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A Note to the Students 

Assalamu Alykum 

Dear Students 

It makes me ecstatic to welcome you to the first semester of PG Program in Islamic Studies. 

To fulfill your academic requirements and to satisfy your learning interest and zeal, I am 

presenting in your service some important words regarding PG Islamic Studies Program. 

The adept and competent scholars of Islamic Studies have prepared the study material that is 

commonly known by the title Self Learning Material in Open and Distance Learning (ODL) 

system of Education. All the Self Learning Material has been prepared and compiled 

according to the Syllabus. While compiling the material, serious and sincere efforts were 

taken to keep into consideration your standard and interest. The Self Learning Material by no 

means can be a replacement of formal education. However, it has been prepared in view of 

the modern rules and regulations of Open and Distance Learning (ODL). Therefore, in a way, 

it is playing the role of a teacher. Each Course in the Self Learning Material consists of 

minimum two and maximum four Units that are further divided into various topics and sub-

topics. In order to minimize the differences between the formal and distance learning, the 

Structure/contents of each lesson/topic is as: 

1. Introduction/Background 

2. Aims and Objectives 

3. Main Topic/Lesson 

4. Let Us Sum Up 

5. Check Your Progress 

6. Suggested Readings 

You may question the reason behind division of one topic into various sub topics. Herein lies 

its answer. A teacher in formal mode of education first introduces the topic in classroom, 

presents the aims and objectives and thereof ensures a conducive atmosphere for teaching 

learning process. To proceed to the main body, the teacher touches the background of the 

topic and then presents the subject matter in a comprehensive manner. Meanwhile, the 

teacher asks several questions to the students in order to gain their attention and balance the 

teaching learning process. The teacher finally concludes the lecture by recommending some 

relevant books to the students.  



5 
 

Now you may have understood the purpose behind division of a topic into various sub topics. 

While going through the pages of study material, it is expected that the students will 

experience the presence of a teacher. This, in turn, will significantly reduce the gap between 

formal and distance mode of learning.  

Moreover, the Self Learning Material is an effort to enable you to use your spare time at 

home in learning, besides getting prepared to face successfully the challenges of life. It is not 

argued that the material is catering all the needs regarding your studies and course. However, 

in the process of learning and while trying to grasp an idea, if you face any problem or get 

stuck somewhere, or feel that something is out of your ingenuity and understanding, you just 

underline the point. To clear the confusion and make the things understandable to you, a 

contact cum counseling program of 20 days in each semester is organized. The experts, 

specialists, and competent resource persons will be available to guide and counsel you and 

clear your doubts. Our services will be always available to you and we would be pleased to 

assist you in all aspects. We hope that you will build your future by making a deep reading of 

the Self Learning Material. It should not happen that you will decorate your rooms by 

shelving the study material in the almirahs and then strongly insist your teachers to teach the 

whole course within 20 days of contact program. In that case, it will be grave injustice both to 

the teachers as well as to the syllabi. Therefore, our humble request to you will be that never 

play with your career and academic objectives which are always grand and sublime.  

Finally, regarding the standard and quality of the Self Learning Material, kindly suggest your 

views and opinions. This will immensely help in improving quality of the study material and 

will also prove more fruitful for the coming students.  

Craving and praying for your success and ambitious for your intellectual pursuits.   

Coordinators 

1. Dr. Mohammad Altaf Ahanger 

    Sr. Assistant Professor (Urdu) 

    Directorate of Distance Education, University of Kashmir 

2. Dr. Mohammad Dawood Sofi  

   Assistant Professor, Islamic Studies (Contractual) 

   Directorate of Distance Education, University of Kashmir  
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Unit 1 

Lesson 1: Renaissance 

Lesson Structure 

1.0. Introduction 

1.1. Objectives 

1.2 Historiography 

1.3 Multiple Renaissances 

1.4 Critical Views 

1.5 Beginning of the Renaissance 

1.6 Italian Renaissance 

1.7 Northern Renaissance 

1.8 Renaissance Humanism 

1.9 Renaissance Art 

1.10 Science  

1.11 Music 

1.12 Religion 

1.13 Spread of Renaissance 

1.14 Progress by Renaissance 

1.15 Islamic Influence on European Renaissance 

1.16 Let Us Sum Up 

1.17 Check Your Progress 

1.18 Suggested Readings 

1.0 Introduction 

The Renaissance, also known as "Rinascimento" (in Italian), was an influential cultural 

movement that brought about scientific revolution and artistic transformation at the dawn of 

modern history in Europe. It is associated with the revival of Greek knowledge and marks the 

transitional period between the end of the Middle Ages and the start of the Modern Age. The 

Renaissance is usually considered to have begun in the fourteenth century in Italy and the 

sixteenth century in northern Europe. Much of the foundations of liberal humanism were laid 

during the foundation. For some, this usurped God's rightful place as the creator of man and 

universe and guides them as well. However, the contemporary universal outlook, respect for 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Middle_Ages
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Italy


9 
 

the dignity of all people on which democracy is based, thirst for knowledge and for ways of 

bettering the human lot, all derive its bases from the Renaissance and from the Enlightenment 

that followed it. 

1.1. Objectives 

1. To provide the historical background of Renaissance; 

2. To provide a general overview of the activities in Europe which were collectively termed 

as Renaissance; 

3. To provide the information about every field of Renaissance; 

4. To discuss various subjects revolutionized by the humanists of Renaissance; 

5. To present Renaissance as the precursor of modernization. 

1.2 Historiography 

The term Rebirth (Rinascenza), to indicate the flourishing of artistic and scientific activities 

starting in Italy in the thirteenth century, was first used by Italian historian Giorgio Vasari 

(1511–1574) in the Vite, published in 1550. The term Renaissance is the French translation, 

used by French historian Jules Michelet (1798–1874), and expanded upon by Swiss historian 

Jacob Burckhardt (1818–1897). Rebirth is used in two ways. First, it means rediscovery of 

ancient classical texts and learning and their applications in the arts and sciences. Second, it 

means that the results of these intellectual activities created a revitalization of European 

culture in general. Thus, it is possible to speak of the Renaissance in two different but 

meaningful ways: a rebirth of classical knowledge through the rediscovery of ancient texts, 

and also enrichment of European culture in general. 

