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2 March-April 1996  

Trust in God 

The Qur’an counsels: “Then, when you have taken a decision, put your trust in Allah.” (3: 159).  

Umar ibn al-Khattab once said that he heard the Prophet say that if one trusts in Allah as is proper, He 
will certainly provide him sustenance in the same way as he provides for a bird. In the morning the bird 
flies out with an empty stomach and in the evening, it returns, having eaten its fill. (At-Tirmidhi)  

The bird leaves its nest in search of sustenance. This moving out is the only action the bird takes. 
Thereafter, the sustenance it receives is provided by Allah. The search for sustenance is the 
responsibility of the bird and the result of that search is in the hands of Allah.  

Al-Tirmidhi recounts in Kitab al-Qiyamah that a man once asked, “O, Messenger of God, should I first 
rope my camel and then trust in Allah, or leave it free and then trust in Him?” The Holy Prophet replied, 
“First rope the camel, and thereafter trust in Allah.” Thus it is the duty of man to fasten his animal; 
afterwards whether the animal remains secure or runs away breaks the rope and depends on the will of 
Allah. This is explained in terms of it being up to the individual to make the effort, while the 
consequences remain in the hand of the Almighty.  

Every task has an effort factor and a result factor. Trust in Allah is not related to effort but to the result 
of effort. A man should, when he decides to take up a task, perform it with full determination. He should 
put all the energy at his command into it, leaving the result factor to the scheme of Allah. If he 
depended on Allah instead of on his own effort and toil, it would lead to idleness and inertia; and if, as 
regards the result, he did not adopt an attitude of complete trust in Allah, he would become a victim of 
depression and pessimism. (4.5S/9.95)  
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3-5 March-April 1996 

Islam and Peace 

Islam aims to build a peaceful society at all cost. It is because higher human objectives cannot be 
achieved in the absence of peaceful circumstances. The spiritual as well as moral progress of the 
individual is possible only in peaceful atmosphere. Hence the atmosphere of peace is essential for the 
building of good society. Academic research too is possible only in peaceful circumstances. The task of 
the propagation of truth too can be performed only in peaceful atmosphere.  

That is why one of the teachings of Islam is ‘reconciliation is the best’ (4:128). In this regard Islam 
enjoins us to establish peace even at the cost of unilateral sacrifice and patience. An event of the first 
phase of Islamic history provides us with an example of this unilateralism. This is known as Sulh 
Hudaibiya. (Hudaiybiya Treaty). This was in actual fact a no-war pact which was secured by accepting all 
the demands of the rival group. To bring about an atmosphere of peace within the society Islam has 
given a number of commandments. For instance, the Prophet of Islam observed’ A believer is one from 
whom people feel secure as regards their lives and property (At-Tirmizi) Another hadith has this to say: 
By God, he is not a believer from whose nuisance his neighbour is not safe. (AI-Bukhari)  

Islam aims at making all individuals peace-loving to the ultimate extent. That is why we are enjoined to 
greet one another by saying ‘Assalam-o-Alaikum’ that is, peace be upon you. According to another 
saying of the Prophet, the best Islam is to greet everyone you come across, whether or not you are 
acquainted with the person. (Fathul-Bari 1/103).  

The frequent reiteration of this phrase ‘peace be upon you’ is in actual fact an external manifestation of 
the desire for peace within. Islam wishes to inculcate this feeling within every individual that he should 
become a true lover of peace, to the point that this feeling starts welling up in his heart, finding 
expression whenever he meets a person. 

This paper was presented at an international conference on religious harmony held in Florence (Italy) on 
October 22-25, 1995. 

Islam is a peace-loving religion from beginning to end. And it is but natural that it should be so, as all 
the best results it aims to achieve, can be achieved only when an atmosphere of peace is maintained at 
both national and international level.  

This path of peace is followed by the entire universe. It is known in science as the law of nature, which is 
imposed upon it by God. Whereas man has to adopt this path of peace of his own free will. This has 
been expressed in the Qur’an in these words: “Are they seeking a religion other than God’s, when every 
soul in heaven and earth has submitted to Him, willingly or by compulsion? To Him they shall all return” 
(3:83).  
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When peace is the religion of the entire universe, it should, therefore, be the religion of man too, so 
that, in the words of Jesus Christ, the will of the Lord may be done on earth as it is in heaven. (Matthew 
6: 10)  

In a similar vein, the Qur’an tells us that: “The sun is not allowed to overtake the moon, nor does the 
night outpace the day. Each in its own orbit runs.” (36:40)  

When God created heaven and the earth, He so ordered things that each part might perform its function 
peacefully without clashing with any other part. For billions of years, therefore, the entire universe has 
been fulfilling its function in total harmony with His divine plan.  

Peace is no external commodity to be artificially imposed upon man. Peace is inherent in nature itself. 
The system of nature set up by God already rests on the basis of peace. If this system is not disrupted, it 
will continue to stay the course set for it by the Almighty. It is true that the only condition to maintain 
the human system on the path of peace is to keep it free from the elements of corruption. That is why 
the Qur’an states:  

And do not corrupt the land after it has been set in order. (7:85)  

In order to preserve the peace, established by nature, from disruption, two important injunctions have 
been laid down by Islam. One at the individual level, stresses the exercise of patience, and the other, at 
the social level, forbids taking the offensive.  

