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PROLOGUE
The Contemporary Arab Muslim's concern for the study of history is a part of
his total search for dignity, 1 identity, and purpose. The impact of the power
of the West has challenged to the core his concept of who he is and where his
destiny lies. It has questioned his perception of the world and the totality of
life; his faith in the adequacy of his norms and ideals has been eroded.
The importance of developing a concept of history as a means of preserving
Islam appears to be a nineteenth and twentieth-century phenomenon. Utilized
in the last century as a rallying cry against the erosion of confidence in Islam
as a viable way of life in the modern world, the concept of history has served
as a basis for political unity for nationalists and supranationalists alike, as a
focus of pride in the heritage of the elders and as a common memory of a
great achievement that endows the individual with pride and dignity.2
The Muslim Empire was built on the promise of support from God for the
community's efforts in establishing Islam throughout the world. (God has
promised those of you who believe and do works of righteousness that He
will make you His viceregents on earth as He made others before you. And
He will surely establish for them their religion which He has favored for
them, and He will exchange for them their fear for security. They worship
Me; they do not worship others beside Me.)3
Ever since the Muslim community first responded with obedience and
commitment to the message of the Qur'an* as revealed to Muhammad, it has
functioned within the scope of the divine promise that those who believe and
are faithful will be rewarded with victory and assurance of divine approval.
The experience of the community in its formative period fulfilled that promise
since Islam was able to establish its hegemony over large areas of the world,
not only supplanting the former rulers of the areas but also establishing the
religion of
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Islam more firmly as increasing numbers of their subjects became Muslim.
From early on, the whole world was divided into the House of Islam, dar * alIslam*, where the Muslim sharî'a (religious law) was practiced and the
worship of the one God was established, and the House of War, dar* alharb*, which encompassed the rest of the world where Islam was not
paramount and where many people lived who ignored the worship of the one
God. It was incumbent upon Muslims to strive to change this situation so that
the whole world would be part of dar* al-Islam*.
There are several ways of looking at Islam as an historical religion. One is to
see it as established in a certain place at a certain time, its faith having been
preserved in the experience and life of the "historical" community which is in
constant awareness of the special role it has as the community of faith
practicing the religion that God revealed to His Prophet Muhammad*. Related
to that conception, but subtly different from it, is the idea of Islam as the
religion of God which He has revealed to pious men from the earliest
historical times; in this understanding Muhammad* is not the initiator of the
faith but is rather the restorer, correcting and confirming previous experience
and bringing the final revelation in the series of revelations that have
constituted the religion of God. In a third sense Islam is historical insofar as it
has had a certain number of years of specific continuity of existence and of
experience as a community of faith.
To understand the significance of the concept of history for modern Muslims
is an immense task, involving a comprehensive study of what Muslims in
various areas have thought as well as a knowledge of the forces of history that
are operative in defining or illuminating that concept. This work is therefore
limited to a study of writings in Arabic on the subject, with specific
consideration of the contingent and relevant economic, social, political,
military, and intellectual factors that impinge on the Muslim understanding of
the world and of history. The author is aware that the scope of such a study is
extensive and needs documentation through further study. What is presented
here is the general structure of what appears to be operative for Muslims
themselves as they perceive their reality.
The first part of this study is an attempt to analyze the forces and events of the
twentieth century both within and without the Islamic community that have
made it necessary for Muslims to redefine and articulate their understanding
of Islam. These developments have presented the Islamic world with
8

challenges in a variety of realms.
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The early part of this century saw the repeated military defeat of Islamic
nations by the militant forces of Europe, accompanied by a decline of Muslim
economic and political power. This resulted in a reversion of major portions
of the dar * al-islam* to dar* al-harb*. In the middle of the century came the
establishment by Western powers of the state of Israel in the heart of the
Muslim world, with the resulting series of repeated military defeats. As will
be seen in the writings of many of these authors, the existence of Israel,
supported by the West, continued to have serious ramifications for Muslim
theological thought.
A significant social challenge has been posed by those who adhere to the
ideals of the Western feminist movement and its attempt to raise the social
standards in the Muslim countries according to its own conceptions of justice
and freedom. This challenge has engendered a continuing response from
conservative Muslims who see in it a conspiracy to undermine Islamic society
from within. Through its efforts to sanction Marxism, Islamic socialism has
provided a serious ideological challenge. By advocating a Marxist reordering
of society as Islamic, it has attempted to justify socialism by according it a
divine mantle and the validation of tradition. And in the intellectual arena,
Islamic teaching has been struggling against the importation of both Western
ideas and Western methodologies. This is especially evident in some of the
controversies around issues of scriptural exegesis, in which Western
principles of interpretation have been perceived as antithetical to the ultimate
authority of the Qur'an*.