1.3 Multiple Renaissances 

During the last quarter of the twentieth century, many scholars took the view that the 

Renaissance was perhaps only one of many such movements. This is in large part due to the 

work of historians like Charles H. Haskins (1870–1937), who made a convincing case for a 

"Renaissance of the twelfth century," as well as by historians arguing for a "Carolingian 

Renaissance." Both of these concepts are now widely accepted by the scholarly community at 

large; as a result, the present trend among historians is to discuss each so-called renaissance 

in more particular terms, e.g., the Italian Renaissance, the English Renaissance, etc. This 

terminology is particularly useful because it eliminates the need for fitting "The Renaissance" 

into a chronology that previously held that it was preceded by the Middle Ages and followed 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/France
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Switzerland
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by the Reformation, which many believe to be inaccurate. The entire period is now often 

replaced by the term "Early Modern." 

Other periods of cultural rebirth have also been termed a "renaissance"; such as the Harlem 

Renaissance or the San Francisco Renaissance. The other renaissances are not considered 

further in this lesson, which will concentrate on the Renaissance as the transition from the 

Middle Ages to the Modern Age. 

1.4 Critical Views 

Since the term was first created in the nineteenth century, historians have various 

interpretations on the Renaissance. The predominant view is that the Renaissance of the 

fifteenth century in Italy, spreading through the rest of Europe, represented a reconnection of 

the west with classical antiquity, the absorption of knowledge—particularly mathematics—

from Arabic, the return of experimentalism, the focus on the importance of living well in the 

present (e.g. humanism), an explosion of the dissemination of knowledge brought on by 

printing and the creation of new techniques in art, poetry, and architecture, which led to a 

radical change in the style and substance of the arts and letters. This period, in this view, 

represents Europe emerging from a long period as a backwater, and the rise of commerce and 

exploration. The Italian Renaissance is often labeled as the beginning of the "modern" epoch. 

Marxist historians view the Renaissance as a pseudo-revolution with the changes in art, 

literature, and philosophy affecting only a tiny minority of the very wealthy and powerful 

while life for the great mass of the European population was unchanged from the Middle 

Ages. They thus deny that it is an event of much importance. 

Today most historians view the Renaissance as largely an intellectual and ideological change, 

rather than a substantive one. Moreover, many historians now point out that most of the 

negative social factors popularly associated with the "medieval" period—poverty, ignorance, 

warfare, religious and political persecution, and so forth—seem to have actually worsened 

during this age of Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), the Wars of Religion, the corrupt Borgia 

Popes, and the intensified witch-hunts of the sixteenth century. Many of the common people 

who lived during the "Renaissance" are known to have been concerned by the developments 

of the era rather than viewing it as the "golden age" imagined by certain nineteenth-century 

authors. Perhaps the most important factor of the Renaissance is that those involved in the 

cultural movements in question—the artists, writers, and their patrons—believed they were 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Humanism
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Marxism
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Machiavelli


11 
 

living in a new era that was a clean break from the Middle Ages, even if much of the rest of 

the population seems to have viewed the period as an intensification of social maladies. 

Johan Huizinga (1872–1945) acknowledged the existence of the Renaissance but questioned 

whether it was a positive change. He argued that the Renaissance was a period of decline 

from the high Middle Ages, which destroyed much of what was important. The Latin 

language, for instance, had evolved greatly from the classical period and was still used in the 

church and by others as a living language. However, the Renaissance obsession with classical 

purity saw Latin revert to its classical form and its natural evolution halted. Robert S. Lopez 

has contended that it was a period of deep economic recession. George Sarton (1884–1956), 

known as the Father of the History of Science and Lynn Thorndike (1882–1965), the eminent 

American historian who taught at Columbia (1924–1950), have both criticized how the 

Renaissance affected science, arguing that progress was slowed. 

1.5 Beginning of the Renaissance 

The Renaissance has no set starting point or place. It happened gradually at different places at 

different times and there are no defined dates or places for when the Middle Ages ended. The 

starting place of the Renaissance is almost universally ascribed to central Italy, especially the 

city of Florence. One early Renaissance figure is the poet Dante Alighieri (1265–1321), the 

first writer to embody the spirit of the Renaissance. 

Petrarch (1304–1374) is another early Renaissance figure. As part of the humanist movement 

he concluded that the height of human accomplishment had been reached in the Roman 

Empire and the ages since have been a period of social rot which he labeled the Dark 

Ages. Petrarch saw history as social, artistic, and literary advancement, and not as a series of 

set religious events. Rebirth meant the rediscovery of ancient Roman and Greek Latin 

heritage through ancient manuscripts and the humanist method of learning. These new ideas 

from the past (called the "new learning" at the time) triggered the coming advancements in 

art, science, and other areas. 

Another possible starting point is the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453. It was a 

turning point in warfare as cannon and gunpowder became central elements. In addition, 

Byzantine-Greek scholars fled west to Rome bringing renewed energy and interest in the 

Greek and Roman heritage, and it perhaps represented the end of the old religious order in 

Europe. 

 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Dante_Alighieri
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Petrarch
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Roman_Empire
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Roman_Empire
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Dark_Ages
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Dark_Ages
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1.6 Italian Renaissance 

The Italian Renaissance was intertwined with the intellectual movement known as 

Renaissance humanism and with the fiercely independent and combative urban societies of 

the city-states of central and northern Italy in the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries. Italy was 

the birthplace of the Renaissance for several reasons. 

The first two or three decades of the fifteenth century saw the emergence of a rare cultural 

efflorescence, particularly in Florence. This “Florentine enlightenment” was a major 

achievement. It was a classical, classicizing culture that sought to live up to the republican 

ideals of Athens and Rome. Sculptors used Roman models and classical themes. This society 

had a new relationship with its classical past. It felt it owned it and revived it. Florentines felt 

akin to first century B.C.E. republican Rome. Giovann Rucellai (1475–1525) wrote that he 

belonged to a great age; Leonardo Bruni's Panegyric to the City of Florence expresses similar 

sentiments. There was a genuine appreciation of the plastic arts—pagan idols and statuary—

with nudity and expressions of human dignity.  

A similar parallel movement was also occurring in the arts in the early fifteenth century in 

Florence—an avant-garde, classicizing movement. Many of the same people were involved; 

there was a close community of people involved in both movements. Laurentius Valla (1406–

1457) said that, as they revived Latin, so was Roman architecture revived; for example, 

Rucellai's Palazzo built by Leone Battista Alberti (1404–1472) the all-round Renaissance 

man—a poet, linguist, architect, philosopher, and musician. Of Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–

1446) (also a sculptor), he felt that he was the greatest architect since Roman times. 

