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Preface

This book is the culmination of my research, writing and teaching in the field of Islamic studies for almost ten years. Following my undergraduate degree in sociology and Islamic studies at the International Islamic University Malaysia, I returned to Australia to complete a Master’s degree in media studies. Upon completion of this degree, in early 2001, I was approached by the head of the international relations department at Bond University to design and teach a course on Islam that deals with the range of contentious issues concerning the religion and its adherents in the context of the modern world. The course I designed and taught for the next five years at Bond University was entitled ‘Islam and Contemporary Civilisation’. I continued to teach variations of this course at the University of Queensland and I presently teach a course called ‘Islam in the Modern World’ at Griffith University in the National Centre of Excellence for Islamic Studies.

Various events over the past few decades, including the Iranian revolution, Israel–Palestine conflict, Salman Rushdie affair, Gulf war and, of course, the attacks on 9/11 and the subsequent war on terror, have brought Islam and the Muslim world to the attention of Western publics. The images of Islam and Muslims in the Western media portray a religion and people that are violent, intolerant and anti-Western. An examination of the ideas and behaviour of some Muslims shows that this portrayal is not incorrect. However, to what extent is it representative of the essence and higher objectives of Islam as well as the ideas, beliefs and practices of the majority of Muslims?

Islam and Contemporary Civilisation is written so that Western readers, of all faiths and no faith, can gain a better understanding of Islam in the context of modernity as it pertains to the most contentious issues with which Islam and Muslims have been associated for the past few decades. The debates and dilemmas addressed in this book were selected on the basis of their extensive media, public and scholarly attention; their impact on how Islam and Muslims are perceived in the West; their need for re-examination in terms of Islamic thought; and their centrality to Islam–West relations in the international context.

Almost all of the issues covered in this book can be found in other books. The unique contribution of this book, however, is twofold. First, it provides a comprehensive understanding of Islam and Muslims in terms of beliefs and practices, historical developments, law and thought, as well as addresses all of the contentious issues concerning Islam and Islam–West relations in a single volume. Having taught Islamic studies for almost ten years now, I know firsthand the shortage of books on Islam that are this comprehensive in scope. Second, this book does not simply describe the debates and dilemmas it covers but takes an analytical approach. It applies a contextual-maqasid methodology towards a resolution of the various issues covered based on a contextualised reading and the higher objectives of Islam’s sacred text, the Quran.

Noting the shortage in the market and need for a book such as this, I intended to write this book many years ago. At that time, my intention was to write it with the person who inspired me to set upon this path, my wife Nora Amath. As it turned out, I wrote this book as a solo author but there are a number of people I must thank for their assistance. Thank you to my students Nora Kuusik, Bridget Minogue and Julia Nho for spending your precious vacation time reading the manuscript of this book and ensuring that the interests, concerns and misconceptions of students and the general public alike are appropriately addressed. My thanks also to Nora Amath for making the time to copy-edit the manuscript and for ensuring that the words on the pages are consistent with my vision for this book.

There are also three scholars in particular to whom I am indebted as their ideas and writings have shaped my own: Fazlur Rahman, Mohammad Hashim Kamali and John Esposito. I never had the fortune of meeting the late Professor Rahman, but I regard him as the most important Islamic scholar of the twentieth century. His work in the field of Islamic studies is seminal; his approach preserves the integrity of the Quran in a way that is rational and relevant to modernity. I am fortunate to have attended many lectures given by Professor Kamali and to have engaged in in-depth discussions with him on numerous occasions. His work on Islamic law is the most important in contemporary times; it is both grounded in the original and classical sources and responsive to contemporary realities and conditions. I have also intensely studied the extensive work of Professor Esposito, whose ideas about political Islam and approach to Islam–West relations are foremost in the promotion of mutual understanding and respect between the Muslim and Western worlds. Throughout this book I have referred extensively to the work of each of these scholars and to each I give the highest respect.

It is my hope that Islam and Contemporary Civilisation will contribute to a better understanding of Islam and Muslims, and that after reading this book there can be more informed debate and discussion about the issues it addresses. I trust that readers will be left with a better appreciation of the factors that underlie the current tensions within Islam and between Islam and the West. I hope this book will contribute to an approach to Islam based on a contextual and higher objective reading of the Quran becoming normative among Muslims. In turn, may this foster a deeper appreciation for common humanity, concerns and aspirations in Islam–West relations.

Dr Halim Rane
 10 May 2010
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The spread of Islam from the era of the Prophet until the fall of the Umayyads
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The expansion of Israel in Palestine from the 1947 UN Partition Plan to the Armistice of 1949
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The Near East after the Six-Day War of 1967
SOURCE: PASSIA, WWW.PASSIA.ORG/PALESTINE_FACTS/MAPS/1967-POST-JUNE-WAR-ISRAEL. HTML. MODIFIED BY CAROLYN STUBBIN.


Introduction

The place of Islam within contemporary civilisation is among the foremost issues in international relations today. Islam has a history dating back more than 1400 years and throughout this time Muslims have had constant and extensive relations with other world civilisations, including the West. Islam is a major world religion today with 1.5 billion followers who reside in more than fifty Muslim-majority countries, predominantly in Asia, Africa and the Middle East. Additionally, millions of Muslims reside across Europe, North America and in other Western countries.

