This dream of Islamic renaissance
By Mansoor Alam

THE year 2007 marks the start of 400th death anniversary of Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb who died in March 1707. With his death began the decline of the Mughal Empire which came to an end in 1857. A year before, the other great Muslim Empire, that of the Ottomans, also came to the verge of extinction in the Crimean War (1856) but was saved by Great Britain and France which intervened on its side in their own interest against Tsarist Russia.

Thereafter the Ottomans lasted till the First World War when they ceased to exist. Turkey itself would have been dismembered and colonised if Mustafa Kamal Pasha, a modern secular leader and military genius, had not defeated the invading Allied forces in the Battle of Gallipoli. But he abolished the Khilafat itself as it had become degenerate and an impediment to change and progress in Islamic thought and politics.

The end of these two Muslim empires was a traumatic experience more beguiling for Muslims than the sack of Baghdad and the demise of the Abbasid Caliphate in 1258 CE at the hands of the Mongols.

The reason was that they were able to recover from the former but could not from the latter, which led to their enslavement for over 200 years.

Consequently, ever since the death of Aurangzeb, Muslims have been preoccupied with two questions: why had this happened and why had they failed to regain their lost power and prestige?

Since Muslims are still beset with poverty, illiteracy, disease, crime, violence and instability and are nowhere near a renaissance, it will be more appropriate to consider the second question first.

Starting with Shah Waliullah, (India, 1702-62) and Sheikh Abdul Wahab (Saudi Arabia, 1703-92) to Abul Alla Maudoodi of India and Hassan al Banna of Egypt (20th century), four categories of Muslim religious and non-religious ulemas, thinkers and political leaders have tried to analyse the causes and find the remedy to Muslims’ decline.

One, Salafis or traditionalists, led by Shah Waliullah, believe that since Muslims’ decline was the direct result of their apathy towards Islam, the answer lies in going back to its teachings, which, if accepted fully and applied honestly, will lead to peaceful and prosperous development of Muslims, (‘History of Muslim Philosophy’ by M.M.Sharif).

For this to happen, they first needed to repent (tauba), then become true Muslims like those of the days of Khulfa-i-Rashedeen.

However, the Salafis were wrong both in their analysis of the malaise and in the remedies they suggested because an overwhelming majority of Muslims of all sects never stopped being true and practising Muslims. They did not give up Islam even during the long period of enslavement when Christian missionaries used all possible means to convert them. As for tauba, Muslims have been repenting and praying for salvation most ardently in daily and congregational prayers for the past 400 years.

This meant going back to the true teachings of Islam. The problem is that there is no consensus among ulemas on it. They cannot even agree on the definition of a Muslim let alone a true Muslim (‘Jinnah to Zia’ by Justice Munir). They regard the era of the Khulfa-i-Rashedeen as the ideal but hide from the fact that Muslims began to fracture during that very period and have been multiplying into sects and states and fighting bloody wars with each other ever since.

Two, pan-Islamists, whose most famous protagonist was Jamaluddin Afghani (1838-97), believe that Muslims declined because of the disunity in their ranks. Hence, the answer lies in reuniting them and restoring the caliphate. But Afghani and all others who followed him were equally wrong and equally failed in their mission.

The simple reason is that the general human tendency, among religious and secular, is to divide after the death of the founder of an ideology/religion. For example, the Jews began to split after the death of Prophet Solomon, (AS).

Similarly, the Muslims began to polarise in 656 CE, merely 24 years after the death of the Prophet (PBUH), when Hazrat Usman (RA) was assassinated and the Battles of the Camel (657) and Siffin (661) took place among his companions.

Today there are 57 Islamic countries, 22 of them are Arabs, but even they cannot unite in a single state. The Arab Republic of Egypt and Syria could not last more than a few years and Pakistan broke up within 25 years of its birth.