Sculpture was also revived, in many cases before the other arts. There was a very obvious 

naturalism about contemporary sculpture, and highly true to life figures were being sculpted. 

Often biblically-themed sculpture and paintings included recognizable Florentines. 

This intense classicism was applied to literature and the arts. In most city-republics there was 

a small clique with a camaraderie and rivalry produced by a very small elite. Leone Battista 

Alberti felt that he had played a major part, as had such men as Brunelleschi and Tommaso 

Masaccio (1401–1428). Even he admitted he had no explanation of why it happened. 

There are several possible explanations for its occurrence in Florence: 

1. The Medici did it—the portrait and solo sculpture emerged, especially under 

Lorenzo de’ Medici (1449–1492). This is the conventional response: 

Renaissance at Florence = The Medici's = Patronage to art 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Humanism
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Italy
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Rome
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Medici_family
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Unfortunately, this fails to fit chronologically. The years 1410 and 1420 can be said to 

be the start of the Renaissance, but the Medici came to power later. They were 

certainly great patrons but much later. If anything, the Medici jumped on an already 

existing bandwagon. The Medici were bankers and politicians who more or less ruled 

Florence from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century. Pope Leo X and Pope 

Clement VII were Medici. 

2. The great man theory argument. Donatello, Filippo Brunellesch, and Michelangelo 

were just geniuses. 

This is a circular argument with little explanatory power. Surely it would be better, 

more human and accessible, to understand the circumstances that helped these 

geniuses to come to fruition. 

3. A similar argument is the rise of individualism theory attributable to Jakob 

Burckhardt (1818–1897). This argues for a change from collective neutrality towards 

the lonely genius. 

However, the Kents, F.W. Kent and Dale Kent (1978, 2004), have argued that this 

was and remained a society of neighborhood, kin, and family. Florentines were very 

constrained and tied into the system; it was still a very traditional society. 

4. Frederick Antal (1947) has argued that the triumph of Masaccio, et al., was the 

triumph of the middle class over the older, more old-fashioned feudal classes, so that 

the middle class wanted painters to do more bourgeois paintings. 

This does not make sense. Palla Strozzi commissioned old fashioned paintings 

whereas Cosimo de' Medici went for new styles in art. 

5. Hans Baron's argument is based on the new Florentine view of human nature, a 

greater value placed on human life and on the power of man, thus leading to civic 

humanism, which he says was born very quickly in the early fifteenth century. In 

1401 and 1402, he says Giangaleazzo Visconti was narrowly defeated by republican 

Florence, which reasserted the importance of republican values. Florence experienced 

a dramatic crisis of independence that led to civic values and humanism. 

Against this we can say that Baron is comparing unlike things. In a technical sense, 

Baron has to prove that all civic humanist work came after 1402, whereas many such 

works date from the 1380s. This was an ideological battle between a princely state 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Donatello
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and a republican city-state, even though they varied little in their general philosophy. 

Any such mono causal argument is very likely to be wrong. 

Dale Kent says there is plenty of evidence of preconditions for the Renaissance in Florence. 

In 1300, Florence had a civic culture, with people like the notary and diplomat, Brunetto 

Latini (1210–1294) who had a sense of classical values, though different from the values of 

the fifteenth century. He introduced oratory and the systematic study of political science into 

Florentine life. Giovanni Villani (1280–1348), the historian and politician, also had a sense of 

the city as “daughter and creature of Rome.” He pioneered interest in the role that economics 

plays as a mover behind historical events. He wrote both about the economics of states and of 

individuals. 

Petrarch in the mid-fourteenth century hated civic life but bridged the gap between the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as he began to collect antiquities. 

The 1380s saw several classicizing groups, including monks and citizens. There was a 

gradual build-up rather than a big bang. Apart from the elites there was already an audience 

for the Renaissance. Florence was a very literate audience, already self-conscious and aware 

of its city and place in the political landscape. 

The crucial people in the fourteenth and fifteenth century were 

 Manuel Chrysoloras (1350–1415), who increased interest in the grammar of ancient 

architecture (1395); and 

 Niccolò de’ Niccoli (1363–1437), a major influence on the perception of the classics. 

Their teachings reached the upper classes between 1410 and 1420 and this is when the new 

consciousness emerged. Brucker (1983) noticed this new consciousness in council debates 

around 1410; there are increased classical references. 

Florence experienced not just one but many crises; Milan, Lucca, the Ciompi. The sense of 

crisis was over by 1415 and there was a new confidence, a triumphant experience of being a 

republic. 

Between 1413 and 1423, there was an economic boom. The upper class had the financial 

means to support scholarship. Art historian, Ernst Gombrich (1909–2001), says there was a 

sense of ratifying yourself to the ancient world, leading to a snobbish and elite view of 

education, and a tendency for the rich wanting to proclaim their ascendancy over the poor and 

over other cities. 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Petrarch
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The early Renaissance was an act of collaboration. Artisans and artists were enmeshed in the 

networks of their city. Committees were usually responsible for buildings. There were 

collaborations between patricians and artisans without which the Renaissance could not have 

occurred. Thus, it makes sense to adopt a civic theory of the Renaissance rather than a great 

man theory. 

1.7 Northern Renaissance 

The Renaissance spread north out of Italy being adapted and modified as it moved. It first 

arrived in France, imported by King Francis I of France after his invasion of Italy. Francis 

imported Italian art and artists, including Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) and at great 

expense he built ornate palaces. Writers such as Rabelais also borrowed from the spirit of the 

Italian Renaissance. 

From France the spirit of the age spread to the Low Countries (Holland, Belgium) 

and Germany, and finally to England, Scandinavia, and central Europe by the late sixteenth 

century. In these areas the Renaissance became closely linked to the turmoil of the Protestant 

Reformation and the art and writing of the German Renaissance frequently reflected this 

dispute. 