Islamic civilisation was dominant in the pre-modern world since Islam’s advent in the seventh century. The decline of Islamic civilisation corresponds with the rise of Western civilisation as the dominant influence on the world. Contemporary civilisation is arguably Western-dominated, significantly shaped by Western norms, values, systems and institutions. Historians have documented the extinction of more than two dozen civilisations by the beginning of the last century and those that remain, including the Far Eastern Chinese, Christian Near East, Christian Russian, Hindu, Japanese, Polynesian, Eskimo, Nomadic and Islamic, are at risk of either annihilation or assimilation by Western civilisation.1 It is within this context of contemporary ‘Western’ civilisation that a modern, resurgent Islam is a new phenomenon that both experiences and constitutes significant challenges.

This book is written primarily for the Western reader, both Muslims and those not of the Islamic faith. For those who have come to know of Islam from a Western context, it is often the case that what is known is more about what Islam is not rather than what it is. For about 80 per cent of people in the West, information about Islam primarily comes from the mass media. The images of Islam presented in the Western media are most often a version of Islam that has little correspondence with the essential teachings of Islam and the diversity of geographies, histories, cultures and experiences that comprise the lives of Muslims across the globe. This is not to suggest that the violence, subjugation of women and general intolerance that have come to be associated with Islam are not a reality, that this is an invention of the Western media. Indeed, violence, violations of human rights and intolerance are facts of the Muslim world, but they are relative to a minority of Muslims and are indicative of the mass media’s tendency to focus on the stereotypical, unusual and sensational. Another salient point here is that the Muslims who have made Islam infamous for violence, intolerance, human rights violations and the like have lost sight of the essence of the faith.

That said, religion is what its followers make it and there are various approaches to and interpretations of Islam among Muslims. The views of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban differ significantly from those of the Muslim Brotherhood, whose views differ from those of Turkey’s Justice and Development Party (AKP). On another plane, Muslims describe themselves as Sunni or Shiites, liberals or conservatives, traditionalists or modernists, Salafis or Sufis, Hanafis or Shafis—or indeed any combination of these, among other groupings. However, the members of these different groups all identify themselves as Muslims and define the faith they profess as Islam. In the name of Islam, Muslims may engage in terrorism or be champions of non-violence, advocate human rights or violate them, believe in gender equality or the subservience of women to men, support democracy or declare it un-Islamic. This diversity of approaches is indicative of the multitude of ideas that comprise Islamic thought today.

There is consensus among all Muslims, however, that the Quran is the primary source of Islam. This has been the common standard repeated by Islamic reformers of various ideological approaches across the ages. From Ibn Taymiyyah and Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi in the fourteenth century to Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab in the eighteenth century to Muhammad Abduh in the nineteenth century to Fazlur Rahman in the twentieth century to contemporary Islamic scholars such as Mohammad Hashim Kamali and Tariq Ramadan, the Quran has been upheld as the central text on which Islamic thought must be based. Muslim groups of all labels must ultimately justify their beliefs and practices on the basis of the Quran. The fundamental differences among the various Muslim groups are, therefore, a matter of different interpretations of the Quran. Changing the status quo of Islamic thought requires an appropriate methodology of interpreting the Quran. The catalyst for reform, however, must begin in the realm of ideas.

This book is centrally focused on the power of ideas as agents for social and global change. There is a vast literature documenting the impact of ideas on societies and how different ideas have shaped the world. For instance, RC Sproul’s The Consequences of Ideas: Understanding the Concepts that Shaped Our World describes the continuing influence that the ideas of great Western philosophers from antiquity until modernity have had on current social systems and institutions. Taking a sharper focus on modernity, Michael Mandelbaum’s The Ideas that Conquered the World: Peace, Democracy, and Free Markets in the Twenty-first Century describes the dominance of the ideas of liberalism propagated by former US President Woodrow Wilson in the aftermath of World War II—free-market capitalism, constitutional limitations of democracy and peace instead of war as the normal basis of international relations—that largely define contemporary civilisation.

More extensive and comprehensive works on the impact of ideas include Peter Watson’s Ideas: A History of Thought and Invention, from Fire to Freud, Stuart Hirschberg’s Past to Present: Ideas that Changed Our World and Felipe Fernandez-Armesto’s Ideas that Changed the World, which tell the story of human history on the basis of ideas and inventions and how they have continued to shape all aspects of life. Watson explains the rise and fall of civilisations not only in terms of the presence and absence of certain ideas, but also the role of countervailing ideas in this process:

 


Throughout history certain countries and civilisations have glittered for a while, then for one reason or another been eclipsed … the Chinese civilisation, which developed paper, gunpowder, woodblock printing, porcelain and the idea of the competitive writing examination for public servants, and led the world intellectually for many centuries, never developed mature science or modern business methods—capitalism—and therefore, after the Middle Ages, allowed itself to be overtaken by the West … The same might be said about Islam. Baghdad in the ninth century led the Mediterranean world intellectually: it was here that the great classics of ancient civilisations were translated, where the hospital was conceived, where al-jabr, or algebra, was developed … By the eleventh century, thanks to the rigours of fundamentalism, it had disappeared.2



Many Muslims would fail to acknowledge the influence of ideas in defining and shaping Islam. Many would argue that Islam is resistant to the influence of human ideas due to the primacy of its divine source, the Quran, supplemented by the Prophetic traditions. Moreover, in the minds of many Muslims, the idea that the will of God is the determinant of events, developments and various phenomena tends to overshadow explanations based on empirical factors or the laws of social and natural sciences. However, the idea that social and natural laws are also the creation of God is consistent with Islamic teachings and if this way of thinking became normative again among Muslims, it would mark the return of reason and rationality in Islamic thought. Such thinking would facilitate a more appropriate balance between faith and reason in Islam, which would have positive consequences for resolving the various debates and dilemmas discussed in this book.

