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Let us recognise that power in a complex society must be balanced and spread out in many centres; let us understand that how power is obtained and exercised in a modern civilised society is quite different from ancient norms

Up until some 400 hundred years ago, most people viewed the then relatively dim and incoherent light of their knowledge and experience through the prism of religion.

As this light gradually increased in intensity, and the glass surface developed the inevitable scratches, that prism became what physicists call a ‘diffraction grating’; history is testimony to those religion-induced characteristic patterns of alternating patches of human darkness and luminosity.

But when a glass surface is scratched and polished in a particularly precise manner — I am talking about a focusing lens — it has the astonishing capability of harnessing and delivering the latent energy of incoherent light in a precise and immensely powerful way. Persisting with my analogy, ‘reason’ served as the focusing lens that powered the Enlightenment in Europe.

Once the power and supremacy of reason was firmly acknowledged by some societies (its power had long been recognised; but its supremacy never before had such formal affirmation), they had crossed the Rubicon. The new paradigm of seeking the imprimatur of reason rather than authority in intellectual disputations had its own irresistible compulsions that brooked no denial.

So why have we not had our own ‘Enlightenment’? For, it is not as if Muslim intellectuals were unaware of the power of this lens. But the constraints imposed on ‘free thought’ since the time of the Mutazali-ite defeat, coupled with the power and influence of the ulema, were a reality that no one could lightly ignore. Who could survive the accusation of instigating fitna amongst the faithful?

And yet the need for a lens was visibly and painfully obvious as time went on. ‘Reason’ would not be — could not be — denied. And so it was that thinking Muslims sought refuge in the concept of Ijtehaad as the grand solution to the predicament we have been discussing. That allows us to be ‘modern’ as well as remain within the boundaries of our religion: the eating of our cake and having it too.

But sticking stubbornly to my analogy — Ijtehaad is like the concave lens used by opticians to overcome myopia. For the image produced by such a lens is a ‘virtual’ one, in that while it can be seen by the one wearing such glasses, it cannot be projected on to a screen. Moreover, such a lens causes the incoming light to diverge rather than converge.

Now all of what I have said so far is neither especially clever nor particularly original. I have laboured the point because many people constantly refer to that famous 6th lecture of the Allama in this context. I will leave the critical examination of the great poet’s lectures on ‘The re-construction of religious thought in Islam’ for another day. For the present, suffice it to say that a re-reading of that work justifies for me every word I have said so far.

For basically Ijtehaad is an intellectual cop-out. If by it, all we mean is applying the power of reason and analogy to knowledge and experience (our own, and even more critically, that of mankind in general), to solve ever changing economic, social and moral problems, then let us say so, clearly and unambiguously. Who can disagree with that? But this we clearly are not prepared to do, because the ulema won’t stand for it. So some deft footwork becomes necessary in the fond hope that people, recognising the desirability of the end objectives, will ignore the intellectual flaws in the means employed. Reminds me of the thinking behind the infamous ‘doctrine of necessity’.

Ijtehaad has three obvious flaws. First, questions sought to be answered by the process are — as we now know thanks to Marx — anchored in the mire of complex relationships governing the means of production and distribution of economic goods and services. One man’s meat may be another man’s poison. And, as there will always be such differences of opinion, the modern, and hard won, principles of political democracy and plurality — rather than old-fashioned ethics — are better suited to peacefully resolving what are, essentially, politico-economic struggles.

Second, who will do Ijtehaad, and supervise it? Is there any doubt about who will assert their sole right and competence in this regard? If our history and experience is any guide, and as the likes of Mr Abu Bakr Bashir clearly tell us, let us have no illusions on this account. The results of the kind of Ijtehaad we can expect are clearly visible in Saudi Arabia. Or, for that matter, in our own country where the state ‘decides’ who is and who is not a Muslim, and has legislated on the Hudood, apostasy etc.

Finally, Islam may or may not be ‘a complete code of life’, but we must recognise that the edicts of our religion have little if anything to contribute to modern political theory.

Now no one can deny that Muslims have the right to live their lives the way they want, and I am not naïve enough to believe that the hold of their religion on their beings is likely to be lessened any time soon. If a direct assault on that fortress of belief is doomed to failure, so be it. My only plea to my brothers and sisters is that by all means let religion guide your private life, but let us learn from our own history and experience — and equally, the experience of the rest of mankind — that the principles of social organisation of an essentially tribal and static society are outmoded and inadequate for the needs of a modern and complex society.

Let us recognise that power in a complex society must be balanced and spread out in many centres rather than concentrated in the hands of an Amir-ul-Momineen; let us understand that how power is obtained and exercised in a modern civilised society is quite different from ancient norms, and remind all those who tout sanitised historical versions of the exemplary rule of the ‘Khulafa-e-Rashideen’ that three of those Khulafa were murdered, and the latter half of their reign was a period of bitter power struggles and civil strife amongst the faithful.

No, Ijtehaad is not the answer to our salvation. But I can suggest one simple practical measure that could prove surprisingly effective: let those who take control of the state stop pandering to the religious lobby, directly and indirectly.

The motto of my college — the premier educational institution of the country — is Sapre Aude (‘dare to think’), which also happens to be the slogan of the Enlightenment. We have more than our fair share of such people. What is missing is an environment in which they ‘dare to speak’.
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