While Renaissance ideas were moving north from Italy, there was a simultaneous 

spread southward of innovation, particularly in music. The music of the fifteenth-century 

Burgundian School defined the beginning of the Renaissance in that art; and the polyphony of 

the Dutch School Netherlanders, as it moved with the musicians themselves into Italy, 

formed the core of what was the first true international style in music since the 

standardization of Gregorian Chant in the ninth century. The culmination of the Netherlands 

School was in the music of the Italian composer, Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525–

1594). At the end of the sixteenth century, Italy again became a center of musical innovation, 

with the development of the polychoral style of the Venetian School, which spread northward 

into Germany around 1600. 

In England, the Elizabethan era marked the beginning of the English Renaissance. It saw 

writers such as William Shakespeare (1564–1616), Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593) , John 

Milton (1608–1674), and Edmund Spenser (1552–1599), as well as great artists, architects, 

and composers such as Inigo Jones (1573–1652), Thomas Tallis (1505–1585), John Taverner 

(1490–1545), and William Byrd (1539–1623). 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/France
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Leonardo_da_Vinci
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Netherlands
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Belgium
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Germany
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/England
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Scandinavia
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Protestant_Reformation
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Protestant_Reformation
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/William_Shakespeare
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Christopher_Marlowe
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/John_Milton
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/John_Milton
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These writers made rich contribution to literature and humanist thought which is source of 

interest even today.   

1.8 Renaissance Humanism 

In some ways, humanism was not a philosophy but a method of learning. In contrast to the 

medieval scholastic mode, which focused on resolving contradictions between authors, 

humanists would study ancient texts in the original and appraise them through a combination 

of reasoning and empirical evidence. Humanist education was based on the programme of 

'Studia Humanitatis', the study of five humanities: poetry, grammar, history, moral 

philosophy and rhetoric. Although historians have sometimes struggled to define humanism 

precisely, most have settled on "a middle of the road definition ... the movement to recover, 

interpret, and assimilate the language, literature, learning and values of ancient Greece and 

Rome". Above all, humanists asserted "the genius of man ... the unique and extraordinary 

ability of the human mind". 

Humanist scholars shaped the intellectual landscape throughout the early modern period. 

Political philosophers such as Niccolò Machiavelli and Thomas More revived the ideas of 

Greek and Roman thinkers and applied them in critiques of contemporary government. Pico 

della Mirandola wrote the "manifesto" of the Renaissance, the Oration on the Dignity of Man, 

a vibrant defence of thinking. Matteo Palmieri (1406–1475), another humanist, is most 

known for his work Della Vita Civile ("On Civic Life"; printed 1528), which advocated civic 

humanism, and for his influence in refining the Tuscan vernacular to the same level as Latin. 

Palmieri drew on Roman philosophers and theorists, especially Cicero, who, like Palmieri, 

lived an active public life as a citizen and official, as well as a theorist and philosopher and 

also Quintilian. Perhaps the most succinct expression of his perspective on humanism is in a 

1465 poetic work La Città di Vita, but an earlier work, Della Vita Civile (On Civic Life), is 

more wide-ranging. Composed as a series of dialogues set in a country house in the Mugello 

countryside outside Florence during the plague of 1430, Palmieri expounds on the qualities of 

the ideal citizen. The dialogues include ideas about how children develop mentally and 

physically, how citizens can conduct themselves morally, how citizens and states can ensure 

probity in public life, and an important debate on the difference between that which is 

pragmatically useful and that which is honest. 

The humanists believed that it is important to transcend to the afterlife with a perfect mind 

and body, which could be attained with education. The purpose of humanism was to create a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renaissance_humanism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scholasticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empirical_evidence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poetry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhetoric
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Niccol%C3%B2_Machiavelli
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_More
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pico_della_Mirandola
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pico_della_Mirandola
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oration_on_the_Dignity_of_Man
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matteo_Palmieri
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classical_republicanism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classical_republicanism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuscan_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cicero
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quintilian
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universal man whose person combined intellectual and physical excellence and who was 

capable of functioning honorably in virtually any situation. This ideology was referred to as 

the uomo universale, an ancient Greco-Roman ideal. Education during the Renaissance was 

mainly composed of ancient literature and history as it was thought that the classics provided 

moral instruction and an intensive understanding of human behavior. 

1.9 Renaissance Art 

Renaissance art marks a cultural rebirth at the close of the Middle Ages and rise of the 

Modern world. One of the distinguishing features of Renaissance art was its development of 

highly realistic linear perspective. Giotto di Bondone (1267–1337) is credited with first 

treating a painting as a window into space, but it was not until the demonstrations of 

architect Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–1446) and the subsequent writings of Leon Battista 

Alberti (1404–1472) that perspective was formalized as an artistic technique. 

The development of perspective was part of a wider trend towards realism in the arts. Painters 

developed other techniques, studying light, shadow, and, famously in the case of Leonardo da 

Vinci, human anatomy. Underlying these changes in artistic method was a renewed desire to 

depict the beauty of nature and to unravel the axioms of aesthetics, with the works of 

Leonardo, Michelangelo and Raphael representing artistic pinnacles that were much imitated 

by other artists. Other notable artists include Sandro Botticelli, working for the Medici in 

Florence, Donatello, another Florentine, and Titian in Venice, among others. 

In the Netherlands, a particularly vibrant artistic culture developed. The work of Hugo van 

der Goes and Jan van Eyck was particularly influential on the development of painting in 

Italy, both technically with the introduction of oil paint and canvas, and stylistically in terms 

of naturalism in representation. Later, the work of Pieter Brueghel the Elder would inspire 

artists to depict themes of everyday life. 

In architecture, Filippo Brunelleschi was foremost in studying the remains of ancient classical 

buildings. With rediscovered knowledge from the 1st-century writer Vitruvius and the 

flourishing discipline of mathematics, Brunelleschi formulated the Renaissance style that 

emulated and improved on classical forms. His major feat of engineering was building the 

dome of the Florence Cathedral. Another building demonstrating this style is the church of St. 

Andrew in Mantua, built by Alberti. The outstanding architectural work of the High 

Renaissance was the rebuilding of St. Peter's Basilica, combining the skills 

of Bramante, Michelangelo, Raphael, Sangallo and Maderno. 
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During the Renaissance, architects aimed to use columns, pilasters, and entablatures as an 

integrated system. The Roman orders types of columns are used: Tuscan, Doric, Ionic, 

Corinthian and Composite. These can either be structural, supporting an arcade or architrave, 

or purely decorative, set against a wall in the form of pilasters. One of the first buildings to 

use pilasters as an integrated system was in the Old Sacristy (1421–1440) by 

Brunelleschi. Arches, semi-circular or (in the Mannerist style) segmental, are often used in 

arcades, supported on piers or columns with capitals. There may be a section of entablature 

between the capital and the springing of the arch. Alberti was one of the first to use the arch 

on a monumental. Renaissance vaults do not have ribs; they are semi-circular or segmental 

and on a square plan, unlike the Gothic vault, which is frequently rectangular. 