Presently, the default position of many Muslims is that Islam, as they understand and practise it, has a direct line to God as conveyed to the Prophet Muhammad without any significant human intervention. This book, however, shows that throughout Islamic history until today, there has never been uniformity of interpretations among Muslims about even some fundamental questions in Islam. Sacred texts like the Quran and the Bible are open to multiple interpretations. How a faith is defined, understood and practised—particularly in terms of its socio-political dimensions—is largely determined by external contexts: social, economic and political, rather than the divine. Diversity of interpretations and ideas has been a constant feature of Islamic history and has continued to shape Muslim thinking, cultures and societies, as well as their understanding and practice of Islam at the socio-political level.

The perception of Islam today raises important questions in terms of how Muslims understand and practise their faith. Most significantly, the challenge for Muslims is to re-examine their conception of Islam in the context of contemporary civilisation; to reconsider priorities; to develop an agreeable methodology for interpretation; and to recapture the essence of Islam as a faith principally concerned with fulfilling the will of God through social justice, human dignity and the overall well-being of humanity. Finally, the challenge for Islam, a religion shaped by ideas of the pre-modern world, is to find a place within contemporary civilisation where it can maintain its integrity and identity, realise its higher objectives and also co-exist harmoniously with the rest of humanity on the basis of mutual respect and prosperity.

A meaningful reconciliation between Islam and the major challenges of contemporary civilisation are a matter of how Islam is conceptualised and defined by Muslims. Essentially, this is a question of how sacred texts are interpreted. The overriding values and principles of Islam are consistent with those of other faiths and the humanitarian goals of Western civilisation. A literalist reading of the Quran in the context of pre-modern norms, however, will not lead to this perspective. The Quran must be read holistically on the basis of the historical, social and political context of all its verses concerning a particular issue. This approach is known as contextualisation.

The Quran must also be read with a view to identify the higher objectives, or maqasid. The goals, purpose and intentions behind particular commands, permissions and prohibitions in the Quran are frequently stated in the book but might not be obvious from any particular verse. Rather, a reading of multiple verses concerning a particular topic generally results in the identification of the maqasid. Once the maqasid of an issue are identified, all verses concerning that issue should be read in terms of these objectives and not in a way that undermines or violates them. Moreover, the maqasid approach emphasises that interpretation of the Quran should tend towards compassion and mercy rather than harshness and punishment. The concepts of mercy and compassion are central to the preamble with which the chapters of the Quran begin. The maqasid approach avoids the problems associated with literal interpretations and ensures that the spirit of the text is maintained. Combined, contextualisation and the maqasid approaches form an Islamically legitimate methodology for interpreting the Quran.

This book deals with the most complex issues facing Islam today, including those concerning Islamic law, human rights, democracy, jihad, the Israel–Palestine conflict and relations with the West. In approaching these issues, Islam and Contemporary Civilisation seeks to find a resolution on the basis of the Quran, interpreted through a contemporary methodology involving a contextualised reading of the text in terms of its higher objectives. I term this approach the contextual-maqasid methodology. This methodology maintains the integrity and relevance of Islam based on the Quran as the primary source, while allowing the faith to respond constructively to the challenges and realities of modernity addressed in this book.

Islam and Contemporary Civilisation is divided into three parts: Foundations, Debates and Dilemmas. The first part, Foundations, introduces the reader to the necessary foundations for understanding Islam, the field of Islamic studies, and the debates and dilemmas covered in this book. Chapter 1 provides a detailed discussion of Islam as a religion and the salient features of the faith from the orthodox perspective. It allows the reader to understand the basics of Islamic beliefs and practices in a context removed from the political complexities that often distract from understanding the essence of Islam. Chapter 2 gives a comprehensive overview of Islamic history with a focus on various movements and developments, highlighting the diversity of ideas that has shaped Islam over time. This chapter shows that what many might assume to be a given in Islam or a self-evident aspect of the religion is actually the product of certain ideas of Muslims in particular historical, social and political contexts. Chapter 3 discusses the evolution of Islamic thought in modern times, particularly those concerning the challenges of modernity and relations with the West. This chapter examines the ideas of some of the leading Muslim intellectuals in modern times and how external factors shaped their approaches to Islam.

The second part of this book, Debates, addresses three issues that have dominated both Western and Muslim thought about Islam: Islamic law, human rights and democracy. Chapter 4 examines the sources, evolution and implementation of Islamic law and presents a more detailed explanation of the contextual-maqasid methodology for interpretation that I advocate in this book. In chapters 5 and 6 the competing arguments concerning human rights and democracy respectively are laid out and the contextual-maqasid methodology is utilised towards a prospective resolution. Chapter 5 demonstrates that Islam is consistent with the International Bill of Human Rights, while chapter 6 confirms the compatibility of Islam and democracy and outlines a model for an Islamic democracy.

