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Calligraphy as an Art in the Architectural
Inscriptions of Muslim Bengal’

MUHAMMAD YUSUF SIDDIQ*+

Abstract: *Islamic calligraphy forms an important theme in Islamic
architecture. Like elsewhere in the Islamic world, Muslim rulers in
Bengal also paid special attention o architectural inscriptions as they
built numerous mosques, madrassahy, bridees. palaces, castles and
forts. Most of these monuments had some kind of calligraphic
inscriptions on them since Islamic culture considered calligraphy a
powerful medium to comvey visual. cultural. and spiritual messages 10
its people. These inscriptions were rendered in various styvies such as
Kafr, thulth, nuskh, riga - ravhani, mdiggoy, tughrd” and Biharr,

The overall cultural continuity of the Muslims of Bengal and
their counterparts elsewhere in the Muslim world reminds us ot the
importance of beauty and aesthetic perception in Islamic tradition of
archilecture as reflected in Islamic calligraphic heritage. Thus. in spite
of their many distinclive local cultural features. one spon discovers in
these wonderful epigraphic treasures the most vibrant message-- unity
within diversity-- that is prevalent everswhere in Islumic culture.

This paper aims ar analyzing the inner dynamics of the sucial.
intellectual, and religious transtformations of Bengal using its rich
Isiamic epigraphic heritage™.
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will remain only a dream. In this respect the sole responsibility goes to the
leaders and intellcctuals. if they fail 1o lead the wmmah. then no one can
save the wmmah from selt-destruction. The following fudith illustrates this
point:
Zaiyad 1bn Hudavr says: “U'mar said to me: “Do vou know what will destroy
IsEm?™ When [ said that 1 did not. he said: “1t will be destroved by the mistakes
uf schotars, the arguing of hypocrites using the Book. and the government by
{eaders who are in error,” [ Darimi]

Allah’s Messenger. blessings and peace be on him. said: “There are
two classes in my wmmah —if they are right the wmmah is set right; if they
go wrong the wmmakh goes wrong: they are the rulers and the Scholars.[[bn
"Abd al-Barr. Kitab al- flm and Abu Nu aym in [fihah al-Awlivd’

What is right and wise is presented. Now it is uplo the leaders and
intellectuals to take any lesson from it. The principle outlines by the
Qur’an is clear.
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[he problem ot unity of the Muslim world has te be tackled within
the framework of its Islamic commitment. a commitment not confined
merely to some aspects of worship, but o a total world-view in which
educational. cultural. political and economic activitics have a concrete and
definite place and purpose. To a large extent the Unity of the Muslim
world rests on the commitment of the Islamic wmmah to [slim as a
complete svstem ot life. It needs 1o be emphasized that there is a radical
difference in the vision ot a good and successtul life in the world-view of
Islam and that ol the capitalist or the socialist world-views. 1n the former it
consists in fulfilling one’s covenant with God and in living the collective
Jife in line with the Divine guidance for peace and success in this world
and hereatter. Not enough importance is given by the foreign advisers or
the existing ruling clites o this tact of lite as far as the capitalist and the
socialist models are concerned. they failed inherently due to their world-
views which are essentially matertalistic and power oriented. The total
picture of the good life painted with a mix of hues provided by Treud's
vision of a "Sexual Man™ and Marx’s vision of an "Economic Man™ does
not coincide with that of [slam. One must be able to observe that the
systems of capitalism and socialism have failed so far to create a society
of peace and stability whether it be tor the individual or for the people at
large: whether in individual communities. or an a wider international
planc. Al secular ~isms™ and “ideologies™ with varying philosophies and
strategies arc still unable to bring the world a better understanding of the
problems of the contemporary world. and do not provide final solutions
for the welfare of mankind. They all bitterly failed. Leaders. statesmen,
politicians, scientists. academicians and many others are still searching for
new strategies. ideas and systems to solve the complex problems facing
humanity.

Finally. our contention is that the Qur’an explains in great detail the
nature and various ecsscntial attributes of the social life and leaves little
room tor ambiguity. misunderstanding or doubt in this regard. Theretore,
we conclude that from the point of view of Isldm the life is essentially
spiritual and the essence ot [slam is also spiritual. it is this spirituality that
is indispensable for a meaning(ul soctal life. There is no social life without
spiritual understanding of life as such. Spiritual understanding of lite is a
pure psychological foundation of human unity and human unity becomes
possible only with the perception that all human life is spiritual in its
origin. Secularism. therefore. has [ailed to unitc people. particularly
Muslim people. One should realize that there is an integral relationship
between spirituality, human organization and unity. All those who aspire
for Muslim unitv must understand this fact of life otherwise their dream
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be a true means for the production of a committed and qualified
leadership.

Existing Social System as an Obstacle Towards Muslim Unity

The misuse of resources and power by the ruling elites is another
obstacle towards unity. Abuse of resources and power create resentment
and frustration in a society. People losc faith in the objectives of the
socicty and get disenchanted with the leadership. When power is shared it
becomes a blessing otherwise becomes a bane it used as a monopoly by a
person or a group of persons. [t takes the form of tyranny. It is a source of
oppression, and breeds jealousics and prejudices which collapses
solidarity of human beings. In a society where authority is used as an
instrument of exploitation, bonds of unity arc completely wrecked. Society
is divided into several groups and thcy come into conflict with one
another, Misuse of power corrupts and demolishes the social system. and
produces a climate in which sense of unity cannot be maintained. The net
result of all this is the rise of injustice, double —dealings and hypocrisy.
Deceit, treachery and selfishness arc the features of this type of suciety.
This way the bridge of trust and confidence between the rulers and the
subjects 1s shattered. The leadership becomes ineffective and rematns
unconcern with the welfare of the people and gives way for disintegration
of unity, When such a stage is reached the feeling of togetherness
disappears automatically. Other than this. the accumulation ot wealth by a
few in the socicty also weakens the sensc of unity, The accumulation of
wealth by itself is not bad but it is the uneven richness and its
manifestation of misuse which creates social and cconomic strains in
society. Once the sense of unity is destroyed. the foundation of social life
of a community becomes weak. Under this situation an alien authority
dominates and people tend to become slow and slavishly subservient.
Rulers prefer seclusion. They isolate themselves trom the people and tend
to conduct the affairs of the society unilaterally. It is a well known fact
that this kind of isolation of authority is always a source ot annoyance and
{rustration among the masses, and in the end becomes one of the major
causes of political chaos and administrative disorder. One can witness this
phenomenon so often in the Muslim world. People are deprived of basic
facilities. They are kept uncducated and unskilled and poor and majority
of them live in unhealthy environment. How come we can expect from
this people to stand with the rulers. 'They are aiready distanced from them.

