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foreword

History is not merely a chronicle of events; more importantly it is 
a gallery of pictures unveiling successive scenarios of mankind’s 
achievements and failures, excellences and depravities, sublime heights 
and abysmal falls. It is a record of humanity’s long march towards 
tomorrow, the past merging into the present and opening avenues for 
the future. It is a mirror in which one can see vibrant episodes of the 
rise and fall of nations and civilizations through an interplay of ideas, 
personalities, institutions, communities and societies. 

History also presents much more than an unending galaxy of 
pictures and mirrors reflecting the ebb and flow of events and rise and 
fall of nations and civilizations. While unfolding for the human eye, 
these fascinating scenes, it also confronts the mind with challenges. 
One is prompted to reflect, analyze and delve deeper beneath 
the surface to discover the causative forces behind all historical 
phenomena. This is a process through which one moves from the 
dynamics of history to the realm of the philosophy of history. This
opens up for mankind a world of opportunities to learn from the 
past, so as to reshape the present and pave the way for a better future. 
History’s heights and downfalls both have their lessons, which can be 
ignored only at mankind’s peril. 

The Qur’an invites mankind to reflect upon history so that it 
draws lessons, mend its behaviour and seek its tryst with destiny. The
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renowned historian Ishtiaq Qureshi puts it succinctly when he says, 
that the Qur’an “does not look upon the present as merely transient, 
nor upon the past as the sum total of merely so many transients 
and insignificant presents. … [It] draws attention repeatedly to the 
misdeeds of previous people and their destruction as the result of 
these misdoings”

Reflection on the factors responsible for the rise and fall of 
peoples, communities and nations are germane to the Qur’anic way 
of thinking: 

(O Muhammad) We narrate these (historical) anecdotes of 
Messengers to you that We may strengthen your heart through 
them. In these anecdotes come to you the Truth, and Exhortation, 
and a Reminder for the believers.

(Qur’an : )

We raised a Messenger in every community (to tell them): “Serve 
Allah and shun the Evil One”. Thereafter Allah guided some of them 
while others were overtaken by errors. Go about the earth, then, 
and observe what was the end of those who rejected the Messengers.

(Qur’an : )

Have they not seen how many a people We have destroyed before 
them? People whom We had made more powerful in the earth than 
you are and upon whom We had showered abundant rains from 
the heavens and at whose feet We caused the rivers to flow? And 
then (when they behaved ungratefully) We destroyed them for their 
sins, and raised other peoples in their place.

(Qur’an : )

. Qureshi, Ishtiaq Husain, “Historiography” in M.M. Sharif (ed), A History of 
Muslim Philosophy, Vol. II, Karachi; Royal Book Co., , pg .
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And indeed before your time, (O Muhammad) many a Messengers 
has been scoffed at: but those who mocked at them were encompassed 
by the Truth they had scoffed at. Say: “Go about journeying the 
earth and behold the end of those who gave the lie (to the Truth).

(Qur’an : - )

The Qur’an has emphasized moral as well as material factors 
responsible for the rise and decline of nations. It has invited mankind 
to understand the Divine design embedded in historical processes. 
It has also assigned to man and woman the role not only to learn 
from history but also to fashion it. The dynamic principle of istikhlaf
(vice-regency and stewardship) defines the role of human beings on 
this earth. Their historic mission, as individuals and as a community 
of believers, is to strive continuously to live by and establish the 
Divine Will in history’s space and time. The position of the Prophet 
Muhammad (Peace be upon him) as the last prophet spells out for 
him and the Muslim Ummah a unique role in history. The Qur’an
puts it clearly: 

Indeed We have sent forth Our Messengers with clear Messages, 
and We sent down with them the Book and the Balance, so that 
men may establish Justice.

(Qur’an : )

The responsibility of the Ummah has also been very clearly stated:

We have made you a mid-most (just) community
(Qur’an : )

O believers! Be establishers of Justice, Witnesses for God 
(Qur’an : )
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The Muslim Ummah is a nation with a mission which upholds 
a vision for mankind. It is required to undertake, individually and 
collectively, active struggle to establish justice within and without, 
so as to enable humanity to seek the Good in this world and in the 
Hereafter. If the Ummah fulfils its responsibility, in accord with the 
Divine guidance and following the uswah (life example) of the Prophet 
Muhammad (Peace be upon him), then it is destined to achieve peace 
and prosperity in this world and success and salvation in the life to come. 

Allah has promised those of you who believe and do righteous deeds 
that He will surely bestow upon them power in the land as He 
bestowed power on those who preceded them, and that He will 
establish their religion which He has been pleased to choose for 
them, and He will replace with security the state of fear that they are 
in. let them serve Me and associate none with Me in My Divinity.

(Qur’an : )

The most distinct and defining aspect of Muslim civilization is 
that it is based on faith and is inspired by a vision of Man, Society
and Destiny based on Divine guidance. It is characterised by the 
integration of the spiritual with the material, and the moral with the 
mundane. Life is one organic whole. Human problems have to be 
solved through a holistic approach, and not through any partial or 
piecemeal approach to human life and its problems. The élan vital of
Muslim civilization consists in this vision and the mission to change 
the world in accord with this vision through a process of sharing and 
establishing model personalities, societies and cultures. 

The real strength of Muslim civilization had always been in the 
simultaneous pursuit of moral excellence and material strength, 
prosperity and security. All the phases of the rise and expansion of 
Muslim civilization were characterised by the dynamic operation of 
this élan: whenever this balance was disturbed, the forces of decline 
and disintegration weakened the fabric of Muslim society and led 
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to its downfall. Throughout its historic march, spread over fourteen 
centuries, Muslim history has witnessed many periods of strength and 
weakness, of rise and fall, as also of ebb and flow and rout and rally. 
Yet what has been unique throughout is the inner resilience of the 
Islamic élan and its articulation in different space and time situations. 
After every decline, there has been a fresh wave of revival characterised 
by efforts of renovation and regeneration that responded creatively to 
the challenges of the time. 

Every episode of rise and revival drew its strength afresh from the 
original sources, the Qur’an and the Prophetic practice (Sunnah). Every 
such effort represents elements of continuity all along while catering 
for the demands of change. There was always continuity of vision and 
mission, but their articulation in forms tuned in to new needs and 
situations represents the hallmark of the Islamic venture in history. 
The strategy for Islamic revival has always included remobilization of 
the spiritual, moral, material and technological forces. In turn, this 
led invariably to raising a generation of individuals imbued with this 
vision and committed to the restructuring of society and to harnessing 
all sources of power in the service of Islamic ideals. A careful reading 
of the history of the last fourteen centuries reveals this dynamic nature 
of the Muslim ethos which has expressed itself in different space/time 
scenarios.

This ethos of Islamic history and civilisation has been described 
by contemporary Muslim thinkers as Tajdid wa Ihya’ (renovation 
and revival). Earlier thinkers have also addressed this issue in the 
context of their own historic situations. Some of the more prominent 
and outstanding thinkers who have examined this aspect of Muslim

 . See Mawdudi, Abul Ala, A Short History of the Revivalist Movement in Islam,
Lahore, Islamic Publications, rd Edition, ; ibid: Khilafat-o-Mulukiyyat,
Lahore, Islamic Publication, ; ibid, The Islamic Movement:Dynamics of Values, 
Power and Change, (ed and translated by Khurrum Murad), Leicester, The Islamic
Foundation, . Also see Nadvi, Abul Hasan Ali: Tarikh Dawat-o-Azeemat,
Volumes, Lucknow, India, Majlis Tahqiqat-o-Nashariyyat-e-Islam, - .
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civilization were Abu Yusuf ( - AH/ - AD), Abu’l-Hasan
ibn Muhammad al-Mawardi ( - AH/ - AD), Abu Hamid
Muhammad al-Ghazali ( - AH/ - AD), Ahmad ibn [Abd
al-Halim ibn Taymiyyah ( - AH/ - AD), Ibn Khaldun
( - AH/ - AD), Shah Waliullah Dihlawi ( -
AH/ - AD), and Jamal al-Din Afghani ( - AH/ -

AD).
It is interesting that despite differences in historical contexts, there 

is agreement among these scholars about the factors responsible for the 
decline of Muslim civilization as well as in respect of their insights about 
the strategies and modalities for revival, renovation and resurgence. 
All of them agree that Muslim decline was never because of Islam but 
due to departures from it. They re-emphasized the original vision and 
priorities and strived to correct the distortions produced by neglect of 
the balance between the moral/spiritual and material/technological 
aspects of the Islamic equation. Strategies for revival focussed on re-
understanding of the original vision, reaffirmation of the Ummah’s 
mission, promotion of education and character building, and 
simultaneous mobilization of material, economic and technological 
resources for the reorganization of society on the principles of shura
(consultation and accountability), [adl (justice and socio-economic 
equity) and unity and self-reliance. These constituted the sum and 
substance of the essentials for revival and reconstruction, regardless of 
the form they had to assume because of distinct historic contexts. The
real strength lied in loyalty to Allah and His Prophet, moral integrity 
of the individual and the prosperity and security of society. This is 
achieved through the harnessing of competitive political, economic, 
technological and military power. While the manifestations of these 
revivalist strategies may have differed in different epochs, the above 
essentials constituted their common parameters.

My dear friend and colleague, Dr. Umer Chapra, has blazed a new 
trail by examining the contemporary state of Muslim history and 
civilization, drawing upon the historical experience of the Ummah in 
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general and applying the tools of historical analysis developed by Ibn
Khaldun in particular.

Ibn Khaldun’s work provides one of the most comprehensive 
models for understanding the rise and fall of civilizations in general 
and of Muslim civilization in particular. His work not only identifies 
the factors responsible for the emergence and growth of civilizations 
and for their decline and disintegration but has also applied this 
analytical model to the understanding of the problems faced by the 
Muslim society and the pathways for its revival and development. 
Ibn Khaldun has analyzed historical data with an incisive mind and 
philosophic vision. He has also tried to look upon the strengths and 
weaknesses of human society in the light of values, principles and 
insights contained in the Qur’an and Sunnah and the ways in which 
they were operationalised in Muslim history. 

One key lesson derived from Islamic history has been beautifully 
summed up by Iqbal when he said that it is Islam that has saved 
the Muslims in their hours of crisis, and not vice versa. Throughout 
history Islam has remained the ultimate source of inspiration and the 
most decisive rallying point for revival and regeneration. 

This line of thought is diametrically different from the approach 
advanced by most of the Orientalists and Western scholars of Islamic
history. They have generally tried to put the blame for Muslim decline, 
in some form or other, on Islam and its value framework, ignoring all 
together that the source of revival in all major episodes of Muslim
history had come from none other than Islam itself. In fact some of 
them have gone to the extent of pronouncing the virtual demise of 
Islamic civilization, painting Muslim civilization as a legacy, a thing of 
the past, and not as a living, vibrant and evolving reality and a pace-
setter for the future. 

This approach has been challenged by contemporary Muslim
scholars and it is also belied by the powerful waves of Islamic resurgence 
in almost all parts of the world. This flawed approach to Islamic history 
and civilization has been given a new twist in the literature produced 
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by the “terror industry” which has overshadowed the intellectual and 
media horizon after the tragic events of / . It is a pressing need of 
the hour that a more honest, objective and realistic effort is made 
to understand the nature of Muslim civilization, the real state of 
present-day Muslim society and to undertake a sympathetic and fact-
based analysis of contemporary Islamic resurgence. It deserves to be 
acknowledged that some efforts are being made in the western world 
to look upon the Muslim situation in a more realistic manner and also 
to explore avenues of dialogue and co-operation between Islam and the 
West despite the dominant discourse which is obsessed with theories 
and prophecies of conflict and confrontation. I would like to refer in 
this respect to the works of thinkers like Marshall Hodgson,  John 
Esposito,  John Voll,  and Hans Kung,  among others. Their works 
provide some silver lining to an otherwise dismal horizon. Dr Umer
Chapra’s present work, however, is unique and outstanding as it breaks 
new grounds by presenting the Muslim viewpoint with a high degree 
of astute scholarship, academic integrity and penetrating insights.

. Hodgson, Marshall G.S, The Venture of Islam; Conscience and History in a World 
Civilization,  Volumes, Chicago: University of Chicago, .

. Esposito, John, L (ed) The Oxford History of Islam, Oxford University Press, .
Also, Esposito, John, L and John. D. Voll Makers of Contemporary Islam, New 
York, Oxford University Press, .

. Voll, John, D Islam: Continuity and Change in the Modern World, nd Ed, Syracuse
University Press, .

. Kung, Hans, Islam: Past, Present and Future, Oxford: One World, . Hans
Kung has tried to capture the dynamics of rise and fall and ebb and flow of 
Muslim civilisation in the form of six paradigms: original Islamic community; 
Arab empire; classical paradigm of Islam as a world religion; paradigm of Ulema
and Sufis; Modernization paradigm; and contemporary (post modern) paradigm. 
He acknowledges:

‘We must recognize that, for all the historical currents and counter-currents, 
in the various constantly shifting historical images and lived-out realizations 
of Islam there is an abiding element to which we shall have to devote all our 
attention: its basic components and basic perspectives stem from an origin that 
is by no means random but is given with a quite specific historical personality, a 
holy scripture. This remains an enduring norm. Hans Kung ( ) page 
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Umer Chapra’s major contributions lie in the field of economics, 
particularly Islamic economics. His excursions into history and 
philosophy of history also seem to have branched out for his strides 
into the landscapes of economics. His first major work, Towards a 
Just Monetary System ( ) which has won for him the prestigious 
King Faisal International Prize ( ) deals with the fundamentals 
of Islamic finance. It is a pioneering study on the issue of Riba in a 
modern financial and economic context. It is a scientific exposition 
of the Islamic rationale for the prohibition of Riba and an original 
contribution towards developing major contours of a Riba-free 
monetary system. Chapra has ably demonstrated that, on counts of 
stability and equity, a Riba-free financial system is not only feasible but 
also superior to interest-based systems. It seems his mind remained 
puzzled on the issue as to how can a Riba-free monetary system operate 
in isolation. It could be fully operationalised and could produce its 
optimal results only in an economic system whose entire landscape is 
Islamic. This seems to have prompted his quest to study the Islamic
economic system in its entirety and also examine it in the context of 
the contemporary economic systems of capitalism, socialism and the 
welfare state. The efforts of this research and reflection were presented 
in his second major work, Islam and the Economic Challenge ( ).
This thoroughly researched and well-written book contains highly 
incisive discussions on capitalism, socialism, welfare state and the 
Islamic economy. 

While making this comparative study, Chapra has also dealt 
with issues involved in the implementation of an Islamic economic 
system in the contemporary Muslim context. He tried to focus on the 
need to develop a comprehensive strategy for the application of the 
Islamic approach to the economy of Muslim countries. Chapra has 
emphasized that this new approach cannot produce desirable results 
unless there are fundamental changes in the objectives and modalities 
of policies and socio-economic programmes pursued in the Muslim
world, which should also be coupled with a thorough restructuring of 
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their economic institutions and mechanisms. An Islamic financial and 
economic scheme can bear fruits only as part of an overall reform and 
restructuring programme for the economy. 

This seems to have brought him to the next stage of reflection: the 
problems of social change and the search for historical models for the 
reconstruction of society and economy. The focus in his third major 
work: The Future of Economics: An Islamic Perspective ( ) was 
widened to explore these areas. In this book he has tried to grapple 
with the complex problems of the interface between economy, society 
and history. He also drew heavily on Ibn Khaldun’s model for socio-
economic change which provides a major key to the understanding of 
the past as a prelude to planning for the future. It was his quest for a 
new economy based on Islamic values and principles that prompted 
him to dwell at length on issues of political economy: the role of 
the state, the processes of social change, and dynamics of history. In
this discussion he also discovered the need to emphasize the centrality 
of Maqasid al-Shari[ah (objectives of the Shari[ah: the protection of 
din, intellect, life, posterity and wealth) in dealing with the specifics 
of fiqh. In the matrix of his analysis some other factors also become 
prominent, particularly the issues of freedom, human rights, justice, 
good governance, accountability and fighting corruption and the 
eradication of poverty and ignorance. That is how Chapra seems 
to have moved along with economics onto the realms of history, 
sociology and politics. The results of this intellectual pilgrimage can 
be seen in his present study, Muslim Civilization: Causes of Decline and 
Need for Reform.

Muslim Civilization: Causes of Decline and Need for Reform is a 
multi-disciplinary study and has to be read and understood in the 
context of the author’s earlier works. This volume, while focussing 
on the causes of Muslim decline, the nature of Muslim contemporary 
crisis, and the need for reform, also spells out major elements of a 
comprehensive strategy for reform and reconstruction. The roles of 
ideas, individuals, institutions, social movements and state have come 
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into sharp focus. This strategy is rooted in the moral, spiritual and 
ideational vision of Islam and the ideological and political ambitions 
of the Muslim Ummah. The main building blocks of the proposed 
strategy consists of the mobilization of economic, sociological, 
political, technological and structural factors for the reconstruction of 
Muslim society and state. 

Another important feature of this study is that it addresses issues 
which deal with Muslim civilisation in the context of the current 
global matrix. The author emphasises the multi-dimensional nature 
of the challenges and makes a reasoned plea for a comprehensive 
strategy as against the existing partial strategies for reform. Chapra’s 
advocacy of a holistic approach is in keeping with the historic ethos 
of the Muslim Ummah. This is also in consonance with the longings 
of humanity that is afflicted by the fruitless efforts to find solutions 
to economic, social and political problems without bringing about a 
fundamental shift from the dominant secular and liberal paradigm. 
A shift which provides a new paradigm that integrates moral and 
material dimensions and assigns centrality to justice and equity for 
all human beings. 

Clarity of vision is the first major requirement for any worthwhile 
strategy for reform. Umer Chapra has successfully spelled out a 
vision for an Islamic society and economy to be carved out under the 
umbrella of the Islamic paradigm. Efforts to rebuild society in the light 
of this paradigm are the destiny of the Muslim Ummah in the twenty-
first century. Vision and action are major planks of this strategy; for 
vision without action remains a dream, and action without vision is a 
nightmare and a recipe for disaster. 

Chapra’s approach has the merit of being morally motivated 
and man-centred. Justice and well-being for all human beings is the 
ultimate destiny that beckons mankind. Strategies that emanate from 
secular and materialistic paradigms ignore these vital dimensions. 
Chapra pleads for a thorough integration of the moral and spiritual 
dimensions with the material and technological ones. Human resource 
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development becomes the premium mobile for the establishment 
of a just socio-economic order. Development and the harnessing of 
material and technological resources are means to that end, and not 
ends in themselves. Chapra has rightly emphasized the importance of 
freedom, equality of opportunities, transparency and accountability 
at all levels and justice and tolerance as essential elements of any 
worthwhile strategy for reform. Education and research must reign 
prominently in this strategy as would be comprehensive programmes 
for scientific and technological development. Democracy and 
participatory mechanisms would be the soul of such a system. The
ultimate objective is justice for all and the unity and self-reliance of 
the Ummah in a pluralistic, competitive and non-hegemonic world. 
The challenges of corruption, consumerism and ecological neglect 
would also have to be addressed. While the individuals remain the 
real pivot of the system, the role of moral filters, price mechanism, 
other socio-economic institutions and a positive role of the state 
are major pillars of this new system. Umer Chapra has identified 
all the major ingredients of a viable strategy for change so as to 
enable Muslim civilization to reach a new height while maintaining 
its distinct identity and becoming a blessing for the Ummah and 
humanity. I have no reservation in suggesting that Umer Chapra’s 
scholarly quartet, particularly the final volume on Muslim civilization 
is a major contribution towards the development of Islamic socio-
economic thought in our times and is bound to open up new vistas 
for intellectual discourse and discussion within the community of 
Muslim scholars and dialogue with the rest of the world. These ideas 
also provide a viable basis for fresh policy formulation and political 
and socio-economic restructuring of Muslim society. 

Leicester                Khurshid Ahmad
November th,
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We have not sent you except as a blessing for mankind.
(Qur’an : )

Every nation has a direction [or vision] towards which it turns; 
you, therefore, try to excel in all that is good.

(Qur’an : )

If Islam can be shown to be capable of providing fruitful vision 
to illuminate the modern conscience, then all mankind, and not 
only Muslims, have a stake in the outcome.

(Marshall Hodgson)

The vision that the Qur’an gives to Muslims is that of being a blessing 
for mankind (Qur’an, : ). The Muslim world, however, reflects a 
picture which is not in harmony with this vision. It has gone through 

.  This translation is based on an explanation of the verse in the commentary (Tafsir
al-Kabir) by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. / ), Volume , pp. - . See also 
footnote  in Asad’s translation of the Qur’an.

.   Hodgson, , Volume , p. .
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a persistent process of decline over the last several centuries which 
has taken it away from the realization of this vision.

This raises the question of what the causes of this failure are. I
tried to answer this, briefly, in two chapters (  and ) of my book, 
The Future of Economics: An Islamic Perspective. However, since these 
chapters were part of a work on Economics, they may primarily have 
attracted the attention of economists, even though the subject is of 
concern to many others, particularly social and political scientists 
and reformers. The Islamic Foundation, therefore, urged me to 
discuss the causes of decline more comprehensively in a separate 
title, one that would draw the attention of a wider circle of readers 
than just economists and one that would also suggest a practical 
reform programme. In response to this request, I have substantially 
revised and expanded those earlier chapters and added some others 
along with a more comprehensive concluding chapter on the 
needed reform. I hope this might set into motion a discussion on 
the causes of Muslim decline and the reforms that are needed to 
help fulfill the Qur’anic dream of making the Muslims a blessing 
for mankind. 

I am extremely grateful to Prof. Robert Whaples, Dr. Murad 
Hofmann, Prof. Anas Zarqa, Prof. M. Nejatullah Siddiqi, Dr. 
Sami Al-Suwailem and Prof. Khurshid Ahmad who carefully read 
the manuscript’s preliminary draft and made valuable comments 
which have proven very useful in my revisions. Consequently, the 
final product reflects a number of their precious insights. None of 
them has, however, seen the final draft and I am, therefore, myself 
responsible for any errors that may still remain. The views expressed 
in this book are my own and do not necessarily reflect those of either 
the institute where I am now working or the one where I worked 
in the past.

I have benefited significantly from a number of books and 
papers which I have read over the last several years. It was, however, 



[ xxi ]

not possible to give credit to all of them in the list of references, 
which primarily includes those works I have cited. Inclusion of 
all the books and papers from which I have benefited would have 
required a much longer bibliography, one that may not have been 
economically feasible. This does not in any way, however, mitigate 
the value of their contribution to the current title. I have also 
benefited from the translations of the Qur’an by Abdullah Yusuf 
Ali and Muhammad Asad, and of Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah
by Rosenthal ( ) and Issawi ( ), even though I have not 
reproduced their translations. Translations of ahadith, fiqh and 
other Arabic literature quoted in this book are my own. However, 
I have benefited from the insights of my daughter, Dr. Sumayyah, 
in making some of these translations. I wish to thank Dr. Abdul 
Latif Bello who has been very kind in providing me with statistical 
data on Muslim countries and, thereby, saving a great deal of my 
time. My thanks are also due to Dr. Manazir Ahsan, Director 
General, Islamic Foundation, Leicester, UK, who tirelessly urged 
me to complete this volume, which was taking rather longer than 
anticipated because of other engagements. The completion of this 
work, therefore, owes a great deal to his persistent reminders. Last, 
but not the least, I wish to record my gratitude to Mrs. Susanne 
Thackray for her excellent editorial input.

Wherever two years are shown separated by an oblique sign 
after a classical Muslim personality, dynasty or event, the first year 
refers to the lunar Hijri calendar, while the second refers to the 
Gregorian. Although this makes the reading a little cumbersome, 
it was considered necessary to help the reader realize when that 
individual or dynasty existed or when the event took place after the 
Prophet (pbuh). 

As with my previous writings, my debt to my wife, Khairunnisa, 
is immense and immeasurable. A substantial part of the credit goes 
to her for her constant help and encouragement and for taking over 
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a number of my household responsibilities to enable me to complete 
this book. I am also indebted to Shaikh Mohammad Rashid and 
Mohammed Rasul Hoque for the valuable secretarial assistance they 
have provided in the book’s preparation.

Jeddah                     M. Umer Chapra
 Jumada I H
May 
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introduction:
some crucial questions

The Muslim world is currently passing through a difficult phase in 
its history. Even though it has more than one-fifth of the world’s 
population and is rich in natural resources, it produces only around 
 percent of the purchasing power adjusted GNP of the world. It is 

plagued by illiteracy, poverty, unemployment and extremely difficult 
macro-economic imbalances. It is far behind major industrial, and 
even some developing countries in almost all fields of life, including 
the economic, political, educational, technological and military. Even 
in terms of realization of the maqasid al-Shari[ah (objectives of the 
Shari[ah), it presents a sorry picture. In place of moral strength, 
the need-fulfilment of all, socio-economic justice, and brotherhood 
that one would expect to prevail in a Muslim society, one finds 
that there is moral decadence, deep-rooted inequalities of income 
and wealth, conflict and disunity. While even the basic needs of a 
considerable proportion of the population remain unsatisfied, the 
rich and upper middle classes live in luxury. The existence of poverty 
alongside affluence tends to corrode the fabric of brotherhood and 
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social solidarity and serves as one of the prime causes of crime and 
violence, social unrest and political instability. Some of the powerful 
industrial countries are trying to exploit this weakness to dominate 
Muslim countries, particularly those that are rich in natural resources 
or that occupy a strategic geographic position.

This gives rise to a number of questions. One of these concerns 
the factors that have led the Muslim world to this weak position 
after having enjoyed a glorious past stretching over several centuries. 
Efforts to answer this question bring into focus another important 
question about the factors that enabled Muslims to perform extremely 
well in the earlier centuries of Islam. Did Islam play a positive role 
in the earlier rise of Muslims? If this earlier rise was due to Islam, 
then why has it now become ineffective in enabling the Muslims to 
improve their condition? Could it be that while Islam was able to 
contribute to their rise in the past, it is no longer capable of enabling 
them to respond successfully to the newer challenges they face in 
modern times? If, however, Islam is not the cause of Muslim malaise, 
then what is to blame? Once the cause or causes of Muslim decline 
are determined, then there arises the question of what can be done 
to reform the Muslim world and enable it to rise again.

A number of scholars  have emphasized different internal as well 
as external factors that led to the decline of Muslims, particularly 
after the twelfth century. Some of the most important of these 
are moral degeneration, loss of dynamism in Islam after the rise 
of dogmatism and rigidity; decline in intellectual and scientific 
activity; internal revolts and disunity along with continued external 
invasions and warfare that ravaged and weakened the economies, 
created fiscal imbalances and insecurity of life and property, and 
reduced investment and growth; decline in agriculture, crafts and 
trade; exhaustion or loss of mines and precious metals, and natural 
disasters, such as plague and famine, which led to a decline in the 
overall population and demand followed by the weakening of the 
economy.
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While the adverse impact of all these factors cannot be denied, 
it should be expected that a living and dynamic society can discuss 
and freely analyze all these factors, and not only develop but also 
implement a proper strategy to effectively offset their adverse effects 
at least in the long-run, if not in the short-run. Why, then, were 
the Muslims unable to do this? Was there something that prevented 
them from responding successfully to the internal as well as external 
challenges that they faced? It is necessary to weave all these factors 
together, as an interrelated chain of events, into a philosophy of 
development to show how most of them were triggered by some 
major cause in a manner that made it difficult for society to stop 
the decline without coming to grips with the cause that triggered 
the decline.

There is no doubt that numerous efforts were made over the 
last several centuries to stop this decline. Accordingly, Muslim 
decline has not been a straight-line phenomenon. There have been 
a number of ups and downs. However, because the primary cause 
persisted, the reversals continued and the process of decline gained 
momentum until it reached its trough in the nineteenth and the 
first half of the twentieth century. The objective of this exercise is 
not to show that, if the trigger mechanism in the historical process 
of decline had not come into operation, the decline may not have 
taken place. No society has been able to sustain continued progress 
for ,  years and it is wishful thinking to expect the Muslim world 
to be an exception. The primary focus of this exercise is, therefore, 
the future and not the past. The future is, however, so closely linked 
with the past that unless we correctly identify all the forces of decay 
and show how they were triggered and how they built momentum 
through mutual interaction over the years, it will not be possible to 
suggest an effective strategy for accelerating future development in 
Muslim countries.
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Some crucial factors responsible for a society’s rise or fall

Seeking guidance from the Qur’an and the Sunnah

This makes us cast around for some of the crucial factors that are 
responsible for a society’s rise or fall. For this purpose, the inherent 
tendency of a Muslim is to turn towards the Qur’an and the Sunnah 
for guidance. According to the Qur’an, the most important factor in 
society’s rise or fall is the human being himself. The Qur’an clearly 
states that “God does not change the condition of a people until 
they change their own inner selves” ( : ; see also : ), and that 
“corruption has appeared everywhere because of what people have 
done” ( : , italics added). This implies that human beings are 
themselves the architects of their fate. They are not only the end 
but also the means of their development and, as the Qur’an rightly 
points out, they can have nothing more than what they strive for 
( : ). Their rise and fall can, therefore, be rationally explained by 
analyzing their own motivations, efforts, characters and capabilities. 
Toynbee also reflected this same idea by stating: “Civilizations die 
from suicide, not by murder.”

Human beings do not, however, operate in a vacuum. There are a 
number of factors that influence them and affect their performance. 
The most important of these is their own motivation. They need 
to have the right motivation – motivation to do their utmost not 
only to improve their own condition, but also to push forward 
the frontiers of their society’s development. Their motivation is, 
however, affected by a number of factors, the most important of 
which is the extent to which their effort helps improve their own 
well-being. Therefore, one of the primary conditions for sustained 
development is that the fruits of development must be shared 
equitably by all the people in society, irrespective of their colour, 
sex, age, position, wealth or religion.

This raises the question of what it is that helps fulfil this 
condition for development. This is where the society’s worldview and
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institutions come into the picture. If the worldview and institutions 
are such that they ensure justice and fairness at all levels of society, 
economy and polity, to enable all individuals to fulfil their material 
as well as non-material needs,  then there will be social solidarity as 
well as sustainable development. If the resources provided by this 
development are not wasted in conflict, war and extravagance, but 
rather used to improve the moral, physical and intellectual qualities 
of the people, enhance their knowledge base and technology, raise 
savings for investment after fulfilling basic needs, and develop their 
socio-economic, judicial and political institutions, then there will 
be further development and improvement in people’s well-being. 
This will enhance their motivation to work hard and efficiently and 
promote further development. Justice, therefore, needs to be a key 
factor in the analysis of development and decline.

Therefore, while Islam has stressed the role of human beings 
themselves in their own development, it has simultaneously placed 
maximum emphasis on justice (Qur’an, : ; : ; : ; : ; : ;

: ; : ). If there is no justice, there can be no development 
(Qur’an, : ). Injustice serves as the most venomous poison for 
development by adversely affecting human motivation as well as 
the socio-economic and political environment through a complex 
process which it is difficult to predict precisely. Even if a country 
manages to develop in spite of injustice, this development may not 
be sustainable in the long-run. There will be a rise in discontent, 
conflict and disunity, leading ultimately to decline. 

Justice, however, demands certain socially agreed values, 
institutions or rules of behaviour which everyone accepts as given and 
abides by them conscientiously. Some of these are: sanctity of life, 
property and honour, truthfulness, honesty and integrity, fairness, 
willingness to learn, work hard and help the needy, and devotion 
to duty. The presence of these qualities among people promotes the 
honest fulfilment of all contracts and socio-economic and political 
obligations and, thereby, social solidarity. No society can manage to 
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develop or sustain its development if the moral quality of its people 
is low and social solidarity among them is weak.

However, unless moral development is complemented by 
economic development, it may not be possible to expand the 
knowledge and technological base of society, increase savings and 
investment, and accelerate development. Lack of development will, 
in turn, frustrate society’s effort to ensure justice and the well-being 
of all. This will adversely affect the motivation to work hard and 
efficiently and, thereby, hurt development.

One factor which is crucially important for the moral, physical 
and intellectual development of individuals is the proper upbringing 
of children. For this purpose, Islam, like other major religions, 
emphasizes the crucial importance of the family. If the family fails, 
it may be difficult to offset the setback. Families will, however, not 
succeed in fulfilling their responsibility if, firstly, the parents do not 
themselves have the qualities of character that need to be inculcated 
in children and, secondly, there does not prevail in the family an 
atmosphere of love and affection, and mutual care and respect. 
The husband and wife need to not only respect each other but also 
faithfully fulfil their mutual obligations. If, instead, any one of them 
tries to boss over the other and neglects his/her responsibilities, 
there is likely to be an atmosphere of tension and conflict which, 
if not corrected, may ultimately lead to divorce and disintegration. 
This, in turn, tends to have a damaging effect on children’s moral, 
psychological and intellectual development. 

In addition to proper upbringing, children (both boys and girls) 
also need education to learn the skills in demand and to be able 
to push forward their society’s knowledge and technological base. 
Well-equipped and well-staffed schools, colleges and universities with 
adequate research facilities are indispensable for this purpose. If these 
do not exist, there will be a setback. If future generations are of a 
lower standard than the preceding ones, and do not have command 
over a continually improving knowledge base and technology, society 
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will have set itself on a declining path. This places proper upbringing 
along with education, research and advancement in technology 
among the most crucial factors for development.

It is also necessary to have freedom of thought, expression and 
enterprise. Without these, people will not have the initiative and 
drive that are needed to be innovative and to push forward the 
frontiers of their society’s knowledge and technology. One of the 
important missions of the Prophet (pbuh) was to free mankind from 
the chains that bind them (Qur’an, : ). Shackles of any kind, 
whether physical or mental, can be a hindrance to development. 
People should be free to think and act freely, provided that they do 
not cross the bounds of moral values. It is also important to avoid 
confrontation, conflict and war as much as possible because these not 
only generate insecurity and tension but also divert resources away 
from nation-building activities and, thereby, frustrate the realization 
of the maqasid al-Shari[ah.

No society can hope to develop its entire knowledge base and 
technology itself. It has to take advantage of developments elsewhere. 
It may not, however, be able to do this if it has a superiority complex, 
is not tolerant of differences of opinion, does not encourage 
enterprise and innovation, and is not willing to remove its weaknesses 
by analyzing their causes, adopting remedial measures, and readily 
accepting beneficial ideas from other cultures and civilizations. The 
acquisition of useful knowledge and technology from anywhere 
and the ability to develop it further to suit its own circumstances 
and goals has to be one of society’s ideals. The Prophet (pbuh), 
therefore, exhorted Muslims to “seek knowledge even if it is from 
China”, because “wisdom is the lost asset of a Muslim; he is the most 
deserving of it whenever he finds it”.  Without such an attitude 
towards knowledge acquisition, a society may not be able to gain 
the momentum that it needs. 

The values and institutions that a society has, may be of little 
value if they are not effectively and impartially enforced on everyone, 
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irrespective of their status or wealth. Two factors help greatly in such 
enforcement. One is people’s deep faith in the rightness of their values 
and worldview and their willingness to abide by them of their own 
volition. This is more likely to happen if the values and worldview 
have a Divine origin. This helps create in them an inner urge to live 
up to these values even if this means a sacrifice of self-interest. Any 
man-made worldview and value system is unlikely to command such 
unswerving loyalty. The second factor is an effective role taken by the 
government to enforce these values impartially on all so that no one 
is able to get away scot-free. The Prophet (pbuh), clearly recognized 
this role of government by saying that “God restrains through the 
sovereign more than what he restrains through the Qur’an.” The 
Qur’an can only give values, it cannot, by itself, enforce them. It 
is the moral and legal responsibility of the state to enforce society’s 
values and ensure justice. In addition, the government also needs 
to provide the infrastructure and facilities that the people need to 
perform their tasks more efficiently. This essentially calls for what 
is nowadays commonly referred to as good governance. This was 
emphasized by the Prophet (pbuh) by his saying that: “Anyone who 
has been given the charge of a people but does not live up to it 
with sincerity, will not taste even the fragrance of paradise.”  Good 
governance is indispensable for sustainable development. A corrupt 
and incompetent government can dilute the favourable effect of all 
the other factors and serve as a serious obstacle to development. 

There is a greater chance of good governance if honest and 
competent people hold key positions, and there are also checks 
and balances on them. Although this may at times be possible 
even under authoritarian rule, it is normally more likely to be the 
case in a democracy with a representative parliament, the proper 
accountability of all officials, an honest judiciary, and a free press. 
The existence of all these should enable society to utilize its resources 
more effectively for overall development. Development will, in 
turn, provide the resources needed by the government to defend 
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the country against external threats, enforce law and order, ensure 
justice, and provide the social and economic infrastructure that is 
necessary for ensuring sustainable development.

The need for an explanatory model for 
development and decline

The above discussion shows that even though the rise or decline of 
a society depends on the human beings themselves, they are in turn, 
influenced by a number of factors that are mutually interdependent 
and influence each other over a long period that is difficult to predict 
precisely. One could add a number of other factors to those indicated 
above. However, even if a comprehensive list were prepared, it would 
not necessarily yield a theory that can explain a society’s rise or 
decline. It is though important to show which of these factors triggers 
the rise and how the effect of this is transmitted to other factors, 
enabling them all to contribute to the development of an otherwise 
dormant society. Conversely, what is it that triggers the decline and 
how is the effect of this transmitted to other factors, leading to the 
overall decline of a society that has already attained a high level of 
development. This is what a theory is expected to do. Only a theory 
which accomplishes this will help us in our task of explaining the 
rise and decline of Muslim society. 

Given that many scholars, including Ibn Khaldun (d. / )
and Gibbon (d. / ) in the past, and Spengler ( ), 
Schweitzer ( ), Sorokin ( ), Toynbee ( ), North and Thomas 
( ), Kennedy ( ) and a number of others in modern times, 
have discussed the rise and fall of civilizations the construction of 
a new model may be justifiable only if the existing models are not 
satisfactory. It would be preposterous to say that none of these models 
provides valuable insights: they all do in different ways. This raises 
the question, then, of which model to choose. 
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Ibn Khaldun’s model of socio-economic and political dynamics 
spelt out in his Muqaddimah or Introduction [to History], and briefly 
discussed in the next chapter, not only takes into account most of the 
factors discussed above in the light of the Qur’an and the Sunnah but 
also shows the factor that triggered the Muslim society’s rapid rise 
from its humble beginnings in the Arabian bedouin environment and 
the factor that triggered its decline thereafter. The Muqaddimah is 
the first volume of Ibn Khaldun’s seven-volume history, briefly called 
Kitab al-[Ibar or the Book of Lessons [of History]. The last of these 
seven volumes is his autobiography (Al-Ta[rif bi Ibn Khaldun), which 
provides considerable insight into the deteriorating socio-economic 
and political conditions prevailing in his time, conditions that led 
to the development of his philosophy of history.