Three, jihadis believe that the Muslims suffered a decline because of the machinations of others, especially the West, (the Crusades and then colonisation). Therefore, the answer lies in jihad against the infidels. Shah Ismail Shaheed of India, a nephew of Shah Waliullah, was the pioneer of this school. He waged jihad against the Sikhs in 1770s but was defeated and martyred by them. Today’s jihadis, led by Osama bin Laden and his followers, are trying to accomplish the more difficult task of defeating the West led by the US.

They think that since Mujahideen had defeated one superpower in Afghanistan, they can defeat the other as well. The Taliban rule over Afghanistan (1996-2001) provided Osama and Al Qaeda a safe haven to organise, train and plan their attacks on the US on September 11, 2001.

That senseless attack did little damage to the US but provided Bush and the neo-cons an excuse to inflict untold death, destruction and suffering on the Muslims in Afghanistan and Iraq and rekindle the West’s hatred and fear of Islam.

Four, the reformers consist of enlightened intellectuals like Allama Iqbal, Maulana Sulaiman Naumani (India), Muhammad Abduh and Muhammad Rida (Egypt). The most inspiring and influential of them was Iqbal. He rightly diagnosed that the cause of Muslim decline and persisting stagnation lay in their attachment to the past and shunning of the new, as if time had stood frozen since the death of the Prophet (PBUH).

Hence Iqbal strongly criticised the mullahs and advocated new thinking and adoption of modern education. He wrote, “Gala tau ghont dia ahle madrassah ne tera: Kahan say aaey sada Lailaha illallah”; “Haqeeqat kharaabat mein kho gaee: Ummat rawayaat mein kho gaee”; “Ilm kay hath mein khalee hai neeam ay saqi”; “karen gay ahle-nazar taza bastian aabad”; and so on.

He also introduced the concept of ‘khudi’ as a panacea for the ills that had befallen the Muslims. But this concept was too difficult to be translated into action individually or collectively. He wrote, “Khudi ka sirre nihan lailaha illallah; Khudi hai tegh fishan lailaha illallah” — which sounded very good but failed to reunite the Muslims and regenerate their decadent sprit.

Occasionally Iqbal complained to Allah for the pathetic condition of Muslims, “Ab wo altaf nahee hum pay anayaat nahee: Baat eh kiaa hai key pahlee see madaraat nahee?” “Rahmatain hain teree aghyar kai kashaano par: Barq girtee hai tau becharey Musalmano par’.

At the same time, Iqbal severely criticised the West for becoming too materialistic, which created an antipathy among the Muslims not only for the West but for modernism.

As a result of his oscillation between the new and the old in his poetry, Iqbal’s real message, contained in his book ‘Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam’, got lost.

His powerful poetry inspired the Indian Muslims to create a state of their own but could not break the hold of mullah on their minds or of others.

In this firmament the only bright star who got it right and prescribed the right recipe for an Islamic renaissance was Sir Syed Ahmad Khan. He realised that Muslims had declined because they had forsaken reason, logic and learning.

He realised that while the West was opening new universities, discovering new lands and unravelling the secrets of nature, Muslims were opening new madressahs and learning more of the same.

The Ottomans who ruled over one third of Europe had paid no attention to the discovery of Americas by the Europeans. The British came to the court of Mughal Emperor Jehangir but he showed no interest in finding out how they had travelled across the seven seas. Neither of the two empires built any university or encouraged the learning of science and other modern disciplines.

Sir Syed Ahmad Khan felt convinced that without modern secular education Muslims would not be able to compete with the West and win independence. He therefore established the Aligarh Muslim College, which became a model for others and led the Muslims of India to produce leaders like Jinnah and Iqbal.

Today, if the Muslims of South Asia have a few thousand scientists, intellectuals, writers and philosophers who can stand shoulder to shoulder with their western contemporaries, it is mostly because of Sir Syed.

It is ironical that the orthodoxy which dreams of an Islamic renaissance most acutely is the biggest impediment to it.
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