1. Negative reaction on the part of the individual is the greatest factor responsible for disrupting peace 
in daily life. It repeatedly happens that in social life one experiences bitterness on account of others. On 
such occasions, if one reacts negatively, the matter would escalate to the point of a head-on collision. 
That is why Islam repeatedly enjoins us to tread the path of patience. The Qur’an says: Surely the patient 
will be paid their wages in full without measure. (39: 1 0)  

The reason for the rewards for patience being so great is that patience is the key factor in maintaining 
the desired system of God. In the words of the Qur’an the patient man is the helper of God. (61: 14)  

2. The other injunction, designed to maintain peace in human society is to forbid the waging of an 
offensive war. No one in Islam enjoys the right to wage war against another. There are no grounds on 
which this could be considered justifiable. (2: 190)  

There is only one kind of war permitted in Islam and that is a defensive war. If a nation by deviating from 
the principles of nature wages war against another nation, then, a defensive war, with certain conditions , 
may be waged by the country under attack.  

To sum up, Islam is a religion of peace. The Arabic root of Islam is ‘silm’ which means peace. The 
Qur’an states: ‘... and Gods calls to the home of peace’ (10:25). It is thus God’s will that men and 
women should jointly establish a society of peace in His world.  

Peace is basic to all religions. Let us all strive then to establish peace in the world, for that is the bedrock 
on which all human progress rests.  
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6-9 March-April 1996 

The Sir Syed Formula 

Today, Sir Syed is highly acclaimed in all circles, be they religious or secular, as a pioneer of the Muslim 
nation. But, in his own times, he was branded as heretic, an enemy of the Muslim community and an 
enemy of Islam. When Maulana Altaf Husain Hali joined forces with Sir Syed, both were ridiculed by 
Akbar Allahabadi:  

Syed ki dastan ko Hali  se poochhiye  

Ghazi Mian ka hal Dafali se poochhiye  

What is the reason for the difference in past and present attitudes? It is simply that those who nowadays 
extol his virtues, do so in retrospect, having had the opportunity to see the results of his guidance, 
whereas his own contemporaries were so lacking in foresight that they could not imagine any good 
arising from his teachings. This has been the fate of every reformer. There is no revolutionary who has 
not suffered from the shortsightedness of his contemporaries and who has not, as a result, had to face 
stiff opposition. Even the prophets were not spared this fate. It is only when the reformer’s efforts 
ultimately bear fruit that people begin to sing his praises.  

Sir Syed lived in the days of British rule in India – a period looked upon to by all our senior religious 
leaders as an age of slavery. Maulana Mohd. Ali Jauhar, Maulana Abdul Kalam Azad, Maulana Husain 
Ahmad Madani, in short, all our leaders of that time hated the British. In their view, British rule afforded 
no possibility of Muslim progress. Maulana Mohd. Ali was not ready even to die in an enslaved India. 
Iqbal went one step further when he said:  

Ke ghulami mein badal jata hai qaumon ka zamir  

(slavery even drastically affects the conscience of the nations)  

However, Sir Syed’s thinking was totally different. He discovered favourable aspects of those same 
British rulers who were regularly depicted as the enemies of Islam. In the ‘slave nation,’ as Muslim 
intellectuals would have it, he pointed out that certain freedoms did exist. In support of Sir Syed, 
Maulana Altaf Husain wrote in his Musaddas.   

Hukumat ne azadiyan tum ko di hain  

Taraqqi ki rahen sarasar khuli hain  

(The government has given you full freedom. All the roads of progress are open to you.)  

What did his pointing out freedom in slavery really mean? It meant that even under the political 
subjugation of the British, Indians still had educational and economic freedom. Notwithstanding the 
political problem, the country still offered them the opportunity to carve out an honourable, affluent life 
by working in non-political fields.  
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The opponents of Sir Syed, on the other hand, concentrated on the problem of British usurpation to the 
exclusion of all else. In their eyes, no progress could be made unless British rule came to an end. But 
with his deeper insight, Sir Syed saw that if there were problems, there also existed opportunities, side 
by side with them. In very simple terms, he gave the people a viable formula:  

Ignore the problems, feed the opportunities, and, by availing of opportunities, build your life.  

In Sir Syed’s time, even those who had eyes failed to see the wisdom of this dictum. But now, after the 
experience of a hundred years, even sightless people can see that Sir Syed’s way was the wisest and most 
appropriate.  

In Sir Syed’s own time, his approach had appeared to be one of cowardice and inaction. But its 
subsequent results showed its wisdom, and what its potential had been for positive action. In fact, it was 
the only possible strategy to adopt. Had his advice been heeded in the initial stages, the Muslim 
condition would certainly have been very different from what it is today.  

But the inability to learn from the past is an ever-present human weakness. Hence the prevalence today 
of the same shortsightedness as existed in Sir Syed’s time. People, of course, have now begun 
eulogizing the Sir Syed of the past, but if anyone speaks of applying Sir Syed’ s solutions in the present, 
they again turn hostile to him as his own contemporaries did.  

The most pressing reality of this world is its competitiveness. In such a set-up, it is inevitable that one 
group or the other will be left behind. This state of affairs has existed since the days of Abel and Cain 
(the sons of Adam), and it will continue to exist till Doomsday. This system-created by God Himself will 
never change.  

What needs to be done in this world of competition is not to keep protesting against the prevailing 
circumstances, but to make a careful study of them. Instead of reacting against the way things are, some 
method of adjusting to realities must be sought. Sir Syed’s formula is the key to such an adjustment.  

This world, being one of competition, is bound to be problem-ridden. It has been so throughout the 
ages and it is still so today. But it must be borne in mind that problems stem from nature’s own system 
and not from the oppression and prejudice of others. What is even more important to grasp is that 
according to this system devised by nature itself, problems in this world are always followed by 
opportunities. Given this state of affairs, both reason and wisdom make only one demand.’  