It is rightly said that necessity is the mother of invention. 
This is also true of the philosophies of history or intelligent 
interpretations of historical events, which have generally appeared 
when the need arose before, during, or after periods of crisis in 
the life of nations. Ibn Khaldun must also have felt the same 
need to write what Sorokin considers to be, in step with Toynbee, 
“one of the greatest philosophies of history ever written”. He
lived in very difficult times resulting from the decay that had 
overtaken Muslim society. The [Abbasid caliphate had come to 
an end in / , around three-quarters of a century before his 
birth, after the pillage, burning and near destruction of Baghdad
and its surrounding areas by the Mongols. A number of other 
calamities, including the Crusades ( - / - ), Mongol 
invasions ( - / - ), and Black Death ( s/ s) had 
also weakened most of the central Muslim lands. In addition, the 
Circassian Mamluks ( - / - ), during whose period Ibn 
Khaldun spent nearly a third of his life, were corrupt, inefficient 
and followed policies that could not but accelerate the decline. 

As a result of all these adverse developments, the condition of 
the Muslims was, in general, very sad. Ibn Khaldun’s family was no 
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exception. It was also suffering, like other Muslims, from deteriorating 
living conditions and was compelled by force of circumstance to 
migrate from Spain to Tunis a few years before the consummation 
of the Reconquista (Christian reconquest). Ibn Khaldun was, thus, 
born in Tunis in /  and not in Seville (Ishbiliyah), where his 
family had been domiciled for almost seven hundred years prior to 
its migration. While he was still in his early teens, the scourge of 
Black Death claimed the life of his parents as well as that of many 
relatives, close family friends and teachers. Consequently, he had 
to undergo a great deal of suffering. However, the Maghrib (North 
Africa west of Egypt), of which Tunis is a part, was also in a state 
of political turmoil as a result of wars between different dynasties. 
The resultant upheavals forced Ibn Khaldun to move from place to 
place, including Fez (the capital of Morocco), Tlemcen (Algeria), 
Andalusia (Spain), and Bijayah or Bougie (Algeria). 

Under these circumstances, it would be strange if a person of his 
moral and mental calibre were not in search of an effective strategy 
to bring about a reversal of the declining tide. As a social scientist 
of extraordinary intellectual capacities,  he was well aware that 
the reversal could not be dreamed of without first drawing lessons 
from history and determining the factors that had led the Muslim 
civilization to bloom out of its humble beginnings in the cradle of 
Arabian bedouin society and to decline thereafter. He was of the view 
that the future resembles the past just as water resembles water  and, 
therefore, it should be possible to predict the future by analyzing the 
past. Hence, the primary task of historiography ([Ilm al-Ta’rikh) was 
not to confine itself merely to just a recording of historical events. It 
was rather to analyze the causes and origins, or the hows and whys, of 
the various phenomena in human history so as to be able to predict 
what might happen in the future.

During this process of moving from place to place, Ibn Khaldun was 
looking for an opportunity to express his ideas about historiography 
in writing. He found this opportunity when he was able to stay, for 
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four years ( - / - ), in Qal[at Ibn Salamah, a secluded fort 
in what is now Algeria. Here, he completed the preliminary draft 
of the Muqaddimah and some parts of the Kitab al-[Ibar. He then 
moved to Tunis where he stayed from - / -  to consult 
references in libraries with the purpose of finalizing this monumental 
work of history. He finally moved, in , to Cairo where he received 
a warm welcome as a result of his reputation which had already spread 
there. He spent the rest of his professional life there until his death 
in /  at the age of .

A number of objections may be raised against the use of Ibn 
Khaldun’s model. One of these is that it is very old. Why should 
one use an old model when more recent ones are available? This 
objection would hold ground only if the model is unable to help us 
in our objective of analyzing the rise and fall of Muslim societies. 
The fact, however, is that this model uses scientific cause and effect 
analysis to derive the principles that lie behind the rise and fall of 
a ruling dynasty or state (dawlah), or civilization ([umran). It is 
powerful enough to enable us to answer questions about why the 
Muslim world rose rapidly and continued to rise for several centuries 
and why it declined thereafter to the extent that it lost its élan vital,
and not only became largely colonized but also unable to successfully 
respond to the challenges that it faced. Furthermore, his model is 
based on the Islamic worldview and not only takes into account 
all the above-mentioned factors that are responsible for the rise 
and decline of a society but also shows, through the use of circular 
causation, how one factor triggers the rise or fall and how the effect 
of this is transmitted to all other factors. Consequently, instead of 
being couched in a secularist framework, the Muqaddimah gives a 
central place to the reform of human beings as well as their society 
and the institutions that affect them. It emphasizes the importance 
of justice, social solidarity and economic well-being in the sustained 
overall development of a society, and the role that moral values and
their effective enforcement by the political authority play in this 
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whole process. It is difficult to find any other model that is in such 
great harmony with the ethos of Islam.

A second objection to the use of Ibn Khaldun’s model may be that 
it gives the impression of being concerned with the rise and fall of 
dynasties.This objection may be valid but only if we forget to remember 
the real objective behind Ibn Khaldun’s writing of the Muqaddimah.
As a committed and well-meaning Muslim, his ultimate focus was 
not the perpetuation of rule by any specific dynasty. It was rather the 
survival of the Muslim civilization through a reversal of the decline 
that had set in. He couldn’t have cared much if a specific dynasty fell 
as a result of its corruption and inner weaknesses. This was inevitable. 
He was, however, worried that, if dynasties continued to fall, one 
after the other, it would have an adverse impact on the whole Muslim 
civilization. Consequently, there is a clear advantage in benefiting 
from his insights and by making his model a base for the analysis. 

A third objection to the use of Ibn Khaldun’s model may be that 
the Muqaddimah seems to use an organic theory of development 
according to which “old age is a chronic disease” and there is no cure 
for the decay once it has set in. It continues, as it does in the case 
of the human body. This impression may result from the fact that 
Ibn Khaldun was discussing the rise and fall of dynasties. However, 
dynasties come and go whilst civilization needs to be saved from 
perishing. Even in modern times, while one or two corrupt and 
incompetent governments may not do excessive harm to a given 
country, a successive series of such governments may jeopardize that 
country’s future. Therefore, Ibn Khaldun’s verdict about dynasties 
need not necessarily be true of civilizations, and it is the latter with 
which we are concerned. Dynasties may collapse and never bloom 
again in step with what Danilevsky and Spengler perceived.

For civilizations, it should be possible to have more than one 
period of blossoming and decline. Ibn Khaldun would perhaps not 
have written the Muqaddimah if he had not been optimistic about the 
reversal of the declining tide of Muslim society. There is no natural 
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law that every civilization having once blossomed must necessarily 
wither away without any chance of revival. This is also the verdict of 
the religious worldview which underlies Ibn Khaldun’s model. The 
missions of the messengers of God would not have been meaningful if 
a reversal was not possible. All of them tried to reform their societies 
by reforming the human beings and the institutions that affected 
them. This implies that a reversal is possible if people reform both 
themselves and their institutions. 

However, while I have used Ibn Khaldun’s model, it would be 
impudent not to take into account the insights of a number of other 
scholars who have also written on this subject. This is especially 
necessary because six hundred years have passed since Ibn Khaldun
wrote the Muqaddimah. A number of changes have taken place since 
then in all walks of life. It is, therefore, necessary to make adjustments 
to his model  in response to the changed realities around the world, 
including Muslim countries, by benefiting from the insights of other 
scholars. This should also help improve the analysis.

Notes

. There has been a substantial discussion of the maqasid in fiqh literature, some 
of the most prominent exponents being al-Maturidi (d. / ), al-Shahi,
(d. / ), al-Baqillani ( / ), al-Juwayni (d. / ), al-Ghazali (d. 

/ ), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. / ), al-Amidi (d. / ), [Izz al-Din
ibn [Abd al-Salam (d. / ), Ibn Taymiyyah (d. / ) and al-Shatibi
(d. / ). For a modern discussion of these, see: Masud, ; al-Raysuni,

, pp. - ; Nyazee, , pp. - . For a brief discussion see, Chapra, 
 (forthcoming).

. Some of these include: Hitti, ; Arsalan, ; Issawi,  and ;
Lambton, ; Saunders (ed.), ; Inalcik, , and Inalcik and Quataert, 

; Musallam, ; Zakariyyah Bashir, ; Najjar, ; al-Samarra’i, ;
Kuran,  and  and Abu Sulayman,  and . Lewis, ( ) gives 
the views of Lutfi Pasha, Kochu Bey, Hajji Khalifah, Huseyn Hazarfenn and 
Sari Mehmed Pasha on the causes of Ottoman decline

. Toynbee, , Volume , p. .
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. Material needs include: proper nourishment, clothing, education, housing, 
medical care, transport, and honest means of livelihood. Non-material needs 
include: justice, freedom, security of life, property and honour, social equality, 
family and social harmony, and freedom from crime, tension, insecurity and 
anomie.

. All these qualities are now generally accepted as necessary for development. See 
for example, Myrdal, , Volume , pp. - .

. The Qur’an emphatically pronounces that “he succeeds, who adopts 
righteousness” ( : ; see also : - ). Individual righteousness promotes 
social capital, which is now considered to be crucial for development. See, for 
example, Dasgupta and Serageldin, ; Zaheer, Evily and Perrone,  and 
Gintis, .

. The first hadith is reported from Anas ibn Malik by al-Bayhaqi in Shu[ab al-
Iman (Volume , p. : ). The second hadith is reported from Abu Hurayrah 
by al-Tirmidhi in the Kitab al-[Ilm of his Jami[. This is a weak hadith but is, 
nevertheless, widely quoted because of its harmony with Islam’s ethos. What it 
implies is that no one has a monopoly over wisdom. It is the common property 
of all mankind and Muslims should feel free to acquire it, irrespective of where 
they find it.

. Cited by al-Mawardi, , p. .

. Al-Bukhari, from Ma[qil ibn Yasar, Volume , p. , Kitab al-Ahkam.
. Wherever two years are indicated in the text, the first one refers to the Hijrah 

year and the second to the Gregorian year. If only one year is given, it refers 
to the Gregorian year unless indicated otherwise. If a year is not preceded by 
the letter d (died), then it refers to the year in which the book or paper being 
referred to was published and not the year in which the author died.

. Several different editions of the Muqaddimah are now available in Arabic. The 
one I have used is that published in Cairo by al-Maktabah al-Tijariyyah al-
Kubra without any indication of the year of publication. It has the advantage 
of showing all the vowel marks, which makes the reading relatively easier. The 
Muqaddimah was translated into English in three volumes by Franz Rosenthal. 
Its first edition was published in  and the second edition in . Selections 
from the Muqaddimah by Charles Issawi were published in  under the title, 
An Arab Philosophy of History: Selections from the Prolegomena of Ibn Khaldun
of Tunis ( - ). Even though I have given the reference to Rosenthal’s 
translation (R) wherever I have referred to Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah (M), 
the translations used in this paper are my own.

. The full name of the book in Arabic (given in the References) may be freely 
translated as ‘The Book of Lessons and the Record of Cause and Effect in the 
History of Arabs, Persians and Berbers and their Powerful Contemporaries.’

. Sorokin, , p. .
. Ibid., p. .
. Ibn Khaldun, Al-Ta[rif, p. .
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. Talbi, , p. .

. Toynbee, , Volume , pp. - .

. Muqaddimah, p. ; R: I, .

. Muqaddimah, pp. -  and - ; R: I, pp. -  and - . See also Muhsin Mahdi, 
, p. .

. For a more detailed discussion of this model, see the next chapter and also 
Chapra, , Chapter , pp. - .

. Muqaddimah, pp.  and ; R: II, .
. Spengler, , and Sorokin, , p. .
. Some of these adjustments are indicated in Chapter  after the discussion of Ibn 

Khaldun’s model.
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U ’

Ibn Khaldun’s entire model is condensed to a substantial extent, 
though not fully, in the following advice extended by him to the 
sovereign:

. The strength of the sovereign (al-mulk) does not materialize 
except through the implementation of the Shari[ah …;

. The Shari[ah cannot be implemented except by the sovereign 
(al-mulk);

. The sovereign cannot gain strength except through the people 
(al-rijal);

. The people cannot be sustained except by wealth (al-mal);
. Wealth cannot be acquired except through development 

(al-[imarah);
. Development can not be attained except through justice (al-[adl);
. Justice is the criterion (al-mizan) by which God will evaluate 

mankind, and 
. The sovereign is charged with the responsibility of actualizing 

justice (Muqaddimah (M): p. ; Rosenthal’s translation (R): 
Volume , p. ).
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The entire Muqaddimah is an elaboration upon this advice, 
which consists of, in Ibn Khaldun’s own words: “eight wise principles 
(kalimat hikamiyyah) of political wisdom, each one dovetailed with 
the other for mutual strength, in such a circular manner that the 
beginning or the end is indistinguishable” (M: p. ; R: I, p. ).

The strength of this model lies in its multidisciplinary and dynamic 
character. It is multidisciplinary because it links all important socio-
economic and political variables, including the sovereign or political 
authority (G), beliefs and rules of behaviour or the Shari[ah (S),
people (N), wealth or stock of resources (W), development (g), and 
justice (j), in a circular and interdependent manner, each influencing 
the others and, in turn, being influenced by them.

Since the operation of this cycle takes place through a chain 
reaction over a long period of three generations, or almost  years, 
circular causation as well as dynamism is introduced into the whole 
analysis. This helps explain how political moral, institutional, social, 
economic, demographic, and historical factors interact with each 
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other over a long period of time to lead to the development and 
decline, or the rise and fall, of a state or civilization. 

In a long term analysis of this kind, there is no ceteris paribus 
clause because none of the variables is assumed to remain constant. 
One of the variables acts as the trigger mechanism. If the other 
sectors of society react in the same direction as the trigger mechanism, 
the decay will gain momentum through an interrelated chain reaction 
such that it becomes difficult, over time, to identify the cause from 
the effect. If the other sectors do not react in the same direction, 
then the decay in one sector may not spread to the others and either 
the decaying sector may be reformed over time or the decline of the 
civilization may be much slower. 

The role of the human being (N)

The centre of Ibn Khaldun’s analysis is the human being  because 
the rise and fall of civilizations is closely dependent on the well-
being or misery of the people. This is, in turn, dependent not just 
on economic variables but also on the closely interrelated role of 
moral, institutional, psychological, political, social, and demographic 
factors through a process of circular causation extending over a long 
period of history (M: pp.  and ; R: I, p.  and II, p. ). 
This emphasis on the human being is in keeping with the Qur’anic 
verses quoted in the Introduction, which state that, “God does 
not change the condition of a people until they change their own 
inner selves” ( : ), and that “Corruption has appeared everywhere 
because of what people have done” ( : , italics added). These two 
verses along with many others emphasize the role of human beings 
themselves in their rise and fall. This is why all God’s Messengers 
(including Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad) came to this 
world to reform human beings and the institutions that affect their 
behaviour.
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The role of development (g) and justice (j)

If human beings are the centre of analysis, then development and 
justice become the most crucial links in the chain of causation. 
Development is essential because unless there is a perceptible 
improvement in the well-being of the people, they will not be 
motivated to do their best (M: p. ; R: II, p. ). Moreover, in 
the absence of development, the inflow of scholars, artisans, labour 
and capital that need to take place from other societies to boost 
development further may not take place (M: pp. - ; R: II, pp. 

- ). This too may make it difficult to sustain development and 
may ultimately lead to a decline (M: p. ; R: II, p. ).

Development in Ibn Khaldun’s model does not refer merely to 
economic growth (M: p.  and pp. - ; R: I, p.  and II, pp. 

- ). It encompasses all-round human development such that 
each variable enriches the others (G, S, N, W, j, and g) and is in 
turn enriched by them, contributing thereby to the true well-being 
or happiness of people and ensuring not only the survival but also 
the civilization’s rise. Economic development cannot be brought 
about by economic forces alone in isolation of the non-economic 
and spiritual forces of society. It needs moral, social, political and 
demographic support. If this support is not available, economic 
development may not be triggered, and if it is available, it may not, 
however, be sustainable.

Development is, however, not possible without justice. Justice, 
like development, though is also not conceived by him in a narrow 
economic sense but rather in the more comprehensive sense of 
justice in all spheres of human life. Ibn Khaldun clearly states: “Do
not think that injustice consists in only taking money or property 
from its owner without compensation or cause, even though this 
is what is commonly understood. Injustice is more comprehensive 
than this. Anyone who confiscates the property of someone else or 
who forces him to work for him, or presses an unjustifiable claim 
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against him, or imposes on him a duty not required by the Shari[ah, 
has committed an injustice. Collection of unjustified taxes is also 
injustice; transgression on another’s property or taking it away 
by force or theft constitutes injustice; denying other people their 
rights is also injustice” (M: p. ; R: II, pp. - ). “One of the 
greatest injustices and the most destructive of development is the 
unjustifiable imposition of tasks on people and subjecting them to 
forced labour” (M: p. ; R: II, pp. - ). Justice is considered so 
crucial by Ibn Khaldun for development that he entitled a whole 
section as ‘Injustice Triggers the Destruction of Civilization’ (M: 
pp. - ; R: II, pp. - ). This is why justice and development 
are juxtaposed in the above diagram. “The extent to which property 
rights are infringed determines the extent to which the incentive to 
earn and acquire it goes…If the incentive is gone, they refrain from 
earning” (M: p. , R: II, p. ). This adversely affects people’s 
efficiency, innovativeness, entrepreneurship, drive and other qualities, 
ultimately leading to society’s disintegration and decline.

Justice in this comprehensive sense leads to the development and 
strengthening of [asabiyyah, which has variously been translated as 
‘social solidarity’, ‘group feeling’ or ‘social cohesion’. Justice promotes 
social solidarity by ensuring the fulfillment of mutual obligations 
and an equitable sharing of the fruits of development, and thereby, 
the well-being of all. This helps create mutual trust and cooperation, 
without which it is not possible to promote division of labour and 
specialization, which are necessary for the accelerated development 
of any economy (M: - ; R: I, - ). The absence of justice tends 
to generate discontent among people, dishearten them, and adversely 
affect their solidarity. This, in turn, not only adversely affects their 
motive to work but also saps their efficiency, entrepreneurial drive 
and other good qualities needed for development, ultimately leading 
to society’s disintegration and decline. 

The crucial role that trust plays in development is now being 
rightly emphasized by economists  and has become a part of 
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‘conventional wisdom’ or ‘embeddedness’. Ibn Khaldun used the 
word [asabiyyah for what is, to a great extent, currently referred to as 
‘social capital’ or ‘social infrastructure’. However, some scholars have 
raised objections against the use of the word ‘capital’ for something 
that is abstract and cannot be possessed, like the physical capital 
of individuals. Therefore, Ibn Khaldun’s use of the expression 
[asabiyyah or ‘social solidarity’ seems to be a better alternative.

The role of institutions (S) and the government (G)

Justice, however, necessitates certain rules of behaviour called 
institutions in Institutional Economics and moral values in religious 
worldviews. They are the standards by which people interact with, 
and fulfill their obligations towards, each other (M: pp. - ;
R: I, pp. - ). All societies have such rules based on their own 
worldview. The primary basis of these rules in a Muslim society 
is the Shari[ah. “Divine Laws command the doing of good and 
prohibit the doing of what is evil and destructive” (M: p. ; R: 
II, p. ). They are, therefore, according to Ibn Khaldun, “for the 
good of human beings and serve their interests” (M: p. ; R: I, p. 

). Their Divine origin carries the potential to help promote their 
willing acceptance and compliance and to serve as a powerful cement 
for holding a large group together (M: pp. - ; R: I, pp. -  and 

- ). This can help curb socially harmful behaviour, ensure justice, 
and enhance solidarity and mutual trust among people, thereby 
promoting development.

The Shari[ah cannot, however, play a meaningful role unless it 
is implemented fairly and impartially (M: pp.  and ; R: I, p. 

 and pp. - ). The Shari[ah can only give rules of behaviour, 
it cannot itself enforce them. It is the responsibility of the political 
authority to ensure compliance through incentives and deterrents (M:
pp. - ; R: I, pp. - ). The Prophet (pbuh) clearly recognized 
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this by saying: “God restrains through the sultan (sovereign) more 
than what he restrains through the Qur’an.” For Ibn Khaldun, 
political authority has the same relationship to a civilization as form 
has to matter (M: pp.  and ; R: II, pp.  and ). “It is 
not possible to conceive of political authority without civilization 
and of civilization without political authority” (M: p. ; R: II, p. 

). However, Ibn Khaldun clearly emphasizes “good rulership is 
equivalent to gentleness” (M: p. ; R: I, p. ). “If the ruler is 
tyrannical and harsh in punishments… the people become fearful 
and depressed and seek to protect themselves by means of lies, ruses 
and deception. This becomes their character trait. Their perceptions 
and character become corrupted… They may conspire to kill him” 
(M: pp. - ; R: I, p. ). 

While Ibn Khaldun emphasizes the role of the state in development, 
he does not, in step with other classical Muslim scholars, support a 
totalitarian role for the state. He stands for what has now become 
characterized as ‘good governance’. Recognition of private property 
and respect for individual freedom within the constraints of moral 
values is a part of Islamic teachings and has always been prevalent 
in Muslim thinking. The job of the state in the writings of almost 
all classical Muslim scholars, including Ibn Khaldun, is, in addition 
to defence and the maintenance of law and order, to ensure justice, 
the fulfillment of contracts, the removal of grievances, the fulfillment 
of needs, and compliance with the rules of behaviour. In other 
words, the state must do things that help people carry on their lawful 
business more effectively and prevent them from committing excesses 
and injustices against each other.

Ibn Khaldun considers it undesirable for the state to get directly 
involved in economic activity (M: p. ; R: II, p. ). Doing so will 
not only hurt the people by reducing their opportunities and profits 
(now termed as crowding out the private sector) but also reduce the 
state’s tax revenue (M: pp. - ; R: II, pp. - ). Thus, the state is 
visualized by Ibn Khaldun as neither a laissez faire nor a totalitarian 
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state. It is rather a state which ensures the prevalence of the Shari[ah 
and serves as an instrument for accelerating human development and 
well-being. The slant towards nationalization came into the thinking 
of some Muslim writers under the influence of socialism, and was 
exploited by ambitious generals and politicians in several Muslim 
countries to serve their own vested interests. Socialism, however, 
brought nothing but misery to nearly all those Muslim countries 
where it was imposed through military coups.

The role of wealth (W)

Wealth provides the resources that are necessary for ensuring justice 
and development, the effective performance of its role by the 
government, and the well-being of all people. Wealth does not depend 
on the stars (M: p. ; R: II, p. ), or the existence of gold and 
silver mines (ibid.). It depends rather on economic activities (M: pp. 

 and ; R: II, pp.  and ), the largeness of the market (M: 
p. ; R: II, p. ), incentives and facilities provided by the state 
(M: p. ; R: II, pp. - ), and tools (M: pp.  and ; R: II, pp. 

- ), which in turn depend on savings or the “surplus left after 
satisfying the needs of the people” (M: p. ; R: II, p. ). The 
greater the activity, the greater will be the income. Higher income 
will contribute to larger savings and greater investment in tools (M: 
p. ; R. II, pp. - ), which will, in turn, contribute to greater 
development and wealth (ibid.). Ibn Khaldun emphasized the role of 
investment further by saying: “And know that wealth does not grow 
when hoarded and amassed in safes. It rather grows and expands 
when it is spent for the well-being of the people, for giving them their 
rights, and for removing their hardships” (M: p. ; R: II, p. ). 
This makes “the people better off, strengthens the state, makes the 
times prosperous, and enhances the prestige [of the state]” (M: p. ;
R: II, p. ). Factors that act as catalysts are low rates of taxation, 

[ ]
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(M: pp. - ; R: II, pp. - ), security of life and property (M:
p. ; R: II, p. ), and a healthy physical environment amply 
provided with trees and water and other essential amenities of life 
(M: pp. - ; R: II, pp. - ). 

Wealth also depends on division of labour and specialization, 
whereby the greater the specialization the higher the growth of 
wealth. “Individual human beings cannot by themselves satisfy all 
their needs. They must cooperate for this purpose in their civilization. 
The needs that can be satisfied by the cooperation of a group exceed 
many times what they can produce individually. … [The surplus] is 
spent to provide luxury goods and to satisfy the needs of inhabitants 
of other cities. They import other goods in exchange for these. They 
will then have more wealth… Greater prosperity enables them to have 
luxury and the things that go with it, such as elegant houses, clothes 
and utensils, and the use of servants and carriages… Consequently, 
industry and crafts thrive” (M: pp. - ; R. II, pp. - ). 
However, since human beings do not allow their labour to be used 
free of charge (M: p. ; R: II, p. ), division of labour will take 
place only when exchange is possible (M: p. ; R: II, p. ). This 
requires well-regulated markets which enable people to exchange and 
fulfill their needs (M: pp. - , R: II, pp. - ). 

A rise in incomes and wealth contributes to a rise in tax revenues 
and enables the government to spend more on people’s well-being. 
This leads to an expansion in economic opportunities (M: p. ;
R: II, p. ) and greater development, which, in turn, induces a 
natural rise in population and also the immigration of skilled and 
unskilled labour and scholars from other places (M: pp. - ; R: II,
pp. - ), thus further strengthening the human and intellectual 
capital of that society. Such a rise in population boosts the demand 
for goods and services, and thereby promotes industries (al-sana’i[), 
raises incomes, promotes sciences and education (M: p.  and -

; R: II, pp.  and - ), and further accelerates development 
(M: pp.  and ; R: II: pp.  and - ). In the beginning, 
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prices tend to decline with the rise in development and production. 
However, if demand keeps on rising and the supply is unable to keep 
pace with it, scarcities develop, leading to a rise in the prices of goods 
and services. The prices of necessities tend to rise faster than those 
of luxuries, and prices in urban areas rise faster than those in rural 
areas. The cost of labour also rises and so do taxes. These lead to a 
further rise in prices, which creates hardship for people and leads 
to a reversal in the flow of population. Development declines and 
along with it prosperity and civilization (M: pp.  and - ; R: I, 
pp. -  and II: pp. - ).

A decline in incomes leads to a decline in tax revenues, which 
are no longer sufficient to cover state spending. The state tends to 
impose more and more taxes and also tries to gain excessive control 
over all sources of power and wealth. The incentive to work and earn 
is adversely affected among farmers and merchants, who provide most 
of the tax receipts. Hence, when incomes decline, so do tax revenues. 
The state, in turn, is unable to spend on development and well-being. 
Development declines, the recession deepens further, the forces of 
decay are accelerated and lead to the end of the ruling dynasty (M:
pp.  and - ; R: I, pp. -  and II, pp. - ).

If one were to express Ibn Khaldun’s analysis in the form of a 
functional relationship, one could state that:

G = f(S, N, W, j and g)

This equation does not capture the dynamics of Ibn Khaldun’s 
model, but does reflect its interdisciplinary character by taking into 
account all of the major variables discussed by him. In this equation, 
G or the political authority has been shown as a dependent variable 
because one of Ibn Khaldun’s main concerns was to explain the 
rise and fall of dynasties, states or civilizations. According to him, 
the strength or weakness of a dynasty depends on the strength or 
weakness of the political authority which it embodies. The survival 
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of the political authority depends ultimately on the well-being 
of the people, which it must try to ensure by providing a proper 
environment for actualizing development as well as justice through 
the implementation of the Shari[ah. If the political authority is 
corrupt and incompetent and not accountable before the people, 
it will not perform its functions conscientiously. Consequently, the 
resources at its disposal will not be utilized effectively and the services 
that need to be provided to facilitate development will not become 
available. Development as well as well-being will then suffer. Unless 
there is development, the resources needed to enable society as well 
as the government to meet the challenges they face and to actualize 
their socio-economic goals will not expand.

The role of the trigger mechanism

However, while a normal cause and effect relationship is not necessarily 
reversible, the circular and interdependent causation in human 
societies emphasized by Ibn Khaldun generally tends to be so. (This 
is indicated in the diagram by means of arrows and dots.) Any one of 
the independent variables and, in particular, development, which is 
the main theme of this paper, may be treated as a dependent variable 
with the others being considered independent. This implies that the 
trigger mechanism for the decline of a society may not necessarily be 
the same in all societies. In Muslim societies, with which Ibn Khaldun
was concerned, the trigger mechanism was the failure of the political 
authority which, unfortunately, continues in most Muslim countries 
until the present time (as will be seen in Chapters - ), and has led 
to the misuse of public resources and their non-availability for the 
realization of justice, development and general well-being.

Therefore, while all factors play an important role in the 
development and decline of a society, the trigger mechanism has a 
crucial role. The trigger mechanism in other societies may be any of 
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the other variables in Ibn Khaldun’s model. It could, for example, 
be the disintegration of the family, which was not a problem in Ibn 
Khaldun’s time and which he did not, therefore, mention in his 
analysis. It is, however, an integral part of N (the people) and is now 
having a greater manifestation in the Western world even though all 
societies are affected by it in varying degrees. Such disintegration, if 
it continues unchecked, may first lead to a lack of proper upbringing 
of children and then to a decline in the quality of human beings, 
who constitute the bedrock of any civilization. It may not, then, 
be possible for that society to sustain its economic, scientific, 
technological and military supremacy. The trigger mechanism could 
also be the weakness of the economy resulting from a faulty economic 
system based on unhelpful values and institutions, as happened in 
the Soviet Union. It could also be the absence of justice, educational 
and health facilities, and access to venture capital, which may lead 
to the inefficient performance of human resources and, thereby, to 
sluggish development, as is the case in many developing countries, 
of which the Muslim world is an integral part. 

Ibn Khaldun did not, thus, commit the mistake of confining 
himself to economic variables alone to explain development and 
decline. He rather adopted a multidisciplinary and dynamic approach 
to show how the interrelated relationship of social, moral, economic, 
political, historical and demographic factors leads to the rise and 
fall of societies. This is what can also explain why some countries 
develop faster than others, what makes development sustainable, 
and when people realize true well-being. Fortunately, Development 
Economics has gradually started taking into account the roles of 
almost all these variables as well as their mutual interaction through 
circular causation.

Nevertheless, Ibn Khaldun’s concept of a trigger mechanism has 
not been fully utilized. Without this concept, even the emphasis on 
property rights by North and Thomas ( ), to explain the rise of 
the Western world does not take us very far. Property rights have 
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been there in most societies, and particularly so in the Muslim world 
because of the Islamic emphasis on them. However, all societies do 
not necessarily develop. The reason is that property rights, like other 
institutions, carry no weight unless they are enforced. What is it, then, 
that led to their enforcement in Western societies? It was perhaps the 
emergence of democracy which led to political accountability. This 
led to the enforcement of institutions, of which property rights are 
a crucial part. It is, therefore, political accountability resulting from 
democracy that acted as the trigger mechanism for the enforcement 
of property rights and justice. This led to development. North and 
Thomas perhaps realize this themselves to a certain extent when 
they state that innovation, economies of scale, education, capital 
accumulation, etc., are not causes of growth; they are growth. Using 
the same logic, one could argue that enforcement of property rights, 
is also an effect rather than a cause. Property rights were enshrined in 
Christian values but were not enforced. If it were not for democracy, 
property rights may not have been enforced. 

Ibn Khaldun did not commit the neoclassical economists’ mistake 
of being concerned primarily with short-term static analysis by 
assuming other factors to be constant when changes are constantly 
taking place in these factors in all human societies through a 
chain reaction even though these changes may be so small as to be 
imperceptible. Nevertheless, their influence on economic variables 
continues to be significant and cannot be ignored. Therefore, even 
though economists may adopt the ceteris paribus assumption for 
convenience and ease of analysis, multidisciplinary dynamics of the 
kind used by Ibn Khaldun also need to be simultaneously utilized 
because of the help they give in formulating socio-economic policies 
that help improve the overall long-run performance of an economy 
and raise the well-being of its people. Neoclassical Economics is 
unable to do this because, as North has rightly asked: “How can 
one prescribe policies when one doesn’t understand how economies 
develop?” He, therefore, considers Neoclassical Economics to be “an 
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inappropriate tool to analyze and prescribe policies that will induce 
development”. Since Ibn Khaldun formulated a brilliant model 
for explaining the rise and fall of a society, Toynbee was right in 
declaring that in terms of “both breadth and profundity of vision as 
well as sheer intellectual power”, Ibn Khaldun, in his Muqaddimah
to his Universal History, “conceived and formulated a philosophy of 
history which is undoubtedly the greatest work of its kind that has 
ever been created by any mind in any time or place”.

Even though I have used Ibn Khaldun’s model, I have found 
it necessary to introduce some changes to it. This is because, as 
mentioned in the Introduction, a number of changes have taken 
place in all walks of human life. Societies, polities and economies 
have all experienced radical changes. First, while taking into account 
the role of the people, it is necessary to bear in mind that they do 
not constitute a solid whole. They represent an aggregate of different 
components, including men and women, scholars, a political elite 
and lay people; families, tribes, and social and economic groups, and 
society as a whole. Ibn Khaldun took some of these into account 
but not all. 

Secondly, even though the economies of the central Islamic lands 
had started declining, they were still pretty strong compared with 
their competitors and their relative position was certainly not as 
weak as it is in modern times. One of the primary reasons for this 
weakness is the gap in education and the knowledge and technology 
base. This gap will take a long time to fill even if these societies try 
in earnest to implement the socio-economic and political reforms 
necessary.

Thirdly, the tremendous expansion in the human knowledge 
and technology base has greatly lightened the burden of household 
chores for women and freed them to play a much greater role in the 
educational, intellectual, and socio-economic uplift of their societies. 
If they are not enabled to play this role, they will feel frustrated and 
their society’s development will also be adversely affected. However, 
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if they are enabled to play their role effectively, then they may not 
be able to attend as much to the upbringing of their children as they 
did in the past. This raises the question of what alternative measures 
need to be taken to fill this vacuum. Furthermore, international 
endeavours in science and technology have made it necessary for 
both male and female members of society to acquire much greater 
knowledge and to spend much more time for this purpose than was 
necessary in the past. This demands far more resources now than 
was necessary before. It is not possible to mobilize such resources 
unless families, societies and the government all join hands. Zakah
and awqaf will also have to play an important role, particularly for 
the purpose of imparting knowledge and skills to the poor.

Fourthly, it has become indispensable for the [ulama’ to keep 
abreast of changing modern realities, so that the fiqh, which is 
a part of the Shari[ah, evolves in a way that enables Muslims to 
successfully face the newer challenges. Although fiqh had already 
become somewhat stagnant by Ibn Khaldun’s time, it has become 
more so now because of the long period of Muslim decline coupled 
with foreign occupation. Fiqh, thus needs to be extricated from its 
stagnant position so that it can play the same dynamic role that it 
played in earlier centuries.

Fifthly, even without nationalization and central planning, the 
role of governments is much greater now and they are required 
to contribute more effectively to justice, the socio-economic 
infrastructure and development than was necessary in the past. Even 
the scope of both justice and development has expanded substantially. 
In the close-knit societies of the past, the existence of tribes, guilds, 
fraternities and Sufi orders strengthened social solidarity, which 
helped enforce formal as well as informal rules of behaviour. This 
promoted honesty and fairness in dealings and, thereby, played an 
important role in ensuring justice and general well-being. Since all 
these have now become weaker as a result of increases in population, 
extensive urbanization, and the greater mobility of people, the 
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vacuum needs to be filled by families, [ulama’, madrasahs, schools, 
institutions of higher learning and the government. 

Finally, it is not wealth alone but also the economy as a whole 
that needs to be incorporated into the model. This will bring in all its 
components such as the market, the monetary and financial system, 
and the public and private sectors, the focus being on the realization 
of both efficiency and equity in the use of resources All this shows 
that there is a greater need for reform now of not only the people 
but also of all the institutions that affect them.

Notes

. This Chapter draws heavily on Chapra, .
. The term Shari[ah refers literally to the beliefs and institutions or rules of 

behaviour of any society, but has now become associated with those prescribed 
by Islam.

. The same advice is repeated on p.  (R: II, ). Ibn Khaldun himself says that 
his book is a tafsir (elaboration) of this advice (M: p. ; R: I, p. ), which was 
given by Mobedhan, a Zoroastrian priest, to Bahram ibn Bahram and reported 
by al-Mas[udi in his Muruj al-Dhahab, (Meadows of Gold),  (Volume ,
p. ). Ibn Khaldun acknowledges this fact, but also simultaneously clarifies 
that, “We became aware of these principles with God’s help and without the 
instruction of Aristotle or the teaching of Mobedhan” (M: p. ; R: I, p. ).

. For a more detailed picture of Ibn Khaldun’s model, see Chapra, , pp. 
- . See also Spengler, ; Boulakia,  and Mirakhor, .

. The words used by Ibn Khaldun throughout the Muqaddimah are mu’dhin and 
mufdi, which mean ‘inviting’ or ‘leading’ towards something. However, I have 
used the expression ‘trigger mechanism’, which is now more commonly used 
in English to convey the same meaning.

. Rosenthal, , p. .

. According to the Qur’an, God has sent a chain of messengers to all people at 
different times (see, for example, : , :  and : ). Thus, according to 
Islam, there is a continuity and similarity in the value systems of all Revealed 
religions to the extent to which the Message has not been lost or distorted over 
the ages.

. Arrow, ; Etzioni, ; Fukuyama,  and Hollingsworth and Boyer, 
.

. See Dasgupta and Serageldin, .
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. See, for example, Arrow, ; Solow,  and Bowles and Gintis, .
. Al-Bayhaqi, , from Anas ibn Malik, Volume , p. , No. .
. The functions of the state are discussed by Ibn Khaldun in a number of places 

in the Muqaddimah. He states in one place, for example, that: the ruler “must 
defend and protect the subjects, whom God has entrusted to him, from their 
enemies. He must enforce restraining laws and prevent them from committing 
aggression against each other’s person and property. He must ensure the safety of 
roads. He must enable them to serve their interests. He must supervise whatever 
affects their livelihood and mutual dealings, including foodstuffs and weights 
and measures, to prevent cheating. He must look after the mint to protect the 
currency used by people from forgery…. A noble wise man has said that ‘moving 
mountains from their places is easier for me than winning the hearts of people’,” 
(M: p. ; R: II, p. ).