Conclusion
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solidarity, and the sensc of belonging is weakened to such an extent thal it
loscs its effectiveness and the whole edifice of the mutuality of interests
between the rulers and the ruled collapses. Inter-group rivalries multiply
and in the midst of cndless squabbles, the society becomes ripe for
dramatic changes. The most dramatic of them could be the change in the
ruling and intellectual groups. The political leaders consolidate their
power without the consent of the people. To maintain their power and
wealth they support the corruption and exploitation. They gel at this stage
the help of those intellectuals who want to maintain status quo. The rulers
and intellectuals with the help of onc and other, suppress all others who
differ with them. The despotic and authoritarian rule fails to acknowledge
the scrvices and contributions of those who possess credentials and
qualities but differ with the policies and strategies of the ruling elites.
They are neither recognized nor awarded for their sincere services. The
rulers depend not on the support of the masses but on those opportunists
who accommodate and adjust with the ruling authorities. All such factors
lead to division in the socicty. Gradually they lose the support of the
masses and depend on external factors. This finally creates gap between
the rulers and the masses. The Islamic ummah at present demonstrates the
same phenomena. The culers and subjects have different aspirations; they
do not represent the vicws and opinions of one and other.

This stale of affairs requires a change in the pattern of existing
lcadership both at political and intellectual levels as this leadership suffers
from internal weaknesses. The role of leadership is decisive and sensitive
tor the survival and development of all groups and orpanizations. The
qualities of leaders, and of scholars, their ability to inspire confidence and
prudence in guiding the socicty delermine to a large extent the unity and
solidarity of the people. The leadership must be able to comprehend and
mobilize the feeling of unity and they can do this only if their own feeling
of unity is higher than every other member of the society. The prime
responsibility of leadership is to maintain and prolong unity as much as
they can. Shih Walt Allah says that the leadership is nceded because it not
only protects ummah from external attacks bul also from internal
dtvisions.

Our probicm today is that a unified leadership on all these fronts is
not available. Independent thinking, moral oricntation, and economic
enterprise are not being sponsorcd by the same leadership. We are divided
into several groups. We are, therefore, under stress ta develop a committed
and qualified leadership. A morally and spiritually designed system of
education completely independent from the influences of ruling elites can
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the barriers of power. politics, selfish interest, exploitation and hypocrisy.
It signifies social and organizational cohesion. The spiritual and ethical
paradigm cultivate the culture which guarantee the ‘sense of solidarity’.
ummatic teelings”. “lovalty to ummad’. and “public spirit. But a close look
into secular paradigm shows that it fails to creale a culture of sacrifice and
commitment as it inherently lacks spiritual foundation. Associative
scntiments, unity of purpose, and oneness of feclings and emotions are all
essential factors of spirituality. When spirituality which is the life-blood of
associative and communal solidarity, and which is strongest inspiration for
life as such starts disappearing and in the end when it is completely gone.
societies or ¢ivilizations break into conflicting groups and finally Iead to
the culture of power-politics and hypocrisy. The scholars of our time who
are trying to find some rational justification for the secular model of
political system in the name of realism and pragmatism are unable to see
that the secular paradigm has not only failed in the West and everywhere
but it is inherently contrary to the spirit of Islamic political system which
emphasizes consensus, consent and consultation as the cardinal principles
of the political organization of community, the¢ main goal of which is the
welfare of the people. that is, pcace, harmony and prosperity. Absolutc
authority is. therefore. rejected but unfortunately the present political
culture in the Muslim world does not demonstrate that this ideal is
sincerely practiced. The concept of shdra [consultation] is admired and
adored in our academic circles, but as an instrument of practical
mechanism it ceased to exist in our culture. The yawning gap between the
Islamic ideal of shird and the reality disturb people in general and
consequently affect the sense of togetherness. Ultimately. they lose their
confidence in social organization.

Existing Political and Intellectual Leadership as an Obstacle Towards
Muslim Unity

[t is evident that the communities who reject spirituality losc their
social organization and is vanquished by a superior force. They develop
the most humiliating attitude of emulating the supcrior masters. They lose
self-respect and develop apathy. and their will to struggle and survive is
completely croded. They become ease-loving and comfort-sceking.
Material affluence corrupts their mind and soul, and the sense of hardship.,
excellence and dynamism arc replaced with indolence. slowness of
thought and slugpishness in action. The ceaseless struggle against all kinds
of odds that sustain communities disappears. and they spend their energies
in needless and useless things and pursuc a course of luxury. In the end. a
stage is reached when injustice and corruption destray the foundations of
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indoctrinated on how to separate the secular from the sacred. they really
learn their lessons very well and emerge as advocates of secular ideologies
and continuc the mission of secular orientation. 1t is the secular svstem
that produces the ummah’s intellectual. political and social leaders. As a
resutt of this. the syvstem of education became a means of dividing the
wmmah and draining its cnergy. In reality. education should be a means of
bringing Muslims together and providing them with a unified cultural
perspective. directing them towards progress and development. It should
create harmony and provide a common purpose. thus directing alt efforts
towards developing the righteous Muslims whose mind and soul. culture
and behaviour. help to develop sense of unity and lovalty 10 the wmmah.
Many of the manitestations of division and fragmentation bear the traces
of the negative aspects of this system. Now we can see traditionalist.
secularist. modernist and Islamist Muslims whose lovalties and destinies
are different from one another.™

Those who received secular western education in and abroad most of
them demonstrate western outlook in their life styvie unless they arc
influenced by the Islamic movements or Muslim culturc. Rev William
Hall observes:

The government aystems of education are modeled on this pattern [western and
secular]. Many young [Muslim] men and women have been sent to the
Lniversities of Lurope and America and are returning to their home with the
method and spirit of the West. Extended commercial and political relations are
rapidly aiding in spreading this Western Method as opposed to the
unqueslioning acceptance of traditional dogma ang dictum, !