Ignore the problems; avail of the opportunities.  

This is the only way to succeed in this world. Whenever an individual or a group has achieved success in 
this life, it has been done by adhering to this principle. Those who attempt to fight problems are more 
likely to fail than succeed, while those who avail of opportunities have every chance of doing well for 
themselves. There is no other path to self-improvement in this world, either in India or in any other 
country. And what holds true for the present, holds equally true for the future.  
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9-10 March-April 1996 

Patience: Superior Solution 

Patience, the focus of about 200 verses of the Qur’an, and referred to indirectly in many others, may be 
termed the core subject of the scriptures.  

The verses directly relating to patience are quite explicit in their content. For instance,  

And seek (Allah’s) help with patience and prayer. (2:45)  

And endure patiently whatever may befall thee. (31: 17)  

And exhort one another to be patient. (103:3)  

And heed not their annoyance, but put thy trust in Allah. (33:48)  

A very pronounced and direct instruction to behave with patience and endurance is apparent in these 
verses.  

The majority of the other verses are also intensely concerned with patience. The very first verse of the 
Qur’an begins with “Praise belongs to Allah.” (al-Fatihah) This shows that Allah expects mankind to 
express its gratitude and admiration to Him. But this is a very trying expectation! We know that this 
world is full of unpleasant experiences and nobody can be insulated from them. According to the Qur’an 
“Man is born in toil.” Indeed, it is not possible for anyone to create a life of absolute bliss for himself.  

How then a person can become grateful and appreciative of Allah’s grace in the real sense? The only way 
to be so is through patience. It is only when a man patiently endures worldly problems that it is possible 
for him to express his feeling of gratefulness to Allah. It is for this reason that the Qur’an associates 
gratefulness with patience. (31:31)  

Patience makes a person capable of finding a positive and successful solution to any problem. When 
someone explodes with anger while facing his adversary, he loses the faculty to respond effectively or to 
think of well-planned action. But when he applies patience and tolerance, he finds himself competent to 
make a rational move instead of an impulsive reaction. History testifies that one who acts on impulses 
and emotional reactions, invariably fails; and one who responds rationally, always succeeds.  

Patience is undoubtedly the superior solution to all problems.  (5.SS/9.95)  
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10-11 March-April 1996  

Islamic Culture 

The Qur’an addresses God as “Lord of the Universe.” It does not mention Him as “Lord of the nation.” 
This shows that Islam believes in unbounded universality and not in limitation. It is the same Qur’an 
which hails the Prophet as a “Blessing for the World” and not as “trouble for the world.” This 
demonstrates that Islam is the religion not of hatred but of love. Again the Qur’an proclaims: “Peace is 
good.” It does not say, “War is good.” This means that Islam wishes to create an atmosphere of peace 
and conciliation and does not condone war and confrontation.  

The Qur’an commands “Read!” It does not say “Shoot!” This reveals that Islam is the culture of 
knowledge and not the culture of the gun. The Qur’an stresses tolerance; it does not preach intolerance. 
This signifies that Islam implores us to endure the pains inflicted by others instead of reacting impulsively 
and entering conflict. The Qur’an praises a magnanimous outlook, not the attitude of tit-for-tat. This 
implies that Islam expects a sublime disposition toward others, which overlooks and ignores their faults.  

These few references give an idea of what Islam is and what Islamic culture stands for. Islam is the 
exposure of the divine existence of God. It is the religion of the whole universe. It represents an exalted 
humanity. A correct interpretation of Islam is that which agrees with these precepts: anything 
contradicting these values can never explain Islam.  

The real Islam is that which inculcates the fear of God in the people, which diverts their attention from 
this world to the Hereafter, which fills the people’s hearts with love for mankind, which generates the 
feeling of being well-disposed towards all without any discrimination and which, in its fold, teaches one 
to become more particular about his duties than his rights.  

Those whose hearts are enlightened by Islam become the embodiment of compassion, seeking the 
welfare only of others. Hatred and hostility cannot be fused with Islam and Islamic culture.  

(7.SS/9.95) 
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11 March-April 1996  

Refraining from acquiring unnecessary tastes 

Having heard this story from his grandfather, Abdullah ibn Shurayk tells of what happened when some 
faluda was brought before Ali ibn Abi Talib. “It certainly smells good, looks good and tastes good” 
remarked Ali,”but I prefer not to acquire new habits by indulging in things to which I am not 
accustomed.” (Hiyal al-Auliya’)  
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12 March-April 1996  

Adjustment in Marital Life 

Under the directions for marital life, the Qur’an enjoins as follows:  

Consort with them honourably; for even if you dislike them, it may well be that you dislike a 
thing which God has meant for your own abundant good. (4: 19)  

This Qur’anic teaching does not concern only husband and wife, but all human relations in general. In 
this world of Allah the only effective principle by which to lead a successful social life is for every man 
and woman to realize that if one does not appreciate some trait in the other, it is just possible that there 
may be some other quality in the same person which would be to his or her liking or advantage. It is, 
therefore, prudent for everyone to scrupulously overlook the disagreeable feature of the concerned man 
or woman and accept him or her on the basis of appreciable qualities.  

Realistically, nobody in this world is perfect. Everyone has some inherent shortcoming or the other. The 
man or woman who comes into direct contact with us gets exposed to us and has no means of 
concealing this shortcoming; whereas one who remains out of our practical life, is less vulnerable 
because he escapes this scrutiny. Thus we imagine and presume that all the others are good except the 
one associated with us, though on closer acquaintance with others, it becomes evident that the latter are 
not very different from our partners in marriage.  