. Ibn Khaldun classifies political authority into three kinds. The first is the ‘natural 
or normal’ (tabi[i) authority which enables everyone to satisfy self-interest (al-
gharad) and sensual pleasures (al-shahwah); the second is the rational political 
authority (siyasah [aqliyyah), which enables everyone to serve this-worldly 
self-interest and to prevent harm in accordance with certain rationally derived 
principles, and the third is the morally-based political authority (siyasah diniyyah
or khilafah) which enables everyone to realize well-being in this world as well as 
the Hereafter in accordance with the teachings of the Shari[ah (M: pp. - ; R: 
I, pp. - ). If one were to use modern terminology for these three different 
forms of governments, one could perhaps call them the secular laissez faire or 
passive state, the secular welfare state, and the Islamic welfare state or khilafah.
(For the Islamic welfare state, see Chapra  and Chapters ,  and )

. Desfosses and Levesque, .
. North and Thomas, , p. .
. North, , p. .
. Toynbee, , Volume , pp. - .
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It is now time to apply the above analysis to determine the factors 
that acted as a trigger mechanism in the rise of Arabian bedouin 
society. When the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) started preaching 
the message of Islam, this society faced a socio-economic, political 
and international environment that was too unfavourable to allow, 
if we use Toynbee’s thesis, the flowering of a vibrant civilization. 
The primary characteristics of this society were bitter internecine 
feuds, paucity of resources, a harsh climate, difficult terrain, and 
excruciating poverty, combined with flagrant inequalities of income 
and wealth. There was very little education and hardly any sign of 
accelerated development in the near future. Furthermore, this society 
did not possess the intellectual sophistication or material assets that 
its powerful neighbours, the Sassanian and Byzantine Empires, 
enjoyed. Though exhausted by prolonged and destructive wars, these 
neighbours were still academically, economically, and militarily more 
powerful. Hence the question is: what was it that led to a change 
in the quality of this bedouin society in such a way that it not only 
overcame its own handicaps but also brought about a revolutionary 
change in the societies that came under its influence? 
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A number of scholars, including Toynbee ( ), Hitti ( ), 
Hodgson ( ), Baeck ( ), and Lewis ( ), have argued that 
Islam played a positive trigger mechanism role in the rise of Muslim 
societies enabling them to use difficult challenges and to make rapid 
headway in all sectors of life. If it had not been for Islam, there 
would not have been, in the words of Toynbee, that “extraordinary 
deployment of latent spiritual forces by which Islam transfigured 
itself, and thereby transformed its mission, in the course of six 
centuries”. So how was Islam able to succeed in bringing about such 
revolutionary change in this society?

What Islam did was to activate all the developmental factors 
in a positive direction. It gave maximum attention to the people, 
who constitute the primary force behind a society’s rise or fall. It 
tried to uplift them morally as well as materially, make them better 
human beings, and reform all the institutions that affected them. 
Its revolutionary worldview changed their outlook towards life by 
injecting a meaning and purpose into it. It made all individuals 
equal in their position as vicegerents (khalifahs) of the Supreme 
Being Who created them as well as the whole universe. This gave 
dignity, equality and self-respect to all of them, irrespective of their 
race, sex, wealth or position. It also made this ideal an effective 
reality by firmly establishing positions of leadership on those 
who earlier had been oppressed and weakened (Qur’an : ). It 
provided sanctity to life, property and individual honour and gave a 
prestigious place to knowledge by emphasizing its importance in the 
very first revelation of the Qur’an ( : - ). It accorded to women a 
respectable position in society by declaring them to be a “trust from 
God”  and sisters [not slaves] of men,  and enjoined men to treat 
them well (Qur’an, : ). It made the proper care and upbringing 
of children one of the prominent goals of the Shari[ah, so as to 
ensure that future generations were capable of effectively carrying 
forward the baton of development. It created a balance between the 
material and the spiritual aspects of life by declaring them both to 
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be essential for human development and well-being. Accordingly, it 
gave a higher and more respectable status to the farmer, craftsman 
and merchant as compared with the position they enjoyed in the 
Mazdean or the then-prevailing Christian traditions. It replaced 
loyalty to the tribe by loyalty to God and, thereby, enlarged the 
individual’s horizon to that of the ummah, all of whom profess the 
same faith, and to that of mankind, all of whom are brothers unto 
each other by virtue of their being khalifahs of God and members 
of His family.

Since, as Cahen has rightly acknowledged, “the underlying tendency 
of the Qur’anic legislation was to favour the underprivileged”,  one 
of Islam’s outstanding contributions was the uplifting of the weak 
and the downtrodden. It did not accomplish this by eliminating 
the rich and the powerful, or by abolishing private property and 
the market mechanism. Rather, it did it by ensuring justice, social 
solidarity and the well-being of all (including women and children) 
through moral and institutional reform that made the individual 
conscious of his obligations towards his fellow human beings while 
trying to serve his self-interest in the market place. All this helped 
deepen the loyalty of the people to their faith and created an inner 
urge in them to live up to its teachings. This may not, however, have 
been sufficient of itself. Islam, therefore, went further and provided 
an effective government to ensure the prevalence of not only law 
and order but also justice and socio-economic uplift. It guaranteed 
freedom to every individual within the bounds of its moral code and 
prevented corruption, arbitrariness and despotism. It established a 
judicial system in which the law applied equally to the high and the 
low. The reason for the success of its political and judicial systems 
was essentially the moral revolution brought about by the Prophet 
(pbuh). Those people who occupied responsible positions were 
not only competent but also morally upright, well-meaning and 
incorruptible. Besley has rightly concluded in a recent article that, 
“The nature of the workings of government depends on the men 
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who run it” and that “no society can run effective public institutions 
while ignoring the quality of who is recruited to public office and 
what they stand for”. In this way, the institutional requirements 
for development, recently emphasized by North, were satisfied.
Schatzmiller is, therefore, correct in stating that “all the factors 
which enabled Europe to succeed were available to Islam much 
earlier”.

The transformation of human beings and institutions

The transformation of human beings and their institutions through 
the “extraordinary deployment of latent spiritual forces” brought 
about by the rapid expansion of Islam provided positive externalities. 
Tribes who had been fighting for centuries were now tied together 
by bonds of brotherhood. This made it possible to establish a well-
represented, strong, stable and ‘good’ government. In the beginning, 
the people supported it wholeheartedly because they realized that it 
was honest to the core and that it worked for the good of everyone 
and not just a few. This helped ensure law and order, security of 
life and property, and well-regulated markets, operating fairly and 
competitively along all the ancient Middle Eastern trade routes. 
This was previously vitiated by the long-prevailing tribal conflicts 
in Arabia and the destructive wars between the Sassanians and the 
Byzantines, who levied onerous taxes to finance these wars and, thus, 
retarded development. 

The whole area under Muslim rule became an extended common 
market, with a growing monetization of economies, and the free 
and safe movement of goods, capital and human beings. This, along 
with low rates of taxation, contributed to all-round development, 
embracing agriculture, crafts and trade, and led to a substantial rise 
in the incomes of everyone. The benefits of development were shared 
by all, even though not as equitably as Islam would have desired. 
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The prevalence of justice strengthened the motivation for honesty, 
integrity, hard work, accumulation of capital and technological 
progress. The availability of educational and training facilities also led 
to improvement in human skills as also technological and intellectual 
development.

In keeping with Ibn Khaldun’s thesis, one may state that this 
invigoration of the people, which Islam brought about through its 
egalitarian values and institutions and their effective enforcement 
by political authority, ensured justice and the rule of law at all levels 
of society. This ensured not only solidarity ([asabiyyah) among the 
people but also played a vital role in the flourishing of Muslim 
civilization in all aspects of life, including the economic sphere. This 
does not mean that ideal conditions prevailed. It does, however, mean 
that the positive forces contributing to the advance of Muslim society 
were strong enough to offset the impact of negative forces. 

Agricultural and rural advances

In the bedouin and rural societies of those days, agriculture was 
the first to benefit from Islam’s externalities. The rapid growth of 
agriculture and the uplifting of rural society served as catalysts for 
development as has happened in practically all other societies. This 
catalytic role played by agriculture was visualized very early on in 
Muslim society as is reflected in the writings of a number of scholars. 
The [Abbasid Caliph al-Mu[tasim (d. / ), for example, said:

Agriculture has many advantages. It develops the land and 
nourishes human beings. It enables an increase in taxes and 
an expansion in wealth. It feeds domestic animals, lowers 
prices, increases the sources of earning, and expands the 
economy.
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With the spread of Islam, sleeping agricultural and rural sectors 
suddenly became alive and robust because of the establishment of 
law and order, and the availability of a vast market without fear of 
the caravans being waylaid en route or subjected to extortionist taxes. 
This motivated all to do their best for their own advancement as well 
as that of their society.

In harmony with the emphasis on justice in the Islamic Message, 
the Prophet (pbuh) and the first four Caliphs (Khulafa’ al-Rashidun)
adopted the more humane practice of leaving agricultural land in 
conquered territories in the hands of original owners and tillers, 
in sharp contrast with the Byzantine and Sassanian practice of 
confiscating it from these owners and cultivators for distribution to 
their military elite and soldiers. All iqta[s or land grants made by 
them were relatively smaller in size and were made from uncultivated 
and un-owned land. The Muslims were not even allowed to buy 
land from its original inhabitants. This humanitarian policy not 
only prevented the Muslims from becoming feudal lords and helped 
maintain the continuity of administration and economic life in 
conquered territories, but also promoted intergenerational justice 
as well as Islam’s egalitarian objectives. The application of the 
principle of fay’ to agricultural land in conquered territories implied 
the sharing of output (muqasamah) between the state and the farmers. 
The farmers were required to pay the state’s share in the form of a 
tax called kharaj. This share or tax was stipulated in the heyday of 
Islam at the relatively lenient rate of  to  percent of total output, 
as was the case with [ushri lands.

Since the tax was not a fixed amount, but rather a small 
proportion of the actual output, it did not break the back of 
farmers in bad crop years. In situations of natural disaster, such as 
flood, drought and the destruction of crops by unavoidable natural 
calamities (afat), kharaj was automatically remised in conformity 
with the teachings of the Prophet and the practice of the Khulafa’
al-Rashidun. Furthermore, this practice continued for a long period 
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of time. So much so that even though tax rates had risen by the 
time the Saljuqids ( - / - ) came to power, “the taxes 
levied by the Saljuqid administration on the Christian population” 
may “conceivably have been lighter than those of the retreating 
Byzantine fiscal system”.

Even a small rate of taxation can become a burden if the proceeds 
do not bring a direct or indirect benefit to the taxpayer. Muslim 
jurisprudence has, therefore, made it a moral obligation of the state 
to construct and maintain dams and irrigation canals to improve the 
land productivity. The kharaj proceeds were, therefore, used for 
promoting the well-being of the people through public expenditure, 
including the construction and maintenance of the physical and 
social infrastructure. The history of the Umayyads, the [Abbasids, and 
other dynasties, down to the early Ottomans provides clear examples 
of the construction of large-scale irrigation schemes and their proper 
maintenance along the Tigris, Euphrates, Khabur, Orontes (al-[Asi)
and Barada rivers. Long underground water channels (qanawat), 
sometimes hewn through rock, carried water from mountain sources 
far out over plateaus or the desert. According to al-Maqrizi (d. 

/ ), ,  labourers worked daily in the Nile Valley for the 
maintenance of dams and bridges.

The just levy of taxes and use of the proceeds for development 
accounted for why farmers preferred Muslim to Byzantine and 
Sassanid rulers; the latter taxed heavily and in fixed amounts, and did 
not use the proceeds to enhance the people’s well-being. Furthermore, 
fixed amounts forced the peasants to borrow in bad crop years, often 
on ruinous terms.  With a number of ups and downs the tax system 
continued to be lighter even in the early Ottoman period when the 
sultans tried to protect their subjects from all kinds of abuses and 
injustices. It was perhaps for this reason that Martin Luther warned 
European rulers, in , that the poor people oppressed by greedy 
princes, landlords and burghers might well prefer to live under the 
Turks than under Christians such as these.



This humane policy was perhaps the most important cause of 
the agricultural revolution that took place in the Muslim world.
Peasants were thereby induced and enabled to use their land and 
tools more effectively. New techniques of growing were introduced 
and many new crops were grown. The use of water was highly 
developed. “So great”, according to Watson, “were the increases in 
food production generated by the agricultural revolution that the 
countryside could feed not only much heavier rural populations 
but also large urban populations”. This may have been one of the 
important factors responsible for the “extraordinary stability in the 
price of Egyptian wheat from the sixth to the ninth century”.

Urban prosperity

Rural prosperity was transmitted to all other sectors of the economy 
and society. It led to a substantial expansion of urbanization and the 
development of urban crafts and industries, and, in turn, greater 
demand for agricultural as well as urban products: “The Islamic 
society accomplished a shift from agriculture to manufacturing, 
creating occupational dimensions which had not been visible 
before.” Transmission of prosperity from one sector to another 
over time constitutes one of the important building blocks of Ibn 
Khaldun’s circular causation and socio-economic and political 
dynamics. This vast common market, with free movement of goods, 
capital, labour, and entrepreneurs, led to the expansion of internal 
and external commerce. A vast network of trade relations was 
established both within the empire and with the outside world.
Commercial activities even expanded as far as China during the days 
of Harun al-Rashid ( - / - ). In this way, then, the vast 
potential for development was optimally utilized and Iraq became a 
centre of world trade and finance.

[ ]
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Intellectual advances

Rural and urban prosperity promoted “a flourishing and diversified 
urban culture”. The availability of financial assistance to both 
students and scholars and the presence of proper facilities and an 
environment for rigorous intellectual activity, along with tolerance, 
the like of which was “at the time quite unknown in the rest of 
Europe”, made the Muslim world a meeting place for scholars of 
all fields of learning and persuasions (Muslims, Christians, Jews, 
Zoroastrians and Sabians). There was a free and unhindered 
discussion of all intellectual issues leading to an all-round intellectual 
advance. A “most momentous intellectual awakening”  was witnessed, 
particularly in the nearly quarter-century reign of Harun al-Rashid
( - / - ), when Baghdad grew from nothingness to a world 
centre of wealth and learning. “This was the classic age of Islam, when 
a new, rich, and original civilization, born of the confluence of many 
races and traditions, came to maturity.”  Qur’anic, Hadith and Fiqh
literature developed and provided the bricks and mortar for a judicial 
system that fulfilled the legal and institutional needs of a rapidly 
growing society. In addition, original and path-breaking contributions 
were made to mathematics, science, medicine, philosophy, kalam,
literature and art, leading to the supremacy of the Muslim world in 
these fields for almost four centuries from the middle of the eighth 
to the middle of the twelfth centuries. Even after the Muslim world 
lost its number one spot, substantial contributions continued to be 
made for at least two further centuries.

If it had not been for the inspiration and boost provided by Islam, 
the Arab bedouin society would not have risen in the first place, 
and if it had, it would not have been able to survive the death of 
the Prophet in / , or the end of Rightly-Guided Caliphate (al-
Khilafah al-Rashidah) in / . It not only did this, but was also able 
to withstand the overthrow of the Umayyad and [Abbasid Caliphates, 
thwart the repeated attacks by Crusaders ( - ), and convert 
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the conquerors themselves from Central Asia and China to Islam.
George Sarton accordingly pays tribute to Islam in his Introduction to 
the History of Science by writing: “Religious faith dominated Muslim 
life to an unprecedented extent. No people ever took their religion as 
seriously as the Muslims, and this was undoubtedly the main cause 
of their cohesion and of their strength against their enemies who 
were divided and whose faith was weak and tepid.”
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If Islam was the factor that triggered the rise of Muslim civilization, 
then the question that inevitably arises is why did Muslim societies 
start declining after reaching such a zenith. Given the upward 
push that Islam provided to these societies, there would be little 
justification in blaming it for their later decline. Hence, a number 
of scholars have argued, as indicated earlier, that Islam was not the 
cause of Muslim decline. If it did deserve the blame, Muslims may 
have long abandoned it, in keeping with peoples’ general tendency to 
abandon their fondness for something that has been a source of their 
problems and decline. The Qur’an itself clearly asserts: “The scum is 
lost in vain, while that which is useful for people continues to exist 
on earth”, ( : ). This has not happened so far to Islam. Rather, a 
fond longing for a return to it has persisted over the centuries and a 
revival is, in fact, now steadily gaining momentum. 

Muslims continue to be inspired by the Islamic vision – the 
vision of a society where the individual is morally-charged and 
tied to others through strong bonds of human brotherhood; where 
justice prevails and the needs of all are fulfilled; where the family 
continues to be strong and children receive the love, affection and 
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care of both parents; where crime, tension and anomie are minimized 
and social harmony prevails, and where the well-being of all is 
ensured. Hodgson has rightly indicated that “the vision has never 
vanished, the venture has never been abandoned; these hopes and 
efforts are still vitally alive in the modern world”. It is to the credit 
of Islam that, in spite of linguistic and ethnic differences, political 
upheavals, the disintegration of Muslim countries, and economic 
decline, Islam continues to inspire the people, and the Muslim world 
remains emotionally unified and “consciously and effectively, a single 
historical whole”.

Is Islam the cause of Muslim decline?

Nevertheless, there are some scholars who argue that even though 
Islam may have promoted development in the past, the Muslim 
world is poor and underdeveloped today as a result of certain 
Islamic institutions that were “designed to serve laudable economic 
objectives”, but which nonetheless had the unintended effect of 
serving as “obstacles to economic development”. Noland has, 
however, concluded in a recent unpublished study that, “in general 
this is not borne out by econometric analysis either at the cross-
country or within-country level” and that “Islam does not appear 
to be a drag on growth or an anchor on development as alleged. If 
anything, the opposite appears to be true”.

Nevertheless, it is worthwhile looking at the three Islamic 
institutions that are alleged, by Kuran, to be inimical to growth. 
These are:

. Islam’s egalitarian inheritance system, which did not allow 
primogeniture to take root in Muslim societies;

. The absence of concepts of limited liability and juridical or 
legal personality in Islam, and

. The Islamic institution of waqf (philanthropic trusts).
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It is claimed that the first two of these hindered the accumulation 
of capital and the formation of corporations, both of which are 
essential for accelerated development. The third institution is alleged 
to have blocked vast resources that were put into projects which 
became dysfunctional over time.

The absence of primogeniture

There is no doubt that Islam stands for an egalitarian inheritance 
system in which there is absolutely no room for primogeniture. 
However, Kuran has not substantiated his contention that 
primogeniture contributed to the development of large enterprises 
in the West. Primogeniture primarily served the needs of feudalism 
by ensuring that the fief was not broken up among the many sons of 
the vassal or tenant and that only one person remained responsible 
for providing the required military and other services to the lord.
Feudalism, however, enabled the lords “to extract a rent by extra-
economic coercion” as a result of which the peasant labourers had “no 
economic incentive to work diligently and efficiently for the lords”. 
This “limited the agricultural economy’s capacity to improve”.
Consequently, feudalism was buried in Western Europe by ,
“when capitalism as it is known today was not yet born and the 
Industrial Revolution was fully two-and-a-half centuries into the 
future”. The demise of feudalism weakened primogeniture except 
among ruling families. In America, it was swept away during the 
course of the American Revolution, while in Europe, it collapsed 
during the French Revolution, with the Napoleonic Code taking 
care to prevent its re-establishment.

The onset of economic development in Europe depended rather on 
“the transformation of the feudal property relations into capitalistic 
property relations”. Hardly any scholar, therefore, mentions 
primogeniture among the causes of the Industrial Revolution. The 
causes that are rather emphasized include the enforcement of property 
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rights by democratic governments and the boost that the spread of 
education, research and technology provided to development.
Arnold Toynbee, uncle of the great historian Arnold J. Toynbee, 
placed great emphasis on the inventions that helped provide the 
technology needed for the revolution in agriculture, manufacturing, 
and transport. In the agricultural sector, the steam plough helped 
bring about the consolidation of small farms into large ones and 
also made possible the tillage of inferior soils through the enclosure 
system. In the manufacturing sector, the spinning jenny, steam engine 
and power loom facilitated the establishment of large factories. In 
the transport sector, the coming of the railroad, in , brought 
about a substantial expansion in the market as well as trade.  “The 
new class of great capitalist employers made enormous fortunes.” It 
was this fortune, along with the technology, and not primogeniture, 
that made the establishment of large businesses possible, and thereby, 
created a need for the corporation. 

However, even if it is assumed that primogeniture did play a role 
in the development of Europe and America, there is no reason to 
assume that it is indispensable for the development of all countries. 
Japan and the East Asian tigers have developed without primogeniture 
having played any role in their development. Some of the factors that 
did play a crucial role in their development were good governance, 
land reforms, social equality, and cultural values. Of these, land 
reforms had an effect which was the opposite of primogeniture: 
in this respect, the average family holding in Japan was reduced to 
about .  acres of arable land. Even in , the average farm size 
amounted to .  acres in Japan, with only  percent of all farms 
operating on land of more than  hectares ( .  acres). According 
to Sachs, “land reforms in these countries were more extensive 
than in any other case in modern history”.  While the extremely 
small size of land holdings has had the effect of making Japanese 
agriculture somewhat inefficient and dependent on state subsidies, 
it had the immediate salutary effect of destroying the power base of 
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the feudal lords and virtually eliminating farm tenancy, which had 
been widespread before the reforms. This had the far-reaching effect 
of substantially reducing income and wealth inequalities. The higher 
income of small farmers plus the cultural values of simple living 
enabled them to save more. The high rate of saving kept inflation 
and interest rates at a relatively lower level and enabled rural as well 
as urban development without unduly large monetary and credit 
expansion and external borrowing. Since concentration of wealth 
is a major obstacle in the realization of socio-economic justice in the 
Muslim world, the absence of primogeniture should have a salutary 
effect on justice and development.

Juridical entity and limited liability

Kuran is certainly right in asserting that a legal entity with limited 
liability of shareholders is indispensable for large-scale investment. 
However, the seeds of both these concepts existed in the classical 
discussions of Islamic jurisprudence. The closest approximation to the 
corporate legal entity were the bayt al-mal (public treasury), mosque 
property, and waqf. Even the concept of limited liability existed 
in the mudarabah (commenda) form of business organization,
and has been extended without any difficulty to the corporation in 
modern times.

It is unrealistic to expect that everything necessary for development 
would be specified in the Qur’an or the Sunnah (the Prophetic 
traditions). One of the most important and well-known principles of 
Islamic jurisprudence is that whatever is not specifically prohibited 
is allowed. Since very few things have been specifically prohibited, 
there is a great potential for the evolution of institutions needed for 
promoting development. This did take place in Muslim societies, as 
Kuran himself has acknowledged by stating that: “the distinguishing 
economic features of classical Islamic civilization evolved over the 



[ ]

next three centuries”. Such evolution took place in accordance with 
need. This was in keeping with the natural evolutionary process in 
the development of institutions in human societies. There is hardly 
any society where all the institutions needed for development in the 
future evolved together in the very initial phase of development. This 
raises the question of why the need for corporate form did not arise 
earlier in Muslim societies.

The answer to this question needs to be found not in Islamic 
teachings but rather in authoritarian governments which did not 
effectively enforce the property rights enshrined in Islamic teachings. 
North has rightly argued that insecure property rights “result in 
using technologies that employ little fixed capital and do not entail 
long-term agreements. Firms will typically be small”. This is what 
happened in the Muslim world. If property rights had been secure, 
the momentum of development that had been built up from the 
eighth through the fourteenth centuries would have continued and 
created a need for the replacement of small firms by large business 
organizations. 

There is no reason to assume that the increased need for finance 
that this would have created would not have led to the development 
of the corporation, the seeds for which, as indicated earlier, were 
already present in Islamic jurisprudence. In the twentieth century, 
when development started once again in the Muslim world, the need 
arose for large business establishments and jurists had no difficulty in 
approving the corporate form of business organization. If there had 
been anything in Islam against it, there would not have been such 
great unanimity in its acceptance. Lal has rightly observed that “it is 
not Islamic institutions themselves that have hindered development 
but dysfunctional etatism and dirigisme which, when reversed in 
the Muslim parts of Southeast Asia, have developed Promethean 
intensive growth”.

Even in medieval England, the earliest corporations were 
boroughs, guilds, churches and charities. This is similar to what 
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happened in Islam. These earlier corporations in medieval England 
did not, however, become the forerunners of today’s corporations 
until they became fully private, which happened at the end of the 
seventeenth century,  long after the death of feudalism and the 
weakening of primogeniture. Nevertheless, it was not until the 
nineteenth century that the limited liability principle was established 
in both the US and the UK.

The agricultural and scientific revolution that took place in 
early Islam could not transform itself into an industrial revolution 
because of a number of factors, the most important of which was 
political illegitimacy. Insecure property rights resulting from this 
forced people to hide their wealth to avoid its becoming subject to 
unjust taxation and outright confiscation. Hence, firms remained 
small. Furthermore, it was not possible for large business enterprises 
to develop in such an environment. If this had not been the case, 
the absence of primogeniture should in fact have had the effect of 
leading to the establishment of corporations by motivating people to 
put together their capital as shares to form larger and viable business 
enterprises.

Awqaf (philanthropic trusts)

As far as the institution of waqf is concerned, it developed in the 
Muslim world during the early days of Islam, long before it did in 
the West, and made a significant contribution to the development 
of Muslim societies. As Kuran himself has acknowledged, the waqf 
supplied a vast array of social services. These included education, 
health, science laboratories, the construction and maintenance of 
mosques, orphanages, lodging for students, teachers and travellers, 
bridges, wells, roads and hospitals. This happened when the waqf
were properly regulated and supervised. However, when effective 
regulation and supervision did not continue and led to corruption, 
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loss of the original deeds, lack of proper maintenance, and misuse 
and misappropriation of waqf properties,  they became dysfunctional 
as Kuran has rightly pointed out. 

The extent of corruption that existed can be judged from the 
advice given by Ibn [Abidin (d. / ), a prominent Hanafi
jurist in the first half of the nineteenth century, to the people who 
wished to appoint a trustee for the maintenance of a mosque related 
waqf. One would expect such an appointment to take place normally 
through a court deed. Ibn [Abidin, nevertheless, advised them not to 
even inform the courts about the existence of this trust because the 
judges had become so corrupt that once they came to know about 
the existence of a waqf property they would try to usurp it. If the 
courts were corrupt, then one can imagine the condition of the waqf 
property if the trustees also had bad intentions and there was no 
possibility of recourse to a court of law. In addition to corruption 
and misappropriation, the tax system also played a significant role 
in hindering the further development of the waqf system.

Given these adverse factors, it is unjust to blame Islam for what 
happened. Islam has always sought to prevent such corruption and 
not encourage it. It is the job of the government and the judiciary 
to enforce Islamic teachings. It is, however, refreshing to know that 
the waqf institution is once again receiving impetus in the Muslim 
world because of the recognition of the sanctity of property rights 
and renewed private initiatives along with government support, 
regulation and supervision. It is hoped that the waqf system will 
once again start to play the same crucial role in the development of 
social and physical infrastructure through private philanthropy as it 
did in the past. 

The gist of this whole analysis is that it is not Islam that has led to 
the relative poverty and underdevelopment of Muslim societies. It is 
rather the adverse effects of lack of political accountability, including 
the violation of property rights and decline in official support for 
education and technological research and development. Democratic 
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governments in the West have promoted development through a 
number of measures, including the protection of property rights 
and the support of education and research. It is this development 
which created the need for the corporation. Illegitimate governments, 
which are not accountable before the people, are generally not under 
pressure to enforce property rights and serve the interests of the 
people. Development, therefore, suffers. Hardly anyone would agree 
with Kuran’s contention that “such [authoritarian] governments were 
all governed at least until the nineteenth century, and in some cases 
until more recently, by Islamic law”.

Is moral degeneration the cause of Muslim decline?

If Islam is not the cause of Muslim decline, then one should ask the 
question of whether moral degeneration can be held responsible for 
such decline. Using the analytical framework of Ibn Khaldun’s socio-
economic and political dynamics, the answer, here too, is negative. 
Even though the Muslims’ moral decay has undoubtedly played a 
substantial role in sapping creativity, vitality and solidarity, and made 
them incapable of facing the challenges ahead, the Muqaddimah
leads one to the conclusion that moral decay was, itself, an effect 
rather than a cause. 

People of both sexes need an enabling environment, in terms 
of proper moral and technical education as well as political, legal, 
and socio-economic institutions to ensure justice, the development 
of their full human potential, and their full participation in the 
development of their society. The gradual disappearance of such 
an enabling environment is perhaps the dominant factor that has 
led to the moral decline of the Muslim peoples and the loss of their 
vitality and solidarity. Ibn Khaldun, as quoted in Chapter , rightly 
pointed out that under despotic rulers, “the people become fearful 
and depressed and seek to protect themselves by means of lies, ruses 
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and deception. This becomes their characteristic trait whereby 
perceptions and character become corrupted”.

While prevailing inequities have exerted a bad impact on character, 
even Islam’s emphasis on nobleness of character (khuluq hasan), one 
of the key characteristics of its teachings, has become diluted. Parents 
are unable to instil this in their children because of their illiteracy 
and lack of Islamic education. Furthermore, modern secular schools 
do not care to do this. Even the mosques and madrasahs have failed 
here because of their limited perception of Islam. What is needed 
badly is greater justice along with proper education.

Did the start of political illegitimacy trigger the decline?

If Islam, as it was preached by the Prophet (pbuh), and if the moral 
degeneration of Muslims did not serve as the trigger mechanism for 
Muslim decline, then what was responsible for the loss of élan? It is 
difficult to do justice to this question by trying to answer it within 
the span of a small book. However, since the objective is not to 
write history in conformity with Ibn Khaldun’s model, but rather to 
draw some [ibar (lessons) for suggesting a proper strategy for future 
development, it will be helpful to highlight those aspects of Muslim 
history which played a major role in the decline. To avoid too much 
detail and repetition, the analysis confines itself to only those central 
Islamic lands ruled by the Umayyads, the [Abbasids, the Mamluks 
and the Ottomans and avoids other areas like Spain, Africa, Central 
Asia, Iran, India and East Asia. The analysis may, nevertheless, be 
applicable to even these areas without significant change because 
nearly the same undercurrents affected them.

Ibn Khaldun and a number of classical Muslim scholars, both 
before and after him, have held the view that Muslim history 
took a wrong turn when the Khilafah al-Rashidah was brought to 
an end by the accession of Mu[awiyah in / , the hereditary 
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succession of his son, Yazid, in / , and the establishment of 
the Umayyad dynasty ( - / - ). This sowed the seeds of 
political illegitimacy and gave birth to mulk or hereditary monarchy 
with absolute power and without adequate accountability, in clear 
violation of the moral imperative of khilafah and shura, or the ideal 
political system enjoined by Islam for Muslims. This violation 
generated much discontent in Muslim society, particularly among 
those of the Prophet’s Companions who were still alive. There were 
also revolts, particularly in Madinah (the Battle of Harrah), Makkah, 
and Karbala’ (Iraq). These were, however, mercilessly suppressed. As 
a result, Yazid has gone down in Muslim history as one of the most 
disliked of people.

The time was perhaps then not ripe for the flourishing of a radical 
political reform of the nature of khilafah and shura that Islam stood 
for and for which four of the Prophet’s close Companions tried their 
best to live up to. The anchoring of political illegitimacy gradually 
set in motion over the next few centuries a vicious cycle of circular 
causation which has adversely affected all aspects of Muslim society 
as will hopefully become clear with the progress of this discussion. 
This raises the question of why efforts were not made later on to 
get rid of the illegitimacy and to establish the ideal Islamic form of 
government. A number of scholars have expressed the view that this 
was due to fear of creating disorder and anarchy,  which inevitably 
led to the perpetuation of the status quo.

Khilafah and democracy

Khilafah, as generally understood by Muslim scholars, is a form of 
government where the khalifah (head of the state) is elected by the 
people and is accountable to them. His primary responsibility is to 
establish a just order and to cater to the well-being of the people by 
managing the affairs of the state in keeping with the teachings of the 
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Shari[ah and the decisions of the shura (consultative council). Even 
though the term shura literally means a consultative council, most 
classical and modern scholars imply by it an elected autonomous 
body whose existence is imperative ( :  and : ) and whose 
decisions are binding.  Resources of the public treasury are a trust –
revenues must be derived justly and spent efficiently and equitably 
for serving the interests of the people. There has to be freedom of 
expression within the constraints of the Shari[ah, and all citizens, 
including non-Muslims, must have equal rights. It is the function of 
the shura to ensure that the khalifah utilizes his powers and resources 
for the well-being of the people in conformity with the Shari[ah. The 
khalifah as well as the members of the shura hold their position as 
long as they enjoy the people’s confidence.

The procedure to be adopted for the selection of the khalifah 
and the shura is left open by the Shari[ah. It is for the ummah to 
determine this in keeping with its own circumstances. What is 
absolutely clear from the election of the first four Caliphs is that 
acquisition by virtue of heredity or the use of force was in clear 
conflict with the Islamic imperative. In the pluralist societies of 
modern times, when means of communication are fast and it 
is possible to hold elections throughout the country, the most 
suitable procedure for electing the khalifah and members of the 
shura would be elections through a secret ballot. However, it 
would simultaneously be imperative to introduce certain reforms 
in the election system so as to reduce the play of wealth, power and 
corruption in elections.

This makes democracy and the khilafah very similar. However, 
while the people’s choice of their leaders and the leaders’ accountability 
before the people are common to both, the people themselves, as well 
as the leaders, are not absolutely free under the khilafah. They are 
contractually bound by the goals, moral constraints, and institutions 
of the Shari[ah, and are not allowed to deviate from them as long 
as they stand committed to Islam. Vaglieri has hence stated that 



[ ]

the khilafah was an institution “which had no equivalent and was 
destined never to have any outside the Muslim world”.

Vaglieri may be right if one were to assume the absence of moral 
constraints on democracy. This is, however, not true in spite of 
secularism. What secularism brought about in the West was freedom 
from the dictates of the Church. Moral constraints have continued 
all along. These are largely reflected in the constitutions, laws and 
other institutions of different democratic countries. This is one of 
the reasons why democracy has, in general, been able to uphold 
the supremacy of law and to promote justice and the well-being of 
people in Western societies to the extent it has within the framework 
of secularism.

Given the absence of a church in Islam to dictate to the 
government, and the moral constraints on democracy, there is no 
significant difference between democracy and khilafah. Although it 
is theoretically possible for a democracy to violate the moral code 
of a society, this does not normally happen. If there is deviation, 
this would essentially reflect a change in society’s values, which 
does not take place suddenly and often, but rather gradually over a 
long period of time. The legal blessing given to gambling, drinking, 
homosexualism, lesbianism, prostitution, and cohabitation of 
unmarried couples in some democratic societies may be an instance 
of change in values. Since this leads gradually to a number of ills, 
including the disintegration of the family, it may adversely affect the 
moral and material well-being of these societies and cast a shadow 
over their continued economic, technological and military supremacy 
in the future. Hence, the moral law is supreme everywhere and there 
can be no ‘liberation’ from it. This is what the Qur’an implies when 
it says: “The word of your Lord has been completed in terms of 
both truth and justice, and no one can change it” ( : ). The adverse 
effects of violating it cannot be avoided by any nation, irrespective 
of whether it is Muslim or secular. It is not, therefore, realistic to 
exaggerate the differences between democracy and khilafah.
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The Prophet (pbuh) “gradually evolved a coherent set of policies 
and built up viable institutions” for establishing the Islamic system.
He could also have ensured a longer continuation of the khilafah by 
eliminating all the pillars of the then-prevailing power structures of 
his society – structures that had tortured and persecuted the Muslims, 
forced them to migrate, and continually waged war against them. 
After the Conquest of Makkah in / , he had the opportunity and 
the necessary power to accomplish this task. He did not, however, 
do so, for it would have set a bad example, which he did not wish 
to do. Instead, he forgave them all, even though he had an inkling, 
as some ahadith indicate, that the offspring of some of them might 
revive the old power structures in the future. The Prophet (pbuh) 
might also have thought that power structures cannot be permanently 
destroyed. Instead, they change hands and try to assert and reassert 
themselves. He, therefore, wanted to make it clear that the morally 
superior way of undoing power structures is to follow his example 
of weakening them by educating the people, improving their socio-
economic conditions, and establishing effective moral, legal and 
other institutional checks that blunt them so that they are unable to 
acquire, or exercise, absolute and unrestrained power.

The consolidation of illegitimacy

What the Prophet, peace and blessings of God be on him, had 
anticipated did take place. With the establishment of the Umayyad
dynasty ( - / - ), jahiliyyah (pre-Islamic) power structures 
resurfaced and Islamic teachings with respect to statecraft were no 
longer fully reflected in the political institutions of the Muslim 
world. There were revolts, but, as indicated earlier, these proved 
to be unsuccessful. “The trend was towards greater, not lesser, 
personal authority for the sovereign and his agents.” [Umar ibn 
[Abd al-[Aziz (d. / ), eighth among the twelve rulers of the 
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Umayyad dynasty, tried officially to undo this illegitimacy but 
was unsuccessful. He was poisoned by those with vested interests 
after a brief rule of about only two-and-a-half years. This has, in 
general, tended to be the fate of most reformers who have sought 
to reform political and economic structures in a way that hurts 
vested interests. 

The [Abbasids came to power in /  after overthrowing the 
Umayyads. The rationale they provided for this was the reform 
of the ills that had been introduced into the body politic by the 
Umayyads. They did not, however, fulfil their promise. Why would 
they? There was nothing to compel them. A moral obligation has 
to be accompanied by a proper legal and institutional framework. 
They would have been obliged to fulfil their promise if they were 
accountable before the people and if their appointment as well 
as removal were in the people’s hands. In a system of hereditary 
succession, the people do not enjoy this privilege and powerful rulers 
have nothing to fear if they do not fulfil their obligations towards the 
ruled. The people can, of course, revolt, but such revolts are usually 
crushed mercilessly.

The [Abbasids reached their apogee during the reign of Harun
al-Rashid ( - / - ), there being a rapid slide thereafter into 
the unrestrained and arbitrary exercise of royal authority in step 
with their Sassanian and Byzantine predecessors. There was a war 
of succession between his sons, al-Amin and al-Ma’mun, revolts in 
different parts of the empire, and public unrest when al-Ma’mun tried 
to impose some unacceptable Mu[tazilah views against the will of 
the Muslim community. Decline was further accentuated when the 
[Abbasid caliphs became puppets in the hands of the Buwayhids ( -

/ - ) and the Saljuqids ( - / - ) who, as well as 
their followers in later dynasties, did not have the inhibitions which 
the [Abbasids had, because of the moral authority they sought by 
linking themselves to [Abbas, the Prophet’s uncle, and their professed 
commitment to reform. 
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The Mongol (Ilkhanid) ( - / - ) and Timurid 
( - / - ) occupations, were perhaps the most ruthless, 
exploitative and destructive in Muslim history. When the Ilkhanid 
and Timurid Empires broke up into a number of successor states, 
the Muslim world became fragmented and passed into the hands 
of several dynasties. The advantages of a vast common market that 
had previously been reaped and that had accelerated development, 
were thus lost to a great extent, if not fully. They were not realized 
again until the reunification of a substantial part of the Muslim 
world under the Ottomans with their conquest of Egypt and Syria 
in /  and of Baghdad and Tabriz in / .