The third part of this book, Dilemmas, focuses on the enduring challenges of Islam in the context of modernity, namely the role of the mass media, jihad and Muslim militancy, the question of Palestine, and Islam–West relations. Chapter 7 discusses the power and potential of the mass media not only to define Islam for Western audiences but as a central agent in the democratisation process in Muslim countries. This chapter draws on the fields of media studies, political science and Islamic studies to present an Islamic media model to contribute to this process. Chapter 8 deals with the highly contentious issue of jihad, tracing its evolution throughout Islamic history until today, and offers prospects for a reformulation to support Islam’s higher objectives in a way that does not negate the rights of others. It also examines the compatibility of the Islamic laws of war and peace with contemporary international humanitarian law and draws on the contextual-maqasid methodology as the basis of a contemporary Islamic theory of international relations. Chapter 9 examines the Israel–Palestine conflict, highlighting the failure of the traditional Islamic conception of the issue as well as the flaws of the peace process. A just resolution of the conflict based on international law and human rights is presented along with an argument for the Islamic legitimacy of this approach. Chapter 10 deals with Islam–West relations in terms of the concerns and interests of both. It discusses the relationship on the basis of US foreign policy as well as poll data on attitudes and opinions from across the Muslim world and the West concerning the other. The concluding chapter summarises the salient findings of this book and considers prospects for the future.

Notes

1 Arnold Toynbee, A Study of History, vol. IV, New York University Press, New York, 1939, pp. 1–2.

2 Peter Watson, Ideas: A History of Thought and Invention, from Fire to Freud, Harper Perennial, New York, 2005, p. 2.


I


Foundations


1

Islam and Muslims

With so much of the attention on Islam today focusing on issues that have more to do with politics than religion, it is useful that we begin this book with a discussion of the basics of Islamic beliefs and practices so as not to lose sight of Islam as it was originally conceived. First, what does the word Islam mean? In the post-9/11 world it became expedient for Muslims to translate the word Islam as ‘peace’. However, literally speaking, Islam does not mean peace, although it is derived from the same Arabic root word from which the Arabic word for peace, salam, is derived. The word Islam means submission or surrender to the one, almighty God alone. Moreover, the God to which Muslims refer is the same as that in the Judeo-Christian tradition. The peace to which Islam relates is the tranquillity or harmony that results from things being in their proper or natural state, in the service of God or living according to the will of God.

The term Islam is unique among the names of religions in that it does not refer to any personality associated with it, but to its central teaching. Islam is strictly monotheistic, meaning that belief in a single deity or God is the most important idea in Islam. From the Islamic perspective, one’s proper or natural state is only attained when she or he submits to the will of God and follows the guidance provided by God through prophets and scriptures. The followers of Islam are Muslims. Literally, a Muslim is one who submits to the will of God. How does one know the will of God? This is a question that has occupied the entire lives of many thinkers of various faiths and, as far as the Muslim experience is concerned, will be addressed later in this book.

At this point, however, it is pertinent to consider how Islam regards itself vis-à-vis other religions. What is perhaps unique about Islam among the ancient religions is the recognition and legitimacy it gives to its predecessors, particularly Judaism and Christianity. Islam does not claim to be a new faith but a reminder or renewal of the monotheistic message that God has revealed throughout all of human history to various prophets. Specific to this point, the Quran, the holy book of Muslims, states that ‘the same religion has He established for you as that which He enjoined on Noah. That which He sent by inspiration to thee—and that which We enjoined on Abraham, Moses and Jesus’.1

As a renewal or revival of the previous monotheistic faiths, Islam’s most basic teachings are as old as humanity, although the specific origins of the religion we know as Islam reside in the seventh century. Muslims acknowledge, and the Quran affirms, that prophets have been sent throughout human history and that some of these were sent with divine scriptures. It is part of a Muslim’s faith to accept that prophets were sent before Muhammad, some of whom mentioned in the Quran include Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Ishmael, Joseph, Moses and Jesus. Muslims also believe in the revelation of previous scriptures including the Torah of Moses, the Psalms of David and the Gospel of Jesus.

Muslims are generally not too specific as to the role that previous scriptures play in Islam. Essentially, Muslim belief in the prophets prior to Muhammad and their scriptures is more of an acknowledgement that God fulfilled the promise of guidance he had made to humankind at the time Adam and Eve were sent by God from heaven to dwell on the earth. That promise is referred to in the Quran where God says to Adam and Eve: ‘Down with you all from this place! There shall, none the less, most certainly come unto you guidance from Me. And those who follow My guidance need have no fear, and neither shall they grieve’.2 From this perspective, Islam accepts that this guidance came with Jesus and Moses among other prophets before Muhammad. The place of Muhammad in Islam is that of God’s final prophet, who received God’s final revelation, the Quran.

Like its monotheistic predecessors, the teachings of Islam are deeply concerned with issues of creation, the meaning and purpose of life, interpersonal relations, issues of right and wrong, justice and injustice, accountability and the afterlife. All of the teachings of Islam are social in implication; they are designed to promote and maintain a system based on socio-economic justice. Islam is more than a religion in the Western conception. It is known in Arabic as a din, or a complete, all-encompassing way of life. However, this particular conception has given rise to certain contentions and debates. As we will see, Islam evolved to become more than a system of religious beliefs and practices; it developed into a socio-political force, empire and civilisation.