The attitude of leaving one and grabbing another is not correct, and, in any case the quest for perfection 
is unlikely to succeed. The right approach is to inculcate the mentality of adjustment, for it is this quality 
of adjustment which makes a person capable of surviving with all kinds of people, and permits him 
through a fruitful association with others to shape a successful life for himself. (6.55/9.95)  
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13-16 March-April 1996  

Why Two Women Witnesses? 

By Shamshad M. Khan 

During the course of Dawah a question which repeatedly arises is that concerning the “position of 
women in Islam.” Muslim scholars have been with great success, able to demonstrate the true position 
of Muslim women: especially of women’s liberation with the advent of Islam. The Islamic ruling on issues 
such as inheritance, the right to earn, the right to own property, etc. have reinforced this position and 
have been prescribed by Allah long before western nations even thought of such concepts.  

However, the question of “Two women witnesses” in the place of one man seemed somewhat 
problematic. Hence, the need to investigate this issue. “And if there are not two men, then a man and 
two women, such as ye choose for witnesses. So that if one of them errs, the other can remind her” 
(2:282). Eyebrows are inevitably raised when this part of the verse is read. The questions often posed 
include:  

1. Do women have weaker memories than men?  

2. Why should two women be needed in the place of one man?  

3. Are women inferior to men? In this scientific age, however, we can explore the significance of this 
legislation. A great deal has been discovered since the early days of Islam. And each day of 
advancement brings about a better understanding of the revealed message. The Holy Qur’an is a 
message for all and for all times. It therefore unfolds its meaning for every age. As for women, we 
are aware of the cyclical psychological strains that she has to encounter. The symptoms during early 
pregnancy, the ante-natal and post-natal depressions, the phenomenon of menopause, the 
physiological and psychological problems due to infertility and last but not the least, the 
psychological problems faced after miscarriage. It is under these situations that women can 
experience extraordinary psychological strains giving rise to depression, lack of concentration, slow 
mindedness and short term memory loss.  

Let us examine these episodes in detail and with medical references. On the subject of the premenstrual 
syndrome. (Psychiatry in Practice, April, 1983). George Beamount reporting on the workshop held at 
the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists in London on pre-menstrual syndrome, says: 
“Some authorities would argue that 80 per cent of women have some degree of breast and abdominal 
discomfort which is premenstrual but that only about 10 per cent complain to their doctors-and then 
only because of severe tenderness of the breast and mental depression.”  

In its examination of the occurrence of physical and psychological change during the period just prior to 
the onset of menstruation we read in Psychological Medicine: “Many studies have reported an increased 
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likelihood of various negative effects during the premenstrual period. In this effective category, are many 
emotional designations including irritability, depression, tension, anxiety, sadness, insecurity, lethargy, 
loneliness, tearfulness, fatigue, restlessness and change of mood.  

Furthermore, women face the problem of ante-natal and post-natal depression, which cause extreme 
cycles of depression in some cases. Again these recurring symptoms naturally affect the mind, giving rise 
to drowsiness and dopey memory”.  

On the phenomenon of menopause in an article in Newsweek International, May 25th, 1992. Dr. 
Jennifer Al Knopi, Director of the Sex and Marital Therapy Programme of Northwestern University 
writes:  

“ ... Women never know what their body is doing to them ... some reporting debilitating symptoms from 
hot flashes to night sweat, sleeplessness, irritability, mood swings, short term memory loss, migraine 
headaches, urinary inconsistency and weight gain. Most such problems can be traced to the drop-off in 
the female hormones oestrogen or progesterone, both of which govern the ovarian cycle. But every 
woman starts with a different level of hormones and loses them at different rates. The unpredictability is 
one of the most upsetting aspects. Women never know what their body is going to do to them ...”  

There are also the psychiatric aspects of infertility and miscarriages. On the subject of infertility Dr. Ruth 
Sagovsky, writes: “Depression, anger and guilt are common reaction to bereavement. In infertility there 
is the added pain of there being nobody to grieve for. Families and friends may contribute to the feeling 
of isolation by passing insensitive comments. The gynecologist and GPs have to try to help these couples 
against a backdrop of considerable distress. They need to distinguish between those factors which are 
important psychologically and those which are irrelevant, and constantly bear in mind the subtle 
interaction between mind and body.  

It is under such circumstances that a woman needs consolation, company, and as Qur’anic verse 2:282, 
directs: ‘If one of them errs the other can remind her.’ One must also bear in mind that forgetfulness can 
be an asset. A woman has to put up with children presenting all kinds of emotional problems and a 
woman is certainly known to be more resilient than man. Allah, the Creator knows best.  

Also, we must not overlook the fact that women are known to be more sensitive and emotional than 
men. It is well known, for example, that under identical circumstances women suffer much greater 
anxiety than men. Different age groups may also respond differently. Numerous medical references on 
this aspect of female behaviour can be given but to quote as a specimen, we read in “Sex Differences in 
Mental Health”, that:  

“J. Gray (1971 b) surveyed emotionality in humans and concluded that women are more phobic and 
more often have neurotic symptoms, psychosomatic symptoms, and depressive disorders, or at least that 
they more often claim to have or admit having these symptoms.  
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In the same article we read “Other surveys using self-reports show a greater incidence of emotional 
symptoms in the general female population than in the male population (Clancy and Gove, 1975; 
Levine, Kamin, and Levine, 1974).  