However, since the title of the Khalifah carried a great deal of 
respect and charisma, the rulers of a number of dynasties, and 
in particular the Umayyads ( - / - ), the [Abbasids ( -

/ - ), and the Ottomans ( - / - ) found it 
politically advantageous to refer to themselves as Khalifahs. However, 
this could not remove the stigma of illegitimacy, one of the major 
bones of contention between the righteous [ulama’ (religious 
scholars) and rulers throughout Muslim history. With the end of the 
titular khilafah, use of the words sultan and malik became common.
The institutions of shura and bay[ah were retained but were, for all 
practical purposes, mock replications of those that existed during 
the Khilafah al-Rashidah, and did not exercise the role they were 
expected to in restraining the arbitrariness of rulers.

Except for some rulers, at different times in practically all 
dynasties, who were pious and competent and who tried to perform 
at least some of the functions associated with the khilafah, most rulers 
were absolute monarchs and their rule did not reflect the teachings of 
Islam. Gradually, equality before the law and freedom of expression 
began to decline, all in clear violation of the Shari[ah. Competent 
people were not appointed to senior positions. Sycophants, who did 
not and could not make any worthwhile contribution to the country, 
often surrounded these sultans and scooped all the benefits by telling 
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them what they wished to hear. There were court conspiracies, 
internecine wars of succession, and military coups, which drained 
the resources of the ummah, sapped its creative energies, and led to 
overall decline. Transfer of power even among members of the same 
family was not always without bloodshed and the army seems to have 
played a decisive role in such acquisition and transfer. Succession 
wars almost always heightened insecurity, which in turn adversely 
affected production and trade, particularly when taxes already paid 
to the previous regime had to be repaid to the new regime to help 
it solve its financial problems. Hodgson is, therefore, right in saying 
that the “civilization of Islam as it has existed is far from a clear 
expression of the Islamic faith”.

It is not the intention here to show that continuation of the 
institutions of khilafah and shura would have been a panacea and 
eliminated all conflicts and problems. It would not. However, 
accountability of the political authority combined with the freedom 
of the people to criticize government policies and functionaries would 
have led to a more effective government, one that would have tried 
to ensure the prevalence of justice, law and order, and the effective 
use of available resources for all-round development.

In spite of secularism, democratic governments in Western 
countries have done a great deal to promote justice, development and 
general well-being. This because the greater the accountability and 
freedom of expression, the higher the probability that the political 
authority will fulfil its obligations conscientiously towards the people. 
Free discussion of problems enables their correct diagnosis, and 
accountability motivates the political authority to adopt effective 
remedies for solving them before it is too late.

This does not necessarily imply that democracy can always 
provide honest and competent rulers and that illegitimate rulers 
cannot provide an effective government. Democracy has also led 
to the election of a number of incompetent and corrupt rulers 
around the world, while there have been a number of competent 
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and incorruptible rulers throughout Muslim history in spite of 
political illegitimacy. This has, however, not been the result of an 
institutional imperative. It has, rather, been the result of their own 
volition, and has rarely continued after their death. The continuation 
of khilafah would have helped arrive at some mechanism for the 
smooth and peaceful transfer of power, thereby helping avoid the 
wars of succession and bloodshed, destruction and insecurity that 
followed. It would also have ensured the rule of law and sanctity of 
life and property in accordance with Islamic teachings. Honest and 
competent people would perhaps have continued to be appointed to 
high positions as in earlier centuries, particularly to the positions of 
qadis (judges), and thereby helped reduce injustice and corruption. 
Public pressure would have led to greater fairness in taxation. 
Prolonged deficits would also have been avoided as a result of decline 
in corruption, and a larger proportion of public resources may have 
been used for public good rather than private benefit. In short, the 
momentum provided by Islam to development would not have been 
lost.

The Muslim world has, until now, been unable to establish a 
procedure for orderly and peaceful transfer of the reins of power to 
the most upright and competent person in the eyes of the people, 
the efficient and equitable use of public resources in accordance 
with the Shari[ah, and the free and fearless criticism of government 
policies. Acquisition of power by military coups or heredity transfer 
still continues in most countries of the Muslim world. Even where 
elections do take place, the socio-economic environment is such 
that it is possible for the army and a small oligarchy of landlords 
or industrialists to perpetuate their hold on the affairs of state. The 
use of public resources for private benefit therefore continues to a 
greater or lesser extent, depending on whether the ruler is inspired 
by the principles of khilafah or mulk. Public criticism of government 
policies continues to be difficult. However, the needed correction of 
the political fault line in Muslim history, which has perhaps been the 
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primary cause of this malaise, seems to now be gradually taking place 
because of circumstances indicated later on in Chapter .

The restraining influence of the Shari[ah

Societies do not, however, go down very rapidly like a roller-coaster. 
Ibn Khaldun visualized three generations or  years for the 
disintegration of dynasties. Since we are concerned with the whole 
Muslim civilization, the period indicated by him does not apply. 
If one sector of society malfunctions, other sectors try to take over 
some of its functions. The end of khilafah did not bring to a total 
end the hold of the Shari[ah; rather, it continued to influence the 
hearts and minds of the people in different walks of life and acted 
as a countervailing force against despotism and tyranny. Therefore, 
in spite of illegitimacy, “the power wielded by the early caliphs was 
very far from despotism ... It was limited by the political ethics of 
Islam and by the anti-authoritarian habits and traditions of ancient 
Arabia”. If this had not been the case, and the influence of the 
Shari[ah had not been asserted and reasserted, off and on, even 
though partly, the Muslim world would have been atrophied and 
marginalized much earlier than it actually was. Toynbee has rightly 
observed that a religion which had “succeeded in winning loyalty in 
virtue of its intrinsic merits, was not doomed to stand or fall with 
the political regimes which had successively sought to exploit it for 
non-religious purposes”.

The hold of the Shari[ah has, in general, been so strong on the 
psyche of the people that even absolute monarchs could not afford 
to ignore it totally. They were under a moral constraint to ensure the 
continued performance of at least some of the religious and welfare 
functions associated with the khilafah. There has been, and continues 
to be today, what Ibn Khaldun calls a mixture of khilafah and mulk 
or monarchy,  with a preponderance of one or the other, depending 
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on the individual ruler’s own personality and circumstances. Since 
the charismatic title of khalifah also continued to be used for a long 
time, this helped strengthen the hands of a number of rulers, from 
the Umayyads to the Ottomans who, though illegitimate, were 
able and just and who helped decelerate the decline. Decline was 
not, therefore, precipitous. The judicial system also remained to a 
great extent fearlessly honest and above board for centuries. This 
helped maintain the rule of law, check arbitrary state action, ensure 
the fulfilment of contracts, and provide justice to the aggrieved. 
Production and trade continued to expand and the people prospered. 
Their honesty, integrity and willingness to work hard were affected 
only gradually. Hence, Schatzmiller seems to be right in stating that 
“Islamic society in the Middle Ages was in many respects, a much 
happier place to live than it is today.”

However, as Ibn Khaldun’s model implies, it was inevitable 
that the decline in the Shari[ah’s hold in the political field, unless 
reversed, would gradually weaken its command over other fields of 
life. Just as the market system cannot operate effectively without 
competition and orderly markets, and stands in need of the state to 
ensure these, so also the Islamic system cannot operate effectively 
without reforming the individual as well as the institutions that affect 
his behaviour. It is now, then, time to see how the introduction of 
political illegitimacy led over time, through the operation of circular 
causation, to the corruption of all other institutions and even to 
moral and economic decline. 
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to remove him is expected to create anarchy and to add to the suffering of the 
people, then it is in the public interest to submit to the sultan even though 
he may be ignorant and unjust. (Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, Volume , p. . See also 
Mumtaz Ahmad, , p.  and Osman, , pp. - .)

. Abu Faris, , p. ; and also pp. - . Sayyid Qutb in his commentary 
of verse :  of the Qur’an (“And consult with them in all matters [of public 
concern], and once you have taken a decision, then trust in God for God loves 
those who place their trust in Him”, emphatically clarifies that “there is no room 
for wavering, double-mindedness, and changes of opinion after this decision of 
the shura, because such behaviour leads to unending indecisiveness, paralysis and 
negativism. The decision of the shura must be followed by determined ([azm)
implementation (mada’) and trust in God, which He likes”. (Sayyid Qutb, ,
Volume , p. .) In his commentary of verse :  (“And they take decisions 
in all affairs by mutual consultation”), he says that this verse applies not only 
to the affairs of the state but also to those of the family and society. (Volume ,
pp. - .) See also Muhammad Asad’s comments  and  on pp.  and 

 respectively, in his translation and commentary. See also Mumtaz Ahmad 
(ed.), , particularly the editor’s ‘Introduction’ (pp. - ) as well as the paper 
by Fathi Osman (pp. - ).

. See Mawdudi, , pp. -  and - . See also Lewis, , pp. - .
. Vaglieri, in Holt, Lambton and Lewis, , Volume , p. .
. Watt, in Holt, Lambton and Lewis, , Volume , p. .
. The Prophet (pbuh) said: “After me there will come rulers (a’immah) who will 

not take guidance from me and will not follow my Sunnah. There will be among 
them people who will have the hearts of devils in the bodies of human beings.” 
(Reported from Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman by Muslim, Volume , p. : ,
Kitab al-imarah, bab .) There is also another hadith which says: “The khilafah
in my ummah after me will last  years, after which there will be [hereditary] 
monarchy.” (Reported from Abu Hurayrah as a strong (sahih) hadith by al-Suyuti
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in his al-Jami[ al-Saghir, Volume , p. , on the authority of Musnad of Ahmad,
al-Tirmidhi, Musnad of Abu Ya[la, and Sahih of Ibn Hibban.)

. Lewis, , p. .

. Hodgson, , Volume , p. .

. The World Bank has rightly emphasized that: “Development requires an 
effective state, one that plays a catalytic, facilitating role, encouraging and 
complementing the activities of private businesses and individuals. Certainly, 
state-dominated development has failed. But so has stateless development.... 
History has repeatedly shown that good government is not a luxury but a vital 
necessity. Without an effective state, sustainable development, both economic 
and social, is impossible.” (World Bank, World Development Report, , p. 

.)
. Bulliet, .
. Lewis, , p. .
. Toynbee, abridged by Somervell, , Volume , p. .
. After discussing the transformation of khilafah into royal authority or kingship 

in a whole chapter (Muqaddimah: pp. - ; Rosenthal, Volume , pp. -
), Ibn Khaldun concludes: “You have seen how the form of government was 

transformed into kingship. Nevertheless, there remained [in the beginning] 
the meaning of khilafah which required the observance of religious teachings 
and adherence to the path of truth .... Then the characteristic traits of khilafah 
disappeared and only its name remained. The form of government became 
kingship, pure and simple. Acquisition of power reached its extreme limit and 
force came to be used for serving self-interest through the arbitrary gratification 
of desires and pleasures” (M: ; R: I, p. ). 

. Schatzmiller, , p. .
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Living beyond means: fiscal imbalances

One of the first things that resulted from the lack of political 
accountability was loss of control over public finances. This worked 
against the establishment of checks and balances on the use of public 
resources. Instead of treating state resources as a trust and using them 
for the well-being of the people, as required by the Shari[ah, rulers 
committed the unforgivable crime of using them indiscriminately 
for financing military campaigns, leading a life of luxury and 
extravagance, and supporting a large retinue of unproductive hangers-
on and sycophants.

While it may not have been possible to avoid all military 
campaigns in those days when neighbours like the Habsburgs 
and the Safavids were over-anxious to expand their frontiers, and 
conventional wisdom required a country to overpower its enemies 
before it was itself overpowered by them, a number of campaigns may 
not have been necessary. This was particularly true in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries when the highest priority of the Ottoman 
sultans seems to have been the pursuit of conquests. Mehmed II,



[ ]

the Conqueror ( - ), who established the distinctive character of 
the empire, “wished Istanbul to become the centre of the world in all 
respects” and devoted the full  years of his rule to the realization 
of this goal.

These campaigns required an increasingly large standing army, 
which drained the resources of the empire. According to Hajji
Khalifah (d. / ), the total number of paid troops in the 
army of Suleyman the Magnificent ( - ) was ,  men in 

/ , with an annual salary bill of .  million akces (Table 
). By the end of his reign, in / , the number of troops had 

risen to ,  with a salary bill of .  million akces. Expansion 
continued until the number of troops reached ,  with a salary 
bill of .  million akces in / , the year when the Celali 
Rebellion in Anatolia was ruthlessly suppressed after almost 
years of struggle against it by the state. The rise of only around 
 percent per annum in both the number of troops as well as the 

salary bill over these  years from -  may prompt one 
to ignore it, particularly because the rise in consumer prices over 
this period was also around .  percent per annum. However, one 
cannot do so if one takes into account the suggestion by Lutfi
Pasha (d. / ), the experienced and conscientious Ex-Grand
Wazir of Suleyman the Magnificent, that a paid standing army of 

,  was quite sufficient. At a time when the state was facing 
financial problems, the government should have cut its military 
and unproductive spending. The government did not, however, 
do this. Instead, it continued to expand its standing army and to 
offset the financial burden arising from this by raising taxes and 
reducing development spending. It was perhaps not realized that 
the economic difficulties faced by the people may have been one 
of the major reasons for the Celali Rebellion ( - ) as well as 
other revolts in the country both before and after it. 
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Table Troops and Salary Bill

Year Sultan Troops
Annual pay

(million akces)

Average
annual

pay

/ Suleyman

/ Suleyman

/ Murad III

/ Mehmed III

/ Ahmed I

/ Osman II n.a. –

/ Mustafa I n.a. –

Source: The figures for troops and annual pay are from Hajji Khalifah (d. 
/ ), Dustur al-[Amal li Islah al-Khalal, cited by Lewis, , p. .

Note: Akce (Aqjah) was a silver coin used by the Ottomans. For details about 
its varying silver content and exchange rates, see Sevket Pamuk’s “Appendix” in 
Inalcik, , pp. - .

It would, however, be too much to expect authoritarian rulers, 
who had become secluded from the people and who were unaware 
of their problems, to reduce taxes and unproductive spending. 
Hence, there was a nearly total loss of control over spending. The 
empire’s resources became severely drained and fiscal imbalances 
escalated. In / , the budgetary deficit was  percent of total 
spending (Table ). This may have been due to the long wars with 
the Habsburgs ( - ), the spending for which reached its peak 
in that year. It was, however, brought down to .  percent of the 
total spending of .  million akce in / .
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Table Ottoman Empire Government Income, 
Expenditure and Deficit (Million akces)

Year Income
Expenditure Surplus or

Deficit (-)

Surplus or
deficit as per-

cent of 
Expenditure

/ - -

/ - -

/ - -

/ - -

/ - -

Source: Revenue and expenditure figures from Hajji Khalifah (d. / ), 
Dustur al-[Amal li Islah al-Khalal, cited by Lewis, , p. . Cf. Oghli, ,
p.  and Inalcik, , p. .

Note: Revenue figures do not include timar revenues (for which see the next 
section). 

These deficits were, nevertheless, excessively large, considering 
the fact that practically all scholars before and during Ottoman rule 
deplored excessive state spending and deficits in state budgets except 
during emergencies. But the Ottoman Empire was, either willfully 
or by force of circumstance, geared towards war and was always 
engaged in it. War spending, therefore, took the largest share of its 
total expenditure.

Even though the Ottoman Empire was not unique in this respect 
and had parallels all over Europe, excessive war spending over a 
prolonged period sharply curtailed its ability to finance education, 
infrastructure construction and development, something that public 
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pressure may not have allowed for such a long time in a democratic 
setting. Furthermore, rulers adopted a number of undesirable 
measures to finance their burgeoning deficits. Most of these measures 
were inimical to the justice and public well-being that had earlier 
been promoted by the Islamic revolution. 

The grant of large iqta[s and timars

One of the measures that proved to be the most damaging for 
development was the gradual movement away from the principle of 
fay’ with respect to conquered lands. Large iqta[s (land grants) were 
first given by the Umayyads to members of the ruling family and 
its supporters in clear violation of the precedent set by the Prophet 
(pbuh) and the first four Caliphs. The [Abbasids, who came to power 
in /  with the promise of undoing the injustice and the moral 
decay that had set in,  did not live up to this promise except for a 
short period at the very outset. They also started to slide into a life of 
luxury and adopted the same policies for which they had condemned 
the Umayyads, particularly the policy of awarding large iqta[s. The 
awarding of iqta[s (timars under the Ottomans) accelerated under 
the Fatimids ( - / - ), the Buwayhids ( - / - ), 
the Saljuqids ( - / - ) and the Ottomans ( - / -

) until it ultimately led to near-feudalism during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries with the difference that, while under 
feudalism the feudal lord had to provide military services to the king, 
the iqta[ (timar) holders in the Muslim world did not necessarily 
have to do so. 

The Mongol or Ilkhanid conquest in / , further 
accelerated the ongoing political and economic decline. The first 

 years of pagan Mongol rule, before the accession of Ghazan
Khan in / , were characterized by excessive ruthlessness 
and exploitation. There was a near devastation of many cities, the 
massacre of thousands of their inhabitants, the raping of women, 
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and the destruction of libraries. “Because of the sack of Baghdad in 
, not one in a thousand of the books quoted in the Fihrist of Ibn 

al-Nadim is extant.” The Mongols usurped large tracts of land from 
the local owners to give to their own people to satisfy their greed, and 
imposed onerous taxes on top of those that had already been levied 
by the Buwayhids and the Saljuqids. This forced a large number of 
peasants to abandon their lands and, thus, substantially increased 
the nomadic population. Additionally, lack of maintenance of 
underground irrigation channels caused their near destruction. 
Agriculture was thus reduced to a very low ebb and rural economies 
were nearly ruined. Indeed, the agricultural economic base prevailing 
before the Mongols was probably never fully restored. The ideal of 
the Mongols was “war and the pursuit of military arts whereas that 
of the society which they had supplanted was stability and peace”.

The spendthrift ways of the Mongols led to financial crises in 
spite of extortive taxes. To overcome these, Gaykhatu ( - / -
), fifth ruler of the Ilkhanid dynasty, attempted to introduce paper 

money, which the people were unwilling to accept. There was a 
widespread breakdown of trade and commerce that inevitably 
caused considerable damage to the economy. Even though Ghazan
Khan ( - / - ), the seventh Ilkhanid ruler, accepted 
Islam and introduced a number of reforms, the improvement 
was not significant. He could not change the character of his 
own people, and failed to inspire the confidence of the Muslim 
population in the justness of Mongol rule. The destruction caused 
by the Mongols was accentuated by the Timurids ( - / -

). Timur sacked Baghdad in /  and other Muslim lands 
over a period of almost three decades before his death in / ,
thereby dealing the already declining economy an almost fatal blow 
from which it could hardly recover. The Safavid takeover of Iraq 
( - ) provided some relief, though not as much as necessary, 
because their rule was characterized there, as elsewhere, by feeble 
central government and economic stagnation.
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After Mongol occupation, the Muslim world became, and 
remained, splintered and disunited until it was reunified once again 
by the Ottomans in / . The Fatimids ( - / - ), 
the Ayyubids ( - / - ), the Mamluks ( - / -

),  as well as the Ottomans ( - / - ) were relatively 
humane rulers compared with the Mongols and the Timurids. 
Nevertheless, they were far from the precedents set in earlier 
centuries. Although agriculture experienced some revival, the boost 
needed to restore the earlier development could not be provided, 
particularly because the practice of granting iqta[s (timars) to 
themselves, their officials, generals and soldiers continued. Even 
though these were initially given in lieu of salaries to relieve the 
treasury of the trouble and expense of collecting land revenue and 
disbursing it to soldiers, they nevertheless led to a great deal of abuse 
and hurt agricultural production, as will be seen in the next section.

Almost all of the fourteenth and fifteenth century Ottoman 
conquests were distributed as timars to military personnel and 
government officials. Initially these timars constituted a trust in 
the holders’ hands. They were not transferable. Their continuation 
was conditional on service and could be annulled or replaced by a 
pension. However, with the weakening of the central government 
in the later Ottoman period, the timars began to be treated as private 
property. Most of the conquered lands became princely estates 
whose taxes went entirely to their holders, depriving the state of 
their revenue as well as the military service that was originally a 
condition for the timars. This whole process of feudalization took 
several centuries to complete. But completed it was, particularly 
after the occupation of Muslim countries by Western powers, 
who awarded large tracts of land to those who collaborated with 
them and helped in perpetuating the occupation. A substantial 
part of agricultural land in the Muslim world is now owned by 
powerful landlords who keep a preponderant part of the output 
for themselves, leaving very little for the peasant. They pay hardly 
any taxes but, nevertheless, wield a great deal of political influence.



Unjust taxation

Large landholdings resulting from iqta[s or timars may not by 
themselves have caused severe damage if the land tenure and tax 
systems had been humane. The Muslim law of succession and 
inheritance, which rejects primogeniture and requires distribution 
of the deceased person’s estate to all male and female heirs, would 
have shared out the land and consequently rapidly weakened 
the power of land-owning families. Moreover, until Ottoman 
times, few dynasties lasted long enough to preserve an entrenched 
aristocracy. Most dynasties were overthrown by internal upheaval 
or foreign conquest, thereby destroying the existing aristocracies 
and power structures. Hence, in spite of the iqta[s and timars,
smallholdings prevailed through the Ottoman lands and large 
estates did not become common except at the end of the Ottoman 
period, particularly in the Arab provinces. It was smallholdings, 
and not large estates, which generated most of the marketed surplus 
throughout the Ottoman era.

What made the iqta[s or timars inimical to continued prosperity, 
was the persistent rise in taxation that they brought for the peasants. 
Since the ruling families and their attendants hardly paid any taxes, 
a preponderant part of the tax burden was borne by the peasants 
who constituted the majority in medieval Muslim society and who 
drew most of their livelihood from the soil. This started with the 
introduction of tax-farming during the Buwayhid and Saljuqid 
periods. Governors and generals were appointed as tax-farmers 
because of the power they wielded to enforce obedience and ensure 
a specified lump-sum annual payment to the state. The system was 
characterized by great abuse because the tax-farmers collected far 
higher taxes than what they paid to the state, keeping the difference 
for themselves. The system worsened under the Ilkhans, who not 
only collected the taxes existing on the eve of their occupation, but 
added many more. 

[ ]
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Reforms introduced by a number of rulers under the Ayyubids 
( - / - ), the Mamluks ( - / - ), the 
Ottomans ( - / - ) and other dynasties in different 
parts of the Muslim world at different times made the tax system 
relatively more humane and bearable down to the mid-ninth/fifteenth 
century under the Ottomans. However, the rise in war expenditure 
resulting from the military campaigns of Mehmed the Conqueror, 
Suleyman the Magnificent, and others made the tax system gradually 
more burdensome removing it far from the principles of justice in 
taxation emphasized by scholars like Abu Yusuf, al-Mawardi, Ibn 
Khaldun and a host of writers on the “Mirrors for Princes”. The 
tragedy is that, while iqta[ and timar holders collected a substantial 
proportion of the produce from the peasants, they hardly paid any 
taxes to the government, the purpose for which iqta[s and timars
were originally introduced. Therefore, while agriculture was hurt, 
government revenue also declined.

In addition to the oppressive taxes on the peasants, there were 
other taxes which broke the back of craftsmen and traders and 
contributed further to economic decline. These were the mukus (sing, 
maks). Six ahadith have been cited by Abu [Ubayd (d. / )
against maks,  and the fuqaha’ continuously called for the abolition 
of these by using terms like ibtal al-mukus, musamahat, isqat, wad[,
and raf[ al-mukus. Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. / ) wrote a treatise 
entitled Risalah fi Dhamm al-Maks (Treatise on the Denunciation 
of Maks). Nevertheless, the mukus, continued to increase until 
there was hardly anything left untaxed under the Mamluks ( -

/ - ). A number of rulers like Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi
(d. / ) abolished many of these, thereby reforming the tax 
system. However, the persisting fiscal problems of the governments 
led to the eventual reinstatement of these taxes by his successors.

This helps one understand the socio-political reasons behind the 
[ulama’s opposition, over the centuries, to all forms of taxation by 
governments. Their fear being that if governments are allowed to tax, 
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they tend to exceed limits and become unjust. This should leave no 
doubt in anybody’s mind that a number of the fiqhi positions are 
the result of conditions prevailing in the times of the fuqaha’. Their 
strict position against taxation was a natural response to illegitimate 
governments who were not accountable before the people for how 
they raised and utilized their resources. It may not, however, be 
reasonable to stick to the same fiqhi positions in a democratic political 
environment when it is possible to restrain the taxing and spending 
authority of governments. 

One would perhaps object to this analysis by saying that taxes in 
those days were perhaps not high as compared with those levied by a 
number of modern welfare states. This may be true. However, these 
taxes were raised primarily from the peasants, craftsmen and traders, 
while influential people paid hardly any taxes at all. Therefore, the 
burden on those who paid the taxes was unbearable. Worse still, the 
taxpayers received hardly any benefit in return. The proceeds were 
used not for providing them with education, medical treatment, 
infrastructure and other facilities, as is done under welfare states, 
but rather for the luxury of the royal court and for maintaining 
an expensive war machinery. If taxes had been paid by all and the 
proceeds been used effectively for the development and well-being of 
the people, opposition to the same may not have been so vehement.

Debasing the currency

Fiscal imbalances also led to currency debasing. In the commodity 
money standard that prevailed in those days, dinars (gold coins) 
and dirhams (silver coins) constituted the basis of the official 
Muslim monetary system. In addition, fulus (copper coins) were 
also minted with varying sizes and weights to satisfy the need for 
small commercial transactions. To safeguard the integrity of the 
coinage and consequently the interests of the general public, the 
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office of nazir al-sikkah (inspector of coinage) was set up during 
the reign of Harun al-Rashid (d. / ) and all units of currency 
were subject to inspection. Consequently, the standard of the early 
dinar was exceptionally high with respect to its weight, fineness and 
appearance. However, this office seems to have gradually become 
ineffective with the weakening of the administrative authority of 
the [Abbasids. Nevertheless, the standard of the dinar continued 
to be maintained in most parts of the Islamic world down to the 
fourth/tenth century. Even in later dynasties, the standard differed 
very little from that of the Umayyads and the [Abbasids. Ibn Ba’ra, 
writing around /  about the dinar issued by Salah al-Din’s 
nephew, al-Kamil (d. / ) in the Ayyubid period ( - ), 
says: “There existed neither in the West nor in the East, dinars of a 
standard excelling the standard al-Amiri al-Kamili.”

The weight of the dirham also seems to have remained stable 
in the earlier periods. For convenience, several denominations of 
dirham coins were issued. However, as a result of fluctuations in the 
price of silver, the rate of exchange between the dinar and the dirham 
fluctuated. The ratio prevailing between the two coins was  at the 
time of the Prophet (pbuh), and seems to have remained generally 
stable at that level during the period of the first four Caliphs ( -

/ - ). Such stability did not, however, persist continually. 
The two metals faced different supply and demand conditions 
which destabilized their relative prices. For example, in the second 
half of the Umayyad period ( - / - ), the ratio was around 

, while in the [Abbasid period ( - / - ) it reached  or 
less. The ratio, however, fluctuated and at times rose to as high as 

,  and even . This was not due to debasing but rather to a 
decline in the price of silver relative to gold. According to al-Maqrizi
(d. / ) and his contemporary al-Asadi (d. / ), this 
instability enabled bad coins to drive good coins out of circulation,
a phenomenon which became referred to in the sixteenth century 
as Gresham’s Law. The widespread acceptability of Arab coins in 



[ ]

commerce between Muslim lands and the rest of the known world at 
that time is well-established by the discovery of Arab coins in hoards 
found in Russia, Europe and the Far East.

In modern times, governments tend to resort to the excessive issue 
of fiduciary paper money to tide them over their financial problems. 
Efforts were also made by the Mongols in /  to issue paper 
currency. This was, as indicated earlier, seriously resisted by the 
people and led to an immediate and widespread breakdown of trade 
and commerce. It may perhaps be because of this sad experience that 
the fuqaha’ opposed paper currency and later governments avoided 
their issue. Governments, however, did not desist from exploiting 
their mint prerogative by stealthily debasing the currency to extract 
additional seigniorage for the purpose of closing the growing gap 
between income and expenditure. Consequently, irregularities in 
weight and purity of coins began to appear in spite of opposition from 
the fuqaha’. This happened in particular during the Burji (Circassian) 
Mamluk ( - / - ) and Ottoman ( - / - )
periods. 

The shortage of silver in Europe led to the replacement of silver 
coins by copper fulus during the Mamluk period. However, the 
increasing fiscal difficulties faced by the government, resulting 
from the decline of agriculture as a result of the unjust taxation 
of farmers, led to an excessive issue of copper coins. This, in turn, 
led to a decline in their value, and to inflation and further decline 
in development. During the Ottoman period as well, the official 
silver coin, akce, was debased several times and its silver content 
declined from .  grammes in -  to a paltry .  grammes 
in - . Since the decline in the price of silver as well as the silver 
content of akce had reduced its value to an extremely low level, it 
had to be discontinued as a basic unit of currency in the Tanzimat
period ( - ) even though its silver content had been stabilized 
at .  grammes after .

Since currency debasement is in sheer violation of the Shari[ah’s 
emphasis on honesty and integrity in all measures of value, fraudulent 
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practices in the issue of coins in the fourteenth century and afterwards 
elicited a great deal of literature on monetary theory and policy. The 
Muslims, according to Baeck, “should, therefore, be considered 
forerunners and critical incubators of the debasement literature of 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries”.

External borrowing

When even onerous taxation and currency debasement failed to 
satisfy the spendthrift ways of corrupt rulers, they started to rely 
extensively on external debt. Between  and , the Ottoman 
Empire had to borrow practically every year until the debt reached 
the sum of  million pounds sterling, the approximate value of 
which in , after adjusting for decline in the purchasing power of 
the pound, comes to around £ ,  million. Since Turkey was then 
regarded as a poor risk because of its financial problems, the loans 
were granted on relatively difficult terms. Unfortunately, the amount 
borrowed was not used for development, but rather for financing 
non-development spending, as is still being done in a number of 
Muslim countries. This led the government on October  to 
default on its payment of interest and amortization. 

Consequently, a Council of the Debt was established by the 
creditors for the recovery of the loan with interest. This Council had a 
staff of , more than that of the Ottoman Ministry of Finance. The 
Council became a very powerful body with far-reaching influence on 
the financial, economic and political life of the Ottoman Empire. 
This indicates how excessive, and particularly unproductive, spending 
by governments leads to excessive reliance on external borrowing 
and ultimately to loss of independence. Foreign governments 
and institutions are then able to exert a powerful influence on all 
aspects of the country and make the government powerless to take 
independent decisions. As Inalcik has rightly remarked: “the leaders 
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had perhaps failed to realize that economic and financial subjection 
to foreign powers was no less a threat to political independence than 
defeat on the battlefront”.

Corruption and the sale of political positions

For officers of the state, corruption is a disease without 
remedy… beware, beware of corruption. O God! Save us from it.

Lutfi Pasha (d. / )

For a long time the civil and military administration of the Ottoman 
Empire was considered to be the most efficient in Europe. The 
Grand Wazir (Chief Minister) was appointed for his competence. 
Once appointed, not only was his tenure permanent but he was also 
free from all illicit influence or pressure and could not be removed 
from office except for severe dereliction of duty. However, efficiency 
began to deteriorate in the sixteenth century when the sultans started 
to advance their personal favourites to this rank. Consequently, the 
Grand Wazir was subject to all kinds of interferences and intrigues 
by palace favourites, and liable not only to summary dismissal at any 
moment but also to confiscation of his property and even execution. 
This adversely affected the morale and efficiency of both the civilian 
and military administration. 

No society can maintain its developmental momentum if the 
quality of the government declines. Ibn Khaldun was, therefore, 
right in laying considerable emphasis in his model on the moral and 
mental quality of the power elite. However, authoritarian regimes not 
accountable to the people may not be competent and conscientious 
unless the head of the state is himself so and tries to ensure a caring 
and clean administration. In the earlier period, the Ottoman sultans 
took a keen interest in the affairs of the state and were accessible 
to their subjects who came to them with their complaints and 
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petitions. However, from the time of Suleyman the Magnificent, 
the sultans became so preoccupied with the pursuit of conquests and 
defending them that they hardly had any time to attend to the affairs 
of state. Inevitably, then, they started to withdraw from society and 
its needs, and the solidarity that existed earlier between the rulers 
and the people was adversely affected. Rulers did not even have the 
time to pursue the education of their own children. Therefore, after 
Suleyman’s death, in , there was a succession of  incompetent 
sultans who did not have the ability to exercise real power even when 
they wished to do so. 

Most nation-building activities were left to the Grand Wazirs.
There may not have been anything wrong in this if the wazirs were 
themselves honest, competent and accountable before the rulers (as 
was the case in earlier dynasties), and operated on the basis of clear 
goals and directives. This would have helped ensure a relatively clean 
and effective administration under their auspices. However, the 
recurring financial crises and the constant need for resources in the 
sixteenth and later centuries led to the appointment of wazirs on the 
basis of political manoeuvrings and the payment of significant sums 
of money rather than competence. The sale of offices became such 
a widespread practice after the seventeenth century that they were 
given only to those who bid the highest amount. Once in office, 
the wazirs misused their authority for personal gain and tried to 
recover these sums from the sale of other major offices. Even the 
appointment and promotion of the [ulama’ and judges began to be 
made without reference to merit or seniority, shattering the people’s 
confidence in them. This led to inefficiency and near paralysis of 
the government machinery. It may have been for this reason that 
Ibn Khaldun had earlier deplored, in his autobiography, the spread 
of bribery, irregularities in judicial procedures, and other corrupt 
practices in his own lifetime during the reign of the Burji Mamluks 
( - / - ).

Unchecked corruption damaged every aspect of the civil, military, 
economic, social, political, and even religious life of the empire. 
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The search for revenues combined with corruption gave immense 
authority to tax-farmers, who fleeced the peasants and even resorted 
to the outright seizure of properties and other assets. Loss of central 
government protection as a result of corruption forced the peasants 
to drift away from their lands. Some fled to urban areas while others 
became bandits. Security of life and property, the rule of law, 
and incorruptible justice, which were the hallmarks of the earlier 
centuries of Islam, were no longer present. Moral as well as economic 
development were bound to suffer under such circumstances.

To eighteenth-century Europeans, the inefficiency and corruption 
of the Ottoman Empire was obvious. “Everyone in a public position 
seemed to be for sale.”  Western powers naturally took advantage 
of this weakness to buy the allegiance of high office holders and to 
obtain their assistance in supporting breakaway movements and so 
further weakening the empire.

There was no dearth of scholars who felt unhappy about 
the prevailing conditions and wrote treatises expressing their 
dissatisfaction and giving valuable advice. The literature on the 
‘Mirrors for Princes’, already referred to, was reflected in Turkey in 
the writings of a number of scholars from the time the empire was at 
its zenith. Because of the change in the behaviour of the ruling elite, 
they foresaw the difficulties that lay ahead. These scholars included 
Lutfi Pasha (d. / ), Mustafa [Ali Akhisari (d. / ), Kochu 
Bey (d. after / ), Hajji Khalifah (d. / ), Huseyn 
Hazarfenn (d. / ) and Sari Mehmed Pasha (d. / ).
All of them emphasized the need to check the greed of the royalty 
and its courtiers because of the evil consequences that this ultimately 
leads to. They emphasized the need for justice, respect for property 
rights, appointments and promotions solely on the basis of merit, 
moderation in taxation, and reduction in expenditure by reducing 
the army and the bureaucracy. However, path dependence and self-
reinforcing mechanisms had become so firmly entrenched in the 
Ottoman Empire by then that it became difficult to introduce any 
significant change.
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Economic decline

The Islamic goal of brotherhood and social solidarity may have 
been difficult to realize if it had not been buttressed by moral 
uplift and justice as well as a perceptible improvement in the social 
and economic position of the people, particularly the poor and 
downtrodden. For this purpose, governments in the classical period 
played a crucial role by ensuring the prevalence of law and order, 
reducing taxes and tariffs, promoting education and research, and 
providing infrastructure and other facilities. Almost everyone seems 
to have shared the fruits of prosperity. Consequently, there was a 
phenomenal rise in the output of agriculture and crafts accompanied 
by a rapid rise in trade and commerce and the establishment of a 
vast common market. The commerce of the Muslim world during 
the Middle Ages, as has been rightly acknowledged by Lewis, “was in 
every way ahead of that in Europe – richer, larger, better organized, 
with more commodities to sell and more money to buy, and a vastly 
more sophisticated network of trading relations”.

However, by the twelfth/eighteenth century, this position was 
reversed. The reasons are not difficult to understand. Overindulgence 
in military campaigns and ostentatious living on the part of the 
political elite, along with an overextended and corrupt bureaucracy, 
left meagre resources for nation-building activities like education, 
medical facilities, infrastructure construction, and general well-
being. This, along with high rates of taxation and insecurity of life 
and property, led to the inability of the Muslim world, in spite of its 
great potential, to transform the earlier agricultural and intellectual 
revolution into the kind of Industrial Revolution that took place 
in Europe, the United States and later on in Japan. The potential 
was hijacked by lack of political accountability, which made the 
government unable to play the role that it had played in earlier 
centuries. In essence, the sort of public pressure that generally forces 
democratic governments to be effective simply did not exist. This 
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had grave consequences, the effects of which the Muslim world is 
still suffering from and will probably continue to do so for some 
time in the future.

Education, which is one of the essential locomotives for 
promoting development, received very low priority in the Ottoman 
Empire. Accordingly, the rate of literacy among the Turkish masses 
was only about  percent in . Even physical infrastructure, 
which is another essential locomotive for development, also seems to 
have been generally ignored. In , there was hardly a single railroad 
track in Turkey or in the territories under Ottoman control. The 
construction of railroads was undertaken long after , the length 
of railway lines rising to  kilometres in  and ,  kilometres 
in  (Table ). This was, however, far less than ,  and ,
kilometres respectively in those two years in the UK and ,  and 

,  kilometres in the USA.
The lack of adequate social and economic infrastructure coupled 

with the oppressive tax system and the non-enforcement of property 
rights put the empire’s economic machinery at a great disadvantage 
and ensured that productivity remained at a low level. The luxury 
of the aristocrats along with the low incomes of peasants and 
artisans contributed to low savings. Even the savings that did take 
place remained hidden because of the constant fear of harassment 
by the tax-farmers. They could not, thus, be utilized effectively for 
improving the tools and techniques of production. The poverty of 
the rural sector also hurt the urban manufacturing sector. Lack of 
adequate demand along with the exploitative political atmosphere 
were not conducive to the establishment of large-scale industries and 
corporations. Firms remained typically small, using old-fashioned 
labour-intensive techniques that required little fixed capital. The 
agrarian as well as the manufacturing base of the economy, thus, 
failed to expand with the empire’s needs. A viable industrial and 
commercial superstructure that could compete in the international 
market and help raise not only the empire’s share in expanding 
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international commerce but also the government’s revenues,  could 
not, therefore, develop.