Before it became a major world civilisation, Islam was first a religion, based on certain beliefs and practices and a moral code not dissimilar from its monotheistic predecessors. Before discussing the origins of Islam and the life of the Prophet Muhammad, it is pertinent to first highlight the two dimensions of Muhammad’s prophethood that give insight to the internal and external nature of Islam. These dimensions are Muhammad’s message and his mission. The central message of Islam is that there is only one God and that this is the only being worthy of worship. This is succinctly put in the 112th chapter of the Quran, which states: ‘Say, He is God, the one and only. God, the eternal, absolute. He begets not, nor is He begotten. And there is none like unto Him’.3

The mission of Islam, which is often manifested in social, political and economic contexts, is to establish and maintain a just and ethically based social order. As explained by the late Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) in his book Major Themes of the Quran, ‘there is no doubt that the Quran wanted Muslims to establish a political order on the earth for the sake of creating an egalitarian and just moral-social order’.4 Throughout their more than 1400-year history, Muslims have been successful in maintaining the message of Islam. Through often zealous insistence on the centrality of God to the entirety of creation, primary place given to the Quran as the immutable word of God, emphasis on the will and power of God over all things and proscription of any divinity or worship to aught besides God, Muslims have ensured that Islam has remained monotheistic in the strictest sense. As for the mission of Islam, however, history tells a story of long eras of success amid periods of failure. The resurgence of Islam as a social and political force since the 1970s, which has been a vehicle for the modern world’s encounters with Islam, represents the ambitions of contemporary Muslims to revive the mission of Islam.

Before addressing issues concerning contemporary Islam, it is first necessary to discuss its origins. Islam began in Mecca in Arabia. Today, this part of the Arabian Peninsula is within the borders of the modern nation-state known as Saudi Arabia. Islam developed in an urban, commercial setting; Mecca was an important centre for trade and worship. The Prophet of Islam, Muhammad, was an Arab, as were his original followers. Today, however, most Muslims reside in South and South-East Asia. Arabs comprise only about 20 per cent of the world’s Muslim population, which is approximately 1.5 billion.

Arabia at the advent of Islam was almost completely independent of the major powers of the time: the Persian Empire, whose rulers and subjects were followers of Zoroastrianism, ruled the lands of Iraq and Iran; and the Byzantine Empire, which advocated Christianity, ruled the lands of the Near East to the north of Arabia. Arabia was mostly inhabited by nomads who roamed the Peninsula as well as a minority of inhabitants who had settled in certain towns, such as Mecca, Yathrib (renamed Medina in 622) and Ta’if. Some, like the Meccans, earned a livelihood through trade, while others, like those in Yathrib, were agriculturalists. Arab nomads and townspeople alike, however, were divided into tribes. The tribe that inhabited Mecca, the Quraysh, was the most dominant in Arabia. It was into this tribe that the Prophet Muhammad was born.

Conflict between the Arab tribes was commonplace and often characterised by bloody feuds and a culture of revenge and retaliation. The period prior to the advent of Islam is referred to as the jahiliyyah, or time of ignorance on account of the intertribal warfare, lawlessness, social vices, neglect and mistreatment of the poor and vulnerable and the polytheism of the Arabs at the time. It is to this state of jahiliyyah, or ignorance, that both the message and mission of Islam were a response.

Islam’s goal of establishing an ethical, egalitarian social order was accompanied by ‘a severe denunciation of the economic disequilibrium and social inequalities’ prevalent in the commercial Meccan society of the time.5 The Quran condemns both polytheism and socio-economic disparity for perpetuating the divisiveness of humankind. According to Islam’s teachings, even prayers are hypocritical in the absence of humanitarian deeds such as caring for orphans and feeding the poor. The Quran emphasises this point when it states,

 

Have you ever considered the one who gives the lie to all moral law? Behold, it is the one that thrusts the orphan away, and feels no urge to feed the needy. Woe, then, unto those praying ones whose hearts from their prayer are remote, those who want only to be seen and praised, and, withal, deny all assistance [to their fellow human beings].6

When contrasted with pre-Islamic Arabia, the message and mission of Islam can be more fully appreciated. The success of the mission was seen as dependent on conveying the message. From the Islamic perspective, the social problems and vices of pre-Islamic Arabia stemmed from the religious system that prevailed: polytheism was considered central to the perpetuation of the injustices, exploitation and general absence of social welfare, and monotheism was the foundation for the solution. Monotheism, based on the ideas of a single creator, sole object of worship and lone judge to which all will be held to account, is considered central to Islam’s emphasis on the rule of law and social cohesion.

Many people in the West are now familiar with the word Allah. As it is presented on television news footage, the word is often associated with violence and protest and widely assumed to be the name of the Muslim God. However, the word Allah is simply the Arabic word for God, the same God known in the Judeo-Christian tradition; it does not refer to ‘an Arab god’ or another deity. Allah is the most central and fundamental concept in Islam; the word occurs more than 2500 times in the Quran. The Quran does not offer any image of God, but rather, all references to God are functional, referring to God’s attributes (known in Islam as the ninety-nine names of God): all-knowing, all-seeing, all-hearing, all-powerful, the creator, the sustainer, the judge, the peace, the most merciful, the most forgiving and so forth.

The most pervasive concept in Islam is tawhid, meaning the worship of the one, indivisible, almighty God. Moreover, the single most important concept in the Quran is taqwa, which is usually translated as ‘fear’ of God, but is more accurately translated as ‘God-consciousness’. The Quran repeatedly encourages its reader to live in a state whereby she or he is conscious of God, believing that God sees, hears and knows everything, and has power over all things. This is reinforced in the Quran by frequent reminders that all of humanity will be accountable to God on the Day of Judgement. According to Islam’s teachings, the best life one can lead is one in accordance with the guidance of God, which, from the Islamic perspective, is learnt through the study of the Quran and the life of the Prophet Muhammad.