Renaissance artists were not pagans, although they admired antiquity and kept some ideas 

and symbols of the medieval past. Nicola Pisano (c. 1220–c. 1278) imitated classical forms 

by portraying scenes from the Bible. His Annunciation, from the Baptistry at Pisa, 

demonstrates that classical models influenced Italian art before the Renaissance took root as a 

literary movement. 

1.10 Science 

The rediscovery of ancient texts and the invention of printing democratized learning and 

allowed a faster propagation of ideas. In the first period of the Italian Renaissance, humanists 

favoured the study of humanities over natural philosophy or applied mathematics, and their 

reverence for classical sources further enshrined the Aristotelian and Ptolemaic views of the 

universe. Writing around 1450, Nicholas Cusanus anticipated the heliocentric worldview 

of Copernicus, but in a philosophical fashion. 

Science and art were intermingled in the early Renaissance, with polymath artists such as 

Leonardo da Vinci making observational drawings of anatomy and nature. Da Vinci set up 

controlled experiments in water flow, medical dissection, and systematic study of movement 

and aerodynamics, and he devised principles of research method that led Fritjof Capra to 

classify him as the "father of modern science". Other examples of Da Vinci's contribution 

during this period include machines designed to saw marbles and lift monoliths and new 

discoveries in acoustics, botany, geology, anatomy and mechanics. 

A suitable environment had developed to question scientific doctrine. The discovery in 1492 

of the New World by Christopher Columbus challenged the classical worldview. The works 

of Ptolemy (in geography) and Galen (in medicine) were found to not always match everyday 
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observations. As the Protestant Reformation and Counter-Reformation clashed, the Northern 

Renaissance showed a decisive shift in focus from Aristotelean natural philosophy to 

chemistry and the biological sciences (botany, anatomy, and medicine). The willingness to 

question previously held truths and search for new answers resulted in a period of major 

scientific advancements. 

Some view this as a "scientific revolution", heralding the beginning of the modern age, others 

as an acceleration of a continuous process stretching from the ancient world to the present 

day. Significant scientific advances were made during this time by Galileo Galilei, Tycho 

Brahe and Johannes Kepler. Copernicus, in De Revolutionibus, posited that the earth moved 

around the sun. De Humani Corporis Fabrica (On the Workings of the Human Body), 

by Andreas Vesalius, gave a new confidence to the role of dissection, observation, and 

the mechanistic view of anatomy. 

Another important development was in the process for discovery, the scientific method, 

focusing on empirical evidence and the importance of mathematics, while discarding 

Aristotelian science. Early and influential proponents of these ideas included Copernicus, 

Galileo, and Francis Bacon. The new scientific method led to great contributions in the fields 

of astronomy, physics, biology, and anatomy. Applied innovation extended to commerce. At 

the end of the 15th century, Luca Pacioli published the first work on bookkeeping, making 

him the founder of accounting. 

1.11 Music 

From this changing society emerged a common, unifying musical language, in particular 

the polyphonic style of the Franco-Flemish school. The development of printing made 

distribution of music possible on a wide scale. Demand for music as entertainment and as an 

activity for educated amateurs increased with the emergence of a bourgeois class. 

Dissemination of chansons, motets, and masses throughout Europe coincided with the 

unification of polyphonic practice into the fluid style that culminated in the second half of the 

sixteenth century in the work of composers such as Palestrina, Lassus, Victoria and William 

Byrd. 

1.12 Religion 

The new ideals of humanism, although more secular in some aspects, developed against 

a Christian backdrop, especially in the Northern Renaissance. Much, if not most, of the new 

art was commissioned by or in dedication to the Church. However, the Renaissance had a 
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profound effect on contemporary theology, particularly in the way people perceived the 

relationship between man and God. Many of the period's foremost theologians were followers 

of the humanist method, including Erasmus, Zwingli, Thomas Moore, Martin Luther, 

and John Calvin. 

The Renaissance began in times of religious turmoil. The late Middle Ages was a period of 

political intrigue surrounding the Papacy, culminating in the Western Schism, in which three 

men simultaneously claimed to be true Bishop of Rome. While the schism was resolved by 

the Council of Constance (1414), a resulting reform movement known as Conciliarism sought 

to limit the power of the pope. Although the papacy eventually emerged supreme in 

ecclesiastical matters by the Fifth Council of the Lateran (1511), it was dogged by continued 

accusations of corruption, most famously in the person of Pope Alexander VI, who was 

accused variously of simony, nepotism and fathering four children (most of whom were 

married off, presumably for the consolidation of power) while a cardinal. 

Churchmen such as Erasmus and Luther proposed reform to the Church, often based on 

humanist textual criticism of the New Testament. In October 1517, Luther published the 95 

Theses, challenging papal authority and criticizing its perceived corruption, particularly with 

regard to instances of sold indulgences. The 95 Theses led to the Reformation, a break with 

the Roman Catholic Church that previously claimed hegemony in Western Europe. 

Humanism and the Renaissance therefore played a direct role in sparking the Reformation, as 

well as in many other contemporaneous religious debates and conflicts. 

Pope Paul III came to the papal throne (1534–1549) after the sack of Rome in 1527, with 

uncertainties prevalent in the Catholic Church following the Protestant Reformation. 

Nicolaus Copernicus dedicated De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (On the Revolutions 

of the Celestial Spheres) to Paul III, who became the grandfather of Alessandro Farnese 

(cardinal), who had paintings by Titian, Michelangelo, and Raphael, as well as an important 

collection of drawings, and who commissioned the masterpiece of Giulio Clovio, arguably 

the last major illuminated manuscript, the Farnese Hours. 