Table : Length of Railway Lines in Some Relevant Countries
(Kilometres)

France

Germany

Greece – –

India

Italy

Russia

Turkey

UK

USA

Source: Maddison, , Table . p. .

In the absence of relevant macroeconomic data, one is left with 
no other option but to use whatever data are available. These clearly 
indicate the weak economic position of the country. For example, 
wheat production in Turkey was only  million bushels in 
(Table ), when it was  and  million bushels respectively in 
the UK and France, and  and  million bushels in the USA
and India. In the manufacturing sector there were, as late as ,
only  establishments working with machines, employing about 

,  workers in the whole of Ottoman Turkey. The contribution 
of industry to GNP was only  percent in .  While the
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Ottoman Empire was in this fragile economic condition, Western 
powers were raising productivity and reducing production costs by 
placing substantial importance on improvement in the quality of 
their social and physical infrastructure, along with the mechanization 
and rationalization of both agriculture and industry.

Table : Wheat Production in Some Relevant Countries
(Million bushels per annum)

France

Germany

Greece

India, etc.

Italy

Russia

Turkey, etc.

UK

USA

Source: Rostow, , Table . , p. , and Table . , pp. -

To add fuel to the fire, the development of the steam engine, 
and faster and cheaper means of land and sea transport in the West 
reduced the cost of transportation, and worked against Ottoman 
agriculture and industry. Decline in the prices of imported food 
products and manufactured goods put Ottoman producers at a 
disadvantage not only in export markets but also in their own local 
markets. The Ottomans gradually became exporters of raw materials 
and importers of manufactured goods like other developing countries. 
The terms of trade also generally moved against them and in favour 
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of industrial nations. Turkey’s merchandise exports amounted to 
only $  million in  compared with $  million, $  million 
and $  million respectively for France, Germany and the UK, and 
$  million for the USA (Table ). The rate of growth of only .
percent per annum in exports, over the  years -  was the 
lowest as compared with Turkey’s major competitors (see Table ). 
Because of the low rate of growth in exports, Turkey continued to 
experience trade deficits,  which had to be financed by a reliance 
on credits. The Ottoman Empire thus declined in relative global 
economic importance during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Table : Merchandise Exports
(Value in million Dollars at current exchange rates)

g

France

Germany

Greece

India, etc.

Italy

Russia

Turkey, etc.

UK

USA

g = Compounded annual rate of growth in percent from - .

Source: Maddison, , Table . , pp. -  and , Table F- , pp. - .
It would have been more meaningful to show exports at constant prices, and 
Maddison’s Table .  does give data at constant prices. However, since Turkey is 
not included in that table, exports at constant prices are not shown here. 
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In the absence of real GDP data before , the data on real 
wages can serve as a rough indicator of the people’s living standard 
and the growth of the real economy. The index of real daily wages 
for unskilled and skilled construction workers in Istanbul rose, 
with substantial fluctuations, from  in /  to only  and 

 respectively on the eve of the First World War. This reflects a 
rise of only  and  percent over a long period of  years at the 
negligible compounded rate of less than one-tenth of  percent per 
annum.  Real GDP may have been rising at a somewhat higher 
rate, but the benefit of this was apparently not being shared by the 
common people through a rise in their real wages. As a result of 
this infinitesimally slow rate of growth, per capita GDP in 
international dollars was $  in Turkey in , the earliest year 
for which such data are available for Turkey, as against $ ,  and 
$ ,  in France and the UK, and $ ,  in the US (Table ). The 
figures indicate that the US was the fastest growing economy at that 
time and its share of world GDP rose from .  percent in  to .
percent in  and .  percent in . It was clearly on its way 
to becoming a superpower in the twentieth century. The role that 
the government played in this through its support to educational, 
technological, infrastructure and institutional development cannot 
be denied. 

Corruption and high rates of taxation not only hurt the economy 
and the ability of the government to finance development, they also 
affect the solidarity between the government and the people. The 
flow of resources from the peasants, craftsmen and traders to the 
privileged few in urban areas created a gap in wealth and status that 
weakened the morale and character of the rest of the population. 
Inevitably, then, there developed a corollary tendency on the part of 
the people to find different ways of cheating the tax-farmer as well as 
others to offset the injustice inflicted on them. This must have gone 
a long way towards deteriorating their moral strength in keeping 
with al-Mawardi’s observation that, “there is nothing that leads to a 
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faster decay of the world and degeneration of people’s conscience than 
injustice”. Social solidarity also declined and internal dissensions 
and disunity, which had to some extent existed all along, became 
aggravated, paving the way for the fragmentation of the sultan’s 
authority. This led to disintegration of the empire. The reforms of 
the Tanzimat period ( - ) could not prevent this because lack 
of political accountability, the main cause of the decline, continued 
in full swing.

Table : Per Capita GDP in Some Relevant Countries
(In International Dollars)

g

France

Germany

Greece – –

India

Italy

Russia

Turkey – –

UK

USA

g = compounded annual rate of growth in percent from - .

Source: Data for  and  are from Maddison, , p. , and pp. - .

The large, energetic and innovative middle class that had emerged 
as a result of the revolution brought about by the Prophet (pbuh), 
gradually shrank, because of continuous contractions in the room 
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for initiative and advancement. National economic decay naturally 
resulted in the curtailment of intellectual development and the 
stifling of creative activity. Even fiqh, which had earlier fulfilled the 
legal needs of a growing society, became stagnant and unable to meet 
the new challenges, although this rigidity, as indicated earlier, may 
have saved it to a great extent from exploitation by the sultans and the 
feudal lords as a means to serve their own vested interests. The take-
off that had taken place earlier, was, thus, now aborted. Without an 
enabling political authority to enforce justice and property rights and 
the rule of law as envisaged by the Shari[ah, development suffered, 
and the people, in general, became incapable of showing initiative 
and enterprise.

The Muslim world lost the momentum of advance that had led the 
Ottoman Empire to its zenith under Mehmed II, the Conqueror ( -

), and Suleyman, the Magnificent ( - ). The conquests and 
magnificence of these rulers had clearly come at the expense of future 
development and prosperity. The zeal for conquests and expansion 
kept a large army engaged in central Europe, North Africa, the 
Aegean, Cyprus, the Red Sea and the Crimea, and an expensive navy 
operating in the Mediterranean. What made matters worse was the 
split in the Muslim world, with the Safavids aligning themselves with 
the Ottoman’s enemies. It was but natural under such circumstances 
that positive forces needed for development were neglected. Negative 
forces, thereby, continued to gain strength until they reached a 
climax in the seventeenth century after the unsuccessful Siege of 
Vienna, in , under Mehmed IV ( - ). Furthermore, an 
overburdened rural economy was incapable of supporting the military 
superiority as well as the economic and technological advances that 
were necessary to face the challenge from the West. The Ottomans 
did not even have adequate resources to improve the technology 
and professionalism of their armed forces in which the West was 
rapidly advancing. The price for this neglect was paid through a 
number of defeats starting with Russia on the Danube in .
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Consequently, the empire fell more and more on the defensive, 
its frontiers vulnerable to superior military and naval power and its 
crafts to tough competition from the West. Furthermore, the empire 
lost most of the territorial gains it had made earlier. All those human 
and material resources spent on conquest, and the sacrifices made 
in terms of the people’s education and well-being, came to nothing. 
These territorial losses not only led to a loss of revenues and to further 
decline in the government’s ability to finance its spending without 
borrowing, but also shattered trade networks, profoundly affecting 
agricultural as well as manufacturing activities. In spite of several 
efforts to initiate reforms and improve the situation, conditions did 
not improve significantly and Turkey descended from a position of 
‘magnificence’ to that of ‘the sick man of Europe’. By the time of 
the First World War, Turkey was exhausted economically as well as 
militarily. The crowning disaster was its decision, in November ,
to enter the war on the side of the Central Powers. The resultant 
defeat led to the cutting of the empire into pieces shared as war booty 
among the victors. This was perhaps the lowest point in Muslim 
history. Ibn Khaldun’s model was, thus, fully vindicated.

Notes
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. Faroghi, , pp. -

. Inalcik, , Volume , p. 
. The rate of growth in consumer prices is calculated from the consumer price 
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in Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, , Volume , pp. - .
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. Baghdad fell to the Mongols on February 

. See Morgan, , pp. -
.  Sarton, , Volume , p. .
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(d. / ), and al-Turtushi (d. / ), see Essid, , pp. - .
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editor’s note in Abu [Ubayd, Kitab al-Amwal, , p. . See also maks  in 
Lisan).

. Abu [Ubayd, , pp. - , Hadith numbers - .
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The flowering of education, science and technology

As discussed in Chapter , one of the principal reasons for the success 
of Islam in the earlier centuries was its emphasis on the moral and 
socio-economic uplift of human beings. Education was considered 
to be of crucial importance in the realization of this objective. No 
wonder the very first revelation of the Qur’an to the Prophet (pbuh) 
required him to: “Read in the name of the Lord ... Who taught man 
through the use of the pen what he did not know” ( : - ). This 
accorded a high place to reading and writing in order to learn what 
one did not know. Accordingly, the Prophet (pbuh) also gave a high 
place to learning in the Islamic worldview by making it obligatory for 
every Muslim man or woman to seek knowledge, and equating the 
superiority of a learned person over a mystic to that of the full moon 
over all other stars. This is but natural because it is only through 
education that a proper grounding can be provided to people in the 
values of their society, their skills can be raised to enable them to earn 
their livelihood in a morally lawful (halal) way, and they can be enabled 
to contribute fully to the realization of the maqasid. In keeping with 
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this emphasis on education in the Qur’an and Hadith, Fiqh literature 
has also placed a great deal of similar emphasis. Abu Zahrah, one 
of the outstanding jurists of the twentieth century, says that it is 
necessary “to educate a person so that he is a source of benefit, and 
not of harm, to his society”.

The Prophet (pbuh) did everything possible to spread education. 
He did not fail to seize any opportunity that became available for this 
purpose, including the teaching of Muslims by prisoners of war as 
ransom for their freedom. The Prophet’s example was followed by the 
Khulafa’ al-Rashidun. There was, therefore, a “broad-based social and 
cultural support for education”  in Muslim societies, and almost all 
dynasties vied with each other over the first few centuries to promote 
learning and research and to patronize private sector efforts directed 
towards this end. Data are not available to show the impact of this 
support to education on the spread of literacy and education except 
in the case of Spain. During the reign of Hakam II (d. / ), the 
second Umayyad Caliph of Spain and son of [Abd al-Rahman III,
almost everyone could read and write when only the rudiments of 
learning were known in the rest of Europe and that too primarily 
among the clergy. There is no reason to believe that the same situation 
did not prevail elsewhere in the Middle East, particularly because 
education was free and almost everyone was strongly motivated to 
have, at least, an ability to read the Qur’an. However, literacy and 
education are by themselves not sufficient. They need to be pursued in 
such a way that there is also an advance in science and technology.

A number of science academies called Dar al-[Ulum (Academy 
of Sciences), Dar al-Hikmah (Academy of Wisdom) and Bayt al-
Hikmah (House of Wisdom) were, therefore, established. These 
provided free education on all science subjects ([ulum [aqliyyah) such 
as agriculture, astronomy, botany, chemistry, logic, mathematics, 
medicine, philosophy, physics and zoology. Attached to each of 
them was an observatory, an extensive library and reading room, a 
translation bureau, and a place for copying manuscripts. Paper, ink 
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and pens were supplied free of charge for this purpose. Stipends were 
provided along with hostel accommodation to full-time students, 
and generous financial rewards along with living quarters to scholars. 
There was a remarkable tradition for higher education and scholarly 
activity in the earlier centuries in the Muslim world. Seminars were 
also organized on different subjects.

A significant part of the Muslim contribution to knowledge, 
research and technology was the result of these academies, the official 
support they received, and the push that the Islamic worldview had 
itself provided to observation, experiment and research. Muslims 
were, thus, able to not only benefit from the intellectual contributions 
made previously by the Byzantine, Sassanian, Indian and Chinese 
civilizations, but also make rich and path-breaking contributions 
themselves in a number of science fields like mathematics, physics, 
chemistry, astronomy, biology and medicine. They, thus, came to 
occupy the top place in these fields over a long period of almost four 
centuries, from the middle of the eighth century to the middle of the 
twelfth century. Even after losing their supremacy, they continued to 
make substantial contributions for at least two more centuries.

Education and development thus went hand in hand in the 
Muslim world as has also been the case elsewhere. Education 
promoted improvement in the quality of human beings as well as 
technological advance, and led to accelerated development. This 
provided increased resources to governments as well as private 
philanthropists to finance education. As a result, the Muslim world 
became one of the most advanced economically because it was at the 
forefront of scientific and technological progress. 

Stagnation and its causes

This raises the question of what it was that dimmed the flame 
of Islam’s rationalist spirit in the earlier centuries and led to the 
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stagnation of science and technology. It may not be possible to answer 
this question without looking back into history and examining the 
various undercurrents that led to this tragedy. Three important 
factors seem to have played a key role in contributing to this decline. 
These were: (i) Decline in state financial support; (ii) the inability of 
the private sector to shoulder the entire burden, and (iii) the use of 
force by the rationalists to impose unacceptable views on the public, 
coupled with adverse reactions to this, leading to a divorce of science 
subjects from religious schools.

Decline in state financial support

Lack of political accountability was perhaps the most important 
reason for the near-drying up of state financial support that had 
previously been generously available. The luxury of the royal courts 
combined with corruption and excessive spending on military 
campaigns drained government resources and reduced its ability to 
finance education, science and technology, infrastructure construction 
and economic development. The Ottomans, in general, tended to 
give low priority to education and other nation-building activities.
Therefore, the Islamic creative spark, which had dimmed by the 
time the Ottomans came to power in the beginning of the eighth/
fourteenth century, was nearly eclipsed in later centuries. This may 
perhaps have been one of the primary reasons why the earlier push 
for development did not translate into an industrial revolution. 

The inability of the private sector to play an effective role

Decline in the state’s role left the major burden of education on 
the private sector. This it performed initially through primarily the 
medium of waqf (charitable foundations), which were established to 
support madrasahs and other institutions of higher learning, just as 
they were for the provision of a variety of public services, including 
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the construction and maintenance of mosques, lodgings for students 
and travellers, bridges, wells, roads and hospitals. The waqf received 
great impetus during the early Ottoman period. They were properly 
regulated and operated under close official supervision. Shops and 
bazaars were also built by the waqf to serve as a source of income for 
religious, educational and other charitable activities.

However, as will be discussed later below, the force used by the 
rationalists, with the help of political authority, to impose their 
unacceptable philosophical views on the public generated a severe 
reaction against philosophy. Since all practical sciences were bracketed 
in those days with philosophy, not just in the Muslim world but also 
elsewhere, religious institutions ceased to teach philosophy. This 
inevitability inflicted a stunning blow to all the practical sciences 
that philosophy incorporated. Privately supported education in the 
Muslim world through waqf and other charitable contributions 
primarily, therefore, came to be confined to religious activities on the 
basis of the false premise that science education was less meritorious 
than religious education in terms of earning reward. This premise 
was absolutely unfounded because, according to the Prophet (pbuh), 
any human act which helps other people fulfil a need is an act of 
charity and earns a reward in the Hereafter, irrespective of whether 
this need is material or spiritual. Accordingly, contributions to 
even science education and research were considered in the earlier 
centuries a way of earning reward in the Hereafter. Nevertheless, 
this false premise persisted and became even more deeply embedded 
as a result of the seclusion of the pious [ulama’ from the affairs of 
state and the real world (see Chapter ). Little need was, therefore, 
felt for teaching sciences in religious schools and building students’ 
analytical abilities. This unhealthy atmosphere continues to prevail 
in most madrasahs to this day.

The tempo of the private sector even for religious education 
did not rise with accelerating need. Furthermore, the continuous 
swell in the numbers of Muslims meant that a massive educational 
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campaign needed to be carried out to make people aware of Islamic 
values. The economic problems that the private sector faced, the 
lack of government support, and the misappropriation of even waqf
income by the trustees for private benefit,  did not, however, permit 
an increase in funds for this purpose. The private sector was unable 
to generate enough resources to spread even literacy and general 
religious education among the people, let alone build universities and 
research centres badly needed by the Muslim world. There was, thus, 
a loss in terms of both moral upbringing and scientific education. The 
moral flame, which had been ignited by the Prophet (pbuh), and the 
technological charge that was necessary to sustain Muslim superiority, 
were, thus, dimmed. In this way the Muslim world suffered a decline 
in both the moral as well as technological fields.

Meanwhile, effective democratic processes ensured the use of 
public resources for development in the Western world. Development 
in turn led to a rise in demand for education. While the population 
in the USA increased twelve-fold between  and , college 
enrolments rose  times.  Government support plus private 
initiatives led to unprecedented advances in science and technology, 
thus giving a further boost to development, and thereby creating a vast 
gap between the Western and Muslim worlds. Democracy, education 
and development thus reinforced each other in the Western world. 
When the encounter came between the Western and Muslim worlds, 
there was little chance for the Muslims with their lack of education 
and their outmoded military and manufacturing technology.

The use of force by the rationalists

conflict between the rationalists and the conservatives

The factor that hurt the continued flowering of science and 
technology most in the Muslim world was the conflict that arose 
between the rationalists and the conservatives as a result of the 
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former’s use of coercive state power to impose some unacceptable 
views on the population. The rationalist movement had arisen in 
the Muslim world in the second/eighth century, several centuries 
before it did in the West. This had become imperative as a result of 
the rapid spread of Islam in territories which were previously under 
the influence of the materially more advanced and intellectually 
more sophisticated Sassanian and Byzantine civilizations. Without 
the adoption of a rationalist approach, it may have been difficult to 
gain educated and intellectually sophisticated converts to Islam or 
even to save the common man from the adverse influence of heretics 
or zanadiqah (singular, zindiq).

The rationalists, however, did more than this. They also tried 
to determine the cause and effect relationship between different 
phenomena in human life and the universe around them. Their 
objective was to show that God does not operate in an arbitrary 
manner. He is rather systematic and methodical and operates on the 
basis of certain principles, which it is possible for human beings to 
discover. They were thereby trying to lay down a solid foundation 
for science within the religious paradigm. Both of these objectives 
(providing a rational defence of Islamic teachings and trying to 
understand how God operates in nature) were perfectly in keeping 
with the ethos of Islam, which calls upon human beings to use their 
intellect to understand the mysteries of the universe (Qur’an, : - ).

Who, then, were these rationalists? They were scholars from 
different intellectual backgrounds and may be classified into two 
groups: the Mu[tazilites and the Falasifah (philosophers, singular 
faylasuf). There is no historical evidence to show that they were 
inimical to Islam.

The Mu[tazilites were basically religious scholars and not 
philosophers. They wanted to provide convincing rational arguments 
for religious beliefs. This was necessary to create and strengthen 
conviction among the people. The stronger the conviction, the 
more steadfast the person would be in his/her beliefs and the more 



motivated they would be to act upon the teachings of Islam. In 
contrast with this, extreme conservatives did not believe in the need 
for rational arguments. They wanted people to accept religious beliefs 
on the basis of blind faith. 

To help them in their task, the Mu[tazilites acquired expertise 
in philosophy, logic, the sciences and the scientific method, and 
developed a systematic method of logical reasoning called [Ilm al-
Kalam.  .Those who applied this method were called mutakallimun,
which literally means ‘reasoners’. This method was original to the 
Muslims and, as Gardet has put it, was “certainly not an Arab 
adaptation of Mazdean or Christian theology”. In essence there was 
little difference between the mutakallimun and the Mu[tazilites and 
the two terms were sometimes used synonymously. They attracted 
scholars from all shades of the Muslim spectrum. While some of 
them like Ja[far ibn al-Bishr (d. / ) and Abu Musa al-Murdar
(d. / ) were renowned for their piety, others had the reputation 
of being lax in their religious observances.

The Falasifah, influenced by Greek philosophy, were primarily 
intellectuals and not religious scholars. Since philosophy and 
science were closely related disciplines in those days, most of the 
philosophers were well recognized authorities in sciences like 
mathematics, physics, chemistry, astronomy, and medicine. They 
also performed experiments to the extent they could, in keeping 
with the practice of Muslim scholars in those days. They generally 
received government patronage and made substantial contributions 
to the development of these sciences. Moreover, since knowledge 
was not then compartmentalized, they were also quite well versed 
in the religious sciences, and some, like Ibn Rushd were even 
considered authorities in these. While the extremists among them 
like Ibn al-Rawandi (d. / ) and Abu Bakr al-Razi (Rhazes, d. 

/ ) held views that conflicted with some fundamental Islamic 
beliefs, most of them, including al-Kindi (d. / ), al-Farabi
(d. / ), Ibn Sina (Avicenna, d. / ) and Ibn Rushd 

[ ]
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(Averroes, d. / ), were relatively moderate. They did not find 
any incompatibility between reason and Revelation. In fact, they 
tried to show the harmony between the two and rationally argued 
in favour of Revelation and Prophethood, life after death, and other 
Islamic beliefs and practices. They quoted profusely from the Qur’an
and the Sunnah to support their views.

the nature of the debate

This free and rational discussion of Islamic beliefs and practices raised 
a lively and extremely sophisticated intellectual debate on a number 
of epistemological issues, some of which were:

What is the nature of God? Does He have a body with eyes, 
ears, hands and legs? If not, how does He see, hear, hold and 
move, and is it possible for human beings to see Him? What 
are His attributes (sifat)? Are these attributes an integral part 
of His Being or separate from Him? Can reason help human 
beings know Him and His attributes, or are they totally 
dependent on Revelation for this purpose? Does He know 
everything that will happen in the future, even what human 
beings are going to do?
If God is Eternal, is His creation also eternal? If not, was there 
a period when He was not a Creator? Is this conceivable?
To what extent are human beings free or predestined? If their 
life is predestined, then would it be just for God to hold them 
accountable for their deeds and to reward or punish them?
Is faith alone sufficient to be a believer or is it also necessary to 
reinforce it by deeds? Is a sinful Muslim a believer (mu’min),
an unbeliever (kafir) or something in between (fasiq)?
Will the resurrection of human beings in the Hereafter be only 
of the soul or also of the body? If there is bodily resurrection, will 
the body be the same as it is in this world or will it be different?
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If the Qur’an is a part of God’s speech (kalam), then is it to be 
considered created and transitory like this world or uncreated 
and eternal like other Divine attributes?
To what extent is it possible for human beings to know what 
is right from what is wrong by means of reason and to what 
extent is Revelation necessary for this purpose? Is it conceivable 
that a just God would hold human beings accountable for their 
deeds without creating in them an innate ability to recognize 
right from wrong?

It is evident that hardly any of these questions had anything to do 
with science. The answers were bound to be speculative and could 
not have been given with precision. It was, therefore, not possible to 
have a single answer. There were differing opinions and neither the 
rationalists nor the conservatives constituted a homogenous whole.
The real bone of contention was the extent to which reason and 
logic could effectively help answer these epistemological questions. 
It seems, however, that the moderates among both the rationalists 
and the conservatives, who constituted the majority, appreciated the 
need for both reason and Revelation in different degrees. However, 
it was the extremists on both sides who succeeded in getting greater 
attention and who, therefore, set the tone of the debate.

The moderate rationalists, who stressed a greater reliance on 
reason, developed a set of five axioms (al-usul al-khamsah) to help 
them argue their case more effectively. Two of the most important of 
these axioms were Tawhid (Unity) and God’s [adl (justice), which are 
accepted by all Muslims without exception. There would be no point 
in relying on axioms that did not command a consensus. Differences, 
nevertheless, arose in the deduction of their implications.

With respect to Tawhid, which is the most fundamental of all 
Islamic beliefs and stands for the absolute Oneness and Uniqueness 
of God, the general Muslim understanding is that human beings 
cannot comprehend Him fully because of their limited capabilities 
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and perceptions. The Qur’an itself makes this crystal clear by 
saying that “there is nothing like Him” ( : ),  and that human 
“eyes cannot encompass Him” ( : ). Therefore, in keeping with a 
Qur’anic injunction ( : ), the general Muslim attitude has been to 
accept on faith those unseen metaphysical realities which are beyond 
the reach of reason and sense perception. They do not, therefore, 
try to probe into them too deeply. This would be a fruitless exercise 
because, while the existence of God can be established through 
observation and logical reasoning, His nature cannot be understood 
fully except through His attributes (sifat) as revealed in the Qur’an
and the Sunnah. Extreme rationalists, however, insisted that reason 
was by itself capable of enabling human beings to know His nature. 
Their effort to do so inevitably embroiled them in sterile and divisive 
controversies on a number of metaphysical questions such as Divine 
attributes, Resurrection and Life after Death, angels, Revelation and 
Prophethood, the eternity of the world, the creation of the Qur’an, 
Divine knowledge of particulars, and the ability of human beings to 
see God in the Hereafter. These extreme rationalists adopted such 
hard line positions, which were in clear conflict with the Qur’an and 
the Sunnah that even moderate rationalists had difficulty accepting 
their views.

With respect to the concept of [adl, the debate was more practical 
and relevant to the human condition even though it also raised a 
great deal of controversy. Some of the conclusions that the moderate 
rationalists derived were as follows:

God subjects Himself to the same moral principles which He
applies to human beings. He does only that which is just and 
morally right. It is inconceivable that He would do something 
that is unjust or morally wrong.
Goodness or evil are innate in the nature of things themselves 
and not necessarily because God arbitrarily declares them to 
be so. It is, therefore, possible for human beings to recognize 
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what is right or wrong through their own reasoning even 
though they need the help of Revelation to guide them and 
to confirm their conclusions.
Since God is just, there is absolutely no room for the concept 
of predestination. Human beings are the authors of their own 
deeds, good or evil, and, therefore, rewarding or punishing 
them is a reflection of God’s justice.

To a modern rationalist thinker there may be much appeal in 
a number of these views. Such appeal existed even in those days, 
and the initial objective, method and concepts of the moderate 
rationalists did not generate tension even among those members 
of the Muslim orthodoxy who did not accept the need for rational 
explanations for religious beliefs and practices. The differences of 
opinion that existed could have been resolved to a great extent over 
time in the light of the Qur’an and the Sunnah and through rational 
debate. The question is, why did this not take place?

extremists on both sides

It was the extremists on both the conservative and rationalist sides 
who generated a great deal of heat and changed the texture of the 
whole debate, creating an atmosphere of confrontation. On the 
conservative side, extremists like the Hashawiyyah insisted that 
faith is based entirely on the Qur’an and the Sunnah and that 
there is absolutely no room for reason. In sharp contrast with this, 
extreme rationalists like Ibn al-Rawandi and Abu Bakr al-Razi
insisted that reason and Revelation were incompatible and that all 
matters, including right and wrong, should be judged by reason 
alone. They belittled all attempts at reconciling philosophy and 
religion. They insisted on formulating a theology solely on the basis 
of reason, independent of Revelation, and approached what became 
known later on in the West as Natural Theology. They tended to 
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reject, just like the Western Enlightenment movement later on, all 
those metaphysical truths that could not be established by means 
of reason and experience. Acceptance of their views would have 
pushed Revelation into the background and made reason the sole 
determinant of faith instead of being a tool for its explanation and 
defence, as was the original aim of the Mu[tazilites.

Does this mean that there is no room for extreme views in human 
society? Not necessarily. Some of the views which have initially 
appeared to be extreme and unacceptable have at a later stage 
turned out to be ingenious and have ended up making substantial 
contributions to human development. However, social peace may, 
in certain circumstances, be served better if extremes are avoided, at 
least in religious and social matters. Nevertheless, if such views are 
put forward, then one would expect that people give them a patient 
and tolerant hearing. If extreme views are unable to establish their 
worthiness and to gain general acceptance, they will die their own 
natural death. Why then is it that such extreme views created a 
problem in Muslim society? Was there a lack of tolerance?

There seems to be little evidence of this in the early Muslim 
society where tolerance generally prevailed and the debate between 
conservatives and rationalists progressed relatively freely and 
smoothly. Even a heretic like Ibn al-Rawandi received a patient 
hearing and his arguments were logically refuted by several 
generations of eminent religious scholars. Given the spirit of the 
age, the prevailing intellectual controversies may perhaps have 
been resolved through free discussion, particularly because the 
differences of opinion between the moderates among the rationalists 
and the conservatives, who constituted a preponderant majority of 
intellectuals, were not irreconcilable. What then was it that polarized 
the then Muslim society into two belligerent groups, when in the 
same society different fiqhi schools were mutually tolerant and 
generally coexisted peacefully in spite of substantial differences of 
opinion among them?
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the MIHNAH (inquisition)

The answer may perhaps lie in the use of force by an illegitimate 
political authority that did not enjoy the trust of the people. The 
normal tendency in human societies is that if one group uses force to 
impose its views on another, the reaction of the suppressed group tends 
to be severe, particularly if the latter happens to be in the majority. The 
Mu[tazilites exploited the political patronage and financial backing 
that they received from the government during a substantial part of 
the [Abbasid dynasty ( / - / ), and particularly during the 
reigns of Ma’mun al-Rashid (d. / ), al-Mu[tasim (d. / )
and al-Wathiq (d. / ) to impose their radical views forcefully 
on all. They became aggressive and intolerant in clear violation of 
Islamic teachings and introduced the Mihnah or testing (Inquisition) 
into the Muslim world. They went around questioning people about 
their beliefs and threatened to punish those who held different views: 
“No faqih ( ), muhaddith ( ), mu’adhdhin ( ) or mu[allim 

( ) was left untested.” Freedom of expression, which had been 
an important characteristic of the Muslim society before this, almost 
disappeared.

Furthermore, they jailed and tortured their opponents so as to 
impose their unacceptable views: “The prisons were full of those 
who had denied the Mihnah.” Some prisoners like Muhammad 
ibn Nuh (d. / ), Na[im ibn Hammad (d. / ), Yusuf 
al-Buwayti (d. / ) and Ahmad al-Khuza[i (d. / ) even 
died in prison as a result of torturing. Ahmad al-Khuza[i’s head 
was “placed on public view in Baghdad as a grisly warning to 
potential nonconformists, while his cadaver stayed in Samarra’, 
also on display”. Even prominent jurists like Ahmad ibn Hanbal 
(d. / ), who were held in high esteem by the masses for their 
piety and scholarship, were not spared. He was flogged on the orders 
of al-Mu[tasim until he became unconscious. All this, because he 
was not willing to accept the Mu[tazilite view that the Qur’an was
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created. The extremists even went to the extent of inscribing on the 
mosques of Fustat that “There is no god but God, the Lord of the 
created Qur’an”,  thereby making the concept of the ‘created Qur’an’ 
an incontestable part of Islamic belief.

The question is why were the [ulama’ so aggravated over an issue 
that would not be of great significance to a number of people now? 
The answer being that the use of force and persecution had the 
effect of creating bitterness and giving a hostile tone to an otherwise 
intellectual debate. It created suspicion among the [ulama’ about the 
motives of the government, making them feel, rightly or wrongly, 
that the state was trying to have a say in the definition of Islam. The 
concept of the ‘created Qur’an’ made them afraid that its acceptance 
would imply that the Qur’an was not eternally true and could be 
changed or overridden by illegitimate and corrupt rulers. This they 
could not stand and steadfastly defended their position without being 
deterred by imprisonment or merciless flogging.

The Mihnah and the resultant bitterness it generated among the 
[ulama’ against the government led to rising unrest and discontent 
among the population, particularly in Baghdad. This made even the 
illegitimate political leadership of that time realize, though belatedly 
and after the damage had been done, that the Mihnah was unpopular 
and incapable of working. Al-Mutawakkil (d. / ), therefore, put 
an end to it in / . Ahmad ibn Abi Du’ad, the Chief Qadi, who 
was perhaps the most instrumental in its harsh implementation, was 
disgraced, became paralyzed, and died unsung in / .

Although the Mihnah was now over, it left two indelible marks 
on Muslim society. One of these healthy and the other unhealthy. 
That which has been good saw the distancing of the state from any 
role in the definition of Islam. Islam stands defined by the consensus 
(ijma[) of the ummah in conformity with the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 
That which has been unhealthy ensured the alienation of a majority 
of the [ulama’ from philosophy and science. This has had the effect 
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of driving them towards greater conservatism, as will become clear 
with the progress of this chapter.

Al-Ghazali (d. )

In spite of the use of force, debate on the subject continued between 
the rationalists and the conservatives and, as a consequence, the 
extreme rationalists gradually started to lose ground. Essentially, 
their questionable views could not stand the onslaught from a new 
school, now generally known as the Ash[arite. It provided a logical 
and convincing defence of Islamic beliefs and practices. The leaders 
of this school were Abu al-Hasan al-Ash[ari (d. / ) in Iraq and 
Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. / ) in Central Asia, followed by a 
number of other stalwarts like al-Baqillani (d. / ), al-Juwayni
(d. / ), and al-Qushayri (d. / ). All were extremely 
well-versed in religious sciences as well as in [Ilm al-Kalam and 
philosophy. However, they were generally conservative, although to 
different degrees; al-Maturidi being significantly less conservative 
than al-Ash[ari.

It was, however, al-Ghazali (d. / ) who inflicted the most 
stunning and fatal blow to the extreme rationalists. In his book, 
Tahafut al-Falasifah (Incoherence of the Philosophers), completed 
in / ,  he logically exposed the “inconsistency of their 
metaphysical beliefs and self-contradiction of their theories”. He
succeeded because he attacked philosophy “with full knowledge of its 
contents and all the force and clarity of his vigorous mind”. However, 
he did not believe in rejecting everything that the rationalists stood 
for. He clearly stated: “If what they [the philosophers] say is sensible 
in itself, supported by evidence, and not in conflict with the Qur’an
and the Sunnah, then it is not becoming of us to reject it. If we open 
the door to rejecting every truth that a heretic has arrived at, we 
will be constrained to reject a great deal of truth.” He took from 
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them whatever appeared to him to be useful and tried to create a 
synthesis of philosophy, [Ilm al-Kalam and the Islamic sciences, and 
was thereby able to rationally resolve a number of the existential 
disputes prevailing in his time. In the words of Arnaldez, he created 
“the richest, widest and most open system”.

Of the theories of the rationalists that al-Ghazali found 
objectionable, only three were considered by him to be heretical 
and totally unacceptable. These were the eternity of the world, 
the impossibility of bodily resurrection, and Divine ignorance 
of particulars. He argued that these theories, for which the 
philosophers claimed the same degree of certainty and incontestability 
as mathematics and logic, were essentially based on unproven 
assumptions and conjectures that could not be established by reason.
He had no qualms about accepting other theories that he  did not 
find therein conflict with the Shari[ah and which had a scientific 
basis behind them. In particular, he supported the rationalists’ 
explanations for a number of natural phenomena, like lunar and solar 
eclipses, because rejection of such explanations would do harm to 
religion.  Physics, chemistry, astronomy, mathematics and other such 
physical sciences were upheld without any grudge. Al-Ghazali boldly 
stated: “He who considers that Islam will be helped by the rejection of 
these sciences, has committed a grave crime against religion (din)”.
He did not question the role of reason in human affairs. In fact he 
emphasized that: “Intellect is the fountainhead, starting point, and 
foundation of knowledge. Knowledge proceeds from it just like fruit 
from the tree, light from the sun, and vision from the eye.” He did, 
however, question reliance on reason alone to establish metaphysical 
truths and to distinguish right from wrong. Reason and Revelation 
must both play a complementary role in human life.

What provided further strength to al-Ghazali’s rational defence 
of Islamic beliefs and practices was his eloquence, his vast knowledge 
of the Shari[ah, and his piety and high moral calibre. These earned 
him great respect and admiration. He came to wield considerable 
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influence in the then Muslim world and continues to be widely read 
and quoted even to this day. It is because of him that [Ilm al-Kalam, 
which was introduced by the Mu[tazilites and incorporates somewhat 
extensively the vocabulary and arguments of the Falasifah, became 
an officially recognized religious science and an essential part of the 
religious syllabi.

However, while al-Ghazali rendered a great service to Islam by 
defending its beliefs and practices against attacks from heretics and 
extreme rationalists, he went off at a tangent by insisting that the 
only cause of every phenomenon is God, thereby de-emphasizing the 
role of efficient (or immediate) causes. He said that “the relationship 
between what is normally considered to be the cause and what is 
considered to be the effect is not necessary”. To prove this point, 
he argued that the relationship between quenching one’s thirst and 
drinking, satisfaction of hunger and eating, burning and contact 
with fire, and healing and use of medicine is as previously destined 
by God. It was a little odd for him to deny the role of efficient 
causes and yet recognize the importance of physical sciences, one 
of the central pillars of which is the establishment of cause and 
effect relationships. Even though he did not seem to place much 
emphasis on this point, he ended up strengthening the forces of 
extreme conservatism which, in turn, have been responsible for 
weakening the strength of rationalism and scientific inquiry in the 
Muslim world. 

One, therefore, wonders why a scholar of his calibre decided to 
toe the Ash[ari line of denying the obvious relationship between 
cause and effect. It may probably have been an unconscious outcome 
of the prevailing climate of confrontation and suspicion created by 
the denial of fundamental epistemological realities by the extreme 
rationalists. He may even have been afraid that acceptance of the 
crucial role of efficient causes in various phenomena in human life 
might indirectly imply the irrelevance of God in human affairs and, 
thereby, His relegation to the role of a clock-maker deity. Though 



[ ]

such a fear now seems to have been unfounded, it could, nevertheless, 
have been real in the intellectual climate confronting al-Ghazali.

Ibn Rushd (d. )

Ibn Rushd made a last gigantic effort to save the rationalist movement 
from collapse nearly  years after al-Ghazali’s fatal blow. He prepared 
a rejoinder which was completed in /  and published under 
the title Tahafut al-Tahafut (Incoherence of the Incoherence). The 
two Tahafuts of al-Ghazali and Ibn Rushd clearly reflect the essence 
of the conflict of ideas about reason and Revelation that prevailed in 
the Muslim world from the second/eighth to the seventh/thirteenth 
centuries: the same conflict that arose in the West five centuries later.