Existing Secular Culturc as an Obstacle Towards Muslim Unity

Fducation is being used as a more elfective instrument of cultural
subversion. The modern Western model of education largely succeeded in
subverting directly the Islamic culture and the Muslim Unity. In the
Muslim world the secular paradigm has created the culture of power.
politics. sclfish interest. exploitation and hypocrisy. Muslim masses, in
spite of their ignorance and illiteracy understand very well that the Islamic
perspective of life is basically based on cthical considerations, The
existing secular system and culture in the Muslim world is not in any way
a source of creating a Muslim personality with an Islamic character. A
detailed examination of all these problems and of human social
organization reveals that when personal. racial. national and sectarian
sentiments take the place of universal values and dictate all the policies
and strategies. people neglect their responsibifities. It is through the
spiritual and ethical and untversally accepted values that the sense of unity
and oneness is created. It is a spiritual and ethical force. which transcends
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boild. Western theories and models gave more weight to individual
personal gains. The idea of state control and intervention was considered
untversally accepted panacea for all the ills of backwardness. [t was a
pleasing idea to most ruling elites in the Muslim world. It provided
justification for acquiring absolute power over men and material by the
mere promise of bringing about a ncw order of peace and plenty. As a
result every leader of a developing Muslim country assumed that it is his
right to consolidate his power and suppress everyonc else.

In response to the fourth question, what we observe is that the so-
called liberal, enlightencd, and moderate intellectuals and academicians
either sullenly sit on the fence, uncommitted, uninspired and refusing to
participate creatively or they prefer to share all the benefits at the
governmental level.

Fxisting Education System as an Obstacle Towards Muslim Unity

The above analysis has shown that the path chosen by the rulers did
not create confidence among the masses rather it became a source of
division and distrust and finally created unbridgeable gulf between them.
This only indicates that the struggle for freedom in the Muslim world is
not yet completed. Liberation has been limited merely to ridding lands of
foreign elements albeit in a less than satisfactory fashion. Liberation has
not been carried to its logical conclusions. Observing the response of
Muslim Icadership to various challenges in the past, however, one cannot
but be optimistic about the end rcsults of the new challenges. The rival
systems to Islam, thc various forms of capitalism and socialism, continues
to exist in the Muslim world. The introduction of modern secular
educational system. for example, was identified by several Muslim
thinkers correctly as a source of division and disunity among Muslims, in
spite of serious remindcrs the secular educational system still continues to
aperate. 'The individuals and institutions that promote a break with [slamic
traditions are rewarded. The present cducational institutions have become
useful and powerful instruments with which effectively the Islamic
culture—the source of unity---is subverted. Modern secular education
serves Lhe purpose of indoctrinating Muslims with heavy doses of Western
cultural norms and valucs; it also cast doubt in the mind of Muslims on the
authenticity of Islamic culture. It develops the low and middle level
manpower lacking courage and confidence in their own sources. It creates
not only the sensc of the superiority of the West and the western
civilization bul also the sense of loyalty to the West. Education today is
the most effective weapon through which the sense of unity and
togetherness is completely uprooted from the Muslim heart. Muslims are
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The same observers raised some other related questions. For
example: :
What are the characteristics that can make us consider these countries as a

distinct community held together by goals and ideals peculiar to it alone, which all its
members following the same laws and moving in the same direction? ™

Another observer expressed the followinp:

‘Though in their slogans leadership in most under-developed countries has
allemnpted to combine the ideals of liberal democracies with the proclaimed
egalitarianism of socialism, in praclice the trends have been distinctly in the
direction of bureaucratic, centrally planned totalitarianism, =
A close analysis of the above discussion reveals that the Imperialist’s
designs are still continuing in the Muslim world by the existing ruling
clites. The Imperialists developed distinet economic institutions, a distinct
educational system, and other institutional structures to create divisions in
the Muslim world. They gave rise to a duality of institutions and structures
that now can be easily discerned clearly. Some institutions arc created as
the products of ‘modernity” and all others are associated with
‘traditionalism’. For example, a modern educational system was
established to train a small indigenous elite disaffiliated from its religious
and culwral traditions and background to serve the needs of the European
masters. A modern urban system was developed to serve the needs of the
colonial functionaries and settlers. A modetn economic system tied to the
global economic system of Furopean capitalism and so forth.*® The
Europcan powers very well understood the factors which foster in the
wmmah its distinct identity and unity. Hence, these powers launched their
major attack on those elements, which had given the wmmah its
fundamental cohesion, wmmatic identity and world-view.*

On the political, economic and social fronts Muslim rulers were
advised constantly that if they want to overcome the problem of
backwardness, un-development and poverty, they must adopt liberal
democratic or socialist ideology. As a result of this by and large the
ummuah's cohesion and unity based on Islamic world-view has suffered
further decline and the desire for increased economic well-being and
power has become dominant. We observe today that the rulers and elites
give more and more emphasis to western theories and models. Those
Mushm scholars who oppose these policies were considered enemies of
the people, rcactionarics, or foreign agents. Rulers were determined to
destroy such ‘enemies’ of people. They were convinced that a total
destruction of an opposition does not suffer from any moral stigma. The
capacity to silence criticism and political protest made rulers defiant and

© rasailojaraid.com



© rasailojaraid.com
Obstacles Towards Muslim Unity 69

pushed down the Istamic wmmah to this cdge of degeneration? Khurram
Murad identitied the root causes of this decline:

The Muslim societies remain as indifferent 10 their duty as ever. Instead. they
are dedicated to the pursuit of the same ideals, as are non-Muslims.
Modernizalion and economic progress are the goals on which all their etforts
and energies are concentrated. These have become the new gods whom they
worship. The results are there for all to see, They remain ridden by bitter internal
strives and divisions, poverly and backwardness, Muslim states, trom one end 10
the other. are plagued by autoeratic and despotic regimes. which suppress the
Mushm masses and their aspirations. deny them even fundameniat human rights,
even a share in governing themselves. Muslim blood sull flows fike water. Large
Musliin minorities. as in the Russia, India. China. and lsracl, still live as sceond-
class citizens. consantly in fear of life and honour. o short. the Muslim wmmiah
remains atflicted by devradation and humiliation, 1gnominy and powerlessness,™

No doubt it is the realistic description of the present conditions of the
Islamic smmahr. Vntortunately, under the influence of modernity Muslim
potitical leadership also started thinking in terms of power-politics only to
continue their power for its own sake in general. Whereas. we as an
Islamic wnmah stand far the welfare of humanity in its tru2 sense. This
reveals the fact that Muslim political leaderships have tended w go against
the universal mission of the Islamic wmmah, Hence, as a matter of fact. if
they fail to perform their mission they invite the curse of God and would
lose their legitimate idemity

Coming back to the second and third questions that are raisad above,
what we observe is tha tnose who have adopled the goals of power-
politics, they believe in and demonstrate dilferent perspectives other than
the [stamic perspective of life in their systems and activities. Here we are
nol concerned with the legitimate rule of authority of the country i. e.. on
the basis of universally accepted rules of democracy and even we do not
want to raise the question of legitimacy of those who adopted these
resolutions on the basis of strict Islamic criteria of sclection and election
as the head of the state and government. 1t is not the part of our analysis
here. We are interested only to investigate who are those who have
adopled these goals and where lies their loyaley. In this connection one
ohserver raised the tollowing guestion:

The individual countries within this arca are different from one another in a
number of ways. For example. some follow monarchial system of government,
while others are republics. some are ofticially secular while others have adopred
the Shariaf .... some are revolutionary. while others are not. .. some are
socialist oriented and others are capitalist inclined.. . So. in view of these
differences, can we justitiaMy reter to these countries under i o Lamon term
ag il they are one homogeneuus whole? =
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so because our ummah is subject 1o certain specific and universal social
faws. A specific social law related to the Islamic ummah is this: If we
submit in fotality we acquire strength and power and if we follow our own
desires and give 1o it the name of rationality we loose our strength und
power.

Let us now understand what is the source of and goal for Muslim
unity in the light of God's guidance? It is very clearly said in the Qur’an
that the Islamic wmmah is created to perform the universal mission ol
enjoining the right and forbidding the wrong in human society.™ [t implies
that the sole aim of the creation of Islamic wmmah is to guide mankind to
the path of God —the path of peace, prosperity and development. Here, at
Jeast two important points can be deduced: firstly that the Islamic umpah
cannol assign any other purpose to itself other than that which is designed
tor it by its Creator: secondly, that it is the Islamic wmmah which is
responsible for the fall of the human civilization as a whole if it has failed
to present and warn the human society about the Divine laws of the rise
and fall of human civilization. In other words, it we collectively fail to
perform this basic and sublime responsibility we would be on one side
subject to punishment and on the other responsible for the fall of societies.
This 1s the Divine law of the risc and fall of nations Khurram Murad
observes:

The Qur'in poiats out the single common denominator of all those nations,
which met their doom in the past. All those nations had formerly been favoured
with God's blessings. But drunk with afflucnce, they resorted to mischief on
earth. Their colleclive conscience was also completely vitiated. The result was
that no righteous was left among them to prevent them from committing evils.
And if any such person did exist, their number was either too small. or their
voice too feehle to prevent evils from predominating. ™

This passage further strengthens our argument that the whole
rationale for raising the lslamic ummah 1s to guide mankind to the path of
peace and civilization. Therefore, the Islamic wmmah cannot take the
liberty ot neglecting this magnanimous responsibility other wise it
declines and degencrates unless it repents and follows and presents the
Divine guidance to mankind. For this reason the Qur'an has repeatedly
reminded to the Islamic ummah to guide and invite mankind to submit and
surrender (o the guidance of God. ™

Can we deny the fact that although a number of Muslim states
achieved independence and became the masters of their own destiny but
the state of Islamic wmmah has heen continuously worsening? Today we
complain that in spite of a large number of Muslim states neither we enjoy
honour nor dignity and respect. What are the main causes, which have
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Fundamental Questions Regarding the Goals of Muslim Unity

One can easily see that in the above mentioned quotes some lofty
idcals and goals are desired and cherished. But a carcful analysis of all
these statements. rcveal that this is the most problematic area, which
resulted in the failure of the efforts of Muslims for unity. To appreciate the
problematic of these goals and idcals, an in- depth examination is required
this examination raises at least four basic questions which need for serious
reflections. Firstly, are the goals, which have been identified as the goals
of Muslim Unity are based on the perspective of Islim and the criteria of
rationality? Secondly. those who desire these goals and adopted them arc
really tegitimatc representatives of 1slam and Muslims? Thirdly. are those
scholars and ieaders who cherish these goals practice them as a living
reality? This question also requires an answer from the Islamic and
rational perspectives.

Other than these questions, there is another pertinent question, which
hetps us to understand the root causes of the failure of the efforts for
Mustim unity. This important question is rclated to the heirs of the
Prophets (p.3.11.7) and the custodians of Islamic thought and scholarship
i.e. the scholars. Did they challenge those who are responsible for the
taiture of our lofty ideals and goals? Did they provide a workable blue
print for Muslim unity based on the Islamic world view exclusively?