Crucial to the analysis of this part of the study is a consideration of the
responses of the Muslim community and of individual thinkers to such
challenges, including the ways in which they have rejected or appropriated
various elements, have sought guidance and answers to the perplexing
problems faced by Islam today, and have as a result of these efforts set in
motion new ideas and generated new forms of religious response. In the
process of this kind of redefinition, Islam has come to be seen as by necessity
providing relevant answers to the problems of this century not only for
Muslims but for the whole world.
The second part of the book deals with seven contemporary Arab authors
whose works have not yet been translated or evaluated in Western sources.
They are distinguished from those discussed in the first part by the fact that
they have specifically addressed themselves to an Islamic understanding of
10

history, several attempting to delineate
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the nature and scope of this discipline. In this section I look specifically at the
ways in which these individual authors have used passages of the Qu'ran *
both for purposes of legitimating their own perspectives and in a genuine
attempt to search for a Qur'anic answer. An attempt is made to analyze the
degree to which the authors are aware of, make use of, and/or appropriate
Western ideologies. Appended to the study as a whole is a translation of
relevant passages from the works of these writers.
In undertaking this study, I have been very much aware of the Muslim
contention that to understand the true meaning of Islam is in fact to be
addressed by God's truth. Consequently for many Muslims, any non-Muslim
scholar can grasp only a partial understanding, for to truly understand is to
know and bear witness to the truth, i.e., to speak from a position of
commitment. Despite efforts on the part of many Western scholars of Islam to
do justice to the material they are studying, many Muslims maintain a deep
distrust of the motives of non-Muslims and feel with certainty that only those
who have accepted and committed themselves to the faith of Islam can fully
understand its significance and import.
Another dimension of this issue is the question raised by many Muslims as to
whether or not a non-Muslim can adequately present and expound on the
teachings of Islam. For Muslims, to teach is to inculcate, and to teach Islam
properly is to preach God's eternal and final message to humanity. Islam
therefore can only be articulated by a committed Muslim. All other efforts are
marginal because they do not address humanity with the complete truth, with
the challenge to renounce commitment to material pleasures and to
appropriate the moral imperative of living life in accordance with the wishes
of God and attuned to His laws and purposes in the world.
This problem relates with particular force to the question of the
appropriateness of a non-Muslim attempting to see the world and the flow of
history as the Muslim sees it. The perpetual fear of criticism, that Islam
somehow may be judged inadequate or obsolete, still pertains. In fairness, it
must be said that such a fear is understandable in the light of many centuries
of insidious commentary made by Western observers about Muslims and their
ways and traditions. It is also true, however, that enormous strides have been
made in the past several decades away from the Orientalist perspective in
which value judgments totally unacceptable to Muslims were frequently
implicit and sometimes explicit. Even the next stage of the Western approach
12
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to the study of religion, however, the phenomenological suspension of
judgment in favor of dispassionate and objective judgment, often falls short of
the sensitive understanding necessary to see that each phenomenon of
religious life must be dealt with in the context of the whole. For the Muslim,
of course, anyone having been addressed by the truth of God who continues
as a scholar, observer, or student of Islam to exercise this kind of epoche or
suspension of judgment, is a rejectionist by definition because he chooses to
operate outside the community of faith that is committed to the propagation of
God's way for humankind.
On another level it is also true that to study Islam is to change it. No matter
how one tries to ask questions that Muslims would and do ask in the ways that
they ask them, the very raising of certain questions may in some cases elicit
responses that might not otherwise have been specified. Thus there is a sense
in which something new is added to the corpus of Islam when these responses
are made, and in a rapidly changing world in which Muslims are reacting to a
multitude of different situations, it becomes increasingly difficult to pose
questions that have for them anything resembling universal applicability.
When we say that Islam is what Muslims say it is, we must constantly ask,
Which Muslims?