A number of the charges that al-Ghazali levelled against 
philosophers did not apply to moderate philosophers like Ibn Rushd, 
whose thinking on Islamic beliefs and practices was in conformity 
with that of the orthodoxy. Ibn Rushd realized the weak position of 
the extreme rationalists on a number of points and, therefore, adopted 
a conciliatory approach, stressing the role of both Revelation and 
reason in religion. He stated: “Every religion is based on Revelation 
(wahy) but reason ([aql) is blended with it. He who holds that there 
can be a religion based only on reason concedes that this religion 
will necessarily be less perfect than those based on both reason and 
Revelation.” He also stressed that “to walk on the path of religious 
virtues is indispensable”  and that “it is the duty of every person 
to select the best religion of his time”. Having admitted the need 
for religion, he went on to defend the moderate philosophers by 
clarifying that “the wise among the philosophers do not permit 
discussion or disputation of the principles of religion”. He even 
went to the extent of asserting that “those who have doubts about 
these matters [religious truths] and are eloquent in disputing them are 
the ones who wish to destroy the religions and to undo the virtues. 
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They are undoubtedly the heretics who believe that the end of man 
is nothing but sensual enjoyment… What al-Ghazali says against 
them is right.” In his Fasl al-Maqal, he makes a strong case for the 
mutual compatibility of both reason and the Shari[ah.

However, Ibn Rushd tried to rectify al-Ghazali’s error with 
respect to efficient causes. He argued forcefully that even though 
the ultimate cause of every phenomenon is God, He has Himself 
established a secondary cause for every phenomenon. While He is 
capable of bringing about satiety without eating, quenching thirst 
without drinking, and burning without contact with fire, He does not 
normally do so. When He does do so, it becomes a miracle, which 
is among “Divine acts and beyond the reach of human intellect”.
Because of this, “none of the previous philosophers discussed miracles 
in spite of their existence in the world”. Therefore, “to deny the 
existence of efficient causes observed in phenomena perceptible 
through the senses is sophistry”.  Knowledge, according to Ibn 
Rushd, progresses through the establishment of cause and effect 
relationships: “Denial of causes implies the denial of knowledge, and 
denial of knowledge implies that nothing in this world can be truly 
known and that there can be only unlimited assumptions without 
evidence.”

In spite of his brilliance and profound scholarship, Ibn Rushd 
could not swing the prevailing opinion in favour of the philosophers. 
Hence, even though he played an important role in the history of the 
Latin Middle Ages,  he had little influence on Muslim thought and 
has the distinction of being perhaps the last of the great philosophers 
in the Muslim world.  “He had no disciples or followers.” This was 
undoubtedly a great misfortune for the Muslim world, not only in 
the realm of rationalism but also in the field of Fiqh where his treatise 
Bidayat al-Mujtahid continues to be a respectable source of reference 
for scholars even today. He believed in creating a balanced fusion 
of reason and Revelation (al-jam[ bayn al-ma[qul wa’l-manqul) by 
giving reason and experiment (al-qiyas wa’l tajribah) a rightful place 
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in the Shari[ah, and was critical of those who rigidly and uncritically 
followed the opinions of their predecessors. His scientific approach 
to problems, his depth of vision, and his liberal and tolerant attitude 
could have been a great asset in moulding the course of intellectual 
activity in the future.

Even the government patronage that the rationalists enjoyed could 
not continue when the caliphs became weaker and needed public 
support. They could not, therefore, afford to persist in alienating 
the masses by ignoring the Islamic basis of society. They were left 
with no other option but to return to the consensus view. So, while 
scholars like Ibn Rushd fell into disgrace, the rationalist movement 
itself also lost its momentum, and became considerably weakened. 
With hardly anyone left to challenge it, the Ash[arite movement had 
a field day. It became the dominant school in the Muslim world and 
has continued to be so until today, thanks to prominent defenders 
like al-Shahrastani (d. / ), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. / ), 
al-Iji (d. / ) and al-Jurjani (d. / ).

Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Khaldun and Al-Maqrizi

By the time Ibn Taymiyyah (d. / ) wrote his Kitab al-Mantiq 
(The Book on Logic), the philosophical movement was totally 
discredited. He, therefore, goes to the extent of saying that “there is no 
philosophy in Islam” and that “the philosophers are not Muslims”.
The reason for this was not their cause and effect analysis but rather 
their wild speculative philosophy. He, however, upheld the quest to 
establish cause and effect relationships and attacked the Ash[arites 
for their denial of efficient causes, saying that “people know through 
their sense perceptions and intellect that some things are the causes 
of others”. According to him, those who deny efficient causes are 
violating the Qur’an, the Sunnah, and the ijma[ (consensus) of the 
pious predecessors (salaf).
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Ibn Khaldun (d. / ), who was himself a great rationalist 
and supporter of reason and cause and effect analysis, was more 
careful in his characterization of the philosophers, but even he places 
philosophy among the discredited sciences like magic, astrology 
and alchemy. In this respect, see his Chapter on the ‘Refutation of 
Philosophy’ (Ibtal al-Falsafah) in his Muqaddimah. His rationale was 
that philosophers neither acknowledged their limitations nor realized 
that the universe was too vast and complex to be comprehended in 
its entirety by human reason and sense perception. It was nothing 
but philosophers’ vain pretention to assume that they could reach 
the ultimate truth by merely applying the rules of logic.

Al-Maqrizi (d. / ), who was not as careful as Ibn Khaldun
in his characterization of philosophers, went even farther than Ibn 
Taymiyyah by placing the philosophers in the category of those who 
were opposed to Islam (mukhalifun). Such a charge may not be 
true except for a few heretics, among them Ibn al-Rawandi. Most of 
them remained truly Muslims, and were generally considered to be 
within the pale of Islam. However, as indicated earlier, it was their 
extremism, intolerance and use of force which set the image and 
drew the response. Al-Maqrizi’s characterization reflects this negative 
image of the rationalist movement.

The move towards greater conservatism

This negative image proved to be tragic for the Muslim world. It not 
only weakened the rationalist movement but also drove the Muslim 
world gradually towards greater conservatism through the operation 
of path dependence and self-reinforcing mechanisms. The vigour 
and dynamism that characterized Muslim scholarship during the 
late Umayyad and early [Abbasid periods, when no discussion was 
considered a taboo, was substantially diluted. Unfortunately, it was 
not just philosophy but also the associated physical sciences that 
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became excluded from the syllabi of religious schools. Additionally, 
since governments did not pay much attention to science education 
and research, as they had in earlier centuries, the stage was set for the 
intellectual and technological backwardness of the Muslim world.

If the Muslim scholars of that period were to be classified 
according to their commitment to rationalism or conservatism, they 
would fall into the following four groups: (a) extreme rationalists 
like Ibn al-Rawandi and Abu Bakr al-Razi who aspired to attain 
all metaphysical truths by means of reason alone without the 
help of Revelation; (b) moderate rationalists like Ibn Rushd who 
accepted the need for both Revelation and reason; (c) moderate 
conservatives like al-Ash[ari, al-Maturidi (d. / ) and al-Ghazali,
who recognized the role of reason but less than what would be 
acceptable to moderate rationalists, and (d) extreme conservatives, 
like the Hashawiyyah, who insisted on blind faith in the acceptance 
of religious beliefs and denied any role for reason even in the 
elucidation and defence of faith. Of these four groups, the extreme 
rationalists lost ground just like the extreme conservatives. The 
moderate conservatives, however, carried the day due to “a fault 
line in history”.

The tragedy, however, is that over the next few centuries 
the moderate conservatives moved gradually towards greater 
conservatism and rigidity, making it more and more difficult for 
even moderate rationalists to breathe freely. While it was possible 
in the earlier centuries for scholars like al-Ash[ari, al-Ghazali, Ibn 
Rushd, and countless others to gain a solid grounding in both the 
religious and mundane sciences if they so desired, it became more 
and more difficult for them to do so with the passage of time. Science 
education did not return to the Muslim world in a significant way 
until after its colonization. However, a combination of the two, 
which was normal and relatively easy in earlier centuries, is still 
difficult. This became one of the crucial factors in the circular 
causation of decline.
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Contrast between the Muslim and Western 
Enlightenment movements

In short, what hurt the rationalist movement was the failure of its 
extreme elements to appreciate the limits of reason, their intolerance 
of opponents, and their use of coercive state power to impose their 
views on the majority of the population. This led to the politicization 
of an otherwise intellectual debate, raised tempers and hardened 
attitudes. What was particularly offensive was that the views being 
imposed were in conflict with some of the fundamental, well 
accepted and rationally defensible Islamic beliefs. The greatest 
damage in this respect was caused by the doctrine of the ‘created 
Qur’an’. The confrontation that had artificially been provoked in 
this way kept some of the best minds of the then Muslim world 
occupied, unproductively, in hair-splitting debates for centuries. 
If force had not been used, the fear may perhaps not have been so 
accentuated, confrontation may not have resulted, attitudes may not 
have hardened, and an unbridgeable rift between the government 
and the [ulama’ and between philosophy and religion may not have 
ensued. This rift proved to be tragic for the development of both 
Fiqh and physical sciences in the Muslim world.

The reasons for the downfall of the ‘Enlightenment’ movement 
in the Muslim world were thus the reverse of what led to its success 
in the West. First, in the West it was the corruption and despotism 
of the Church that led to the success of Voltaire’s call to ‘crush the 
infamous thing’ and which shook confidence in the metaphysical 
beliefs that the Church stood for.  Voltaire wrote in his Treatise on 
Toleration that he would have borne with the absurdities of dogma 
had the clergy lived up to their sermons and tolerated the differences. 
However, the “subtleties of which not a trace can be found in the 
gospels are the source of the bloody quarrels of Christian history”.
Durant in fact asserts that “the Church might have sustained the 
supernatural sanctions provided by the Hebraic Scriptures and 
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the Christian tradition if her personnel had led lives of decency 
and devotion”. In contrast with this, most, if not all, of the great 
religious scholars in the Muslim world like Abu Hanifah (d. / ), 
Malik (d. / ), Shafi[i (d. / ), and Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 

/ ) were individuals of great piety and integrity, and commanded 
the respect and confidence of the people. They were not men of great 
wealth and, in general, refused to accept political appointments, 
even though these were offered to them to silence their criticism of 
corrupt and un-Islamic practices.

Secondly, as Hourani has rightly pointed out, “orthodoxy in Islam 
has never been defined by ecclesiastical councils, as in Christianity. 
No such councils have been held, due to the absence of ordained 
priesthood in Islam”. Orthodoxy has rather been defined by the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah and the ijma[ or consensus of the Muslim 
ummah, reached through the free discussion of the [ulama’ (religious 
scholars) who, according to a widely quoted and authentic hadith,
are the legatees of the Prophets (warathat al-Anbiya’). The efforts 
of the state to define the contents of the Shari[ah came to an end 
with the termination of the Mihnah.  While Western scholars have 
challenged the authenticity of the Bible, Muslims have, as Ansari has 
rightly put it, “recognized the paramount authority of the Qur’an
and the Sunnah of the Prophet”  from an early period. All beliefs 
and religious and legal doctrines have been derived from these. The 
[ulama’ around whose opinions the consensus was built up, did not 
impose their views on the people. The people, in fact, accepted their 
views because of their harmony with the Qur’an and Sunnah as well 
as the force of their logic and confidence in their piety, integrity and 
scholarship.

Thirdly, while it was the Church which resorted to the Inquisition 
in the West, it was the rationalists who resorted to it in the Muslim 
world, though never as harshly as the Church. The burning of 
live human beings as resorted to by the Church never took place 
in Islam. Nevertheless, the Mihnah left an unhealthy mark. This 



[ ]

because repression generally tends to create a severe reaction and 
leads the repressed to extremism. Its use by the Church hurt religion 
in the West, and its use by the Mu[tazilites hurt rationalism in the 
Muslim world. If the debate between the Mu[tazilites, many of whom 
were respected religious scholars, and the conservatives had been 
allowed to progress freely without the use of force, rationalism and 
orthodoxy may both have been enriched and more balanced views 
established.

Fourthly, while the Church stood for a number of beliefs, which 
could not be defended rationally and for which there was no basis in 
the Gospels, some of the extreme views of the philosophers and the 
Mu[tazilites had no basis in the Qur’an or the Sunnah and could not 
even be defended rationally. By comparison, the beliefs held by the 
[ulama’ as well as the people had their footing in the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah and were relatively simple and easy to understand.

The future of rationalism in the Muslim world

We now come to the crucial question about whether the re-emergence 
of scientific inquiry in the Muslim world will give rise to a conflict 
between reason and Revelation and necessitate a change in the 
paradigm, in the same way as it did in the West. Note, however, that 
the Islamic paradigm does not itself necessitate a conflict between 
reason and Revelation.

During the first two centuries of Islam there was a free debate 
on all issues where there was a difference of opinion. According 
to Ibn Taymiyyah, no jurist, irrespective of who he may be, was 
considered at that time to have the right to impose his opinion on 
others and to force them to adopt his madhhab or juristic school.
Even a ruler did not enjoy this privilege. He was like one of the 
Muslims. All he could do was to argue logically and intellectually in 
favour of his opinion.  Perhaps this is why, when the Caliph Harun
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al-Rashid (d. / ) thought of making all his subjects follow Imam
Malik’s al-Muwatta’, Malik himself advised him against doing so.
This would have been against the spirit of freedom of opinion in 
Islam. It was during this period that Islamic jurisprudence witnessed 
its maximum development. If the Mu[tazilites had abided by this 
precedent in Muslim society, they may not have aroused the tempers 
and the heat that they did. The conflict between the rationalists 
and the conservatives may not then have taken such a hostile and 
belligerent turn. There would have been no justification for this by 
virtue of two important reasons.

First, the Qur’an itself strongly asserts the use of reason and 
observation. This emphasis has generally been reflected in the 
writings of Muslims throughout history. For example, Ibn Taymiyyah 
clearly stressed that the derivation by Muslims of their beliefs, prayers 
and values from the Qur’an, the Sunnah, and the consensus of the 
ummah, “is not in conflict with reason, because whatever clearly 
contradicts reason stands rejected (batil)”. He further argued that 
people do not perhaps appreciate that the texts of the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah consist of words and that it is possible for them to understand 
these words incorrectly or to interpret them wrongly. So the problem 
lies with the interpreters and not the Qur’an and the Sunnah. The 
late Mustafa al-Zarqa, a prominent and highly respected religious 
scholar, clearly declared that “whatever is against reason has no place 
in Islam”. Moreover, there is nothing in the Qur’an or the Sunnah 
that has so far been found to be in conflict with an established fact 
or scientific theory.

Secondly, as stated earlier, the Mu[tazilites did a great deal to 
defend Islam against the heretics, and many of their views were 
rational and in harmony with the Qur’an and the Sunnah. If
discord had not been created by excesses and inquisition, all issues 
might perhaps have been discussed relatively freely, and it is most 
likely that even the relatively moderate rationalists like Ibn Rushd 
would also have survived along with the moderate conservatives 
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or Ash[arites like al-Ghazali. The presence of a lively discussion 
between them may have, over time, helped resolve the prevailing 
controversies in a rational manner. This would have made it difficult 
for the Ash[arites to tilt later on towards increasing conservatism 
and rigidity and to use force in the same way as the Mu[tazilites
did to uphold and spread their views. The dual survival of both 
moderate rationalists and moderate conservatives could have served 
as a balancing force to exert a healthier influence on Muslim society. 
Science and religious education could have become integrated and 
encouraged the promotion of a relatively more liberal development 
of Fiqh and other religious and mundane sciences in the Muslim 
world.

What the Mu[tazilite excesses did, therefore, was to bedevil the 
atmosphere of intellectual freedom that had prevailed in earlier 
centuries. This pushed the pendulum in the opposite direction. All 
free thinking, became suspect and advanced an attitude of extreme 
caution and conservatism in the expression of opinions on religious 
issues. Consequently ijtihad suffered. It did not, fortunately, stop 
completely.  Voices were always raised in its favour and it continued 
to be exercized by some highly competent, respected and creative 
scholars, though not as frequently as in earlier centuries.

In addition to the Mu[tazilite excesses, there were additional factors 
which strengthened this tendency towards rigidity and conservatism. 
One was the desire of the illegitimate and corrupt political elite to 
extract juristic verdicts to help them justify their illegitimacy and 
oppressive taxes. Therefore, as Muhammad Iqbal (d. / ), the 
renowned philosopher/poet of the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent, has 
rightly indicated: “For fear of further disintegration, which is only 
natural in such a period of political decay, the conservative thinkers 
of Islam focused all their efforts on the one point of preserving 
a uniform social life for the people by a jealous exclusion of all 
innovations in the law of the Shari[ah as expounded by the early 
doctors of Islam. Their leading idea was social order and there is no 



[ ]

doubt that they were partly right, because organization does to a 
certain extent counteract the forces of decay.”

A second factor which reinforced conservatism was foreign 
domination, starting with the Mongols. This raised the fear that 
foreign occupiers would try to use some of the jurists to achieve 
verdicts which would serve their vested interest and change the 
texture of the Shari[ah.

A third factor was the overall decline of the Muslim world. 
Intellectual development, as Ibn Khaldun rightly observed, 
takes place in a society only if the society itself is developing.
Jurisprudence is no exception. It was also bound to be in a state of 
limbo when the Muslim society was in a process of decline. Not only 
did an enabling environment for intellectual creativity not exist, but 
rather there was hostility towards any change, irrespective of whether 
it was, or was not, in harmony with the Shari[ah. Ibn Taymiyyah and 
Shah Waliullah (d. / ) who were both creative and relatively 
liberal scholars, as compared with the rigid and fossilized schools of
fiqh prevailing in their times, encountered considerable opposition 
for their independent, non-conformist views. Shah Waliullah even 
experienced serious opposition for his translation of the Qur’an into 
Persian as did his sons when they translated it into Urdu. However, 
since the government did not intervene either in favour or against, 
the more rational view ultimately prevailed and has become generally 
accepted to the point that no one now considers anything wrong, in 
principle, in the translation of the Qur’an into any language.

Reason can, thus, play a considerable role in the restructuring 
of Muslim society without coming into conflict with Revelation, 
provided that the state, the rationalists and the conservatives do not 
try to step on each other’s toes, and avoid confrontation and use of 
force. In spite of a substantial decline in the position of the [ulama’
as a result of their low socio-economic status and their lack of a 
modern education, their upper hand in defining Islam, nevertheless, 
continues in the Muslim world, as Gibb rightly recognized in :
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“The future of Islam rests where it rested in the past on the insight 
of the orthodox leaders and their capacity to resolve the new tensions 
as they arise by a positive doctrine which will face and master the 
forces making for disintegration.” Historical experience suggests 
that if political leadership tries to impose, in the same way as the 
[Abbasid Caliphs did,  views which the [ulama’ consider to be 
in clear conflict with the ethos of Islam, they may end up raising 
tempers, hardening attitudes, and creating a conflict and polarization 
in the same way as happened in the past. Such a conflict would 
almost certainly slow down the process of change and liberalization 
in the Muslim world.

Seventy years of forced secularism in Turkey has not succeeded 
in shaking the people’s faith in Islam, and there is now a revival. 
Some other dictatorial regimes in Muslim countries are also trying 
to impose their own version of Islam on the people, and this may 
also not work. Free and amicable discussion, without attacking the 
Islamic basis of society, is necessary for resolving various issues. 
The Qur’an and the Sunnah are both an integral part of the Islamic 
paradigm, and anyone who suggests the setting aside of both, or even 
the Sunnah, in the reconstruction of Muslim societies, is bound to 
generate extreme reaction. So much flexibility of interpretation seems 
to be possible within the Shari[ah itself that an extreme attitude 
of this kind would be unrealistic and uncalled for. What the state 
should do is to facilitate a free and open discussion between the 
various rationalists and conservatives. Those whose views are more 
convincing would ultimately prevail.

The caveat, however, is that if the [ulama’ become intolerant and, 
instead of being prepared to end their stagnation and inflexibility, 
react aggressively and harshly to even moderate forms of rationalist 
thinking, which are necessary for enabling Fiqh to meet the challenges 
faced by the Muslim ummah, then an adverse reaction might 
occur. This could swing the pendulum in the direction of extreme 
rationalism, as it did in the West, and, thus, damage not only Islam 
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but also the position of the [ulama’ themselves. To prevent this from 
happening, it may be helpful if modern sciences as well as at least one 
Western language, especially English, are introduced as compulsory 
subjects in the syllabi of all institutions of Islamic learning, and if 
religious education is also made an integral part of modern education. 
This may help create a better and more congenial atmosphere for 
dialogue between the graduates of Western and religious institutions 
and, thereby, lead to greater mutual understanding and meaningful 
discussion of various issues.

Fortunately, however, the rigidity of the [ulama’ seems to have 
steadily declined over the years as a result of the efforts initiated 
by people like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. / ), Muhammad 
[Abduh (d. / ), Muhammad Iqbal (d. / ), and a 
number of other learned and well respected scholars and reformers. 
The [ulama’ are no longer involved in the same hair-splitting debates 
that they were in the past. The institution of ijtihad has also been 
gradually revived, and liberal thinking within the limits of the 
Shari[ah does not raise eyebrows or create the same kind of adverse 
reaction as it did, say, in the eighteenth century during the lifetime 
of Shah Waliullah. The [ulama’ seem to have realized, though not 
adequately, that the world has moved forward substantially since the 
days of classical fiqh compendiums. Accordingly, the rigid juristic 
positions adopted on a number of issues seem to be losing ground 
in favour of relatively more liberal views, which are not only possible 
without coming into conflict with the Qur’an and the Sunnah, but 
also necessary in view of changing circumstances. 

The absence of a monolithic Church or an ecclesiastical council 
has also proved to be a great advantage. It has enabled liberal as well 
as conservative shades of opinion on various juristic issues to interact 
with each other. The independence of almost all Muslim countries 
from foreign domination, and the pressing need that this has created 
for finding solutions to the various problems encountered in the 
political, social, economic and educational fields, seems to be giving 
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an edge to the relatively more liberal jurists. The fiqh committees 
of the OIC, the Rabitah, and the individual member countries, are 
doing valuable work at international and national levels. The revival 
of the institution of shura in a number of important Muslim countries 
may add further strength to the liberalization process.

It seems that the thrust of the Qur’an and the Sunnah in favour 
of creating greater flexibility and ease is being increasingly realized. 
The Qur’an states that “God intends ease for you and not hardship” 
( : ; see also : ). The Prophet (pbuh) said: “The Islamic way 
of life (al-Din) is easy; whoever tries to make it hard is himself 
overpowered by it [he is unable to practice it].” The increasing 
volume of literature on the maqasid al-Shari[ah is also a reflection 
of the realization that the taking of these maqasid into account in 
the interpretation of texts is at least as important as the letter of the 
text. It is hoped that this development may continue steadily until it 
has led to the consolidation of all schools of jurisprudence in such a 
way that their different verdicts on various issues acquire the nature 
of different possible alternatives from which an individual, group, or 
nation may select the most suitable for its specific circumstances.

The problem, however, is that modern rationalists are, like 
their counterparts in the past, not a homogeneous group. There 
are those, for example, who are moderate. They are positive with 
respect to Islam and its values and are doing what they can to present 
a convincing case for breaking the thick crust of rigidity, which is 
necessary if Islam is to meet the challenges it faces in a world where 
secularism is still the dominant paradigm. They are not only not 
creating any problems but seem to be gradually making headway.

There is, however, another group, consisting of extreme secularists 
who would like to push aside the Qur’an and the Sunnah and 
reconstruct Muslim societies in the image of the West. However, 
even the West is not a homogenous whole. It has religious as well as 
anti-religious and hedonistic elements. The extreme secularists wish 
the Muslim world to follow the path of the latter. They are generating 
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conflict and tension, and using force to impose their views, just like 
the Mu[tazilites, by virtue of the political power that some of them 
now have at their command. Force did not succeed in the past, and 
is not likely to do so now. In fact, it may only serve to create a more 
aggressive and extremist response from conservative forces. This may 
prove to be a hurdle for even the moderate rationalists in moving their 
societies towards a healthier balance in the same way as happened 
in the past. The hopeful sign, however, is that, as will be discussed 
in Chapter , the ongoing spread of democracy will tend to serve as 
a positive force in favour of moderation because of the necessity of 
rallying the support of all groups.
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Decline in some crucially important social areas

Cracks in solidarity between the government and the people

Historical experience indicates that it is difficult to sustain the 
progress of a society if there is a crack in solidarity between the 
government and the people. Such a crack tends to generate conflict 
and lack of cooperation and vitiates the climate for development. 
Since Islam continues to rule the hearts of people in the Muslim 
world and since the pious and competent among the [ulama’ have 
been commonly regarded as the traditional guardians and interpreters 
of Islam, a climate of trust between them and the government has 
proved to be indispensable for the popularity, efficient functioning, 
and stability of the government. Such solidarity is also indispensable 
to enable Fiqh to develop in step with the changing needs of society. 
The rapport between the [ulama’ and the government, however, has 
fluctuated considerably over the centuries. While there have been 
periods when cordial relations prevailed between the two, there has, 
unfortunately, been a long-run tendency towards decline. 
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During the reign of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid (d. / ), 
competent and pious [ulama’ like Abu Yusuf (d. / ) and al-
Shaybani (d. / ), both prominent students of Abu Hanifah, 
were respected by the caliph and their advice was sought and generally 
implemented. Harun al-Rashid was, however, not an ideal ruler 
and behaved in a despotic manner when faced with an opinion that 
conflicted with his vested interest. This is evident from an incident 
narrated by al-Shaybani, one of the most prominent contributors 
to the development of Hanafi Fiqh. Once when al-Shaybani was a 
judge in al-Raqqah (Syria), Harun al-Rashid asked him if he could 
withdraw a contractual assurance of protection given to Yahya ibn 
[Abdullah al-Hasan. When al-Shaybani replied that he could not do 
so within the purview of the Shari[ah, al-Rashid became so furious 
that he threw an inkpot at him, thereby injuring him and soiling his 
clothes with blood and ink. Another jurist, Abu al-Bakhtari, who was 
also present, succumbed to the wishes of al-Rashid and allowed him 
to do what he desired. Al-Shaybani was, thereafter, prohibited from 
giving legal verdicts. However, al-Rashid made up with him later on, 
promoted him and even eulogized him upon his death.

Even though Harun al-Rashid was not ideal when evaluated 
against Islamic criteria, he was better than many others after him 
who would perhaps have had al-Shaybani executed for expressing 
an opinion that was against their interests even though in 
conformity with the Shari[ah. Accordingly, a relationship of trust 
prevailed between the government and the [ulama’. This, in turn, 
promoted cordial relations between the government and the people. 
Involvement of the [ulama’ in the affairs of the government had the 
effect of making them aware of the practical realities of life. Fiqh,
therefore, stayed abreast of changing circumstances and developed 
in all its various ramifications, including moral, social, economic, 
political and international. This helped create a better environment 
for implementation of the Shari[ah, maintaining law and order, and 
the realization of justice and development. A great boost was thereby 
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provided to all nation-building activities and, in turn, political 
authority was also strengthened. 

The solidarity between the [ulama’ and the government suffered a 
severe setback during the reign of Harun al-Rashid’s son, al-Ma’mun
( - / - ) and his two successors, al-Mu[tasim ( - / -

) and al-Wathiq ( - / - ), even though they did a great 
deal to support science and intellectual debate. The reason being 
their effort to use coercive state power to impose Mu[tazilism as an 
official doctrine, in spite of the [ulama’s declaration that some of its 
elements were against the teachings of the Shari[ah. This alienated 
the [ulama’ as well as the people against the government and led to 
a weakening of the latter.

If al-Ma’mun and his successors had been accountable before the 
people, they may have sought ways of bridging the rift. Instead, they 
sought to counter the public’s displeasure by hiring foreign guards, 
officers, and soldiers from Central Asia for their protection, thus 
setting a tradition which proved ultimately to be a destabilizing 
factor. The rulers became more and more aloof and withdrawn from 
the people in sharp contrast with what prevailed during the Khilafah 
al-Rashidah. This seclusion intensified during the Ottoman period 
after the sixteenth century, further weakening the solidarity between 
the government and the people and depriving the ruler of first-hand 
knowledge of what was going on in the country.

Al-Mutawakkil ( - / - ), al-Wathiq’s successor, realized 
the dangers of this conflict and seclusion and tried to remedy the 
situation by rallying the support of the [ulama’ and the civilian 
population. He renounced Mu[tazilism and considerably reduced its 
strength. No ruler subsequently attempted to reinstate it. However, 
al-Mutawakkil was himself murdered by the foreign guards. This 
led initially to a period of anarchy, in the course of which caliphs 
were made and unmade by the foreign guards: of the four caliphs 
who succeeded him, three were assassinated.  Political authority thus 
continued to weaken until the ultimate downfall of the [Abbasids. 
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The stagnation of Fiqh

The question that pops up again and again is why did Fiqh become 
stagnant in later centuries when it had earlier shown rigorous 
dynamism? One has to look at the impact of historical factors on 
the various players in the field to be able to find clues to a reasonably 
satisfying answer. The conflict that had been simmering between the 
[ulama’ and the rulers after the introduction of political illegitimacy 
and the violation of a number of principles of the Shari[ah by the 
rulers was, as discussed in Chapter , further aggravated by the 
persecution of the [ulama’ by al-Ma’mun and his successors. This 
reduced the possibility of a friendly and constructive dialogue 
between the two. The position improved considerably at different 
times when conscientious rulers came to the helm and tried to placate 
the [ulama’. However, non-implementation of the Shari[ah in the 
highly crucial political field always remained a bone of contention 
and led increasingly to a number of ills, including inequity in the tax 
system, the corruption and luxury of the rulers, the development of 
a culture of sycophancy at the royal courts, and the exploitation of 
Islam for serving the rulers’ own vested interest.

Pious and well-respected [ulama’ and Sufis, who resented all 
these evils, became more and more disenchanted with political 
authority and began avoiding the echelons of power. Service of the 
state became demeaning for the [ulama’ and anyone from among 
them who received salary or benefit from the state began to be 
considered as an accomplice in the rulers’ wrongdoing. This had a 
far-reaching impact on Muslim society. Those [ulama’ who accepted 
government service and frequented the royal courts, forfeited their 
moral authority and began to be considered as power seekers and 
this-worldly. They were referred to as [ulama’ al-su’ (scholars of 
vice) or [ulama’ al-dunya (world-seeking scholars) in comparison 
with those who avoided the royal courts and were called [ulama’
al-khayr (scholars of virtue) or [ulama’ al-Akhirah (scholars seeking 
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the Next world). Al-[Attabi (d. / ) gives another plausible 
reason for the avoidance of royal courts by pious and outspoken 
[ulama’. He argues that “the rulers may grant their courtiers an 
enormous amount for nothing, but may also have them put to death 
for nothing, and you may not wish to be in the place of any one 
of these two”. In addition, pious [ulama’, in step with al-Ghazali,
considered all or most of the wealth of the corrupt sultans to be 
ill-gotten. There was, therefore, a danger that their association 
with such sultans may beguile them away from the right path into 
not only different types of temptation and corruption but also to 
benefiting from a part of this ill-gotten wealth. It was, therefore, 
morally safer that “you do not see them and they do not see you”.
All these reasons – fear of being counted among the [ulama’ al-su’, 
fear of being beguiled away from the right path, and fear of being 
executed – together reinforced the tendency of pious [ulama’ to 
stay away from the royal courts. This deprived rulers of the sincere 
advice which [ulama’ of the calibre of Abu Yusuf were previously 
able to give to the likes of Harun al-Rashid. Such a categorization, 
unfortunately, still continues to a certain extent in the Muslim 
world. Even now, [ulama’ who try to get close to government even 
with the objective of reforming it are generally looked upon with 
suspicion, particularly among Sufi circles. 

This led to a paradox in Muslim societies. On the one hand, 
there was a desire for the realization of justice and general well-being 
in keeping with the demands of the Shari[ah, and an emphasis on 
the need for the state to play an important role in this and for the 
[ulama’ to guide and help the state in fulfilling this role. On the 
other hand, the [ulama’ who were associated with the state were 
considered to be self-seekers and this-worldly. It was perhaps not 
appreciated how difficult it is to find khalifahs of the calibre of 
Abu Bakr, [Umar, [Uthman and [Ali, who were not only pious and 
competent but also self-denying. So there may be no escape for the 
[ulama’ from learning to live with imperfect rulers and to squeeze 
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out of them as much good as is possible. According to a genuine 
(sahih) hadith, faith (al-Din) stands for sincerity towards everyone, 
including rulers. Sincerity towards rulers is generally understood to 
imply giving them candid advice and helping them in doing what is 
good and preventing them from, or at least warning them against, 
committing injustice. Sincere advice rendered to rulers by highly 
respected [ulama’ would have carried a great deal of weight and, even 
if it was not implemented fully, it may at least have helped in reducing 
injustice to a certain extent and led gradually to an improvement 
in the condition of the people. The all or nothing approach was 
perhaps not the most practical. Seen in this light, the right attitude 
would have been that which the Qur’an emphasizes: “Cooperate 
with each other in virtue and godliness but do not cooperate in evil 
and transgression” ( : ).

Avoidance of the echelons of power by pious and competent 
[ulama’ has harmed Islam in a number of ways. First, it deprived 
the Muslim world of political reform. If righteous and prominent 
[ulama’ and Sufis had struggled for political reform and the rights 
of the people instead of secluding themselves away, they may have 
been able, gradually over the centuries, to influence and effect the 
creation of democratic institutions. This might have helped impose 
checks and controls on rulers’ powers, and reduced inequities, the 
misuse of state resources, and the appointment of incompetent people 
to senior positions. If ordinary people struggle for their rights, it is 
easier for despots to crush them. However, if well-respected [ulama’,
with a substantial following among the masses, struggle for people’s 
rights, rulers may not find it so easy to suppress and eliminate them. 
The struggle of the [ulama’ against al-Ma’mun and his followers did 
lead to sacrifices, but it ultimately succeeded. A number of rulers in 
the latter [Abbasid period and other dynasties were perhaps not as 
powerful as al-Ma’mun and a struggle of the kind continued against 
al-Ma’mun and his successors could have gradually persuaded or 
coerced them to introduce political reforms.
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Secondly, the conflict with Mu[tazilism aroused suspicion among 
the [ulama’ about falsafah (philosophy). Unfortunately, as discussed 
in Chapter , the teaching of falsafah was bracketed in those days 
with a number of physical sciences like physics and chemistry. 
Accordingly, all of these were unwittingly associated with falsafah
and were, hence, suspect. The syllabi of madrasahs, therefore, 
primarily came to be confined to religious sciences. Grounding in 
various social and physical sciences and the tools of analysis which 
earlier jurists like Abu Yusuf, al-Ghazali and Ibn Rushd were able 
to receive, and without which they could not have played their roles 
effectively, did not become available to later generations of [ulama’.
They were, therefore, not trained to exercise the kind of independent 
judgement that earlier jurists did. In this way, they became incapable 
of creativity. 

Thirdly, the seclusion of the [ulama’ from the echelons of power 
confined them primarily to the mosques and the madrasahs. This cut 
them off from the practical realities of life except during brief periods 
of reform in almost every dynasty, and, thereby, reduced the range of 
opportunities available to them to respond to the socio-economic and 
political challenges of their times and make the Shari[ah a dynamic 
reality in the lives of Muslims. They were, thus, left with very little 
room for rational analysis and fresh contributions through ijtihad.
Sciences develop in response to need, irrespective of whether they 
are religious or mundane. Fiqh is not an exception. It nearly became 
stagnant. Hence, the [ulama’ became engrossed in marginal aspects 
of the Islamic way of life.

What was written in the past became the beau ideal and led to 
undue emphasis on the unquestioned acceptance of previous verdicts 
in spite of changing needs and challenges. The [ulama’ continued to 
interpret the texts in the same way as was done by their teachers. Even 
the brightest of them, spent their time writing commentaries upon 
commentaries and, thus, perpetuating the rule of ancient textbooks 
written in entirely different circumstances. Students had no option 



[ ]

but to memorize the old texts. Prestige lay in the number of books 
they had committed to memory rather than in their ability to analyze 
issues scientifically and to give realistic solutions to different problems.

The stagnation of Fiqh prevented it from developing as a system 
in which all of its parts could be interrelated through a focus on the 
realization of the overall maqasid al-Shari[ah in different fields of 
human life.  Verdicts began to be given with increasingly greater 
reliance on legal stratagems (hiyal) in the interpretation of religious 
texts without giving due consideration to the maqasid. This sapped 
the earlier dynamism of Islam. Its ideals of promoting a political, 
legal, and socio-economic system that would help realize a just 
socio-economic order were gradually relegated to the background. 
Even the crucial ingredients of Islamic teachings oriented towards 
the inculcation of noble character traits (khuluq hasan) like justice, 
honesty, integrity, conscientiousness, cooperation, hard work, 
punctuality, tolerance and dedication to duty began to receive less 
and less importance in clear violation of the Prophet’s saying whereby: 
“The most perfect of Muslims is he who is best in character.” The 
fiqh that remained was ritualistic and not relevant to the needs of a 
dynamic civilization that Islam had established in earlier centuries. 
The skeleton remained but the spirit was weak.

The teaching of sciences, arts and languages was not revived in 
the Muslim world until the establishment of secular colleges and 
universities by Western powers after their occupation of most Muslim 
lands. This, unfortunately, led to the creation of a dual system of 
education, one concerned with the teaching of old religious texts 
and the other with modern sciences. Merging of the two systems in 
step with the earlier tradition was indispensable, but could not be 
undertaken by the Muslims for a number of reasons, not least because 
the [ulama’ were not mentally prepared to accept the teaching of 
what they considered to be mundane sciences in religious schools. 
Furthermore, the teaching of religious sciences in colleges and 
universities and the injection of a spiritual dimension in modern 
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‘secular’ sciences required the preparation of textbooks that would 
rationally combine Revelation with reason. This was a difficult task 
that could not be accomplished in a short time, particularly because 
scholars who were well-versed in both were rare. This failure has hurt 
the Muslim world in a number of ways. First, it has further weakened 
social solidarity by creating two separate groups of scholars who are 
unable to communicate with each other. Secondly, since university 
graduates are able to get higher positions in the public as well as 
private sectors, and graduates of religious institutions generally 
achieve jobs that command less pay and lower social status, religious 
education has become materially unattractive. Parents, particularly of 
the social and political elite, do not generally send their children to 
religious institutions even if they are of a religious persuasion. This 
holding of senior positions in government by university graduates 
who are not well-versed in religious sciences makes the reinstatement 
of the Shari[ah in the echelons of power even more difficult. 

What the Muslim world needs is a fusion of the religious and 
secular education systems with maximum attention being given to 
the maqasid and khuluq hasan. Within the Islamic paradigm, there 
is no such thing as secular education. All sciences that help bring 
well-being or falah to mankind are religious. Fortunately, as a result 
of the struggle of scholars like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. / )
and Muhammad [Abduh (d. / ) in the Arab world, and of 
Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. / ) and Muhammad Iqbal (d. 