The Constituent of the ¥Y<!amic Ummah and Tts Mission

To answer these questions first we need to remind ourselves about
the following facts regarding the constituents of the Islamic ummah. We
are concerned here for the unity of the “Islamic’ nations or countries or
communitics who are scattered and divided all over the world. What is
imperative for us here is the need to note that it is the adjective ‘[slamic’,
which is integral to these nations. countrics or communities, 1t is not a
unity of different nations, countries or communities with several
backgrounds. We are certain that it is *Islam’ which is the basis of our
existence as a distinctive wmmah. Islam is, therefore, central to the life of
the Muslim world. Islam means peace and submission to the Will of God.
Submission should necessarily be willingly and whole-heartedly. It
implies that one who submits to God cannot go against the Will of God.
For Islam stands for a commitment to surrender one’s will to the Will of
God. And it is through this submission that peace and prosperity is
brought about. Because of this submission we are named as “Muslim® by
God Himselt. 2 The Muslim world is, therefore. under obligation to seek
guidance and surrender to the Will of God. We are not. therefore, free to
think by ourselves and decide anvthing for ourselves independently. It is
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undersianding between them. Resolve to preserve the spiritual, moral and socio-
economic valtues of Islam, which remain one of the essential factors for the
achievement of progress by mankind. Affirmation of their unshakable faith in
the precepts of 1stdm, which prociaim the equality of rights among all men."’

Declaration of the Second Islamic Summit held at Lahore, February
22-24, 1974.

The Kings, Heads of States and Governments and the Representatives of the
[slamic Countries and Organizations proclaimed:

i, The Conviction that their common Faith is an indissoluble bond between their
peoples; that the solidarity of the Islamic peoples is based not on hostility
towards any other buman community nor on distinctions of race and culture,
but on the positive and eternal precepts of the cquality, fraternity and dignity
of man, freedom from discrimination and exploitation and struggle against
oppression and injustice.

-3

Their identification with the joint struggle of the peoples of Asia, Africa and

I.atin America for social and economntic progress and prosperity of all nations
of the World.

3. Their desire thal their endeavours in promoting world peace based on frecdom
and soctal justice will be imbued with the spitit of amicability and cooperation
with other Faiths, in accordance with the tencts of Islam,

Their determination to preserve and promote solidarity among Muskim
Counlrics, to respect each other’s independence and territorial integrity, to
refrain from interference in cach other’s internal affairs, to resolve their
differences through peaceful means in a fratcrnal spirit and, wherever possible,
lo utilize the mediatory influence or good offices of fraternal Muslim State or
States for such resolution. ™

In the same Second lIslamic Summit the main goal of the Charter of
the Islamic Conference was announced in the following words:

To consolidate cooperation among member states in the economic, social,
cultural, scientific and other vital fields of objectives, and to carry out
consultations among member states in international organizations.

Finally it was further declared by thc heads of state of the OIC
member states that:

Strict adherence to islam and to Islamic principles and values as a way of life
constitutes the highest protection for Muslims against the dangers that confront
them. Isldm is the only path that can lead them to strength, dignity, prosperity,
and a better future, Isldm is the pledge and guarantce of the authenticity of the
immah safeguarding it trom the tyrannical onrush of materiatism. It is the
powerful stimulant for both leaders and peoples in their struggle to tiberate their
Holy Places and to regain their rightful place in the world so that they may, in
concert with other nations, strive for the establishment of equality, peace and
prosperity for the whale [ot] mankind. "
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The Existing Aims of Muslim Unity as the fundamental Obstacle
Towards Muslim Unity

Why do the past strategies fail to bring about unity among Muslims?
The correct answer to this question demands a thorough examination of
the general aims of Muslim unity commonly aspired by scholars and
political leaders. It is generally argucd that there is an urgent need to
rebuild the strength of Muslims. Everyone should delve into the rebuilding
of a strong Islamic world. It will help to improve the capability of
Muslims to deal with the challenges of globalization and the information
technology. Islamic world in alliance “had suffered humiliation when Iraq
and Afghanistan were invaded by foreign powers with Muslim countries
incapable of doing anything. Muslims should be in a position where they
are safe from threats, be it intcrnal or external, including from other
Muslims who can wecaken the Islamic community. causing them to be
controlled by others.™ ¥ Disunity among Muslim countries had weakened
them and as a result, iraq and its pcople became the victim. Under the
uncertain political situation in the world currently, it is wise and crucial
for Muslim countries to unite and work together in facing current
challenges.

There is a strong desire of all that the Muslim countries should set a
tradition of co-operation and co-ordination of [slamic communities in
political, social, economic, cultural and Islamic issues. One of the former
secretary generals, Amadou Karim Gaye, in his inaugural address as the
chief guest to an international conference on *The Muslim World and The
[uture Economic Order” held in 1977, outlined the objectives of Muslim
unity as follows:

Nevertheless, we cannot help noting that on the world scene today various
dimensions of the world situation, and the decisions affecting them, have come
to be identified with a few major powers. This cannot be allowed to go
unchallenged, for in the new situation the Muslim world can have an effective
voice in pulitical and economic forums. In the UN and its specialized apencies,
in the International Monetary Fund and other policy-making organs, we nmust

have an effective say in matters concerning the betterment of the developing
world in general and the Muslim world in particular. '

Earlier the OIC issued scveral Declarations and adopted several
resolutions which give some idea about contemporary Muslim thinking on
the issue of Muslim unity and its objectives. Below we reproduce some
parts of two Declarations and resolutions. Declaration of the First Islamic
Summit held at Rabaét, Seplember 22-25, 1969.

The fslamic Summit is convinced that their common creed constitites a
powerful fuctor in bringing their peoples closer together and fostering
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Unfortunately, all these advices were neglected by the Muslims.
Several misunderstandings and assumptions were developed. For example,
therc is a mistaken assumption among Muslims that there are external
challenges, which have caused problems to the Islamic ummah. These
challenges must be addressed. This misunderstanding is the consequence
of another basic misunderstanding, that is. the decline and decadence is
caused by the masters of colonialism and imperialism, Whereas, the truth
is that the Islamic ummah had been in decline for centuries before it faced
the modcrn challenges of modernity and modern civilization. According to
Murad Wilfried Hofmann, “its decline was not the consequence of
colonialization but colonialization was the consequence of the Muslim
world’s pre-cxisting decline and decadence™.