By the 15th century, writers, artists, and architects in Italy were well aware of the 

transformations that were taking place and were using phrases such as modi antichi (in the 

antique manner) or alle romana et alla antica (in the manner of the Romans and the ancients) 

to describe their work. In the 1330s, Petrarch referred to pre-Christian times 

as antiqua (ancient) and to the Christian period as nova (new). From Petrarch's Italian 
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perspective, this new period (which included his own time) was an age of national 

eclipse. Leonardo Bruni was the first to use tripartite periodization in his History of the 

Florentine People (1442). Bruni's first two periods were based on those of Petrarch, but he 

added a third period because he believed that Italy was no longer in a state of decline. Flavio 

Biondo used a similar framework in Decades of History from the Deterioration of the Roman 

Empire (1439–1453). 

Humanist historians argued that contemporary scholarship restored direct links to the 

classical period, thus bypassing the Medieval period, which they then named for the first time 

the "Middle Ages". The term first appears in Latin in 1469 as media tempestas (middle 

times). The term la rinascita (rebirth) first appeared, however, in its broad sense in Giorgio 

Vasari's Lives of the Artists, 1550, revised 1568). Vasari divides the age into three phases: the 

first phase contains Cimabue, Giotto, and Arnolfo di Cambio; the second phase 

contains Masaccio, Brunelleschi, and Donatello; the third centers on Leonardo da Vinci and 

culminates with Michelangelo. It was not just the growing awareness of classical antiquity 

that drove this development, according to Vasari, but also the growing desire to study and 

imitate nature. 

1.13 Spread of Renaissance 

In the 15th century, the Renaissance spread rapidly from its birthplace in Florence to the rest 

of Italy and soon to the rest of Europe. The invention of the printing press by German 

printer Johannes Gutenberg allowed the rapid transmission of these new ideas. As it spread, 

its ideas diversified and changed, being adapted to local culture. In the 20th century, scholars 

began to break the Renaissance into regional and national movements. 

1.14 Progress by Renaissance  

There is debate about the extent to which the Renaissance improved on the culture of the 

Middle Ages. Both Michelet and Burckhardt were keen to describe the progress made in the 

Renaissance towards the modern age. Burckhardt likened the change to a veil being removed 

from man's eyes, allowing him to see clearly.  

In the Middle Ages both sides of human consciousness―that which was turned within as that 

which was turned without—lay dreaming or half awake beneath a common veil. The veil was 

woven of faith, illusion, and childish prepossession, through which the world and history 

were seen clad in strange hues.   
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On the other hand, many historians now point out that most of the negative social factors 

popularly associated with the medieval period—poverty, warfare, religious and political 

persecution, for example—seem to have worsened in this era, which saw the rise 

of Machiavellian politics, the Wars of Religion, the corrupt Borgia Popes, and the 

intensified witch-hunts of the 16th century. Many people who lived during the Renaissance 

did not view it as the "golden age" imagined by certain 19th-century authors, but were 

concerned by these social maladies. Significantly, though, the artists, writers, and patrons 

involved in the cultural movements in question believed they were living in a new era that 

was a clean break from the Middle Ages. Some Marxist historians prefer to describe the 

Renaissance in material terms, holding the view that the changes in art, literature, and 

philosophy were part of a general economic trend from feudalism towards capitalism, 

resulting in a bourgeois class with leisure time to devote to the arts.  

Johan Huizinga (1872–1945) acknowledged the existence of the Renaissance but questioned 

whether it was a positive change. In his book The Waning of the Middle Ages, he argued that 

the Renaissance was a period of decline from the High Middle Ages, destroying much that 

was important. The Latin language, for instance, had evolved greatly from the classical 

period and was still a living language used in the church and elsewhere. The Renaissance 

obsession with classical purity halted its further evolution and saw Latin revert to its classical 

form. Robert S. Lopez has contended that it was a period of deep economic 

recession. Meanwhile, George Sarton and Lynn Thorndike have both argued 

that scientific progress was perhaps less original than has traditionally been 

supposed. Finally, Joan Kelly argued that the Renaissance led to greater gender dichotomy, 

lessening the agency women had had during the Middle Ages.  

Some historians have begun to consider the word Renaissance to be unnecessarily loaded, 

implying an unambiguously positive rebirth from the supposedly more primitive "Dark 

Ages", the Middle Ages. Most historians now prefer to use the term "early modern" for this 

period, a more neutral designation that highlights the period as a transitional one between the 

Middle Ages and the modern era. Others such as Roger Osborne have come to consider the 

Italian Renaissance as a repository of the myths and ideals of western history in general, and 

instead of rebirth of ancient ideas as a period of great innovation.  
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1.15 Islamic Influence on European Renaissance 

It is a common fact that The Renaissance, The Age of Reason, The Enlightenment, etc. 

happened all of a sudden with no connection to anything else—as if Leonardo woke up one 

fine morning in 1500, looked at his homemade (obviously) hour-glass and said "Gee, it's the 

Renaissance; I'd better design a helicopter." The point of this entry, then, is simply to draw 

your attention to how interconnected European and Arabic culture used to be, and how there 

is a link between the glorious age of the Arab science and culture (800-1100) and the 

beginnings of the Italian Renaissance.  

After Islam's rapid spread from Spain to India, Muslims founded the city of Baghdad in 800 

CE, and it is here that the Muslim quest for knowledge begins, the manifestation of an 

insatiable curiosity  (to use Einstein's choice phrase from many centuries later) "to figure out 

how the Old Man runs the universe." It is in Baghdad that the Muslims founded their great 

school of translation, the incredible ambition of which was to translate as much as they could 

find of science, astronomy, mathematics, music, geography and philosophy—whatever 

remained of Classical Greek knowledge and other world traditions of knowledge. It made 

them travel to India to study the mathematics and philosophy of those who had written in 

classical Sanskrit centuries earlier. 

In 800, this was by no means an easy task. Much classical Greek writing had not survived the 

centuries of neglect by Christians inimical to "pagan" thought. As early as the year 500, the 

great library at Alexandria was a ruin and, a few years later, Justinian closed Plato's Academy 

in Athens because it was a hotbed of pagan (non-Christian) philosophy. Arab scholars, then, 

translated into Arabic the few Greek texts that remained, or translated from languages into 

which the Greek originals had previously been translated by scholars who had left Greece for 

parts of the east. These were mainly exiled Nestorian Christians from Greece, and Classical 

Greek scholars from Plato's academy who had fled to Persia, where they founded a great 

center of learning at Jundishapur (before the coming of Islam) and translated much of their 

material into Aramaic, the lingua franca of the Middle East at the time. After Baghdad, the 

Arabs later started equally fine centers of scholarship in Spain at Cordoba and Toledo. 