/ ) in the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent, this needed fusion has 
gradually been taking place. The syllabi of madrasahs are, however, 
not changing as fast as they should. They have become locked-in 
through the operation of path dependence and self-reinforcing 
mechanisms and it is not easy to dislodge them. However, what is 
indirectly helping in the fusion is that the madrasah graduates are 
themselves seeking admission in modern educational institutions 
to learn English and modern sciences, and university graduates are 
learning religious sciences. Moreover, Muslim students receiving 
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higher degrees in Islamic religious sciences from Western universities, 
are not only able to obtain better pay and higher status but are also 
able to analyze issues more scientifically. This fusion is gradually 
helping to accelerate the development of Fiqh and bring it closer to 
the echelons of power. 

The role of Sufism

Another consequence of the corruption and worldliness of the royal 
courts was the refuge a number of pious and consciencious [ulama’
sought in Sufism or asceticism. In spite of much opposition to Sufism 
from the [ulama’ because of a number of concepts which were clearly 
in conflict with basic Islamic teachings,  the Sufis gradually began 
to attract more and more people and to dominate the religious 
environment of many Muslim countries. This was the result of 
their piety, simple lives, honest livelihood, easy accessibility and the 
helpful attitude of many (though not all) of them. They also played 
an important role in the spread of Islam in a substantial part of the 
world. The really pious among them act like religious psychiatrists; 
people go to them with difficulties and do succeed in finding spiritual 
solace and mental satisfaction.

In spite of the efforts by a number of scholars like al-Ghazali
(d. / ) and Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi (d. / ) to cleanse 
Sufism of its objectionable elements, it has not become sufficiently 
reformed and has, therefore, hurt Islam in two very important 
ways. Firstly, the Shari[ah that the Prophet (pbuh) preached, stood 
for the establishment of a just socio-economic order through the 
promotion of individual as well as social righteousness and the 
creation of institutions that were necessary for this purpose. It 
required Muslims to boldly face the different challenges in political, 
social and economic life, and not to run away from them. However, 
the Sufis did not pay much attention to social righteousness in its 
broader sense of struggling for the realization of justice and human 
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rights. They rather promoted resignation to the prevailing political, 
social and economic fate. 

Secondly, the Shari[ah that the Prophet preached stood for the 
realization of a balance between material and spiritual pursuits. Sufism 
destroyed this balance by emphasizing individual piety in its extreme 
form. It eulogized poverty and asceticism and promoted ecstatic 
obliteration of the individual self. It stood for full-time devotion to 
prayer and lack of interest in worldly matters. By removing some of 
the most upright, competent and well-respected [ulama’, who could 
have helped change the course of history, from the practical realities 
of life and from active political struggle for the establishment of a 
just socio-economic order, it unwittingly became one of the factors 
that helped perpetuate the prevailing unjust power structures.

Nevertheless, the Sufis can still play an important role in the 
moral regeneration of the Muslim world if they return to their 
original mission of spiritual purification, take part in the peaceful 
and non-violent struggle for the restoration of justice and people’s 
rights, and rid themselves of the un-Islamic concepts that crept into 
its practice later on. The charisma that some of them still have as well 
as their simple lives and upright characters can be of great service 
in the moral, economic, and political reform of the Muslim world. 
However, if the Sufis continue to be glued steadfastly to their own 
ways and express disdain for those who get involved in the socio-
political struggle, they may only serve to slow down the ongoing 
reform movement and also, in the process, marginalize themselves 
even more than what they are already.

Deterioration in the position of women

With the weakening of central government, the spread of political 
insecurity, and the decline in rationalism, the position of women 
also suffered in Muslim society. Essentially, the important role that 
woman had played earlier in nearly all aspects of life began to decline. 
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The Qur’an prescribed for them rights equal to those of men ( : ). 
It also required men to treat them gently and fairly ( : ) and to 
fulfil their obligations towards them graciously ( : ), so as to be 
able to realize the ultimate goal of peace of mind as well as mutual 
love and affection ( : ).

The Prophet (pbuh) further reinforced these and other verses 
of the Qur’an by characterizing women as sisters of men. In the 
sermon that he delivered during his farewell pilgrimage, he exhorted 
men to fear God in their treatment of women because they (men) 
had accepted them (women) as “a trust from God”. On another 
occasion he warned them against usurping the rights of women by 
taking advantage of their weakness. These, as well as a number of 
other ahadith, have been interpreted as a testimony for their equal 
(and not inferior) status and the playing of a complementary role 
to men in the betterment of society. ‘Umar, the second Caliph, felt 
prompted, therefore, to say: “During the pre-Islamic period (al-
Jahiliyyah), we did not consider women to be anything. However, 
after the coming of Islam, when God Himself expressed His concern 
for them, we realized that they also had rights over us.”

During the days of the Prophet himself (pbuh), women played 
an important role, by participating in a number of religious, social, 
educational, economic and political activities. They “were accorded 
property rights not equalled in the West until modern times”. They 
even helped in the war effort. As a result of their participation in 
various activities, everyone knew about the Prophet’s wives, daughters 
and aunts as well as other prominent ladies of the time. This would 
not have happened if they had remained confined to their homes 
and did not come into contact with men. 

Some women used to cover their faces before the Prophet’s days, 
while others did not. In keeping with his humane attitude of not 
using coercion, the Prophet did not force them to uncover their 
faces. However, he did require them to leave their faces uncovered 
during prayers, [Umrah and Hajj. Some of his Companions wished 
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to prevent women from going to the mosques, but he clearly and 
forcefully forbade them from doing so. Accordingly, the verdict 
of a number of respected Islamic scholars of the past as well as the 
present is that, while women are required to be dressed modestly in 
keeping with the teachings of the Shari[ah, they are not expected to 
cover their faces or to be confined to their homes.

Women are well-represented in the books of history, Tafsir,
Hadith and Fiqh. In the biographical literature devoted to the 
Companions, over ,  female Companions are included, roughly 
about  to  percent of the total entries. During the Umayyad 
and the early [Abbasid periods as well, women enjoyed more or less 
the same liberty as they did during the Prophet’s time. A number 
of them, including Harun al-Rashid’s mother, wife and daughter, 
played an important role in their society. After reading the histories 
of thousands of women in  bibliographical collections dating from 
the ninth century, Ruth Roded, lecturer at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, did not find any evidence to support the view that Muslim 
women were “marginal, secluded and restricted”. She, therefore, 
concluded that “the role of women in traditional Islamic society 
has often been portrayed in extremely negative terms that are not 
justified by historic reality”.

Even down to the Ottoman period, women owned property, 
which her husband could not touch during her life-time. Women 
established waqf (charitable endowments) to support education 
and other benevolent causes. This demonstrates their ownership of 
property.  While studying waqf endowments in Ottoman Aleppo, 
Roded was “astounded to discover  percent of the endowments 
were founded by women and that women’s endowments differed 
little from those of men”.  Women also acted as farmers, merchants, 
artisans and landlords. Courts were active in safeguarding women’s 
rights, and particularly inheritance rights, in conformity with the 
Shari[ah. No stigma seems to have been attached to a woman’s 
attending court in person, and quite a few women took care of their 
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affairs without the mediation of a male representative. Schatzmiller, 
writing on labour in the medieval Islamic world, states that 
“stagnation, aversion to manual labour, and the limited participation 
of women in economic activities and in the labour force can no 
longer be upheld”.

The picture that emerges from all this differs considerably from 
what now prevails in most Muslim countries. Women are illiterate, 
secluded, and generally deprived of the rights that Islam has given 
them. They have little role to play in their societies. In some Muslim 
societies they are even deprived of the right to inherit property. Except 
for the Haram in Makkah and the Prophet’s Mosque in Madinah, 
it is rare to see women in the mosques except during the month 
of Ramadan and that too in some countries. One may, therefore, 
wonder about what historical factors brought about the change. No 
sociological explanation seems to have been offered so far. It may 
be worth exploring whether one important cause was insecurity 
of life and property that resulted from the political upheavals 
and the weak law and order situation prevailing over a number of 
centuries starting from the later part of the [Abbasid dynasty down 
through the Buwayhid ( - / - ) and the Saljuqid ( -

/ - ) dynasties. The barbarian Mongol ( - / - )
and Timurid ( - / - ) occupations may have further 
accentuated the seclusion to save Muslim women from being subject 
to molestation. In periods of turmoil, disorder and anarchy (fasad
or fitnah), fiqh allows the imposition of restrictions as precautionary 
measures (sadd al-dhari[ah) to prevent harm – restrictions that are 
not allowed by the Shari[ah under normal circumstances. Since 
the turmoil prevailed for centuries, the restrictions which may have 
been accepted for a temporary period became locked-in through 
path dependence and became a permanent characteristic of Muslim 
society. Furthermore, prevailing local customs and traditions helped 
provide the needed self-reinforcing mechanisms. People continued 
in their own ways, and many of the practices which Islam came to 
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abolish or reform were not only left undisturbed but even became 
associated with Islam, there being no satisfactory arrangement for 
the education of the masses in the values of Islam.

In some Muslim countries the seclusion has become so strict 
that men and women live in two entirely separate worlds with little 
interaction between them except in the family. This has not only 
prevented men and women from playing their mutually supporting 
roles in society, but has also deprived women of education and 
economic independence. While in rural areas, women are at least 
able to work in the field, in urban areas they are unable to play any 
significant role except that of attending to household responsibilities. 
Women’s ignorance, confinement to the house, and total dependence 
on their husbands for the fulfillment of practically all needs, prevents 
them from asserting themselves and obtaining the rights that Islam 
has given them. A number of [ulama’ have now come to their defence 
and tried to show the true Islamic position on the subject. Any 
society where nearly half of the population becomes marginalized 
and is unable to play its potential role in keeping with the talents 
that God has granted to it, is bound to have stunted growth.
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Muslim history clearly demonstrates that all the different constituents 
of a civilization, including the people, their worldview, beliefs and 
values, the government, the economy, and justice and development, 
play a complementary and interdependent role in that civilization’s 
rise or fall. One of these constituents may act as the trigger mechanism 
and the rest may be affected over time through the process of circular 
causation. It also shows that human beings themselves have a crucial 
role to play in this process because they are not just the end, but also 
the means of development. Since they are the end, their well-being 
needs to be ensured. If this is not done, they will not be motivated 
to work hard and innovate. However, since they are also the means, 
they may not be able to render their best for the overall development 
of their society and mankind unless some requisites are ensured. 
These include:

a. The proper moral upbringing and education of the people, 
and in particular the new generation, along with training in 
skills in demand; 
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b. Justice, law and order, and security of life, property, and 
honour for every individual;

c. Suitable employment and self-employment opportunities to 
enable people to utilize their talents fruitfully for raising their 
own well-being as well as that of their society, and 

d. A proper environment that is conducive to the promotion of 
not only hard, efficient and creative work but also of mutual 
trust, cooperation and social solidarity.

It may not be possible to satisfy all these requisites without a 
proper worldview that provides values or rules of behaviour that 
clearly define the rights and responsibilities of all members of society. 
These values may, in turn, be meaningless unless they are enforced 
impartially for the benefit of all by an efficient, honest and strong 
government accountable before the people. While the moral uplift of 
all individuals is indispensable for human well-being, development of 
society’s wealth is also important not only for improving the material 
well-being of the people to motivate them to do their best but also 
for providing resources to the government to fulfil its responsibilities 
effectively. Wealth and development acquire even greater importance 
with the passage of time as the number of people increases and the 
challenges faced by them as well as the government become more 
and more difficult, indeed complex. While a society may be able 
to advance in the short-run in spite of the weakness of any one of 
the variables included in Ibn Khaldun’s model, it may not be able 
to sustain the advance in the long-run. The weakness of one may 
become reflected over time in the weakness of all others. 

The Muslims were able to strengthen all variables to a substantial 
extent, though not as much as desired, and thereby realized the rapid 
overall development and advance of their society. However, later on 
political authority started to neglect its responsibilities. It failed to 
implement some important aspects of the Shari[ah and to ensure 
justice, security of life, property and honour, and to provide the 
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educational, health and infrastructure facilities needed by the people 
to realize their full potential. Consequently, development suffered a 
setback as did the wealth at society’s disposal and the government’s 
military and political strength. 

The first lesson

The question is: why did rulers start to neglect their responsibilities? 
The answer is provided by the first lesson of Muslim history that 
accountability before the people is indispensable for motivating rulers 
to perform their tasks effectively for the well-being of the people. 
For this purpose Islam instituted the system of khilafah with shura.
If these two institutions had been allowed to operate in earnest for 
a sufficiently long period of time, the embryonic framework that 
developed during the Khilafah al-Rashidah for both these and for the 
effective functioning of the government may have gradually evolved, 
with some frustrations and setbacks from time to time, into a more 
sophisticated constitutional and legal framework, which took place 
in the West. The environment for such evolution was perhaps not 
favourable in those days for a faith that was rapidly expanding over 
a vast geographical area in different communities with divergent 
cultural and political backgrounds. It thus became possible for 
Mu[awiyah, who became Khalifah in / ,  years after the 
Prophet’s death, to nip the system in the bud by bequeathing the 
khilafah to his son  years later through hereditary succession. There 
were revolts against this but these did not succeed because of the 
impossibility of successfully organizing widespread public agitation 
against this move, especially given the slow means of transportation 
and communication of those days.

The system of khilafah and shura could not, therefore, become 
institutionalized, and instead of the transfer of power taking place 
in an orderly manner by virtue of ability and character through the 
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consensus of the community, as envisaged by the Shari[ah, it took 
place by hereditary means or force. This increasingly led to wars 
of succession, fragmentation and disunity, and to the absence of 
accountability and the neglect of responsibilities on the part of the 
government. The result has been the creation of the most damaging 
fault line in Muslim history. Kramer has hence rightly pointed out 
that “the causes of the decline were to be sought mainly within the 
body politic”.

Political authority did not, however, deteriorate into despotism 
immediately after the abolition of khilafah. This was not possible in 
a society where the spirit of Islamic values had been infused by the 
Prophet (pbuh) himself. The Shari[ah continued to be a source of 
inspiration for the people, and of at least some moral constraint on the 
government, which could not avoid wearing the cloak of the Shari[ah, 
even if it did not care to implement its teachings fully. Moreover, 
there arose in almost all dynasties some conscientious and competent 
rulers who tried to set things right, at least partially. Such bouncing 
back was, however, due to the rulers’ own initiative rather than to an 
institutional imperative built into the political system in keeping with 
what the system of khilafah with shura had envisaged.

The second lesson

This leads to the second lesson of Muslim history, which is that 
the lack of political accountability gradually gives rise to a number 
of ills that hurt both justice and development. One of the first 
ill effects of this was the loss of freedom of expression whereby it 
was no longer possible for people to criticize rulers and to discuss 
government policies openly. This led to the creation of fertile ground 
for inequality before the law, in clear violation of the Shari[ah, and 
the formation of a privileged class which could not be subjected 
fully to the discipline of the Shari[ah. A major mechanism for self-
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correction in the political system was, thus, nearly lost. Possibilities 
for reform hence receded more and more into the background. 
Corruption, inefficiency, and inequities accentuated and public 
resources were increasingly used for the luxury of the royal court 
and the pursuit of expensive military campaigns aimed at territorial 
expansion, particularly during the Ottoman period. Low priority 
was given to nation-building activities like education, health, 
research, and infrastructure construction, thereby sowing the seeds of 
ultimate Muslim backwardness, particularly in civilian and military 
technology. 

Slow development was not conducive to an adequate rise in 
government revenues. Since expenditures, nevertheless, kept on 
rising, fiscal imbalances were accentuated. To cover these, there was 
increasing recourse to exploitative tax-farming, taxation beyond the 
ability of the people to bear, currency debasing, the sale of public 
offices, which led to the appointment of incompetent people to senior 
positions, and excessive borrowing. Socio-economic justice, the 
raison d’être of Islam and an indispensable requisite for development, 
suffered a severe setback. Agriculture stagnated, and peasants, 
artisans and traders became impoverished. The solidarity between 
the people and the rulers weakened. The quality of the people 
declined, their vitality and motivation suffered, and the economy 
could not keep pace with the growing needs of the people as well 
as the government. As a result, the Muslim world lagged behind in 
all-round development, and was thereby unable to face the economic 
and military challenges from a rapidly rising Western civilization. 

The third lesson

The third lesson of Muslim history is that it is not possible for 
political authority to impose its own worldview on people. Such 
efforts rupture the solidarity between people and rulers, accentuate 
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social turmoil, and vitiate the atmosphere for development. The 
effort of al-Ma’mun to impose the Mu[tazili worldview on people by 
the use of brute force alienated pious and well-respected [ulama’ who 
had already become disgruntled with the rulers after the introduction 
of political illegitimacy, increases in the luxury of the royal court 
and socio-economic inequities. Since these pious [ulama’ enjoyed 
the peoples’ confidence, rulers’ lack of solidarity with the [ulama’
was itself reflected in a decline in the rulers’ rapport with the people. 
Tensions and conflict gradually became more aggravated, leading 
eventually to the [Abbasids’ downfall. 

The experience of al-Ma’mun is corroborated by that of Soviet 
Russia, Eastern Europe, China, Turkey, Algeria and Tunisia. All show 
that discontent and unrest initiated by efforts to forcefully impose a 
worldview unacceptable to the people continues to simmer, leading 
to the breakdown of solidarity between the government and the 
people, and the accentuation of conflict and tension.

Repression has never succeeded and never will. The use of 
repressive methods by the Church was responsible, to a considerable 
extent, for the success of the Enlightenment in its anti-religious form. 
If the Church had adopted a more rational approach, religion may 
not have suffered as much of a set-back in the West as it actually 
did. If the Mu[tazilites had not used force, rationalism may not have 
suffered as much of a set-back in the Muslim world as it did. The free 
interaction of rationalist and conservative views might perhaps have 
ultimately led to a relatively more balanced equilibrium. The use of 
repression to enforce unacceptable views on people led to an extreme 
reaction against the rationalists and generated tensions in the Muslim 
world which ultimately meant a lack of emphasis on the teaching 
of science subjects in religious schools. Furthermore, since the 
government did not spare resources for the teaching of science, the 
development of science and technology suffered, making the Muslim 
world unable to successfully face the challenges it encountered. Such 
tension and suspicion also deprived students of religious schools of 
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the tools of analysis that they needed for the development of Fiqh
and other religious sciences. 

The fourth lesson 

Al-Ma’mun’s experience also teaches the fourth lesson of Muslim 
history, whereby once the people are alienated, the government 
loses its grass roots support and needs to rely on the help of external 
guards to stay in power. This, however, proves ultimately to be self-
defeating. It makes rulers complacent, further reduces their contact 
and dialogue with people, leaves conflicts unresolved, increases 
tensions, lowers development and leads to the domination of the 
country by outsiders. If, instead, the government were to resort to a 
strategy of dialogue, sharing power, conflict resolution, and solving 
the people’s problems, it would prolong its power base without 
reliance on external forces, and also save the country from ruin.

The fifth lesson

The fifth lesson of Islamic history is that Islam is not the cause of 
Muslim decline. Islam has, in fact, itself been, and continues to be, a 
victim of lack of political accountability, corruption and repression. 
The desire of political authority to exploit Islam for solving its own 
vested interests by trying to extract verdicts that were not in harmony 
with the Shari[ah was one of the important factors that led to the 
closure of the ijtihad gate and the stagnation of Fiqh, making it unable 
to face newer challenges. It also led pious and competent [ulama’
and Sufis to avoid the royal courts so as to safeguard themselves from 
corruption and human rights violations, but in turn also isolated 
them from the practical realities of life. They, therefore, became less 
effective in fulfilling their natural role of contributing to the reform 
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of the people and government, ensuring sanctity of human rights, 
and promoting the development of Fiqh so that it could successfully 
respond to the changing realities of life.

The soft landing

The cycle of circular causation, however, took several centuries to 
complete. This is because some of the functions of the body politic 
were taken over by other social and political institutions and, thereby, 
helped soften the decline. The most important of these offsetting 
institutions was Islam itself, which, in spite of losing its dynamism, 
has continued to inspire the people as well as some sectors of the 
government in different dynasties. This has helped maintain at least 
some semblance of justice, reduced the misery of the poorer elements 
of the population, and also ensured family and social solidarity to a 
substantial extent. If it had not been for Islam, Muslim decline may 
have been more precipitous. 

The people themselves, specially the conscientious among the 
well-to-do and the pious among the [ulama’, tried to offset the 
shortcomings of rulers. Many of the services that the government 
was expected to provide, were only enabled by private philanthropy, 
particularly through the institution of waqf, to build schools, 
hospitals, and markets and to ensure a number of other public goods 
and services. In addition to waqf, zakah and sadaqat were also used 
for the well-being of the poor and the vulnerable. This was primarily 
due to the great emphasis on charity, brotherhood and care of the 
distressed in Islamic values. If such philanthropy had not been 
available during periods of disorder, chaos and economic breakdown, 
the condition of the poor and those uprooted by civil shift would 
perhaps have been extremely miserable. 

The [ulama’ continued to use mosques and madrasahs as centres 
of religious education. However, mosques, madrasahs and Friday 
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sermons were not enough to fulfil the gigantic task of educating and 
reforming the people, who were expanding at an exponential rate 
with an enormously large mass of humanity entering into the fold 
of Islam. Such converts needed a more systematic and widespread 
system of education for orientation into the Islamic worldview and 
values, without which their moral transformation was impossible. 
Since this was not arranged, the people continued in their own ways, 
and many of the practices which Islam came to abolish or reform, not 
only continued undisturbed, but even became associated with Islam. 
The [ulama’ could not possibly have mustered the resources required 
for this task, particularly when economies were also slackening. 

Notes
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Six hundred years have passed since Ibn Khaldun wrote the 
Muqaddimah. One would have expected that the analysis made by a 
man of his moral and mental calibre would receive serious attention 
from rulers. This might have prompted them to implement in the 
body politic the reforms enunciated by Islam so as to ensure political 
accountability, justice and development, and, thereby, help reverse 
the cycle of circular causation in a positive direction. However, 
this did not happen. The overall Muslim decline has persisted even 
though it has not been a straight line phenomenon and some Muslim 
countries have done better than others. The primary reason for 
this overall decline is that the Muslim world has failed to learn the 
lessons of history indicated in the previous chapter. Lack of political 
accountability which triggered the decline, has continued until 
today. The Muslim world has not been able until now to establish a 
procedure for the orderly transfer of the reins of power to the most 
upright and competent in the eyes of the people as desired by the 
Qur’an ( : ), the efficient and equitable use of public resources in 
accordance with the Shari[ah, and the free and fearless criticism of 
government policies. 
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The present position

The absence of Democracy

Only , or a little less than  percent, of the  member countries of 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) have democracy, 
while , or  percent, do not. Of these  countries,  have 
pseudo-democracy,  have absolute monarchy,  have dictatorship, 
and  are in transition. However, even those Muslim countries that 
do enjoy democracy, have it only in a formal sense: they hold elections 
and the democratic structures provide an alternance of power. 
Powerful vested interests, nevertheless, succeed in getting elected 
and re-elected. The poor and disadvantaged are in most cases not 
free to vote as they wish and are poorly represented in the echelons 
of power. Democracy has, thus, not been able to take hold in a real 
sense. While effective democratic processes have gone a long way in 
ensuring good governance and the effective use of public resources 
for development in the Western world, the Muslim world has lagged 
behind because of the near absence of accountability of the rulers 
and of good governance, which democracy tends to bring.

The impact of this on the socio-economy

The absence of democracy has led to a number of evils through the 
operation of circular causation. One of these is lack of freedom of 
the press. Only Muslim countries  are free,  are partly free and 

 are not free. The inability to criticize the government in the news 
media or other forums like the parliament (shura) or through peaceful 
demonstrations contributes to poor governance, lack of transparency 
and unhealthy policies. It also promotes corruption and misuse of 
public resources for the private benefit of the rich and the powerful. 
Even if the press is free in some countries, public criticism does not 
have any impact if the ruler is able to use different machinations to 
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prolong his stay in power. Empirical studies have led to a consensus 
in economic literature that corruption and poor governance have 
substantial adverse effects on development.

The “Corruption Perception Index” prepared by the Berlin-based 
Transparency International includes  countries and ranges from 

 (least corrupt) to zero (most corrupt). A score of  on this index 
indicates a borderline country. Only Muslim countries are above 
this borderline with scores ranging from .  to . .  countries 
fall below this borderline. No data are available for the rest. The 
likelihood, however, is that most of these other countries for which no 
data are available may also lie below the borderline. It is disheartening 
to note that six of the ten most corrupt countries are Muslim and 
that all of the three most corrupt countries are also Muslim. This is 
so in spite of the fact that the Qur’an emphatically prohibits wrongful 
acquisition of wealth and the taking of bribes ( :  and : ). 

Corruption, combined with lack of freedom of expression, tends 
to corrupt the courts as well, in which case, there is little likelihood 
that the power elite will be punished. When the wrongdoers are not 
punished, the vice tends to spread until it becomes locked-in through 
the operation of path dependence and self-reinforcing mechanisms. 
It then becomes difficult to root out the evil. If only the poor are 
punished, then there is a rise in discontent and a decline in solidarity 
between the government and the people. This contributes to social 
and political instability, which is among the major factors that hurt 
economic development.

As a result of corruption, a substantial part of the scarce public 
resources of these countries is diverted to the building of palaces 
and the financing of luxury and conspicuous consumption of the 
power elite, making governments unable to spend adequately on 
education, health, infrastructure construction and the provision 
of public services needed for accelerated development. Corruption 
also raises the transactions costs of the private sector and, thereby, 
adversely affects the rate of return. Savings, therefore, go abroad and 
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domestic investment tends to decline. This is bound to affect growth 
as confirmed by the inferior performance of most Muslim countries. 
Even though the total population of the Muslim countries is ,
million and constitutes around  percent of the world’s population 
of ,  million,  their total real GDP at constant  dollars is 
only ,  billion. This represents only .  percent of the world real 
GDP of $ ,  billion. Their PPP adjusted per capita GDP is 
$ , , which is  percent of the PPP adjusted GDP of $ ,  for 
the world, and  percent of the PPP adjusted GDP of $ ,  for 
high income countries. Only four Muslim countries, all of whom 
happen to be oil-producing, are able to get into the high income 
category (HIC) and only six into the upper middle income (UMC) 
category.  fall into the low middle income category (LMC) and 
fall into the low income category (LIC).

Education, which received high priority in the early history of 
Islam and which was one of the causes of its rise, has not received the 
emphasis it needs in government budgets. Accordingly, the average 
adult illiteracy rate in these countries was  percent in . This 
means that around  million people are illiterate and unable to 
contribute their full potential to development. All these countries 
together have only  universities whereas the US alone has , ,
or more than three times as many, when its population is a little 
over one-fifth. Democracy, education and development reinforced 
each other in the Western world. Education promoted development 
and development led to a rise in the demand for education, which 
it was possible to satisfy because of state support for it as a result of 
the rise in revenues. Education and development together helped 
reinforce democracy. 

The Human Development Index

No wonder only Muslim countries score high on the UNDP 
Human Development Index (HDI), while  and  receive medium 
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and low scores respectively. However, the problem with the HDI
is that it incorporates only three variables: life expectancy at birth, 
literacy, and GDP per capita adjusted for purchasing power parity. 
It, thus, reflects the restricted framework of Development Economics 
before it recognized the crucial role played in development by social, 
cultural and political institutions, which Ibn Khaldun emphasized 
in his model and which Development Economics has now belatedly 
come to recognize. 

It is, therefore, necessary to prepare a more comprehensive index. 
This would lead to the inclusion of a number of other variables, 
including justice, family integrity, social harmony, mental peace, 
reward for merit and hard work, and minimization of crime, tension 
and anomie. Also important are democracy, freedom of expression, 
the equitable distribution of income and wealth, and an honest 
and effective judiciary. Data may not be available on all these. It is, 
nevertheless, important to construct as comprehensive an index as 
possible and to strive for the collection of data not as yet available. 

It may not be surprising if Muslim countries, which do not score 
high on the existing HDI, may perhaps turn out to be even more so 
on the scale of a more comprehensive index. This is because, after 
centuries of operation of Ibn Khaldun’s model, political illegitimacy is 
no longer the only problem faced by Muslim societies. All the socio-
economic and political institutions of these countries have gradually 
become vitiated through the operation of circular causation so that 
it is now difficult to distinguish the cause from the effect. There is, 
therefore, need for comprehensive reform. Paying attention to only 
economic or even political variables to reverse the cycle of decline 
may not be enough.

Notes

. Based on data for the year  given in “The Index of Electionworld. org”. 
Democracy is defined by the Index of Electionworld as a country in which 
democratic structures provide an alternance of power. Pseudo-democracy is 
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defined as a country having democratic structures but without a real chance of 
alternance of power.

. See Besley and Burgess, , p. .

. There is a great deal of literature available now on the positive effect of 
democracy on good governance and of good governance on development (see, 
for example, Mulligan et al., ; Kaufmann and Kraay, ; Hall and Jones, 

, and Kaufmann et al., ). A few authors have, however, argued that 
democracy hinders economic growth, particularly in less developed countries, 
because democratic governments are unable to vigorously implement policies 
that are necessary for accelerated development (Sirowy and Inkles, ;
Johnson,  and MacIntyre, ). This line of thinking gained prominence 
during the heyday of the Soviet Union and of China’s great leap forward but 
seems to have fewer followers now.

. Wherever the term ‘Muslim countries’ is used in this chapter, it refers to the 
members of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), which is like a 
United Nations of Muslim countries.

. Based on data given in “Freedom of the Press ”, www.freedomhouse.
org. The definition of ‘free’, ‘partly free’ and ‘not free’ by Freedomhouse is 
based on each country’s prevailing legal ( -  points), political ( -  points) 
and economic ( -  points) environment affecting the press. The higher the 
restrictions, the higher the number of points the country receives. A country’s 
final score is based on the total of these three criteria. A score of  to  places 
the country in the free press group;  to  in the partly free group, and  to 

 in the not free group.
. Kaufmann et al., ; Knack and Keefer, ; Mauro, , , p. .
. The data are for the year . Corruption is defined by Transparency 

International “as the abuse of public office for private gain”. The index tries to 
measure the degree to which corruption is perceived to exist among a country’s 
public officials and politicians.

. This data are for the year  given in Islamic Development Bank (IDB), ,
Table . , p. . There are Muslims in non-Muslim countries and non-Muslims 
in Muslim countries. This figure does not, therefore, indicate the total number 
of Muslims all over the world. The total number of Muslims is estimated to be 
somewhere between .  and .  billion.

. Islamic Development Bank (IDB), , Table . b, p. .
. World Bank, , p. .
. Islamic Development Bank, , Table . , p. .
. Based on data given in www.universitiesworldwide; Islamic Development Bank, 

 and IMF, April .
. Based on the data for the year  given in Islamic Development Bank, ,

Table . b, p. . No data are given for four countries. Data for Guyana, which 
is a member of OIC but not of IDB, is for  and obtained from UNDP, 

, pp. - .
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the need for reform

Where to start?

The call for comprehensive reform in Muslim countries to reverse 
the cycle of circular causation, brought into operation by the end of 
political accountability and the intensification of authoritarian rule, 
automatically raises the crucial question of where to start? The best 
place to start would be where the Prophet himself (pbuh) started –
the reform of human beings. They play the role of a locomotive in 
the rise or fall of any civilization. However, even though they need 
to receive the topmost priority, this does not necessarily mean that 
other socio-economic and political factors that have been vitiated 
over the centuries through the process of circular causation do not 
need to be given simultaneous attention.

Moral reform

The crux of the problem, however, is how to reform individuals in 
such a way that they are transformed into better human beings and 
become a source of blessing not only for their own society but also for 
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mankind as a whole, in keeping with the Prophet’s mission specified 
in the Qur’an ( : ). For this purpose it is necessary to change 
their character, ability, motivation and mental outlook by giving 
maximum attention to their moral upbringing and education. This 
is what all the Messengers of God, including Abraham, Moses, Jesus 
and Muhammad, peace be upon them all, tried to do.

Such an emphasis on moral upbringing may appear to be odd and 
uncalled for in the present-day secularist and liberal environment. 
The undeniable fact, however, is that it is the religious worldview 
which carries the potential to help strengthen all the qualities of 
character that are needed for sustained development and realization 
of the Islamic vision of justice, brotherhood and the well-being of 
all. It may not be possible to ensure the well-being of all if everyone 
is committed to serving just their own self-interest and is not willing 
to make the kind of sacrifices that the well-being of all demands. It 
is the religious worldview, with accountability in the Hereafter and 
the sanctity of moral values, that can help motivate individuals to 
make the needed sacrifice. The religious worldview does this by giving 
the serving of self-interest a long-run perspective – in this world as 
well as the Hereafter. The more individuals sacrifice their self-interest 
to fulfill their moral, socio-economic and political obligations in 
this world, which is after all transient, the more their self-interest 
is served in the Hereafter, which is eternal. Raising peoples’ moral 
consciousness is, therefore, unavoidable. In this respect, the Qur’an
clearly emphasizes the role of belief, moral reform and justice in the 
rise and fall of societies. (See for example, : ; : ; : ; :
and : - .)

History is replete with examples of where a society has reached 
its climax as a result of moral reform. Intellectual and economic 
advance have then generally followed. Kroeber too rightly pointed 
out: “I cannot think of a single people which first evolved a high 
science, philosophy, or art, and thereafter a religious pattern.”
Schweitzer has also emphasized that “if ethical foundation is lacking, 
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then civilization collapses even when in other directions creative and 
intellectual forces of the strongest nature are at work”. Therefore, 
according to him, “moral control over men’s dispositions is much 
more important than control over nature”. Toynbee has also argued 
that “the command over non-human nature, which science has 
in its gift, is of almost infinitely less importance to Man than his 
relations with himself, with his fellow men, and with God”. More 
recently, Nigel Lawson, British Chancellor of the Exchequer, -

, stressed that “no political or economic order can long survive 
except on a moral base”. Friedman, a Harvard professor, has also 
argued in his recent book that moral growth and economic growth 
go hand in hand, reinforcing each other. Even empirical evidence 
has established the positive impact of religiosity on a wide variety 
of outcomes. This is a clear vindication of the religious worldview, 
which Ibn Khaldun and even a number of Western scholars represent, 
but which the Enlightenment movement tried to undermine with 
only transient success. It is gratifying that the reinstatement of the 
religious worldview is gaining momentum day by day.

Justice, development and the alleviation of poverty 

It may, however, be difficult to raise the moral calibre of the people 
unless justice is also ensured. Al-Mawardi (d. / ) rightly 
observed that “there is nothing that destroys the world and the 
conscience of the people faster than injustice”.  Justice, in spite 
of being a distinguishing characteristic of Islamic teachings, is 
conspicuously missing from Muslim countries and constitutes a 
source of many internal and external problems. One of the first 
reflections of any programme to ensure justice has to be the removal 
of poverty, which leads to incapacity, helplessness and crime, and 
can even, according to the Prophet (pbuh), drive a person close 
to disbelief. It may not, however, be possible to remove poverty 
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without effectively using all the available resources to accelerate the 
pace of rural as well as urban development and promote employment 
and self-employment opportunities. 

Proliferating education and microfinance

The overly ideological effort to impose neo-liberalism and market 
fundamentalism on developing countries in the guise of a Washington 
Consensus is generally considered to have failed.  Recent literature 
on development indicates that there is no unique universal set of 
rules that can be followed by developing countries to accelerate 
development. Muslim countries can choose the strategy that suits 
them most in accordance with their goals and circumstances.
However, while every effort needs to be made to accelerate 
development, the focus should simultaneously be on ensuring 
justice. This will remain a false hope if poverty is not alleviated and 
the prevailing flagrant inequalities of income and wealth are not 
reduced. Two of the most important hurdles on the path to realizing 
this goal are the exorbitant cost of education and microfinance. It 
is, therefore, important to make high quality education accessible 
to the poor, preferably free of charge and, if this is not feasible, at 
affordable prices, so as to raise their moral and intellectual quality 
and to teach them the skills in demand. It is also equally important 
to make microfinance available to them at an affordable cost so as 
to enable them to establish their own micro-enterprises. 

Since the decline in education, research and technology has been 
one of the most important causes of Muslim decline, it is imperative 
to remove the existing gap in these areas between the Muslim 
and developed countries by providing high quality education and 
research facilities through the proliferation of properly equipped 
schools, colleges and universities all over the country. In this process 
special care needs to be taken to ensure that education is accessible 
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to all sectors of the society and not just to the rich. It is, however, 
unfortunate that privatization of education has made education so 
expensive that it is now beyond the reach of the poor. If this condition 
is not corrected, it is primarily the rich who will be able to acquire 
higher education. This will raise inequalities of income and wealth 
instead of reducing them and, thereby, aggravate the prevailing 
tensions and unrest in Muslim societies. It is, therefore, imperative 
to considerably reduce the cost of education for the poor. This may 
not be possible without substantially raising government subsidies 
for education and streamlining the collection and distribution of 
zakah, waqf and other charitable private contributions. If the human 
factor is the most important for development, there is no reason 
why a greater proportion of government resources should not be 
allocated for the spread of education, which seems to have been one 
of the greatest victims of the lack of political accountability in the 
Muslim world.

Another important and unavoidable requirement for alleviating 
poverty is to make microfinance available to the poor to enable them 
to realize their dream of establishing their own micro-enterprises. It 
seems that interest-based microfinance has not proved an effective 
way of helping them in this task. A timely study ( ) edited by Dr. 
Qazi Kholiquzzaman Ahmad, President of the Bangladesh Economic 
Association, about the working of major microfinance institutions 
in Bangladesh has revealed that in a majority of cases the desired 
improvements have not been realized in the lives of borrowers. The 
effective rate of interest turns out to be as high as  to  percent and 
causes serious hardship to the borrowers in servicing the debt. They 
are often constrained to not only sacrifice essential consumption 
but also borrow from money-lenders. This engulfs them unwittingly 
into an unending debt cycle which will not only perpetuate poverty 
but also ultimately lead to a rise in unrest and social tension. It 
is, therefore, important that, while the innovative group-based 
mechanism for lending adopted by the Grameen Bank and other 
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institutions in Bangladesh is retained, microfinance is provided to 
the very poor on a humane interest-free basis. This will necessitate 
the integration of microfinance with zakah and waqf institutions. 
For those who can afford them, profit-and-loss sharing and sales and 
lease-based modes of Islamic finance need to be popularized. Micro-
finance may not, however, be sufficient by itself. It is also necessary to 
expand vocational training along with infrastructure and marketing 
facilities to support micro-enterprises.

Even though the alleviation of poverty may, by itself, be a great 
achievement, it will not be sufficient to realize the Islamic goal of 
human brotherhood. It is also necessary to bring about an equitable 
distribution of income and wealth and to ensure social equality, 
dignity and respect for every individual in Muslim societies. 
Therefore, justice, moral as well as socio-economic uplift, and 
brotherhood are all interrelated, for it may not be possible to bring 
about a sustained improvement in one without an improvement in 
the other areas.