These are reasons enough for a genuine inquirer and as time progresses no doubt more will be unveiled. 
The aim of presenting these research findings on a number of aspects related to the theme is to indicate 
that a woman by her own biological constitution faces such problems. It does not however make her 
inferior to man, but it does illustrate that she is different.  
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17-20 March-April 1996 

Making the Transition to Modernity the Muslim Malaise 

It would be no exaggeration to say that, spiritually and materially, the Muslim condition today is 
lamentable. In all countries where Muslims and non-Muslims have co-existed, the formers have lagged 
behind in almost every field. The prime reasons for this are their lack of education, an ever-increasing 
school dropout rate and their phobia about their glorious past. In certain areas there has, of course, 
been an awakening in economic and educational fields. But this is mainly at the academic level and needs 
greater practical direction, for Muslims are still far from being on equal terms with the world’s developed 
nations.  

What makes this seem even more deplorable is the fact of the Muslims having once enjoyed leadership in 
both the eastern and western worlds. We have the shining example of Cordova, the tenth century capital 
of Muslim Spain, the most civilized city of Europe and the most prestigious seat of learning in medieval 
times. It is said that the Cordova University Library had a collection of 400,000 books - more than all of 
Europe’s other libraries put together could muster. Culture in medieval Andalusia had reached such a 
high level that the Dutch scholar Dozy specially noted its near-total literacy in his memoirs. In Christian 
Europe, on the contrary, there were few, with the exception of the clergy and some royal families, who 
possessed even the rudiments of learning.  

Not only in Spain and other Islamic countries, but also in India, it was Muslims who popularized public 
education by creating a network of madrasas – the first of its kind – dotting the entire country, in both 
rural and urban areas. These were open to all regardless of race, colour or faith. By the time the British 
arrived, there were over 100,000 madrasas in Bengal alone, which is indicative of the overall pattern. 
Hindus as well as Muslims flocked to these schools on two counts: one, the lack of alternatives, and two, 
their curricula, which did not favour any particular community. They simply catered for the needs of the 
time, imparting a basic knowledge of mathematics, philosophy, logic, history, geography and languages.  

Yet to Islamists, education without religion is an anomaly. Throughout the Islamic world – Turkey, 
Egypt, Iran, India, etc. – large and small madrasas have provided primary or secondary religious 
education and have trained divinity students, but till today, they impart no general education. The 
present curriculum was prepared in the eleventh century for the Nizamiyah Institution of Higher 
Learning, founded in 1056-7, by Nizam al-Mulk, the enlightened Persian vizier of the Saljuq Sultan Alp 
Arsalan. Whatever the glories of this institution (at the time the most advanced institute of learning, 
whose organization, it is said, was copied by the early universities of Europe [Reuben Levy, A Baghdad 
Chronicle, p. 193, Cambridge, 1929]), much water has flowed down the Ganges since then, and life 
does not stand still for any community. Society itself is in a constant state of flux. But Muslim thinking, 
still basically medieval, abhors the notion of revising or updating this centuries-old curriculum. They 
close their eyes to the fact that if they fail to keep up with the times, they will become like stagnant pond 
water-without life, freshness or fragrance.  
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Had present-day Muslims made the same contribution to the noble cause of education as their illustrious 
ancestors, they would certainly have merited the same advantages as others enjoy today. If, today, they 
are backward, they must blame not only their lack of knowledge and awareness, but also their failure to 
appreciate that in this world of cause and effect, nothing worthwhile can be gained without hard work, 
sacrifice and self-abnegation.  

Before seeking the cause of Muslim decline, let us first examine the factors that contributed to the 
greatness and advancement of Islam.  

Muslim advancement springs from Islam itself, which, in the 6th century AD, brought together and 
consolidated the scattered tribes and races of Arabia, drawing them out of barbarism and into 
civilization, and replacing their hard headedness with mutual love, sympathy and respect. Today the 
inspiring force that spurred these early Muslims to achievement has largely disappeared-like the fading 
lines of a tattoo – along with the ardent devotion of their ancestors. This is a spirit which has now been 
transferred to other communities.  

It is high time community leaders produced a fresh intellectual climate in which Muslims may make up 
for lost time. If narrow theological concepts are not to bar the way to modern education, the Community 
shall have to change its attitude. It shall have to meet this revolutionary challenge in its educational 
programmes, for therein lies the panacea for all the ills of contemporary Muslim society.  

Only when Muslims shake off their antipathy for modern education will they be drawn into the national 
mainstream where they may contribute to the building of the nation. Failing this, progress, prosperity 
and social status will remain mirages. It will take a strong social and moral force to accelerate the 
transition from the medieval to the modern age, and in this, Muslims would do well to accept as their 
model Japan, with its 100 per cent literacy.  

All Muslims should strive towards economic independence. To this end, a technical education – in 
addition to modern literature and philosophy – is a must. This should be the focus of the greater part of 
their energies, but, having lagged so far behind for so long, Muslims need more encouragement to excel 
in this field. Greater stress needs to be laid on how keen on learning Muslims had always been in the 
days of their ascendancy (The Cambridge History of Islam, Vol. II, emphasises the important 
contribution of Arab science and philosophy to the intellectual development of Europe). Awareness of 
past intellectual feats should surely act as a powerful stimulus to Muslims to modernize their education 
and establish for themselves a place of honour in the world of today.  

Whatever course they choose to pursue, Muslims must respect the history, culture and way of life of 
their fellow countrymen, and must balance their precious liberty to be themselves against an appreciation 
of the importance of their integration into national life.  

