to migrate to
Ethiopia and later he himself migrated to Madina with some
of his followers.

Thus, the Meccan model of Islam can be very useful for
those Muslims who are facing similar situations in different
parts of the world. As the Quran lays great stress on hikmah,
one has to act wisely and carve out a proper strategy of survival
rather than plunge into violence by throwing themselves into
peril. The Quran advises Muslims,“...and cast not yourselves
to destruction with your own hands and do good (to others).
Surely Allah loves the doers of good.” (2:195)

This advice of the Qur'an to not throw oneself to destruc-
tion is relevant even today. What did the 9/11 attack on New
York towers result in? Did Al-Qaida not invite greater disaster
to the entire Islamic world, especially in Afghanistan and Iraq?
Did they not throw themselves in perdition with their own
hands? What good did thart attack do to anyone? Was there any
wisdom in that rash and ruthless attack? How can one be a true
Muslim without following the Quran in every sphere of life?
To launch such attacks recklessly will bring nothing but disaster
for Muslims and Islam.

The Quran is clearly advising Muslims to win over the
hearts of others by doing good to others and thus ward off evil.

Both the peace of Hudaibiyah (name of the place where the
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Prophet signed a peace treaty) and the behaviour of the Prophet
after the conquest of Mecca are shining examples of exemplary
conduct of a great and generous leader. It is in this sense that the
Quran describes the Prophet as uswah husnah, that is, a good
role model for all.

Both at Hudaybiyah and after the conquest of Mecca, the
Prophet, rather than dictating terms or seeking revenge, showed
generosity towards his enemies and won over their hearts. At
Hudaybiyah, the Prophet had enough strength to dictate terms
to the unbelievers of Mecca but instead he accepted certain
humiliating terms dictated by them. Ultimately, the treaty
benefitted Muslims, but it required wisdom of the Prophet to
enter into such a treaty which was apparently humiliating but
proved to be otherwise.

Similarly, after the conquest of Mecca, the Prophet forgave
the worst of his enemies who had insulted and humiliated him
and had oppressed his followers in the most inhuman ways.
Had he chosen to seek revenge, which was customary to Arabs,
another bloodbath would have occurred and Islam would not
have won so many adherents. Thus, moral victory is far more
superior than seeking revenge. Revenge only satisfies our ego
and injures the ego of the enemy and thus the war of attrition
continues.

What terrorists are doing today is seeking revenge and that
too from a weaker section and thus every attack brings nothing
but disaster for themselves and others. Allah certainly does not

like those who only seek revenge to satisfy their egos. Conduct-
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ing ummah’s affairs with wisdom would be far more beneficial
to Muslims. It does not imply surrendering O Unjust powers,
instead it implies to fight for justice.

The question here is also of the methodology for interpret-
ing the Quran. The Quran was revealed to the Prophet over
a period of 23 years and most of the verses were revealed in
response to certain situations and the relevant verse had to be
understood in the context in which it was revealed. Every text
has a context and only the context can explain how to under-
stand the text. While understanding the text it is also necessary
to judge whether the context has changed or whether similar
conditions prevail.

Various verses quoted to justify jihad are generally taken
in the literal sense and ignore the value system of the Quran. It
is not only the context but also the value system of the Quran
which must be kept in mind while applying the injunction
contained in the verses. When the Quran was being revealed,
the revelation was from Allah to the Prophet and both were
fully aware of the value system and hence they knew when war
became absolutely necessary.

But when human beings, other than the Prophet, apply
the Qur'anic injunctions, it is very different. Ordinary Muslims
are neither infallible nor thoroughly immersed in Islamic values
because unlike the Prophet, they are not a role model (#swa-¢-
husnah). And when someone applies these Qur'anic injunctions
without any consensus of ummabh, it is all the more unacceptable.

And this is exactly what terrorists are doing today.
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It is a known fact that any terrorist organization does not
represent any government or larger Muslim organization. They
succeed in mobilizing the angry youth who have no maturity
and are carried away by ‘Islamic’ rhetoric. Terrorist attacks by
these people violate all the Qur’anic values.

Apart from this, the conditions as obtained in the 7th
Century Arabia cannot be compared to the conditions of the
contemporary world. In those days, violence could be met only
with violence. The Arabs had their age-old tribal traditions of
gisas (retaliation) and the Quran, and in this context alone
permitted gZsas with the strict condition that it will be strictly
in equal measure in the interest of justice, and also advised for-
giveness as a better option.

Today several institutions are available for arbitration,
reconciliation and solving disputes. One cannot and need not
resort to violence. All Muslim countries are members of the
UNO and no other action should be contemplated without
referring any international dispute to it.

Extremist organizations can point out that the UNO is
dominated by the US and other western nations and thus one
cannot get justice from it. Though true, this fact needs to be
exposed. The UNO today works in the interest of the US and not
justice. The US waged war against Iraq despite UNO’s refusal,
which only shows the helplessness of the UN before dominant
powers like the US.

Also, if one really wants to solve the problem, one must

understand that violence will only damage the cause and make
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the world opinion adverse. The greatest strength of a cause in the
contemporary world is favourable public opinion. Non-violence
is more likely to win public opinion than violent actions.