Muhammad was born in Mecca in the year 570. He was the son of Abdullah and Amina and was born into the clan of Hashim, which was part of the Quraysh tribe. Muhammad’s lineage can be traced back to Abraham’s son, Ishmael (Ismail). Though the Quran addresses all humankind as ‘the children of Adam’, like Christians and Jews, Muslims consider themselves more specifically as among the children of Abraham for this reason. Muhammad’s father died before his birth and his mother died when he was six years of age. He was then raised by his grandfather, Abdul Muttalib, who also died two years later. Muhammad was then entrusted to the care of his uncle, Abu Talib.

As a boy, Muhammad worked as a herdsman and later began to accompany his uncle on trading expeditions. He continued to earn a living as a merchant through his adulthood until he undertook his mission as the Prophet of Islam. Even as a young man, Muhammad is reported to have displayed deep concern for the social injustices he observed in Mecca and other parts of Arabia. Having been an orphan himself, Muhammad could empathise with the least fortunate people in society. Muhammad showed concern for what he considered vices of his society, including the intertribal war, customs of revenge, and neglect of the poor, weak and disadvantaged. He was committed to social-justice causes such as the hilf al-fudul, a social welfare movement and charity.

Muhammad also earned a reputation as a just arbiter and peacemaker. His honesty and integrity earned him the title of Al-Amin, ‘the trustworthy’, years prior to his prophethood. Another consequence of Muhammad’s trustworthiness was his appointment as a business manager by a prominent businesswoman named Khadija, and her subsequent marriage proposal to him. The impact of Khadija on Muhammad’s life was profound. Not only did she provide him with the necessary emotional support, reassurance and encouragement for his mission as a prophet, but Khadija was instrumental in Muhammad’s positive perception of women as intelligent, capable human beings equal to men in every respect, including their capacity to contribute to the establishment of Islam and the building of a Muslim society.

Later in life Muhammad began retreating to the hills near Mecca to meditate and to contemplate on such matters as the plight of the weak and disadvantaged, social problems of Arabia, purpose of life and the question of a higher power. It was on such an occasion in the year 610 that Muhammad received the first revelation of the Quran. He was visited by the Angel Gabriel, who ordered him to ‘read’. Muhammad responded by telling the angel that he knew not how to read. Gabriel then held Muhammad in an embrace until the limits of Muhammad’s endurance were reached. At this point Muhammad was commanded again to read and he found himself responding with the words of God: ‘Read in the name of thy Lord who created. Created man out of a clot. Read! And thy Lord is Most Bountiful. He who taught (the use of) the pen, taught man that which he knew not’.7

The Quran was revealed to Muhammad over the next twenty-three years until his death in 632. After thirteen difficult years in Mecca, the Prophet Muhammad migrated with his companions to Yathrib (Medina), where he founded the first Islamic city-state. Within the next decade, Muhammad unified the whole of Arabia under his leadership, laying the foundations for an Islamic empire and from which developed a rich and vibrant Islamic civilisation.

The Quran is the primary source of Islam’s teachings and the inspiration for the vast Islamic civilisation that flourished between the eighth and fifteenth centuries. It is considered by Muslims to be God’s final revelation to humanity. The word Quran, which means ‘recitation’, comes from the root word qara’a, meaning ‘to read’ or ‘recite’. For Muslims, the Quran is the literal word of God revealed through the Angel Gabriel to the Prophet Muhammad. Of these two decades during which the Quran was revealed, thirteen years of revelation occurred while the Prophet resided in Mecca and ten years while he lived in Medina. Scholars have given various reasons to explain this. Among the most prominent are that: the Quran was revealed according to specific circumstances encountered by the Prophet and his followers; to receive the revelations of the Quran was a heavy burden for the Prophet, so revelation over an extended period of time accounted for his own mortality; Islam is opposed to abrupt change and prefers gradual reform, thus the Quran was revealed over time to allow for gradual implementation of the social order it envisioned; and revelation over time facilitated a better understanding, application and memorisation of the Quran.

In terms of composition, the Quran contains 114 chapters, known in Arabic as surat (singular: surah), and 6235 verses, known in Arabic as ayat (singular: ayah). The chapters of the Quran are of un equal length, ranging from only three verses to 286. All chapters with the exception of the ninth begin with the words ‘In the name of God, the Compassionate, and Merciful’ and each has its own title or name. The chapters and verses of the Quran are not in the order that they were revealed. The rule of thumb is that the chapters revealed in Mecca tend to be located in the latter half of the Quran, and those revealed in Medina tend to be towards the beginning of the book. The Meccan chapters tend to be shorter and contain more universal messages than the Medinan chapters, which tend to be longer and refer more to specific circumstances faced by the Prophet and his followers. This distinction has particular implications for issues of interpretation and application of the Quran and will be addressed later.