(Farida Khanam)  



 16 

20-26 March-April 1996 

Political Realism 

Prior to 1947, it was taken for granted that all that was needed to set India on the right path was the 
gaining of its independence, and that subsequently a socialist economy would be an automatic guarantee 
of national progress. That these were patently misguided and shortsighted views becomes more glaringly 
obvious as the country staggers from one debacle to the next. And now, in 1996, we are on the brink of 
a fresh set of elections. Do we have any guarantee that the results of these elections will even be relevant 
to the future progress of the country as a ground reality.  

In this context a number of meetings are being held in the name of vital electoral and political reforms, 
and there is the inevitable spate of critical articles in newspapers and journals. I myself have participated 
in several of these meetings and have been reading the relevant journalistic commentaries.  

After listening to fellow participants and duly taking stock of what the press has to say I have formed the 
impression that there is a nationwide acceptance of the existence of two distinct political entities – the 
clean and the corrupt. It is held that the corrupt community is entirely made up of politicians, while the 
clean community is composed of their critics. This premise, however, is basically flawed, even the most 
cursory appraisal of events is sufficient to demonstrate the error of this supposition.  

After independence, our political team, which came to power in 1947, consisted of the members of 
Mahatma Gandhi’s “clean community.” But once these individuals were perched on the pedestals of 
power, their behaviour was such that Gandhiji felt constrained to ask, “Who is going to listen to me 
now?” there was even a book published on Gandhiji with the title “Ab meri kaun sunega?”  

Many years later, in the 1966 elections, Dr. Ram Manohar Lohia made his entry into the political scene. 
With great fervour and enthusiasm he launched a movement which he called ‘non-Congressism.’ And in 
the field of election he did defeat the members of the “corrupt community,” at least in the states, so that 
the members of the “clean community” came into power. However, it very soon became apparent that 
this had simply been a matter of replacement – the exchanging of one corrupt community for another.  

After the general elections of March 1977, this scene was re-enacted, only on a larger scale. In this 
historic election the supposedly corrupt community had met with a stunning defeat. All those who now 
came into power belonged to the supposedly clean community. In the words of Lok Nayak Mr. Laya 
Prakash Narayan, this was ‘a total revolution.’ But it very soon became evident that this entire 
supposition was quite wrong. The clean community, the Janata Party, soon fell a prey to corruption, a 
state of affairs which led to the collapse of the government in August 1979, even before the completion 
of its term.  
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The truth is that this notion of there being distinctly separate corrupt and clean communities is entirely 
baseless. Corruption, far from being a vice peculiar to one community or another, stems from the human 
weakness of individuals. As Lord Acton very aptly observed: “Power corrupts. Absolute power corrupts 
absolutely.”  

In this world there are certain things which have to be tolerated as necessary evils. Imperfect government 
clearly falls into this category and, as such, should be borne with. This is a piece of realism which is 
inescapable if there is ever to be an end to the political unrest which threatens to place stability beyond 
our reach. Over and above this, we must also realize that a government cannot do absolutely everything 
for us. Even if it so desired, it could perform only in certain restricted spheres, for it has its limitations. It 
is thanks to our lack of political awareness that we vote governments into power and then, before they 
have even completed their terms in office, we set about toppling them. If we want political stability in our 
country, we shall have to curtail our expectations of the governments we elect. Without this, no progress 
will ever be made.  

As a matter of history, our form of government is based on the British model. But if you go to Britain 
during the elections you will find no excessive furore among the people, as happens in our country, the 
reason being that the British consider their government to be just one of many institutions in their 
society. They know that the government’s contribution to national construction can be only partial. We, 
on the contrary, have come to regard the task of national construction as something which falls entirely 
within the purview of the government. It is such misguided and inflated expectations which give rise to 
unnecessary excitement before the elections and the subsequent unnecessary despair.  

During his term in office, in the course of the second world war (1939-45), Sir Winston Churchill 
inspired his people with the watchword: “Go to it!”  

We, on the other hand, have adopted as our motto: “The government will do it!”  

This realistic approach of the developed countries, which entertains only limited hopes of the 
government’s performance, is what has enabled them to involve themselves in non-political fields in the 
full conviction that it is they themselves who must perform the necessary tasks. Unlike them, having 
come to regard every task as the government’s responsibility, we have failed as a people to shoulder the 
burden of national reconstruction. This is a matter of the utmost importance, but we have allowed our 
attention to be diverted – in the political process – to matters of infinitely less importance. This shift in 
emphasis has resulted in our paying dearly for the many lacunae in the building of our nation.  

Those of us who travel to Germany or Japan are amazed to see the progress that has been made in 
these countries. And we would do well to consider what the key is to such success. It is, in fact, that 
there the people are far less interested in elections and government than they are in non-governmental 
organizations for national construction - those, for instance, which are concerned with educating people, 
bringing awareness to them, particularly about consumerism, inculcating civic sense, organizing public 
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sanitations, inducing respect for the law, checking adulteration of food and medicine, etc., and 
eliminating noise and air pollution. There are innumerable other social arenas in which the people of the 
developed countries engage themselves having set up efficient organizations and associations to this 
end.  

The satisfactory performance of these tasks at the social level provides us with the foundation on which 
to build the system of a better government. Prior to 1947, we used to lay the blame for all evils at the 
door of the British. With this lingering tendency to fasten the blame on others, we began to expect all 
reforms and progress to stem from the post-independence government. This is the principal reason for 
the rot which has set in this country in the present day.  