Despite these very real problems, it may also be the case that the non-Muslim
willing to approach his material with sensitivity and appreciation is in a good
position to balance attempts at sympathetic interpretation with the objectivity
that sometimes only distance can afford. With an awareness that one can
never completely escape his own prejudices and preconceived categories, I
am attempting in this study to present as descriptively as possible the ways in
which (at least some) contemporary Muslims have outlined their
understanding of history. Analysis and critical evaluation of the material,
insofar as it is offered, is given not according to Western theories or a priori
frames of reference but from the perspective of the individual writers and in
light of the criteria Islam holds up for itself. The various works analyzed have
been approached with the following kinds of questions in mind:
How does the author perceive Islam and Islamic teachings?
How does he utilize or exegete the Qur'anic message?
What are the questions he perceives that the Islamic community is facing, and
from what vantage point is he attempting to answer them?
14
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Does the author set up any criteria of judgment that are unacceptable to other
Muslims? How does he use/defend his criteria? Is he consistent with the
standards he establishes?
What is the purpose of the work? Why does the author feel that it is needed?
This study does not attempt to provide an historical review of the
developments that led to these writings, but rather seeks to highlight the key
challenges as perceived by Muslims. The Western market provides a healthy
collection of books on the topic written by Western social scientists. Summary
or evaluation of this material is offered only insofar as it appears to have
influenced the Muslim Arab community or individual writers in a significant
and self-conscious way. Western writings are not, of course, considered as
standards by which Muslims and their ideas are to be judged, nor is there any
attempt to determine areas in which there are lacunae in Islamic articulation
of history as compared with that of the West. Challenges posited by Western
writers are assessed only in the analysis of the responses they have elicited in
the different schools of thought within the Islamic community. The limitations
of this approach are obvious but unavoidable, as I am dependent on the
writings of those who have felt disposed to address the subject. This naturally
means that we have access primarily to the thoughts of the educated literate
which may or may not reflect the responses of the masses whose knowledge
of current events through radio and televison is greater than ever before.
The very attempt to ask questions from the inside as Muslims are asking them
also has, as we have noted, some real limitations. The questions Muslims
raise are conditioned to some degree from the outside, because of the felt
necessity to respond to persons, such as missionaries and Orientalists, who
have attempted to measure the contribution of Islam and to assess its
adequacy. Despite these outside influences, however, it still must be
maintained that to the extent to which those Muslims, having been challenged
by these or other Western criteria, have framed their questions and responses
from within the Muslim context, they are in fact truly Islamic.
The aim of this study, then, is to determine whether or not amid the various
kinds of responses there is any one answer to the questions posed by the
confrontation with the modern world and the discipline of the study of history
that can be called "the Muslim answer." Or must we say that there are areas of
agreement and areas of disagreement and that no one response can be
considered as uni16
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versal? In the analysis of this material there has been a consistent attempt to
discover that which for Muulims is the ultimate given, the irreducible factor,
that which cannot be altered, compromised, or ignored. This is done not to
show dissension or division, but in the hope of assessing the ways in which
intellectual ferment and religious sensitivity are working together to help
provide meaning and direction to a society that has become fractured, and
purpose to a religious community that has been deeply and seriously
challenged.
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PART ONE
THE SIGNIGICANCE OF HISTORY: SOCIAL,
POLITICAL, ECONOMIC, MILITARY, AND
INTELLECTUAL CONSIDERATIONS
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Introduction
Where is Islam now in the life of the Arabs and the Muslims? Where is its
important hoped-for role? Where are its movements and its men, or those who
claim they are its men?
Where is the daring Islamic statement? Where are the noble Islamic positions?
Where is the effective true existence, if there is for those who work for Islam a
true effective role?
Where is the impact of this existence on the official level?
Where is the impact of this existence on the popular level? Where is the impact
of this existence on the local and international level?
Where, where is the impact of this existence?
It is the astonishing absence . . .
Is it written for the Muslims to live in their land and their world marginal lives?
Is it written for them to live outside the scope of time and the important events
and outside the scope of effective influence on time and its important events?
Government in our countries is not for Islam. The opposition in our countries is
not from Islam. Our rulers talk as Americans or Russians, as Westerners or
Easterners or something else, this or that, but it does not proceed from Islam.
The opposition to the rulers talk in a similar language as that of the rulers, they
are as the rulers warring against Islam, distant from it or ignoring it.
Where, where is Islam in our lives? 1

Written on January 11, 1977, this statement articulates the question that has
challenged and haunted Muslims in a very direct way during this century.
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