Transmission of this glorious knowledge from the Muslim world into Italy happened 

primarily through Spain and Sicily; that is, the great courts of learning in Cordoba and the 

pre-Crusades court of Norman Sicily in the 12th century. It is in Sicily, particularly, that 
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Norman tolerance provided for the coexistence of Byzantine Greek, Italian Christian, and 

Arab scholars. It was, perhaps, the last great period of human tolerance in European history.  

Medicine 

One of the great medical translators from Arabic into Latin was Constantine of Carthage 

(known as "The African"). In the middle of the 11th century, he came to teach at the medical 

school in Salerno , the first of its kind in Europe, bringing with him his vast library of Arabic 

medical works, including, no doubt, Avicenna's Canon of Medicine.  That work was 

translated into Latin and used as a text in European medical schools well into the 17th 

century, and parts of it were current as late as the early 19th century! In 1127, a European 

translator, Stefano of Pisa, reported that scholars of medicine were all still found in Sicily and 

Salerno, and were generally persons who knew Arabic. Again, we should not set up a 

necessary chain of cause and effect; yet, there is surely a link between earlier Muslim medical 

thought (the view that "God has provided a cure for all disease", therefore, it is our rational 

duty to find those cures) and the final abandoning by the Christian west of the view that 

prayer and mortification of the flesh cured illness.  

The Role of Frederick II 

In Palermo, Emperor Frederick II (1194-1250), in spite of the Crusades, was  driven by his 

own enormous intellectual curiosity to explore Arabic culture. He is known for his exchanges 

of letters on philosophy and science with Arab scholars. A prominent member of the court of 

Frederick in Palermo was the great Italian mathematician, Leonardo Fibonacci, the inventor 

of the arithmetic series that bears his name. (Quick! what is the next number in this series: 4, 

1, 5, 6, 11, 17...)? He had studied with Arab mathematicians, and he is also the reason you 

don't have to do that last problem as "IV, I, V, VI, XI, XVII..."; that is, he introduced 

"Arabic" numerals into Europe (they were really Indian numerals that the Arabs had picked 

up in their wanderings).  

Frederick’s court is also responsible for giving us a Latin translation (from the Arabic 

translation of the Greek) of Ptolemy's Almagest, and for translating the original works of the 

great Arab astronomer, Al-Farghini.  Frederick II's interests were so wide ranging that it is no 

wonder he was well read in Arab philosophy and science. He expanded the medical school in 

Salerno and started the University of Naples, which, today, still bears his name. 

Michael Scot (1217-1240) was perhaps the finest mind at the court of Frederick in Palermo. 

From Scotland, he had worked at the great Arab translation center in Toledo and is 
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responsible for giving us Latin versions of the philosophical works of Ibn Sina (Avicenna) 

and Ibn Rushd (Averroës), particularly the latter's commentaries on Aristotle. From royal 

courts to fresh universities, Italy in the 1100s and 1200s, then, seems to be a scene of 

Europeans attempting to read the next installments of Arab works, particularly in philosophy, 

medicine and astronomy.   

Philosophy 

Muslim religious philosophy is of particular interest. Al-Kindi (d. after 870) was the first 

important Muslim philosopher. He held and taught that revealed truth (religion) and rational 

truth were not in conflict, but were complementary—even identical. Then, Al-Farabi (874-

950) elevated philosophy even much and held that our goal is to develop our rational faculty 

and achieve 'happiness' in our social living. 

Ibn Sina (981-1037), known in the west by the Latin name, Avicenna, is often called by 

Westerners the "Arab Leonardo" for the amazing breadth of his knowledge in medicine, 

philosophy, mathematics, and astronomy. In addition to his Canon of Medicine (al-Qānūn al-

Ṭibb), he is certainly one of the most remarkable thinkers of the Middle Ages and the most 

important and original of all Muslim philosophers. He held that religion was a kind of 

philosophy for the masses; the goal of all revealed truth (including his own Islam) was to lead 

us to our highest state—one of philosophic contemplation.  He held the particularly original 

idea that intellectual discovery implies an intuitive act of knowledge. The idea of the intuitive 

intellect working outside of the methodical process of collecting facts and deduction has 

again become quite modern. 

Perhaps Ibn Rushid (Averroës) 1128-1198 is also of great interest to us. He wrote many 

commentaries on Aristotle and is known in Arab philosophy simply as "the Commentator." 

His works in religious philosophy were widely read in Europe, especially by Thomas 

Aquinas. The point, of course, being not that one was right and the other wrong, but that one 

of the greatest of European medieval philosophers sharpened his intellect by dealing with his 

Muslim predecessor. Ibn Rushd's work in law, medicine, and astronomy were also highly 

regarded.  

Literature 

It is hardly mentioned that there was the Arab influence on European thought or Arab 

literature might have had any influence on European medieval literature. There are, however, 

a number of possibilities. It may be that the Arab habit of composing popular poetry in 
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vernacular Arabic in Sicily and Spain had some influence on the subsequent 

"vernacularization" of not only European court poetry and song, but even in the beginnings of 

great European vernacular literature. In A History of Islamic Sicily, Aziz Ahmad dwells on 

the controversial connection between Dante's Divine Comedy and prior Islamic works of the 

same nature. There is no real conclusion to be drawn, except the possibility that the great 

originator of non-Latin Romance literature of the Arabs got some inspiration from 

somewhere. Dante certainly knew of Avicenna and Averroës through Latin translation; in 

the Divine Comedy, he places them both in Purgatory with the great pre-Christian scholars of 

ancient Greece. (Dante was not so kind to Mohammed, himself, though, who, in Canto 28, is 

in Hell as a Sower of Discord). Had Dante also knowledge (through its Latin or Early French 

translations) of The Book of the Scale, an earlier Arab eschatological work, that has 

interesting parallels in the Divine Comedy is not known.  

It was because of the contribution of these great Muslim scholars and philosophers that 

Robert Briffault has to say:  

It was under the influence of the Arabs and Moorish revival of culture and not 

in the 15th century, that a real renaissance took place... After steadily sinking 

lower and lower into barbarism, it [Europe] had reached the darkest depths of 

ignorance and degradation when cities of the Saracenic world, Baghdad, Cairo, 

Cordova, and Toledo, were growing centers of civilization and intellectual 

activity. It was there that the new life arose which was to grow into a new phase 

of human evolution. From the time when the influence of their culture made 

itself felt, began the stirring of new life. 