A study of developed countries’ newspapers reveals much less coverage of political news and 
commentaries as compared to economic and scientific news. By contrast, in our country, political events 
are given the maximum coverage, our press having become almost totally politicised in its orientation. 
The need to correct this lopsidedness is something which cannot be over-emphasized.  

As mentioned above, Gandhiji – after 1947 – lamented: “who will listen to me now?” Mahatma Gandhi 
had concluded that there would be no response to his admonitions, but that was because they were 
addressed to those leaders who had reached the seats of power after independence. If, however, his life 
would not have been cut short so ruthlessly and he could have the opportunity to address himself to the 
average citizens of India, the result would have been quite the opposite. Then he would have found 
people giving him their rapt attention.  

The truth of the matter is that when the national movement was launched in India, our entire energy was 
channelized towards gaining political freedom, while the task of educating the people was almost totally 
ignored. After independence, the chief task which should have been taken in hand by the Mahatma’s 
followers was the cultivation of this long-neglected field. They were in a position to launch a campaign of 
intellectual awakening through the media. They could have had statements and articles published in 
newspapers and journals throughout the country which would have inculcated awareness and reformed 
public thinking. Had such a concerted, continuous struggle been waged through the media, a whole new 
generation of socio-politically conscious people would have come into existence within the space of just 
a few years. A country possessed of such a well-informed population cannot fail to make progress.  

But to return to present day government, regardless of what I have written above on the tolerance of its 
demerits I must emphasize that I am in no way advocating status quoism. We must proceed with our 
efforts towards the rectification of our political institutions, which will entail, inter alia, electoral reforms, 
because our democracy, as yet immature, is still far from perfect. Our democratic system must be at 
least brought to the standard prevailing in Japan, Korea, Singapore and Malaysia. However, we should 
not concentrate on the amelioration of political institutions to the exclusion of all else, for the total 
relegation of non-political issues to the background would cause the country to suffer in many other 
ways.  
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The need of the hour is to remedy former neglect. To this end, a team of competent persons should 
engage itself immediately in the task of mass education by exploiting whatever means are at the disposal 
of the media. This should continue until India turns into an aware nation, and our society comes to 
consist of individuals who can think on the national scale and who have come to acquire what Pandit 
Jawaharlal Nehru called “the scientific temper.”  

I am not, I repeat, in favour of status quoism. I write only to stress what our starting point should be if 
we want a real future for our country, and along what lines we must continue our efforts on the political 
front. In principle, we have opted for democracy as our political system. But our democracy is still in its 
infancy. It has yet to ripen and bear fruit. If this is to become a reality, we must launch our reform 
campaign on a long-term rather than a short-term basis.  

Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of independent India, once observed: “Freedom is in 
peril-defend it with all your might.” Seeing the political rot that has set in  our country I would say: 
“Democracy is in peril-save it with all your might.”  

On this note, I should like to make an appeal for freedom and fairness in the coming elections, freedom 
and fairness being necessary conditions of true democracy. After independence, we may have had 
freedom in our elections, but fairness is something which has been sadly lacking – the horrendous 
results of which are there for all to see. Now that the country is going to the polls, I appeal to the people 
to decide unanimously to do their utmost to give the country fair elections, so that it may be saved from 
further erosion and so that it may be taken forward on the path of progress as would be expected in any 
civilized country.  

If an election is to be really fair, election campaigns must be launched on the basis of truly national 
issues and no attempts should be made to misguide voters. Moreover, while votes are being cast, vote 
rigging should be refrained from at all costs. And so on.  

Another important point is that the winning party must place itself at the service of the nation, rather 
than use its success merely to ensure its victory at the next election.  

By the same token, the defeated party must accept its defeat with equanimity, and wait until the next 
elections before attempting to come to power. It should refrain absolutely from launching negative 
campaigns directed at ousting the victorious party.  

The progress of the country is your own progress. Make the country your concern. It is in your own 
hands.  
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26 March-April 1996  

What a believer’s speech should be like 

The Prophet said: “A true believer does not insult or curse people: neither does he use foul or vulgar 
language.” (At-Tirmidhi, Shama’il)  
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27-30 March-April 1996  

Fasting and Self-purification 

Fasting is an exercise in self-discipline. During the month of Ramadan, the believer abstains in the 
daytime from food and drink of his own free will. It is only after sunset that he satisfies his hunger and 
quenches his thirst. In this way, he builds up his self-control. By practising restraint for one month in a 
year, he is able to lead a life of self-discipline in all matters for the rest of the year.  

Apart from man, there are in the universe innumerable other things, all of which – having no free will of 
their own – adhere strictly to God’s law. Man, however, is not in the same category as these things, for 
God has given him the freedom to choose which path he will tread. Notwithstanding this divine gift of 
freedom of will, it is still the desire of the Almighty that man should, by his own choice, tread the path of 
obedience.  

It is therefore to condition him to follow the path of restraint that the rule of fasting has been laid down. 
No mere annual ritual, fasting is a form of training undergone every ninth month of the Muslim year. It is 
not just a matter of temporarily enduring hunger and thirst; it is a lesson in the permanent practice of 
patience and tolerance throughout one’s entire life.  

While on a fast, a man may have food and water before him but, despite his hunger and thirst, he will 
make no move to eat or drink. He exercises self-control. God desires that he should also exercise the 
same restraint whenever he has the opportunity to display his ego and his arrogance. He must not fall 
into unjust ways just because the bait is tempting and all doors have been opened for him. If man is to 
earn God’s favour, he must eschew the path forbidden by Him, and set his feet firmly on the path of 
modesty and humility.  

