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CULTURAL diversity, like flux, is the law of human life. Diversity is something that characterizes everything that exists in this world — both animate and inanimate. More particularly, it is built in everything that breathes — plants, animals, and homo sapiens. Indeed, diversity characterizes individuals, groups, nations, cultures, and civilizations.

In a word, it is a pluralist world we live in. More specifically, it was pluralistic yesterday, it is pluralistic today, and it would continue to be pluralistic tomorrow, despite what Huntington envisages and proposes for a new world order in the coming decades.

In the current debate on Islam and Islamic civilization, Islam, incredibly though, has often been perceived and presented as envisaging a cosmos which calls for an unalloyed monistic society, with built-in fanaticism and zero-sum tolerance. This perception is inherently erroneous, ab initio and ipso facto, though. In sum, it stems primarily from a gross ignorance of the basic Islamic doctrines, if not from a jaundiced interpretation of these doctrines. For, even a cursory reading of the Quranic text indicates that pluralism has been averred again and again. Consider, for instance, the following verses:

Mankind! We created / You from a single (pair) / Of a male and a female / And made you into / Nations and tribes, that / Ye may know each other / (Not that ye may despise (Each other). (Surah 49, al-Hajurat: 13)

We sent not an apostle / Except (to teach) in the language / Of his (own) people, in order / To make (things) clear to them. / Now God leaves straying / Those whom He pleases / And guides whom He please: / And He is Exalted in Power, / Full of Wisdom. (Surah 14, al-Ibrahim: 4)

Those who believe and those who are the Jews and / The Christians and the Sabians — whoever believes / In God and the Last Day and does good works — / They have their reward with God, and no fear / shall come on them nor shall they grieve. (Surah V, al-Maida: 72)

The principle of pluralism, which and other surahs affirm finds fulsome expression in a statement as the climax to Surah al-Kafirun: Say: O ye / That reject Faith / Worship not that / Which ye worship, / Nor will ye worship / That which I worship / And I will not worship / That which ye have been / Wont to worship / Nor will ye worship / That which I worship / To you be your Way, / And to me mine. (Surah 109, al-Kafirun: 1-6)

Such affirmation in religious freedom is the hallmark of Islam alone. More remarkable, no other religious text affirms this principle so explicitly as the Qur’an does.

Not only in principle, but in practice as well, Islam sanctified pluralism and cultural diversity. This principle, for instance, was recognized and practised in the first Islamic state, founded in Madinah in 622/623, by the Prophet (PBUH) himself, soon after the hijrah (622). The foundational document, on which this state was raised, was the Misaq al-Madinah or the Covenant of Madinah, 622/623. And for the governance of the multi-racial, multi-lingual, multi-cultural, and multi-religious Madinah, the Misaq sanctified the principle of religious, racial, cultural and linguistic pluralism.

Besides the immigrant Qurayshite Muslims, Madinah was then inhabited by the prominent Arab tribes of Aws and Khazraj (which had, by and large, been converted to Islam over time) and several Jewish tribes (including that of the more important Banu’Awf). This Misaq, often referred to as the first written “charter of rights and duties”, guarantees the rights of different entities — racial, religious, cultural, and linguistic — as never before, and they were, moreover, considered as integral parts of the Islamic-orientated civil society. Article 2 of the Misaq pronounces the Qurayshite and the Medinite Muslims as constituting “a political unit (ummah) as distinct from all the people (of the world),” and Article 25 lays down that “the Jews of the Banu ‘Awf shall be considered as a community (ummah) along with the Believers, for the Jews being their religion and for the Muslims their religion...” The subsequent articles (26-35), and 46) include other Jewish tribes within the Ummah canopy.

Thus, pluralism came to constitute, as it were, an integral part of the foundational groundwork of the first Islamic state. And the society Islam had sought to establish since its inception was an equitable and tolerant one i.e., a society which is absolutely free from the cantankerous evils of creeping prejudice and invidious discrimination, and which does not debar anyone from his entitlement to a fair deal on the basis of his race, language, culture, and religion. Thus, fourteen hundred years ago, Islam had set its face against the extermination of minorities through ethnic cleansing as witnessed in the blood-drenched twentieth century in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Kashmir.