The main factors which led to the decline and decadence of the
Islamic ummah were the result of the negligence of the Islamic ummah of
its universal mission of Islam; lack of the spirit of consultation in the
Muslim political culture; lack of confidence in the open mindedness; lack
of empirical understanding and scicentific spirit. All these were further
supported by the self-created images of Islam and it’s civilization, The
most important mechanism of Islam, ijrihdd for the development of
Islamic thought and wmmah was first confined only to the figh (Islamic
faw) and then it was replaced by another deadiy idea, the notion of tuglid
{stagnation). Furthermore, under the influence of Western civilization this
was followed by another idea of the supremacy of human reason. It was
wrongly conceived that everything that is really essential for man’s
welfare is knowable —and understandable better by human reason alone.
Consequently the need of God's guidance in human affairs was rejected.
ijtihad in its truest scnse is not applied anywhere in the Muslim world.
Today one can observe that the models of development are not decply
rooted in the Islamic world-view. Several aspects of development in the
Muslim world do not reflect the Istamic world-view, As the direct result of
the acceptance of the supremacy of human reason, the Islamic world-view
was replaced by the world-view of secularism. We seek to develop tdeas
and models of development within the framework of the secular paradigm.
Until and unless we get rid of this slavish mentality and develop our own
ideas and framcworks within the parameters of the world-view of Islam
we would remain unsuccessful in achieving our noble goals. The worst of
all this is that Muslim masses have almost given hope of living respectable
and a self-reliant lifc in the world. The available literature dealing with the
issue of Muslim unity is an empirical example of what is said above. It is
not free {rom the influences of the Western world-view. It badly lacks the
strong foundation of the Islamic world-view.
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Islamic world-view analogous to some aspects found within Western
civilization. This inevitably meant the eventual atrophy of those aspects of
the Islamic world-view that have nothing analogous to them within the
modern Western world-view. But ironically, those aspects constitute the
very essence and source of the specificity of the Islamic world-view. In
short “it should be pointed out that neither the new nor the oid generation
of Muslim intcllectuals constructed their respective intetlectual systems on
the basis of the Istamic world-view exclusively™.” There were and are still
several scholars who follow Western criteria and advocate Western
civilization. They feel togical when they declare that in our culture they
maintain both tradition and modernity. According to William Montgomery
Watt what was presented by Ameer "Ali in his book The Spirit of Isldm,
~ was essentially a presentation of islam and its founder as embodying all
the libcral wvalues admired in Victorian England. Amger ‘Al saw
Muhammad as a “great Teacher’, a believer in progress, an upholder of the
use of reason and indeed “the great Pioneer of Rationalism’, in short as a
thoroughly modern man™* He further says that Sir Hamilton Gibb's
criticism of the achicvements of [slamic liberals and modernists up to
1945 was right when they did not demonstrate the total imitation of the
West but now it is invalid. The reason furnished by Watt is interesting. He
contends that the weaknesses Gibb indicated “have largely been remedicd
by the latest generation ol liberal Muslim thinkers represented by Fazlur
Rahman and Mohammed Arkoun. They have fully accepted Western
historical criticism and are prepared to apply it in the interpretation of the
Qur’an and in a review of the history of Islamic thought™.”

As a matter of fact this attitude emerges from an inferiority complex,
from the belief that we as Muslims can earn no honour or respect unless
we are able to show that our religion resembles the modern creeds and it is
in agreement with most of the contemporary ideologies. Quite contrary to
this defeatist and slavish mentality. Muhammad Asad argued that:

We must have the wish to leam and to progress and to become scientifically and
economically as efficient as the Western nations are. Bul the one thing Muslims
must hot wish is ta see with Western eyes, to think in Western thoughts; they
must not wish, if they desire fo remain Muslims, to exchange the spiritual
civilization of [slam for the materialistic experiments of the West, "

He therefore demanded that we should study and develop our thought
but *without a slavish submission to the intellectual attitude of the West’. "
Igbal provided a universal formula for acceptance or rejection of an idea
or thought. He said:

Cur duty is carefully to watch the progress of human thought, and to maintain an
independent critical attitude towards it **
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Islam with one or the other systems of thought. They contended that islam
is a democracy, By this they mean that there is no dilference between
Islim and the democracy. Some others suggested that communism is
nothing but the latest and revised version of Islam. For some socialism
was in line with the teachings of Islam. Today, there are people who are
argutng that 1slam stands for civil society and pluralism. There are
sufficient cvidences on the part of Muslim intellectuals who are more
content with importing ready-made Western answers to the questions
posed by Western civilization. They either attempt to reconcife Islam with
Western civilization, or preaccupy themselves with searching for the
points of contrast or similarity between the two. They are also interested to
develop the “image’ of Islam by way of developing ‘moderate Islam’
against "extremist Islam’. It is often argued that there is an urgent need for
the reconciliation with Western civilization and it’s modernity. Some
scholars even suggest that we should be selective or comparative in our
assessment. All these people. in their misguided zeal, are always at great
pains to prove that Islam contains within itsclt the elements of all types of
contemporary social and political thought and action. All this was the
result of the interaction with Western civilization. It was an important
formative factor as contemplated by Abdelwahab M. El-messiri. He said:

After all, this was a civilization thar acquired centrality by virtue of its economic
and military accomplishmenlts, put forward its own view of the world as if it
were the view of all human beings at all times and in all places. conceived of its
knowledge as a precise science applicable to all communities, and set the
challenge that everyone else had to respond to responses varied with the type of
challenge and ils intensily. The early reformists found many positive aspects in
Western modernity. One may even go as far as to suggest that they were
entranced by it...Consequently. the issue for many of the bearers of the old
Istamic discourse was basically how to reconcile [slam with Western modernity,
and even how to make [slam catch up with it, and live up to its standards and
values...... it is interesting to note that, for many in the Muslim world, all the
trends and movements. religious or secular, irrespective of their ideological
inclinations and social or cthnic backgrounds, had turned the West into a silent
and ultimate puim of reference. ®

As a result of this attitude to Western civilization the Islamic world-
view retreated, its dimensions shrunk, and it lost its comprehensiveness.
Instead of providing an Islamic framework of reference for Muslims in the
modern age, the issue became how fo ‘Islamize’ certain aspects of
Western modernity. The Islamization process. in most cases, took the form
of ‘omitting’ those aspects of Western civilization deemed faram
[prohibited] by Islamic law, without any addition or innovation,
underscoring  those aspects of Western civilization deemed haldl
[permissible] by Islamic law, and searching for those aspects within the
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good intentions. It is necessary to take appropriate and speciftc actions
such as a sincere and honest leadership is needed to achieve the set goals.
This is an established social law of society. The Islamic wmmah is not an
exception. It is bound, to follow that course of action which is so designed
for it by God. This is a fundamental issue of such a great importance that
without understanding it we cannot clearly visualize our purpose and
strategy to construct Muslim unity.