Today, media is very powerful in creating public opinion
and non-violent actions will certainly impact the media. Un-
fortunately, the youth being impatient with the democratic
processes and under the illusion of following the Qur’anic tradi-
tions rushes to resort to the so-called jihad and antagonizes world
opinion. What they do not understand is that other Muslims
have to face adverse consequences.

Such thoughtless violence as committed by Al-Qaida and
other terrorist groups in Pakistan has created an image of Islam
as a violent religion, a religion of jihad, though the value system
of Islam gives precedence to compassion and respect for human
life and dignity. While Buddhism is being equated with compas-
sion and Christianity with love and peace, Islam is being equated
with jihad and violence. The Muslim youth should thus see the
adverse image of Islam being created by them.

These youth are so brainwashed by certain vested interests
that they think jihad is obligatory on Muslims and thar it is
the only way out. They are totally ignorant of the Islamic value
system and the importance of moral superiority over superiority
of weapons. The examples of Hudaybiyah and peaceful Meccan
conquest clearly show that it is moral superiority that matters.
The powerful can be disarmed by the might of moral stand.

In our own time, Gandhiji showed the effectiveness of

truth and non-violence. The mighty British Empire had to
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bow down before truth and non-violent action. Unfortunately,
many consider non-violence to be a cowardly act born out of
weakness. However, it is only the most courageous and truthful
person who can practise non-violence. Violence is borne out of
anger and revenge, not out of a truthful stand.

The Prophet (PBUH) once defined jihad as ‘telling the
truth in the face of a tyrant ruler’. This requires tremendous
courage and only a coward will kneel on his knees before a
tyrant. One who is convinced of the truth (Hag in the Qur’anic
terminology) will stand by it most courageously and endure all
hardships patiently. The Muslims in Meccan period of Islam
endured unimaginable hardships with the greatest degree of
patience and most steadfastly. They never got provoked into
violent action.

Meccan Muslims are the best example of how to endure
hardships in challenging situations. Today we have many
countries with Muslim majority and it is the Muslim youth
who have to put pressure on the rulers of their countries to
unite and fight against any injustices being perpetrated by the
US and other powers. If the rulers are pro-US and do not take
any action, they must launch public agitation peacefully. It will
expose the rulers who serve their personal interests rather than
the Muslim ummah.

One can argue that such agitations do not produce imme-
diate results and no one knows what effect it will have on the
ruling class. This argument is, however, only partly true. One

would also ask how effective are terrorist attacks. Do they suc-
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ceed in achieving the desired goal? One has no such example.
And again, violence against whom? Violence only invites greater
counter-violence and it turns into a vicious circle. In Iraq, Af-
ghanistan, Pakistan (and now also India), hundreds of innocent
people have died and yet violence continues.

It becomes more of an ego fight rather than a fight for
any cause. Wisdom (which is one of the important values in
the Quran) requires that one should thoroughly and objec-
tively assess the situation before adopting any strategy. Those
resorting to violence are no match for the superior might of
these western nations they are fighting against. And in armed
struggle, they cannot involve masses. The violent actions, on
the other hand, alienate the masses from violent groups for their
arbitrary attacks.

Thus, the wiser course will be to fight democratically by
mobilizing public opinion in their favour. The Meccan model
of Islam is far more useful than any other model. The verses
relating to war in the Quran were revealed in Madina because
Muslims were being attacked by Meccan again and again, and
in those days, the only course of action available was to defend
themselves. The Islamic history is witness to the fact thart all the
battles fought by the Prophet were defensive in nature.

And if the US attacked Iraq and Afghanistan it was for the
armies of these countries to defend themselves or devise other
strategies, in case of defeat. It does not give a licence to any
group to launch violent attacks.

In case of India, one cannot avenge communal violence by
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such terrorist attacks on innocent Hindus and Muslims in mar-
ket places. It is the same sin which communal forces committed
against innocent Muslims. Wisdom requires that one should
patiently mobilize public opinion through democratic means
and win over hearts of common Hindus and expose communal
fascist forces in the eyes of the public.

One hopes that the misguided Muslim youth resorting to
violent action would realize the futility of terror attacks and
renounce such sinful and criminal acts, and concentrate on
acquiring a superior moral character, thus truly following the
transcendent Qur’anic moral precepts. The Prophet has rightly

said, ‘ink of a scholar is superior to the blood of the martyr.’



Chapter -7

Islam, Democracy and Violence

I'WAS invited to Indonesia for a series of lectures by Asia Calling
International Radio' to speak on Islam, democracy and nation
state. In those days, Indonesian intellectuals were rocked with
questions we were facing in the early 50s in India. The question
being asked in the Islamic world was whether Islam is compatible
with democracy and nation state or not. In Indonesia too, the
largest Islamic country in the world, the radical Islamists have
raised this debate.

In one of the Asia Calling talk shows, where a number
of prominent public figures and diplomats were present, this
question was raised by many. I even spoke at Wahid Institute,
founded by former president of Indonesia and a leading scholar
of Islam, Abdur Rehman Wahid, on experiences of Muslim

minority in secular India. Indonesia, though the largest Muslim

"' Asia Calling is a weekly radio programme from Indonesia 's Radio News

Agency KBR68H.



84 War and Peace in Islam

country in the world, is still a Panchshila state. The doctrine of
Panchshila was adopted during President Sukarno<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>