What is more remarkable about Muslim societies and the Muslim principles of governance is that not only during the era of classic Islam but long after it the overriding principle of racial, religious, cultural and linguistic pluralism was more or less operative in Muslim lands. Thus, for instance, the Muslim rulers in India, both the Delhi Sultans (1206-1526) and the Great Mughals (1526-1707), followed an ‘open-door’ policy, a policy that was receptive to other influences in the widest political and social sense of the term.

No one for that matter was barred on the basis of race and religion from seeking opportunity in the land, and earning the reward of talent and merit. Even Europeans who came to India in increasing numbers during the 16th and 17th centuries found the climate congenial to a recognition of their talents and to reaping the fruits of their labours: some, like the jeweller Tavernier, traded; some, like the French doctor Bernier, practised their professions; and still others served the Mughal government as artillery men or as ordinary soldiers.

Thus, Islam had affirmed, and Muslim society had largely practised, the hallowed principle of pluralism and cultural diversity. Indeed, Islam in its doctrines and Muslim societies in history present an anti-thesis of the horrendous picture of Islam painted by the latter-day western polemicists, propagandists, and jaundiced observers.

Now, a word about inter-cultural dialogue. There are, at least, two ahadis which, impliedly, call for such a dialogue — the oft-quoted hadith, “Seek ye knowledge from China”, for one. It literally meant that a Muslim was decreed to seek knowledge, even if he had to travel all the way to China (just imagine what all it meant to travel to China in the seventh century!). And how could one seek knowledge without engaging in inter-cultural dialogue?

The Prophet (PBUH) had also decreed that “the word of wisdom is the cherished object of the believer; wherever he finds it, he has a greater title to it” (in Maaja/Tirmizi). Now what do these ahadis imply? They imply a recognition — not only of the existence of civilizations other than that of the Muslims but also that these civilizations posit something which is in the interest of common good and which Muslims can conveniently borrow and adapt for their own progress and prosperity. And since you wouldn’t borrow and adapt elements from a civilization which you really don’t consider worthwhile and worthy of esteem, it also means a recognition of the cardinal fact that the world comprises several civilizations worthy of note and esteem.

In other words, it’s a pluralist world in terms of societies and civilizations. And it is because of such positive and progressive teachings that the Muslims in the classical period, though masters of half the then known world — by 712 AD they were the sovereign power from Spain on the one hand to Sindh on the other — they had developed the tradition of acquiring knowledge from the “civilized” people whom they had come in contact with, though through conquest.

As a corollary, the Muslims did not myopically confine themselves to Arabic, their mother tongue, alone but avidly learnt the languages of the people whom they had worsted in the field of battle, because these languages were then the repository of the state of the art in various sciences. Once this was accomplished, Muslims moved on to the next major step of translating the works in these languages that had contributed to the arts and the sciences, into Arabic, and of borrowing, adapting and assimilating elements from the Greek, Syriac, Iranian and Indian civilizations.

Because of this exercise, the Muslims shone forth in various branches of knowledge and in the arts, and contributed substantially and significantly to the onward march of humanity. This they did from the eighth to the 13th century i.e., till about the fall of Baghdad to Halaku’s hordes in 1258. They had, thus, stood as the pioneers and the minarets in various fields for some five centuries, with Ibn Khaldun from the Maghreb being the last outstanding figure in the 14th century. The fall of Baghdad marked the decline and downfall of the Islamic/Muslim civilization, and for over seven centuries now the Muslims have yet to turn the tide of history.

And since Baghdad they have swerved from the inductive method which the Quran commends at several places, and have turned their back on the erstwhile trend of borrowing, assimilating and adapting elements from other civilizations. In the ultimate analysis, this represents the core cause of their present backwardness. And if only because of an inferiority complex vis-a-vis, especially, the western civilization, they had unwittingly opted for the readily available easy choice of receding into a newly devised hard-crusted shell, and refused to give due recognition to other civilizations for what they are worth. In the process, the tradition of inter-cultural dialogue got irretrievably eroded.