In the light of this, we argue that the disunity among pcople is
genuinely caused by the negligence of certain basic facts of life. For
example, in the case of the Islamic wmma#h the lack of commitment to
[slam and Islamic perspective of lifc on the part of the rulers is the
fundamental obstacle towards Muslim unity. Due to the lack of Islamic
perspective on life and commitment to Islam, the aims and goals as
designed by OIC have themselves become greatest obstacles towards the
realization of Mustim unity. Apart from this, some other idcological
influences had been working in the Muslim world with greater force than
ever which had ultimately, as they were not checked properly and timely,
wiped off the broad universal human outlook which ummah had imbibed
from its Din, al-Islam. Furthermore, it can be further argued that the
Muslim leaders and scholars with their zeal for the so-called *modern’,
‘liberal’ and ‘moderate’ interpretations and models of Istam had
contributed towards disunity of Muslims.” A careful reading of history and
those of present realities show that the current slogans of *globalization’,
“liberal’, ‘modern’ and ‘moderate Islam’ are accelerating Muslim disunity
rather than eliminatling it since they arc cssentially politically oricnted.
slogans. As lgbal contended quite earlier that the Rcformation was
essentially a political movement, and the net result of it in Europe was a
gradual displacement of the universal ethics of Christianity by systems of
national ethics. He, therefore, reminded to the Islamic wmmah that it is the
duty of the leaders and scholars of the world of Islam today to understand
the real meaning of what has happened in Furope, and then to move
forward with sclf-control and a clear insight into the ultimate aims of
Islam as a social policy.*

A Fundamental Remark

Before making an exploration into and examination of the real
obstacles towards the Muslim unity, it seems imperative to make a
tundamental remark regarding the attitude of Muslim intellectuals and
scholars of our time and their criteria of analysis.

It was from the beginning of the 20" century until 70's that the
Muslim intellectuals and scholars were thinking in tcrms of identifving
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Jamaiuddin al-Afghani, the architect of Pan-Islamism in the modern
world at last lost his hope of uniting the Musiim world. He tailed to unite
the Muslim leaders and nations, in spite of all his sincere and unceasing
devotion and efforts. He identified the causes of his failure. He argued that
the root causes of his failure lie in the negligence of the some of the social
laws related to the rise and fall of civilizations. e contended that every
society 1s subject to some social laws. These laws are created by God for
the development of a society. According to these laws every society
requires, lor example, a committicd and honest leadership. It is this
committed and honest leadership that adopts a proper methodology for
achieving peace, harmony and prosperity of the society. He, therefore,
finally concluded that he failed because he did not adopt a proper
methodology. Instead of approaching to the Muslim masses for Muslim
unity, he approached to the Muslim leaders who were selfish and ignorant.

At around the same time lgbal also referred to the same social laws ol
society. lle outlined his strategy of Muslim unity. He thought that first
Muslim nations would graduaily get independence and then will come
together and form a selid solidarity. He said:

[n order ta create a really effective political unity of lslam, all Muslim countrigs
must first become independent: and then in their totality they shooid range
themselves under one Calﬂiph. [s such a thing possible i the present moment? 1f

not today, one must wait, -
lgbal in fact thought that Muslims would take lessons from their past
political experiences and would reflect into the laws which work behind
the rise and fall of nations and civilizations, but the recent past history of
Muslims demonstrates somcthing ¢lse. What was thought by igbal and
Afghani was not realized yet. It remained an unrealized dream. Ilere some
hasic questions may be raised: [s it not true that the so-called independent
modern nation states, instead of becoming the source of Muslim unity
have really stood in the way of a reunion of Islamic wmmah? 1s it not the
fact that they are far from serving any useful purpose and have become the
source of further disunity of Muslims in the world? Is it not true that the
so-called independent states have become a source of disintegration of
Islamic ummah? A careful observation of present realities reveals the fact
that the independent nation-states or the division of Muslims in
nationalitics arc not the real obstacles towards the unity of the Islamic
ummakh. owever, our contention is that the rcal obstacles arc related to
some of the social laws which are working in human societies such as the
law rclated to the attitude of the rulers and their ways of governance as
pointed out by Afghani. In this world everything follows a set course. No
human effort can achieve success merely on the basis of pious wishes and
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Obstacles Towards Muslim Unity: An Analysis of
the Root Causes

MUHAMMAD MUMTAZ AL{*

Abstract: “The unity of Muslim nations as such is not against the
interest of any non-Muslim nation. For the purpose of achieving this
objective several efforts have been made and organizations and
institutions cstablished in the past, but those efforts did not bear {fruits
as expected,

For the unity or disunity of Muslim nations has a direct bearing
on the development and sustenance of the Islamic civilization in this
chaotic world, this paper argues that without identifying the real
obstacles that lie behind the disunity of the Muslim nations and people,
all the efforts for bringing about the Muslim unity would not be
fruitful. This paper mainly focuses on the identificalion of the
fundamental obstacles which stand in the way of Muslim unily and
argues that with the change of circumstances the nature of the real
obstacles has also changed which needs to be seriously investigated by
the scholars. In this paper the root causes of Muslim disunily are
identified and analyzed.

It is contended hcre that the real obstacles standing in the way of
Muslim unity are not external rather they are purely internal and mostly
relate 1o Muslim culture and the socio-political atmosphere of the
Muslim world. These obstacles are multi-dimensional and decply
related 10 educational, cultural, political and social factors. Finally, an
in depth analysis of these obsiacles and some solutivns to ovetcome
these obstacles are presented which is followed by a conclusion™.