The literary style of the Quran could be described as rhymed prose. In its original Arabic, when the Quran is recited it sounds as though the verses rhyme with one another. This style, along with the eloquence of the Quran’s grammar and language, was particularly impressive to the Arabs of the seventh century, who highly valued oratory and poetry. The Quran contains narrative, similes, oaths and a small number of laws. There are a range of addressees in the Quran, including the Prophet Muhammad, the wives of the Prophet, Muslims, Jews and Christians and humankind. Thus, some verses begin with the words ‘O Prophet’, ‘O wives of the Prophet’, ‘O you who believe’ (a reference to Muslims), while others begin with ‘O people of the Book’ (a reference to Christians and Jews) and ‘O children of Israel’, and still others address readers with the words ‘O humankind’ and ‘O children of Adam’. Indeed, the Quran frequently asserts that it is guidance for all of humankind.

A comprehensive reading of the Quran identifies certain major themes. These include the concept of God; the human personality, including certain human shortcomings and how to remedy them; the nature of human society and how to order it best as well as the rise and fall of civilisations; elements of nature, which are presented as creations of God and as signs of his bounty, greatness and existence; prophethood and revelation; eschatology; the nature of Satan and evil; the Muslim community; and people of the book or previous monotheists. Arguably, one of the best books on this subject is Fazlur Rahman’s Major Themes of the Quran.

The Quran is supplemented by the Prophetic traditions: the sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad, or sunnah, which are recorded as narrations known as hadith. The biographies of the Prophet, or sira, are also an important source for understanding Islam, and give context to the hadith. The Prophetic traditions form a supplementary source of Islam after the Quran. Their contents are very comprehensive, covering all aspects of life from the spiritual, including acts of worship, relationship with God and fellow human beings; to the personal, including cleanliness, hygiene and grooming; to social roles, including Muhammad as a husband, father, relative, friend and neighbour; to his various administrative capacities as a ruler, judge, teacher, legislator and military commander.

The functions of the Prophetic traditions are to clarify or explain the contents of the Quran, to exemplify or illustrate the Quran and to confirm or reinforce the content of the Quran, and to provide specific guidance on matters about which the Quran is silent or general. In practical terms, for instance, the Quran instructs Muslims to pray and to fast, while the hadith provide the details in terms of how to perform the prayers and the time for the commencement and ending of the fast. The Quran advocates the supremacy of God alone and condemns the worship of other deities; the Prophet’s destruction of the idols at the ka’ba at the conquest of Mecca in the year 630 is an example of this directive in action. Also, the Quran provides some basic instructions with respect to dietary rules, including the prohibition of consuming pork, blood and animals that have died of natural causes. The hadith provide additional guidance on such matters.

A critical study of the hadith began not long after the death of the Prophet in order to determine the degree of authenticity and acceptability of the thousands of narrations that were attributed to him. This is referred to as the ilm, or science of hadith. It is based on certain criteria or rules by which to determine the status of both the narrators of the hadith and the text itself. It became necessary during the first century of Islam with the discovery of fabricated hadith. The science of hadith resulted in the complex categorisation of the Prophetic traditions.

The methodology for criticism and categorisation of hadith involved an examination of the chain of narrators (isnad) in terms of continuity. For instance, a benchmark for authenticity was an unbroken chain that is consistent with time and place as well as the character of individual narrators, who had to meet the criteria of piety and trustworthiness. The process also involved the examination of the text of the hadith, which was compared with other authenticated hadith for consistency in style, language and content, and also compared with the Quran for consistency of the message. The scholars engaged in the science of hadith also examined the number of reports about a particular statement or event concerning the Prophet.

The categories of hadith that resulted were of two broad types: those based on the number of narrators and those based on the text and narrators. The former resulted in three levels of hadith: mashur, or ‘famous’, which are hadith reported identically by a large number of people who were witness to the Prophet’s action or statement and not politically associated; mutawatir, or ‘well-known’, which are hadith reported by many people who witnessed the Prophet’s action or statement and narrated through more than three channels at any stage; and ahad, or ‘single’ or ‘isolated’, which are hadith involving only one person witness to the Prophet’s statement or action.

Based on the text and narrators another three levels of hadith were developed: sahih, or ‘authentic’, which are hadith supported by other authentic hadith that have a continuous chain of narrators and for which the narrators are of integrity, not isolated and not defective; hasan, or ‘agreeable’, which meets all of the conditions of the sahih hadith but the integrity of the narrators is not as well established; and da’if, or weak, which are hadith that contain a break in the chain of narrators, have a defect in the text, or where the integrity of a narrator is in question. As what many people come to know about Islam is often derived from reading hadith, it is essential to have an understanding of this process. It should be emphasised that not all hadith are equal in status and all originated according to particular circumstances that must be considered when reading any hadith.

What are Islam’s essential teachings based on the Quran and the Prophetic traditions? All Muslims agree that the essence of Islam is its five pillars: shahadah, or bearing witness that there is only one God and that Muhammad is a messenger of God; salat, or five-times-daily prayers; zakat, or almsgiving, charity or welfare tax; sawm, or fasting during the month of Ramadan; and hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca.

The first pillar of Islam is the shahadah. It is to testify that there is only one, indivisible God, who is the only being worthy of worship. The shahadah also involves testifying that Muhammad is a messenger of God and, thus, adhering to what he has brought to humankind from God. Thus, Islam are based on both faith and practice. Faith in God is essential, while acknowledging Muhammad as a Prophet is necessary as it is through his words and deeds that both the orthodoxy and orthopraxy of Islam are explained and demonstrated.