The path followed perforce by the universe has to be adopted by man of his own free will. That is why it 
is desirable that he should lead a life of self-imposed curbs. The unflinching self-restraint, which prevents 
him from eating or drinking while on a fast, is the virtue which will guarantee moral behaviour 
throughout his life.  

Moral Piety  

In the Hadith, Ramadan is called “the month of patience” (Mishkat al-Masabih, 1/613). This month is 
meant to serve as a training course which will enable the individual to lead a successful life in this world 
by keeping his negative feelings under control. Negative feelings, it must be remembered, present the 
greatest obstacle to human progress. Fasting is the pious way to solve this biggest of human problems.  

As the Hadith says: “There is a zakat for all things, and the zakat of the body is fasting. (Mishkat  
AI-Masabih, 1/639). Here, the expression Zakat is used in the sense of purification. There is, indeed, a 
way of purifying everything. Just as bathing purifies the body, so fasting purifies the soul.  
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According to a Hadith, the Prophet Muhammad observed: “Whenever one of you is invited to a meal 
while he is on a fast, he should inform his host that he is fasting.” (Mishkat, 1/651). According to 
another tradition the Prophet gave this very sound advice: “Whenever one of you is on a fast, he should 
be soft in his demeanour. In the event of being abused or provoked, he should simply say that he is on a 
fast.” (Mishkat, 1/611). 

Leading a life of restraint for a whole month produces a transformation in one’s thinking. It enables one 
to offer a positive response even to another’s negative behaviour. Even strong abuse and other types of 
provocation will not goad the fasting believer into retaliating in the same coin. Rather than sink to that 
level, he will simply explain that he is on a fast. His own heart tells him that by observing a fast he has 
pledged himself to piety and that, in view of that, he cannot contemplate any evil action.  

In this way, fasting inculcates in man the necessity to abstain at all costs from anti-social activities, and 
from all ungentlemanly words and deeds. He is thus brought to a life of moral restraint in this world.  

A Month of Sympathy and Compassion 

According to a tradition, the Prophet Muhammad observed: “The month of fasting is the month of 
compassion.” (Mishkat al-Masabih, 1/613). That is, it is a month in which people are helped and shown 
compassion. This is the human aspect of fasting. That is why the Prophet and his followers used to be 
generous in giving alms to the poor and needy during this period. No one who asked for anything was 
ever turned away without his needs being met. One Hadith is to this effect that whoever feeds the 
hungry in the month of Ramadan will be forgiven by God on the Last Day. According to another Hadith, 
one who feeds the fasting person at the time of breaking his fast will share his spiritual reward.  

One very significant thing about the month of fasting is that it affords a personal experience of the nature 
of hunger and thirst. Rich and poor alike go through this trial. And it is not a temporary, one-day rigour; 
it amounts to a special training course which one has to go through, without a break, for a whole month.  

In this way, through fasting, one experiences what it is like to be in need. One finds out what hunger and 
thirst are like. The well-off who, in normal circumstances, are never obliged to suffer the pangs of 
hunger and thirst undergo this experience personally in the month of Ramadan. In this way, fasting 
brings everyone to the same level. The rich, for a time, descend to the level of existence which is the 
normal lot of the poor. Ramadan, as a training course, awakens the sense of humanity in all human 
being. People are then able to share their feelings and have the urge to do the utmost to assist their 
fellow-men in distress. In this way, fasting for the month of Ramadan produces a general awareness of 
the necessity to extend a helping hand to others. This consciousness lasts for many months until, on the 
completion of the year, another month of Ramadan is before us once again to renew and refresh our 
humane inclinations.  

To sum up, fasting produces an atmosphere of generosity. Well-wishing and compassion – an 
atmosphere in which people’s needs in society may be happily fulfilled. It is a means by which society 
may be turned into a truly human brotherhood.  
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31 March-April 1996 

An Islamic Principle 

Huzayfah relates a tradition that the Prophet once advised, “It is not proper for any Muslim to disgrace 
himself.” People enquired as to how someone might disgrace himself? The Prophet replied, “By 
challenging an evil he is not competent to fight with.” (Musnad, Imam Abmad ibn Hanbal, 4/405)  

This Hadith of the Prophet reveals an important principle of Islam, that whenever, in a composite 
society, an evil or unpleasant situation arises, it is not prudent for the law-abiding man to have an 
impulsive confrontation with wrong-doers. Instead, he should decide pragmatically as to which of two 
options would be appropriate.  

One is that he should see whether he has enough strength to fight the miscreants and compel them to 
desist from their wrong-doing. If so, he must fight with great determination so that the trouble is 
eradicated and social uplift becomes possible.  

The second option is to make a cool and realistic assessment of the comparative strength of the two 
sides and if it is found that the odds are too great for any favourable result to be achieved through 
confrontation or that a disadvantage which initially had been insignificant could turn into a major 
setback, it will become necessary to adopt the policy of patience and tolerance, and avoid any 
confrontation with the wicked.  

The policy of avoidance does not mean cowardice. It simply means refraining from wasting time and 
energy in a futile conflict. By following this course, one gains the respite to prepare oneself adequately 
for future action. It provides the opportunity to become so strong and dominant that no one would dare 
do any harm to one. In the event of attempted injustice, there would be enough accumulated force to 
effectively repulse any wrong-doer.  

The approach of patience, tolerance and avoidance is undoubtedly one of the most important principles 
of Islam.  

 (8.SS/9.95) 
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