The reform of all institutions

Such an overall improvement in the human condition may be difficult 
to realize without reforming all the institutions that affect human 
behaviour. The most important of these institutions is the family. It 
is the first and the most important institution in the life of a child for 
moral upbringing as well as education. The father and the mother 
are the child’s mentors from the very beginning and unless they 
themselves are educated and their character reflects Islamic values, 
they may not be able to play their roles satisfactorily. The love and 
affection of both parents, and particularly of the mother, are crucial 
for bringing up a new generation which is morally upright, mentally 
alert, socially responsible, cooperative and caring. If the family fails 
to play this role, no one else can take its place. This is why Islam, 
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like most other religions, has stressed family integrity and a climate 
of love and affection between parents (Qur’an, : ).

The role of the family needs to be reinforced by educational 
institutions to provide high quality education in all fields of learning, 
and particularly in science and technology, to enable Muslim societies 
to compete successfully in the international arena and to attain a 
reasonably high rate of economic growth. However, while educational 
institutions played a crucial role in the earlier centuries of Muslim 
history, as a result of both private philanthropy and unflinching 
government support, they are now unable to play that role. One 
of the reasons for this is that government support for education 
and research has substantially declined as a result of political 
illegitimacy, lack of adequate appreciation of education’s crucial role 
in development and excessive spending on unproductive showpieces 
and defence. The neglect of moral as well as material education has 
had its impact on the family as well. As a result, it is unable to play 
its upbringing role effectively as a result of the lack of education of 
both parents, and particularly mothers. 

Other institutions that have an important role to play in 
upbringing and education, but which have also become ineffective, 
need to be strengthened as well. Among these are the mosques which 
have a crucial role to play in Muslim societies but which they are 
now unable to do. This is because the imams (prayer leaders), who 
are supposed to act as models and play a dynamic role in the moral 
education and character uplift of their congregations, are not only 
ill-equipped in terms of education to play this role but are also 
isolated from their congregations. They arrive just before the start 
of the prayer (iqamah) and leave shortly after the end (salam). They 
do not generally interact with the congregation and, even if they 
did, they would not be able to enhance its moral awareness because 
in many cases, their own vision of Islam is also extremely limited. 
Indeed it is often confined merely to the performance of prayers and 
the observance of certain rules of outward appearance. The imams’ 
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weak economic condition along with their low social status also 
stand in the way of their being able to play an effective role in social 
change. The prevailing condition cannot, however, be improved 
without streamlining madrasah education to teach the students the 
skills in demand along with a revised syllabus in religious education 
to enable them to analyze issues scientifically, to avoid extremism and 
stereotypes, and to appreciate more clearly the importance of justice 
and good character (khuluq hasan) in the Islamic value system.

While schools, colleges and institutions of higher learning need 
to complement the role of the family, the mosque and the madrasah
in moral upbringing, their primary role needs to be to provide 
high quality education, particularly in science and technology, and 
the needed skills to enable students to have better prospects in the 
employment market whereby they can help accelerate their country’s 
development. The quality of education at all these institutions 
needs to be greatly improved by a change in their syllabi and the 
allocation of a substantial part of government resources. Investment 
in education to raise its quality will be more productive in the long 
run than that on most other heads of spending, including military 
hardware. Kennedy, a Yale University professor, has rightly reached 
the conclusion that nations which stretch themselves militarily 
beyond what their economies will sustain are looking for a fall.

Political reform

Reform and the socio-economic uplift of human beings would, 
however, be relatively less difficult if the political system were also 
supportive. Political reform, along with freedom of expression, an 
honest judiciary, and accountability of the power elite would help 
at least reduce, if not eliminate, the now prevalent corruption and 
mismanagement. This would, in turn, enable the efficient use of 
public resources for education, health, and rural as well as urban 
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development, leading thereby to socio-economic uplift. It would also 
help introduce land reforms, thereby not only enabling the peasants 
to get a just share of their existing output but also providing them 
with the resources they need to acquire training, along with better 
seeds, tools and fertilizers, to raise their future output. The Muslim 
world would then be able to generate the kind of agricultural surplus 
needed for investment in technological, industrial and infrastructure 
development – the surplus that the Muslim world was able to 
generate in the earlier centuries and which Japan, South Korea and 
Taiwan were able to generate in recent history. Incidentally, the 
land reforms introduced into these latter countries by occupation 
authorities helped destroy the power base of feudal lords.

How to bring about political reform

The crucial question, however, is how to bring about political reform 
in countries where political illegitimacy is well-entrenched, and where 
governments use all forms of repression to curb any struggle for 
political reform. Armed struggle has, nevertheless, to be ruled out. 
It has, rarely succeeded in Muslim countries in the past, and is even 
less likely to succeed now when governments have more sophisticated 
means of suppressing it and of torturing and impoverishing those 
involved. Any effort to overthrow prevailing governments by resort 
to force and violence could lead to enormous losses in terms of both 
life and property. It may also destabilize the societies, accentuate 
inequities, slow down development and reform, and exacerbate 
existing problems. The suffering of the poor and the underprivileged 
could also be unbearably high. According to the Prophet (pbuh), it 
is not becoming of a Muslim to put himself into a tribulation which 
he does not have the strength to bear.

The best strategy for political reform is, therefore, peaceful and 
non-violent struggle, even though this may appear to be time-
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consuming. The Qur’an has clearly expressed its preference in favour 
of dialogue for resolving conflict by emphasizing: “Call towards the 
way of your Lord with wisdom, friendly admonition, and convincing 
argument” ( : ). The Prophet (pbuh) also emphasized peaceful 
struggle by saying: “Whoever is deprived of gentleness is deprived 
of goodness”, and “God is gentle and likes gentleness; He rewards 
for gentleness what He does not reward for harshness or anything 
else”. The teachings of the Qur’an, the Prophet’s (pbuh) example, 
and the lessons of history are all clearly against any resort to force 
or violence in the revival of Islam. It is difficult to understand how 
it is possible for a person to call himself a Muslim and yet kill and 
maim innocent people in clear violation of Islamic teachings. This 
cannot be considered a “blessing”, which the Qur’an wants the 
Muslims to be.

Can peaceful struggle be successful?

This brings to mind a number of questions. One of these is: is there 
any hope for success through peaceful struggle? Thankfully, a number 
of factors inspire one’s confidence in the future. The international 
environment is now unfriendly towards illegitimate governments and 
these have been gradually falling. The international environment 
is also against corruption and money laundering, making it difficult 
to hide ill-gained wealth. Moreover, domestic pressures for the 
introduction of democracy are also gaining momentum in practically 
all Muslim countries. The spread of education and the gradual 
improvement in the economic condition of the poor will also help 
weaken existing power structures that thrive on the illiteracy and 
poverty of the masses. 

The establishment of democratic governments, even if feudal 
lords initially dominate them, should weaken the power structures 
over time because of the voting power of the electorate. The pressures 
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on elected governments to fulfill their promises, may also help 
reduce corruption and military spending,  divert more resources 
to education, health and development, and also make possible the 
introduction of land reforms. The resulting improvement in the 
socio-economic condition of the rural poor, which is already taking 
place to some extent as a result of the remittances of expatriate labour, 
will then give rise to a broader and healthier middle class willing and 
able to fight for its rights democratically. 

Globalization is also acting as a check on despotic governments. 
The absence of freedom of expression domestically has become 
substantially offset by criticism in the international news media. The 
spread of news through radio and satellite television, fax machines, 
and the worldwide Web has frustrated the efforts of repressive 
governments to censor external criticism and to prevent its circulation 
among people inside the repressed country. Therefore, even if 
governments are not accountable domestically, they have become 
accountable internationally for their corruption and human rights 
violations. Though this is not sufficient, it will exercise a healthy 
influence on the future course of events.

Difficulties that lie ahead

Making democracy successful in these countries may not, however, 
be an easy task. This is because of the die-hard autocratic attitude 
of the present ruling elites, who will perhaps continue to use all 
means at their disposal to win elections. Their attitudes may not 
change easily and they may try to use a number of contrivances to 
avoid true accountability. There may not, therefore, be a significant 
difference between the behaviour of dictators and elected rulers in 
the initial phase. The real difference will, however, come gradually 
with the success of the struggle to see democracy buttressed by the 
international monitoring of elections and a free press as well as a 
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number of badly needed legal, political and judicial reforms. One of 
the most important of these reforms will have to be a restructuring of 
the election process, to remove, or at least minimize, the influence of 
money, power, and manipulation in the choice of political leadership. 
Excessive campaign spending works in favour of the wealthy and the 
powerful and against worthy middle class candidates. It also invites 
corruption by the post-election effort of successful candidates to 
recover the amount spent or to provide benefits to financiers. Such 
reform may, however, meet with great resistance and take time to 
be put in place successfully. Incompetent and corrupt political 
authority accentuates injustice, impoverishes the people, and retards 
development.

Historically inherited land holding and land tenure systems are 
also a great hindrance to democracy by being among the primary 
causes of inequities and underdevelopment and of several economic, 
social and political problems. Exploitation of the peasants renders 
them incapable of even feeding themselves and their families, leave 
alone the generation of a surplus needed for investment in improved 
seeds, fertilizers and tools, and the establishment of micro industries 
in rural as well as urban areas to increase output and income. Such 
exploitation tends to weaken their moral fibre and induces them to 
lie and cheat. It hurts their pride and their incentive to work. Their 
low productivity and output further reduces their ability to save 
and invest. It also deprives them of the education and training they 
need to raise their productivity and economic condition. Peasants, 
who constitute a preponderant majority of the population, are 
unable to vote freely to choose political representatives of their own 
choice. Feudal lords are also able to influence the armed forces and 
the government bureaucracy as well as the judiciary and the police 
through their sons and relatives, who occupy important positions 
in these institutions, and the use of their power and resources to 
suppress all opposition. The entire government machinery, thus, 
becomes their handmaid serving their vested interest. The deprivation 
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of the peasantry does not lead to higher savings on the part of feudal 
lords, who either fritter away their income on luxury and conspicuous 
consumption or invest it abroad. This forces the country to resort to 
large doses of external borrowing which has raised the debt-servicing 
burden and reduced resources available for development.

Can the Western world help?

The Western world can certainly play a catalytic role in the 
restoration of democracy and the promotion of socio-economic 
uplift in Muslim countries. This is also in its own long-run interest. 
Greater political accountability would lead to the more effective 
use of all available resources for better education and increased 
opportunities for employment and self-employment. This, in turn, 
would help promote socio-economic uplift, remove the difficulties 
and inequities that people face, and mitigate the turmoil and unrest 
in the Muslim world. It would also widen the market for mutual 
exports. More trade would lead to greater interdependence and better 
understanding and frustrate the efforts of all those who have a vested 
interest in promoting conflict.

The West cannot, however, help restore democracy or reduce 
militancy by the use of force. Force has never worked and will 
never work. The use of force by the United States and its allies in 
Afghanistan and Iraq and by Israel in Palestine and Lebanon with 
the help of the United States has led to the unwarranted killing of 
more than ,  innocent people and the destruction of precious 
infrastructure, industries, farms, schools and hospitals. Instead of 
removing poverty and enhancing socio-economic uplift and justice, 
which are the need of the hour in these countries, these attacks have 
done the reverse. This will only serve to intensify the dislike for the 
West, accentuate militancy, and lead to a clash of civilizations. This 
will be bad for all, but in particular for the Muslim world because it 
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will slow down not only its development but also the pace of badly 
needed socio-economic and political reform. 

The West needs to realize that the Muslim world, with a 
population estimated to be between .  to .  billion, is not a 
homogeneous whole. While fundamental beliefs are common among 
all Muslims, there is a great deal of diversity of languages, cultures 
and behavioural patterns. In spite of this diversity, the mainstream 
Muslim population has always been, and continues to be, moderate, 
peace loving, cooperative and easy to get along with. Lewis has 
frankly admitted this by stating: “There is something in the religious 
culture of Islam which inspired in even the humblest peasant or 
peddler a dignity and a courtesy toward others never excelled and 
rarely equalled in other civilizations.”

There are, of course, extremists and militants in Muslim society 
just as they are in every other society around the world. It is not right 
to exaggerate the existence of extremists in Muslim society because 
they constitute a very small proportion of the total and the militants 
among the extremists constitute an even smaller proportion. Muslims 
in general abhor what the militants are doing because of its being in 
clear violation of Islamic teachings. The Qur’an equates the killing of 
even one innocent person with the killing of the whole of mankind 
( : ). It also condemns fasad ( : , ; : , ; :  and : )
which refers to all varieties of crime, including the unwarranted 
destruction of life and property, non-fulfilment of socio-economic 
and political obligations, and everything that creates disorder, fear, 
insecurity and misery. Therefore, to equate Islam or Muslims with 
‘terrorism’ or ‘fascism’ is highly unjust, offensive and infuriating. It 
is only going to increase ill will and accentuate tension.

The West also needs to bear in mind that all people around the 
world love their own religion, values and culture, and will not accept 
any monolithic concept of globalization, irrespective of whether they 
are in China, Japan, India or the Muslim world. The Muslim world 
is, thus, not unique in this respect. Any effort to impose on them an 
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unacceptable alien culture is bound to meet with resistance. It also 
needs to be borne in mind that modernization or globalization are 
not necessarily equivalent to ‘Westernization’. There is no doubt that 
the adoption of modern technology is indispensable for development. 
Technology is, however, the cumulative result of contributions made 
by several civilizations, including the Chinese, Indian, Byzantine, 
Sassannian and Islamic. If technology is not Western, then what else 
is implied by Westernization? Is it values? Yet every country has the 
right to stick to its own values. This should be welcomed because it 
adds diversity and richness to the social and cultural panorama of 
the world. This does not, of course, mean that what is good in other 
cultures should not be willingly adopted. However, history bears 
witness to the fact that Muslims have always done this. 

There is no doubt that Muslims, like all other people, have their 
own weaknesses. These have nothing to do with Islam and must 
be removed. This can, however, be done only gradually through 
proper upbringing, education, socio-economic uplift and political 
reform. Bringing about social change is one of the most difficult and 
time-consuming tasks and most of the literature on social change 
suggests that change can only be brought about gradually. This 
demands a great deal of patience. Governments as well as educational 
institutions and social reform movements need to coordinate their 
efforts if they wish to succeed. 

The West also needs to realize that there is already a great deal 
of misunderstanding about it in the Muslim world because of the 
crusades and the vicious attacks on Islam and the Prophet (pbuh).
It was to be expected that these attacks, which occurred over the last 
several centuries, would decline in the age of globalization. This has, 
unfortunately, not happened. The attacks have not only increased but 
have rather become more vicious. This has intensified tension and 
exacerbated the prevailing misunderstanding. What the West needs to 
do is to change its strategy by adopting three badly needed measures. 
One of these is to refrain from attacks on Islam by emphasizing the 
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common beliefs and values of Christianity and Islam. The second 
is to provide the assistance that the Muslim countries badly need 
to expedite socio-economic uplift. The third is to promote political 
reform. 

Fortunately, this is already happening to a certain extent. 
There are a number of scholars who have been emphasizing 
the common beliefs and values of both Christianity and Islam. 
According to Richard Bulliet, these two faiths are siblings without 
essential differences so much so that there is a strong case for an 
“Islamo-Christian civilization”. According to Lewis there is even a 
significant majority of Muslims “with whom we share certain basic 
cultural and moral, social and political, beliefs and aspirations”.
He even goes on to say: “Islam has brought comfort and peace of 
mind to countless millions of men and women. It has given dignity 
and meaning to drab and impoverished lives. It has taught people 
of different races to live in brotherhood and people of different 
creeds to live side by side in reasonable tolerance. It inspired a great 
civilization in which others besides Muslims lived creative and useful 
lives and which, by its achievement, enriched the whole world.”
If there is such a great deal that is common between the two faiths 
and such a great deal that they can offer to each other, then why 
not emphasize the need for peaceful coexistence instead of a clash 
of civilizations.

Humanitarian help has also been forthcoming and this is helping 
the cause of socio-economic uplift. Moreover, a large number of 
Muslims are studying and working in Western countries. The 
remittances of expatriate workers has helped promote socio-economic 
uplift. This can be further reinforced by increased help in the 
elimination of poverty and unemployment. If the US had diverted 
the billions of dollars it spent on the destruction of Afghanistan and 
Iraq to the development of these countries it would have achieved 
what it aspired for. The West can also help in political reform by 
monitoring elections and promoting legal and institutional reform. 
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Such help will create a better climate not only for accelerated reform 
and development but also for mutual cooperation and peaceful 
coexistence. 

Can Islam play a catalytic role once again?

A crucial question which arises here is whether the revival of Islam 
that is now taking place in the Muslim world can be of any help in 
reforming and developing Muslim societies. Can it help them realize 
justice and the needed socio-economic and political reform as it did 
in the classical period? Can it also help them face the challenges 
that they are confronted with in the modern world? The general 
consensus in the Muslim world seems to be in favour of a positive 
answer. This was also acknowledged by Ramsey Clark, US Attorney 
General in the Lyndon Johnson Administration, when he stated that 
Islam: “is probably the most compelling spiritual and moral force 
on earth today”.

This may perhaps be because Islam is the only living reality in the 
Muslim world that has the charisma to attract the masses, unite them 
in spite of their great diversity, and motivate them to act righteously 
in spite of centuries of degeneration. It has its own programme for 
comprehensive moral, social, economic and political reform which 
is more suitable for these countries than any programme that may 
be imported from abroad. Its strong emphasis on moral values and 
character building, socio-economic justice, accountability of the 
political authority and rule of law, combined with its strategy of 
using education and dialogue for bringing about change, should 
prove to be a great blessing for the Muslim world. It encourages 
simple living, which helps reduce conspicuous consumption and 
thereby weakens one of the major causes of corruption and low 
savings and investment. It can also help inculcate in people a number 
of other desirable qualities like honesty and integrity, punctuality, 
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conscientiousness, diligence, frugality, self-reliance, tolerance, 
fulfillment of contracts and all socio-economic obligations, and 
concern for the rights and well-being of others – qualities which are 
necessary to promote development as well as justice. It places a strong 
emphasis on family and social solidarity, which are essential for even 
the survival of a society, leave alone its development. It is also flexible 
enough to enable adjustment to changing circumstances.

Since Islamic revival has become a deeply-rooted phenomenon in 
the Muslim world, any effort to undo Islam and transplant secularism 
in its place would necessitate the use of force. This would have tragic 
results in the Muslim world as it did in the past when al-Ma’mun and 
two of his successors tried to force upon people certain elements of 
Mu[tazilism which were considered by the [ulama’ to be against the 
Shari[ah. This use of force created, as we saw in Chapter , a chain 
reaction which has plagued Muslim societies to the present day. In 
the same way, the use of force would accentuate social conflict and 
instigate violence even in modern times. Once this takes place, it may 
be difficult to bring under control. What is even worse is that the 
place of Islam may be taken by the prevailing materialist and hedonist 
philosophy, which would promote conspicuous consumption, sexual 
promiscuity, and self-gratification. This would further weaken the 
moral fibre, encourage living beyond means, exacerbate corruption, 
reduce savings and investment, worsen imbalances, aggravate 
inequities, and weaken family and social solidarity. The consequences 
of this for development and socio-economic uplift should not be 
difficult for anyone to figure out.

The first ruthless effort in modern times to undo Islam by a 
Muslim government in a predominantly Muslim country took place 
in Turkey. This led, as indicated earlier, to an excessive role in the 
government for the military which exercized real authority in spite of 
an outward façade of democracy. It arbitrarily removed duly elected 
governments four times over the last  years, in , , 
and . In spite of the ruthless use of force by the army to undo 
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Islam, it did not succeed and Islam is now enjoying a revival even in 
Turkey: “If ever there was a Kemalist wish for Islam to wither away, 
it has not done so and is unlikely to do so in the future when human 
rights are expected to flourish rather than diminish.”

The lack of accountability and the misuse of public resources, both 
of which were the cause of Turkey’s underdevelopment, continued 
uninterruptedly. Turkey, a developing country, has maintained the 
biggest army of any NATO power except the US, leading to a very 
high rate of growth of .  percent in defence spending over the five 
years from  to  as compared with .  and .  percent for 
the UK and the US over the same period. As a percent of GDP ( .
percent), its defence spending is also higher than that of any other 
NATO country except the US ( .  percent). The country has, 
thus, experienced excessively large budgetary deficits, more than 
what prevailed in the past during the days of the corrupt sultans. 
These were financed by borrowing as well as monetary expansion. 
The deficits were, however, not utilized productively as a result of 
corruption, excessive military spending, and mismanagement. The 
budget’s largest item was interest payments, which soaked up 
percent of the central government’s tax revenue in . As is to 
be expected, budgetary deficits were reflected in one of the highest 
rates of inflation around the world – .  percent per annum during 

- , as compared with .  percent in the OECD, .  percent 
in East Asia and .  percent in Latin America. There was, thus, a 
steep decline in the rate of exchange, which depreciated from  and 
 liras per US Dollar in  and  to , ,  in December 

. So in what way was government by the ‘secularist’ generals 
different from that by the corrupt sultans? The military’s effort 
to get rid of Islam in the name of secularism, in effect, brought 
about nothing but greater political corruption, inflation and social 
conflict. A New York Times editorial rightly stated: “The secular 
parties favoured by the military have failed to establish deep 
popular roots. They are increasingly perceived as aloof from the 
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problems of ordinary Turks and consumed by personal vendettas 
and corruption.”

Secularism has led some other Muslim countries to even worse 
conditions. While in Turkey, the basic democratic and judicial 
framework remained in place, in some other countries the rulers have 
been more ruthless and unscrupulous than any that one can imagine. 
There is hardly any freedom of expression and there are greater 
inequities and human rights violations. Some of these countries had 
great potential for development, but have declined precipitously and 
the condition of the people has worsened to a distressing extent. 

Reform in the understanding of Islam 

The fact that Islam has not been a cause of Muslim decline does not 
necessarily mean that there is no need for reform in the present-
day understanding of Islam. The Islamic emphasis on justice, the 
brotherhood of mankind, and tolerance seems to have become 
substantially diluted in certain sectors of Muslim societies as is its 
emphasis on character building. This may perhaps be due largely 
to historical factors arising from centuries of political illegitimacy, 
lack of educational facilities, socio-economic decline, and inequities, 
followed by long foreign occupation. It may not even be possible 
to correct the situation without creating a proper understanding 
of Islam. This would demand a substantial change in the curricula 
of all educational institutions and, in particular those of the 
madrasahs. The revised curricula should place greater emphasis on 
the maqasid (objectives of ) al-Shari[ah and khuluq hasan (nobleness 
of character). 

Even though the maqasid constitute the ethos of Islamic 
teachings, they have been pushed into the background over the last 
few centuries. They need, therefore, to be brought back into the 
forefront to set the stage for a better understanding of the Qur’an
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and the Sunnah. This will help release Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) 
from the shackles of blind following (taqlid) of past verdicts given 
in entirely different circumstances, and enable it to regain the 
dynamism that it reflected in the earlier centuries of Islam. Without 
this it may not be able to successfully meet the challenges that the 
Muslim world faces in modern times when circumstances are entirely 
different from those confronting classical jurists. This will also help 
restore the real lustre of Islamic teachings by helping reduce the 
prevailing differences of opinion as well as the conflicts, fanaticism, 
intolerance and undue emphasis on appearances which have arisen 
largely as a result of neglect of the maqasid in the interpretation of 
texts. Imam al-Haramayn, Abu’l-Ma[ali al-Juwayni (d. / )
rightly emphasized: “Whoever does not comprehend the role of the 
maqasid in the do’s and dont’s of the Shari[ah lacks insight into its 
implementation.”

The decline in the emphasis on maqasid has led to an increasing 
use of hiyal (legal stratagems) in the interpretation of texts in spite 
of opposition from a number of prominent [ulama’.  While the use 
of hiyal is allowed to reduce hardship in strained circumstances in 
keeping with the objectives of the Shari[ah, excessive resort to them 
tends to have the unintended effect of frustrating the realization of 
the maqasid. Shaykh Muhammad al-Tahir ibn [Ashur, a prominent 
jurist, deplores this fact, saying: “Most of the issues in usul al-fiqh
(principles of Islamic jurisprudence) have become confined to the 
derivation of verdicts from the words of the Law-Giver rather than 
being used to serve the purpose or objectives of the Shari[ah.” The 
unhealthy result of this excessive reliance on hiyal is that “many of 
the religious sciences (al-[Ulum al-Diniyyah), including usul al-fiqh,
have lost the true spirit from which they benefited in the earlier 
periods. The revival of this spirit is the most crucial imperative for 
the renaissance of religious knowledge”.

This emphasis on the maqasid needs to be accompanied by 
greater significance given to character building, in keeping with 
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the Prophet’s (pbuh) saying that “the most perfect of Muslims is he 
who is best in character”. This should help inculcate in Muslims 
the good traits of character that are emphasized by Islam but which 
have generally become weakened in present-day Muslim societies. 
It is also necessary to bring into focus once again a number of the 
Prophet’s (pbuh) sayings, two of which are: “Mankind is the family 
of God and the most beloved of them before Him is one who is 
most beneficial to His family”, and “Do not say like a characterless 
person (imma[ah) that ‘if people are good to us we will be good to 
them and if they are bad to us we will be bad to them’; instead, get 
yourself accustomed to being good to them when they are good to 
you but not to ill-treat them when they are bad to you.” This will 
help change the attitude towards non-Muslims, who are also the 
khalifahs of God just like Muslims and need to be treated fairly and 
well (Qur’an, : ). It will also set the stage for greater tolerance and 
cordial relations with them. The reform of Muslim character in the 
light of these and other teachings of the Qur’an and the Sunnah will 
enable Muslims to once again fulfill the Prophet’s mission of being 
a “blessing for mankind”.

This reform in the understanding of Islam can take place through 
a friendly dialogue between the moderate rationalists and moderate 
conservatives, both of whom recognize the role of Revelation as well 
as reason in human life. However, if governments try to impose 
secularism by the use of force, the consequence cannot but be a 
stiffening of attitudes. This will hurt the progress of the dialogue 
and slow down the needed reform. The role of governments should 
only be to create a conciliatory environment for the dialogue. This 
will help create a rapport between the government and the [ulama’
as well as the people. The result may also be a decline in resistance 
to change. This may not only make it easier to introduce changes 
in fiqhi verdicts, but also help create a more conducive atmosphere 
for development.
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The role of Islamic movements

Islamic movements would be more successful if they tried to endear 
themselves not only to the people in their own societies but also to 
the world at large by being a blessing and not a menace. This they 
can do only by being worthy representatives of Islam, setting a good 
moral example, adopting a moderate posture free from fanaticism 
and intolerance, and avoiding internal as well as external conflict and 
confrontation as much as possible. They need to bear in mind that 
Islamization and the development of their societies after centuries 
of decline is a difficult task. It can only come gradually through a 
great deal of hard work coupled with wisdom and patience. Since 
the human and material resources at their disposal are extremely 
limited, they cannot afford to overstretch themselves. It is necessary 
for them to establish priorities if they wish to succeed in Islamizing 
and developing their societies and realizing the maqasid.

Their first and foremost priority needs be to educate people 
about the high moral standards that Islam expects from its 
followers. This is the stepping-stone for the Islamization of their 
societies. Without this, the light that they wish to project to their 
societies will not have the lustre that is needed. The Islamic state 
they wish to establish is not possible without the minimum level 
of moral uplift that Islam envisages. This brings into focus the 
question of when will they be able to bring about moral uplift to 
such a vast population? This may not be immediately necessary. If 
they can succeed in changing the character of a sufficient minority, 
the rest will tend to follow. The Qur’an states: “How often has a 
small group overcome, by the will of God, a large one”, ( : ). 
Toynbee has also asserted that: “All growth originates with creative 
individuals or small minorities of individuals, and their task is … 
the conversion of the society to this new way of life.” Once the 
creative minority has shown its worth, the rest of the people will 
find it worthwhile to follow them. The immediate task of the 
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Islamic movements is, therefore, to establish their worthiness, and 
to gain respect and regard for themselves among not only their own 
masses but also around the world.

Their second, but equally important priority, should be socio-
economic uplift by removing illiteracy and poverty, making high 
quality education available to the poor, increasing the availability 
of microfinance as well as employment and self-employment 
opportunities, and helping solve as much as possible the problems 
of all people irrespective of whether they are Muslims or not. They 
cannot accomplish all this on their own. They can, however, put 
pressure on the government and try to mobilize private sector 
resources as best they can for this purpose. This will help everyone 
realize that the revival of Islam will bring an improvement in the 
lives of all and be a source of blessing for them. It will, thus, help 
promote the peaceful coexistence of all people in society. It is only 
social service-oriented programmes of this type, and not just slogans, 
that help minimize crime and conflict and instill in the minds of 
people the central message of Islam about human brotherhood, 
justice and the well-being of all. 

Their third priority should be to struggle for political reform, 
freedom of expression, and human rights. For this purpose, it is not 
necessary to take part in elections directly. They may do so if they 
wish. However, they need to bear in mind that this will unnecessarily 
bring them into conflict and confrontation with the government 
as well as other parties and make them ineffective in realizing their 
objectives. Since it may be a long time before they can themselves 
come into power in many countries, it may be better for them to be 
on friendly terms with all parties and seek their help in achieving 
whatever political and judicial reforms and socio-economic uplift that 
they can without themselves being in power. Without creating such 
a friendly atmosphere, they may not be able to get the cooperation 
for reform that they need, and will continue to need, even when 
they themselves come into power. Corrupt civilian and military 
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bureaucracies and powerful rural and urban vested interests will not 
enable them to succeed without the help of all well-meaning groups. 
By the use of wisdom and a friendly attitude, they may be able to 
attain a great deal even from their die-hard opponents as the Prophet 
(pbuh) said: “God will help this religion even by an unrighteous 
person (al-rajul al-fajir).”

The fourth priority should be to try to create a better understanding 
among different groups of Muslims and also to build consensus about 
various educational, social, economic and political reforms through 
dialogue by following the Qur’anic advice of first calling towards 
commonly agreed principles (Qur’an, : ). This necessitates the 
establishment of a think tank with qualified and well-meaning 
representatives from different socio-economic, political and religious 
groupings. A programme prepared by such a group would enable 
them to mobilize the support of a larger mass of people. 

Their fifth, but not the least important, priority should be to 
build cordial relations with other countries and societies. They 
need to realize that non-Muslims represent close to four-fifths of 
the world’s population and, just like Muslims, do not constitute a 
homogenous whole. While some of them are definitely anti-Islam, 
not all of them are necessarily so. It is our own behaviour towards 
them which determines their attitude towards us. The more we 
resort to confrontation and militancy, the more hostile they will 
become towards us. Therefore, even if there have been unjust 
attacks on Islam and Muslims by the West, the Qur’anic advice to 
them is: “Good and evil are not equal. Respond to evil with what 
is best. This will help turn your enemy into your intimate friend” 
( : ). The Qur’an also says: “You will certainly be tested [with 
losses] in your possessions and lives and hear much that will hurt 
you from those who received the Book before you and from those 
who associate partners unto God. But if you have patience and 
abstain from doing what is wrong, then that is a more dignified 
behaviour” ( : ). Murad Hofmann has rightly emphasized that: 
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“I know of nothing better to propose than to urge the Muslim world 
to become ‘fundamentalist’ in the original sense of the word – to 
go back to the real foundations of our Islamic creed, and to analyze 
the factors which were instrumental for the Madina, Andalus and 
[Abbasid experiments.”

Prospects for the future 

Prospects for the future seem to be bright because the reversal of 
the tide desired by Ibn Khaldun  years ago seems to be taking 
place now. This is clear from a number of crucial indicators, one of 
which is a decline in political illegitimacy. The authoritarian role of 
the generals in Turkish politics has now become weakened as a result 
of the country’s commitment to join the European Union and the 
electoral victory of the Islamically-oriented Justice and Development 
Party which has, according to the Economist, “enacted a swathe of 
reforms”, brought about a “silent revolution” in Turkey’s politics and 
economics, and has, thus, been able to increase its support base.
It has provided a relatively clean and effective government which, 
along with its fiscal prudence, has generated primary (pre-interest) 
budget surplus. This has not only helped shrink the debt burden but 
also brought down steeply the rate of inflation to single digit levels 
for the first time in  years. This has enabled Turkey to issue a new 
lira, dropping six zeros from the old one. Turkey’s GDP grew at the 
healthy average rate of more than  percent per annum over the years 

 and . All this has encouraged the IMF to say that “the 
fortunes of the Turkish economy have been transformed”.

Dictators in a number of countries have seen their downfall and 
more are expected to see the same fate. Moreover, nearly all Muslim 
countries have become independent from foreign domination and 
are now free to adopt policies that are in their own interests. There 
is also an acute awareness among the public that they need good 
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governance to alleviate a number of difficulties. This has made them 
realize the need for political accountability. It is hoped that the 
future will see rapid progress towards real democracy in all Muslim 
countries irrespective of whether they have dictatorship or pseudo-
democracy. 

Political illegitimacy is, thus, losing ground in the Muslim world. 
Even the major industrial countries, with whose moral and material 
support it has thrived, seem to have now realized that the spread of 
democracy is also in their own long-run interest. The writing on the 
horizon clearly indicates a movement in the direction of democracy, 
along with land reforms, a free press, a strong and independent 
judiciary, and the growth of effective and impartial institutions for 
detecting and punishing corruption and inefficiency. 

The spread of democracy should be helpful in a number of ways. 
First, it should help promote moderation in the political stand of 
secular as well as religious parties. They will have to appeal to all 
sectors of the population if they do not wish to be disappointed at 
the polls. Since the masses have a strong sentimental attachment to 
Islam, efforts by the secularists to create a dichotomy between the 
sacred and the secular, of the kind that took place in the West, will be 
frustrated. Extreme orthodoxy may also likewise fail because it does 
not fit into the pluralist framework of modern democratic societies. 
Secondly, it should help realize the Islamic imperative of socio-
economic justice and the well-being of all as a result of the political 
pressure on all parties to remove poverty and misery and to include 
a range of socio-economic, judicial, and political reforms in their 
manifestos. Thirdly, it should enable women to assert their rights 
more successfully. This will enable them to obtain better education, 
which will, in turn, help them provide a proper upbringing for their 
children and thereby, remove one of the major causes of Muslim 
decline and contribute richly to the development of their societies. 
Fourthly, it should lead to not only greater integrity in the use of 
government resources, but also the establishment of priorities and 
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the employment of more realistic strategies. This will ultimately 
promote the use of public resources for the development and well-
being of the people through the elimination of illiteracy, the provision 
of better quality education, the improvement of health facilities, 
the construction of infrastructure beyond showpiece highways and 
buildings, and the accelerated but balanced and just development 
of these countries. 

Consequently, corrupt secularist bureaucracies as well as 
extreme orthodoxies should lose ground. The former, because of 
their association with an ideology not acceptable to the people, 
in addition to their corruption, inertia, and loyalty to internal or 
external vested interests; and the latter because of their lack of a 
proper understanding of Islam as well as the complexities of modern 
economies, their suspicion of everything foreign, and their refusal to 
borrow from successful strategies employed elsewhere. This should 
lead to the development of a strategy that is tailored to the promotion 
of development with justice. 

Democracy will, thus, force secular as well as religious parties to 
moderate their views to make themselves acceptable to broader sectors 
of the population, thus increasing tolerance and reducing extremist 
views. Moreover, the ongoing revival of Islam should make it possible 
to have material advance accompanied by moral uplift, justice and 
social harmony which are important for providing the needed moral 
and ethical capital for sustained development. This will become 
further buttressed if the [ulama’ as well as the political elite realize 
the role of maqasid in the interpretation of texts. The continually 
rising number of books and papers on the maqasid indicates that this 
has started taking place. Once this gains momentum, it will help 
bring about the needed change in the understanding of Islam. The 
real character of a Muslim has also started receiving greater focus in 
the writings and sermons of a number of scholars. 

In other words, a number of indicators point toward the reversal 
of Ibn Khaldun’s cycle of circular causation from the negative to the 
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positive direction. It is appropriate, therefore, to end this chapter 
with the following verse of the Qur’an:

So lose not heart, 
Nor fall into despair, 
For you are bound to rise, 
If you are true in faith ( : ).
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. For a very good analysis of tensions between Islam and the West, see Esposito, 
, particularly Chapter .
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. See Bulliet, .
. Lewis, September , Part I, p. .
. Ibid.
. Clark, .
. See also Richards,  and Etzioni, .
. Mehmet, , p. . Even in pre-revolution Iran, efforts by the shah to 

Westernize the country and traditional values created a great deal of resentment 
against him and served as one of the major causes of the revolution. (Algar, 

; Graham,  and Arani, .) 
. See the Defence Expenditures of NRC Countries ( - ), Tables ,  and 

 (www.nato.int/docu/pr/ /p - e.htm).
. IMF Occasional Paper No. , , Table . , p. .
. Ibid., Table . , p. .
. IMF, International Financial Statistics, CD-ROM, and Yearbook , p. .
. Reproduced by the International Herald Tribune, March , p. , from the 

editorial entitled ‘Civilian Rule for Turkey’ in the New York Times.
. Al-Juwayni, al-Ghiyathi, , Volume , p. .
. See Ibn Taymiyyah, Bayan al-Dalil, ( / ), p. .
. Muhammad al-Tahir ibn [Ashur, Maqasid al-Shari[ah al-Islamiyyah, nd ed., 

, p. .
. Abu al-Fadl, [Abd al-Salam ( / ), pp. - .
. Narrated from Abu Hurayrah by al-Bayhaqi in his Shu[ab al-Iman, , Volume 

, p. , No. .
. The first hadith is narrated from Anas ibn Malik by al-Bayhaqi in his Shu[ab al-

Iman, , Volume , p. , No. . The second is narrated from Hudhayfah 
by al-Mundhiri (Volume , p. : ) on the authority of al-Tirmidhi.

. According to Muhsin [Abd al-Hamid, Islamic movements try to accomplish 
several times more than what their resources permit. This is one of the reasons 
for their failures and reversals (taraju[) and for putting themselves into the jaws 
of their enemies ([Abd al-Hamid, , pp. - ).

. Toynbee, abridgement by Somervell, , Volume , p. .

. Reported from [Amr ibn al-Nu[man as sahih hadith by al-Suyuti in his Al-Jami[
al-Saghir (Volume , p.  under the word inna) on the authority of Tabarani’s 
al-Kabir.

. Hofmann, , p. ; see also al-[Alwani, ( / ), p. .
. See The Economist, September  and  January , pp.  and 

respectively.
. For a more detailed picture of the transformation that has taken place in the 

Turkish economy, see IMF Occasional Paper No. , .
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