In fact, the Prophet Muhammad is described in a tradition by his wife Aysha as the Quran in practice. The Quran itself describes Muhammad as a ‘good model of conduct’ for those who seek God and the afterlife.8 Muslim efforts to model themselves on their prophet (and his wives) range from keeping beards and wearing Arab-style dress, including turbans, and veils in the case of women, to more substantial matters of being honest, trustworthy, kind, fair, keeping good relations with others, assisting the least fortunate members of society and trusting in God while exerting one’s human abilities.

The second pillar of Islam is the formal prayers offered five times per day, called salat. Salat is best defined as a form of worship consisting of specific statements and actions and conducted at specific times. Muslims consider prayer the first act of worship made compulsory and the first action about which they will be judged. The Quran repeatedly encourages its reader to be constant in prayer and regular in charity.9 This pairing of prayer and charity is indicative of Islam’s emphasis on worshipping God and benevolence towards one’s fellow human beings. The purpose of prayer as described in the Quran is to develop the individual in terms of moral uprightness. The Quran advises to ‘establish regular prayer, for prayer restrains one from shameful and unjust deeds’.10

Muslims are permitted to pray at any clean place, and frequently make their prayers in their homes or at their workplaces. However, the Prophetic traditions encourage Muslims to make their prayers in a mosque. Prayers in mosques are always prayed in congregation behind one who leads the prayers, generally given the title of imam. Those making their prayers in a mosque form lines behind the imam and stand shoulder to shoulder. Ideally, this practice of praying to God, the creator of all, alongside people of various colours, ethnicities and socio-economic status conveys to the worshippers the equality of humankind and fosters a sense of brotherhood and sisterhood. Mosques throughout both the Muslim world and the West are an important centre of community life of practising Muslims and facilitate meaningful interaction among them that is integral to the cohesion of Muslim communities.

To perform the prayers one must be in a state of ritual purity, which is attained by performing a ritual washing or ablution known as wudu. Like all worship in Islam, prayers are to God alone. They are performed in the direction of the ka’ba, which serves as a focal point or direction. The ka’ba is an ancient temple located in Mecca, which gets its name from its cube-like structure. Historically, it was made of stone and wood. Today, the ka’ba consists of large stone blocks and is covered by a black cloth that is embroidered with gold inscriptions of Quranic verses.

The times of the five-daily prayers are Fajr, performed between dawn and sunrise; Zuhr, performed from when the sun passes its zenith until the time of the Asr prayer, which is performed from the declining of the sun until before sunset; Magrib, performed during the twilight; and Isha, performed during the night. Each of the prayers contains a certain number of cycles (called rakat in Arabic) that involve recitation of Quranic verses and supplications to God in conjunction with standing, bowing, prostrating and sitting actions. Each of the prayers might take only a few minutes to perform individually and around ten minutes to perform when done in congregation, depending on the length of the Quranic verses recited during the prayer.

Beyond the five-daily prayers, there are some additional prayers, but they are not part of the five pillars of Islam. Some of these additional prayers include the Juma’, or Friday prayer, which is accompanied by a sermon and replaces the midday prayer on a Friday. In many Muslim countries, Fridays mark the ‘weekend’. In others, work ceases and businesses close during the Friday prayer and resume afterwards. There are also two festivals in Islam known as Eid al-fitr, which occurs at the end of the fasting month of Ramadan, and Eid al-adha, which coincides with the hajj pilgrimage. A special prayer and sermon is central to each of these festivals. Other prayers performed by Muslims include funeral prayers.

The third pillar of Islam, zakat, literally means to increase, purify or bless. It is an act of worship involving an annual payment of a portion of a person’s wealth designated for those in need. It could be defined best as a welfare tax. Zakat is a good demonstration of Islam’s commitment to social justice. It is a system that is designed to keep the greed of the wealthy in check as well as to facilitate a more equitable distribution of wealth in society. The Quran advocates a basic standard of living for all people: ‘In their wealth and possessions is the right of the needy who ask and the one who was prevented (from asking)’.11

Muslims required to pay zakat are those who possess nisab, or a minimum amount of wealth, generally about $1000–$2000 by Western standards. The amount of zakat one is obliged to pay is 2.5 per cent of one’s wealth remaining after the annual expenses for necessities are met. The recipients of zakat fall into eight categories: poor, needy, zakat collectors and administrators, reconciliation of hearts, freeing captives and slaves, debtors, in the way of God, and wayfarers.12 In keeping with the decentralised nature of Islam, which leaves devotional matters to the individual, Muslims generally pay their zakat by different means. In some Muslim countries, the government plays a role in the collection and distribution of zakat. However, much like their counterparts in the West, Muslims may personally give their zakat to one in need or to a mosque or charitable organisation for distribution locally or internationally. Aside from the financially poor members of various Muslim societies, these days the main beneficiaries of zakat include students, victims of war and conflict, refugees and survivors of natural disasters.

The fourth pillar of Islam is fasting during the month of Ramadan, which is the ninth month on the Islamic lunar calendar. The word for fasting, sawm, literally means ‘to abstain from something’. Fasting is an act of worship involving abstinence from food, drink and sexual relations from dawn until sunset during the month of Ramadan. It also requires the observance of piety and intention. As stated in the Quran, the purpose of fasting is self-discipline, self-restraint and God-consciousness: ‘O ye who believe, fasting is ordained for you as it was ordained for those before you, that you may learn self-restraint’.13
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