Introduction:

Would that [ had sown all the sced of my ideas in the receptive ground of
the people’s thought! Well would it have been had I not wasted this
fruitful and beneficent seed of mine in the salt and stertle soil of that effete
sovereignty! Or what | sowed in that soil never grew, and what [ planted
in that brackish earth perished away. During all this time one of my weil-
intentioned counsels sank into the ears of the rulers of the East, whose
selfishness and ignorance prevented them from accepting my words
[Jlamaluddin al-Afghani].’

*Associate Profcssor, Department of Usidluddin and Comparative
Religion, Kulliyyah of Islamic Revealed Knowledge & Human Sciences,
International {slamic University Malaysia {11UM), Kuala Lumpur.
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conditions in other places. Lastly, it is necessary to mention the role
played by the media and the press in influencing pan-Islamic
consciousness. Indeed, there was a symbiotic relationship between the
growth of pan-Islamic consciousness and the growth of the press. The
more Indian Muslims discovered about the fate of their brethren elsewhere
in the Islamic world, the more they wished to know. Each Muslim
calamity gave birth to the booming of the press and the flourishing of
great newspapers.
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leadership, in their strugple lor Pakistan, believed that the ‘wlama ™ were
not capable of giving a correct lead in politics because of their exclusively
traditional ¢ducation and total ignorance of the complexities of modern
life. The “wlamd ' remained, by and large, hostile to the idea of a Muslim
national state led by the Westernized Muslims for their laxity in adopting
Islamic code. In the final years of colonial rule, a minority group among
the Dcobandi “wlama tormed the Jam'iyyat-i Ulama-i Islam to support the
Muslim League and the demand for a separate Muslim state. In
independent Pakistan after 1947, they became a minor political party with
a fairly simplistic call for the primacy of Islam in public life. Like other
Pakistani political parties, the JUI has been subject to factional splits
coalescing around personalities more than issucs, and there were perhups a
half-dozen factions and reorganizations over its tist half century. ¢

Despite the lack of Muslim unity, from the 1920s onwargs. Muslim
societies achieved their freedom from direet foreign rule. The end ol
Western rule, however, did not bring an end to transtormative westem
influences in Muslim societics. In many cases their impact is redoubled.
The process of meddling in the Mustim world continues. New clites,
Bhuttos, Hoveidas, Bourguibas, continue 1o emerge to manape the new
economic and political structures. Most of them are traincd in the West.
subscribc 1o Western values of seculartsm and nalionalism. support
Western culture, and happy io see it given substantial freedom 1o tlourish
in Muslim socictics. in .2d, these new elites enjoy the support of the
super powers who see 1n secularism and nationalism the germs that could
disrupt the idea that the Muslims of the world constitute one, united
ummah. Paradoxically, their efforts did little to erode the protound sense
of the distinctiveness of being Muslim. On the contrary, more and more
Muslims have developed a Pan-Istamic dimension to their consciousness;
more and more have cngaged imaginatively and emotionally with the fate
of Muslims in far away lands. In South Asia this development was given a
particular intensity because of the British colonization of Muslim lands
and the consequent loss of Muslim power giving rise to the feeling of
insecurity amonyg South Asian Muslims. One development that led to an-
Islamic consciousness was the increased frequency of trave] undertaken by
Muslims, since at least 1860, to Britain and to Europe to absorb Western
learning and modern skills as well as to Cairo and Istanbul to pick up the
latest in Muslim ideas.

Equally important in this respect was the increase in the nuniber of
Muslims performing Aajj. While some scttled in the Hijéz as scholars or
traders othcrs returned home with the stories of Muslims and their
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threat primarily as an onslaught against 1slam as a religious and cultural
enlity. They were alike as well in an overriding cmphasis on encouraging
a range of ritual and personal behavioral practices linked to worship,
dress, and everyday behaviour. These were deemed central to Shari'ah
and essentlial means to pramote Muslim unity,

The Westernizing modernists, like Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan and
lamal al-Din al-Afghani, emphasized the acquisition of scientific and
technological knowledge and skills as mandatory in Islam. Muslim unity
can be attained if they are educated and if they are powerful. It is their
failure in the realm of science and technolegy that has created an image of
Islam being uncaring and unjust. Sir Sayyid equated the interests of Indian
Muslims with an unquestioning lovalty to the British; Afghani believed
resistance to non-Muslim aggression and reconquest was the duty of
Muslims ail over the world. Afghani pioncered the clite-based pan-Isiamic
movement in the subcontinent. These Westernizing modemists, even if
they meant well in their desire to defend Islam, in effect presented a
truncated and deformed Islam. In contrast, Iqbal, Mawdadi and others
called for a retum to the original message of Islam, to discover its
relevance to the existing milieu and to strive to change the status quo to
conform to the tenets and principles of Isidm. Their primary concern was
to clevate the principle of fawhid, the oneness of God and the unity of
creation. They built models for distinctive polities that challenged the
alternative systems such as nationalism, capitalism, and Marxism. They
sought modemity in ways that simultaneously asserted the primacy of
Islamic values and avoided the dark side of western modernity. The call of
the tajdid 1s for a comprehensive reform along Islamic lines in all aspects
of life. Ighal called for a “League of Muslim nations,” Mawdidi, in
addition. called for a universal Islamic revolution.

Given these efforts, religion, which under the impact of secularism
lay dormant for a while, had re-emerged in Muslim politics and society.
These movements have succeeded many Muslim states to declare their
identity as part of the Muslim ummah in their ofticial designation. Yet, the
unity of the Muslim world remains elusive. The most noticeable aspect of
the South Asian struggle for Muslim unity was the disunity between
various  Islamic movements as well as factionalism  within  each
organization. The Deobandis went their separate ways. The Deoband
madrasah grew into a more modern school, exhibiting sharp differences
with other Mushim traditionalists, and even with its own offshoots in other
countries. Sir Sayyid was, of course, disowned by Afphdni. Iqbial and
Mawdiidi championed Muslim nationalism. The Muslim political
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