1.16 Let Us Sum Up 

Renaissance was a holistic movement in every field of life which became the precursor of the 

modern era. Arts, sciences, architecture, literature and philosophy, all gained a tremendous 

impetus by the hard work of Renaissance scholars. It also paved the way for European 

Enlightenment which broke the ancient cycle and culminated in a more sophisticated 

civilization. It is one of the major progressive phenomena of the Western Civilization.  

1.17 Check Your Progress 

1. Was Renaissance the emergence of Italian knowledge? 

2. What role Greek and Roman art played in the phenomena of Renaissance? 

3. Explain the Islamic influence on the European Renaissance. 
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4. How far is Humanism related to Renaissance?  

1.18 Suggested Readings 

1. Dr Jerry Brotton, Renaissance: A Very Short Introduction 

2. Will Durant, The Renaissance  
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2.0 Introduction 

The Industrial Revolution was a transformation of human life circumstances that occurred in 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (roughly 1760 to 1840) in Britain, the 

United States, and Western Europe due in large measure to advances in the technologies of 

industry. The Industrial Revolution was characterized by a complex interplay of changes in 

technology, society, medicine, economy, education, and culture in which multiple 

technological innovations replaced human labor with mechanical work, replaced vegetable 

sources like wood with mineral sources like coal and iron, freed mechanical power from 

being tied to a fixed running water source, and supported the injection of capitalist practices, 

methods, and principles into what had been an agrarian society. 

The Industrial Revolution marked a major turning point in human history, comparable to the 

invention of farming or the rise of the first city-states—almost every aspect of daily life and 

human society was, eventually, in some way altered. As with most examples of change in 

complex systems, the transformation termed as "Industrial Revolution" was really a whole 

system effect wrought through multiple causes, of which the technological advances are only 

the most apparent. 

The First Industrial Revolution merged into the Second Industrial Revolution around 1850, 

when technological and economic progress gained momentum with the development of 

steam-powered ships and railways, and later in the nineteenth century with the internal 

combustion engine and electrical power generation. The torrent of technological innovation 

and subsequent social transformation continued throughout the twentieth century, 

contributing to further disruption of human life circumstances. Today, different parts of the 

world are at different stages in the industrial revolution with some of the countries most 

behind in terms of industrial development being in a position, through adopting the latest 

technologies, to leapfrog over even some more advanced countries that are now locked into 

the infrastructure of an earlier technology. 

While the Industrial Revolution contributed to a great increase in the GDP per capita of the 

participating countries, the spread of that greater wealth to large numbers of people in general 

occurred only after one or two generations during which the wealth was disproportionately 

concentrated in the hands of a relatively few. Still, it enabled ordinary to enjoy a standard of 

living far better than that of their forebears. Traditional agrarian societies had generally been 

more stable and progressed at a much slower rate before the advent of the Industrial 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Technology
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Society
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Education
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Culture
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Vegetable
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Coal
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Iron
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Civilization#Early_civilizations
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Internal_combustion_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Internal_combustion_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Electric_power
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Gross_domestic_product


30 
 

Revolution and the emergence of the modern capitalist economy. In countries affected 

directly by it, the Industrial Revolution dramatically altered social relations, creating a 

modern, urban society with a large middle class. In most cases, the GDP has increased 

rapidly in those capitalist countries that follow a track of industrial development, in a sense 

recapitulating the Industrial Revolution. 

2.1 Objectives  

1. To give a comprehensive definition and background of the Industrial Revolution; 

2. To provide the detail of the goods and products made in Industries; 

3. To highlight the factors and role of Industrial Revolution in Britain and Europe; 

4. To discuss the impact of Industrial Revolution on the various spheres of life. 

2.2 Historical Background 

The industrial revolution started in the United Kingdom in the early seventeenth century. The 

Act of Union uniting England and Scotland ushered in a sustained period of internal peace 

and an internal free market without internal trade barriers. Britain had a reliable and fast 

developing banking sector, a straight forward legal framework for setting up joint stock 

companies, a modern legal framework and system to enforce the rule of law, a developing 

transportation system, 

In the latter half of the 1700s the manual labor based economy of the Kingdom of Great 

Britain began to be replaced by one dominated by industry and the manufacture 

of machinery. It started with the mechanization of the textile industries, the development of 

iron-making techniques and the increased use of refined coal. Once started, it spread. Trade 

expansion was enabled by the introduction of canals, improved roads and railways. The 

introduction of steam power (fueled primarily by coal) and powered machinery (mainly 

in textile manufacturing) underpinned the dramatic increases in production capacity. The 

development of all-metal machine tools in the first two decades of the nineteenth century 

facilitated the manufacture of more production machines for manufacturing in other 

industries. The effects spread throughout Western Europe and North America during the 

nineteenth century, eventually affecting most of the world. The impact of this change on 

society was enormous.  

The first Industrial Revolution merged into the Second Industrial Revolution around 1850, 

when technological and economic progress gained momentum with the development of 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Kingdom_of_Great_Britain
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Kingdom_of_Great_Britain
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Machine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Textile
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Rail_transport
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Steam_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Textile_manufacturing
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steam-powered ships, railways, and later in the nineteenth century with the internal 

combustion engine and electric power generation. 

2.3 History of the Name 

The term "Industrial Revolution" applied to technological change was common in the 1830s. 

Louis-Auguste Blanqui, in 1837, spoke of la révolution industrielle. Friedrich Engels, in The 

Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844, spoke of "an industrial revolution, a 

revolution which at the same time changed the whole of civil society." 

In his book Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, Raymond Williams states in the 

entry for industry: 

The idea of a new social order based on major industrial change was clear in Southey and 

Owen, between 1811 and 1818, and was implicit as early as Blake in the early 1790s and 

Wordsworth at the turn of the century. Credit for popularizing the term may be given to 

Arnold Toynbee, whose lectures given in 1881 gave a detailed account of the process. 

2.4 Innovations 

The commencement of the Industrial Revolution is closely linked to a small number of 

innovations, made in the second half of the eighteenth century: 

 Textiles—Cotton spinning using Richard Arkwright's water frame. This was patented 

in 1769 and so came out of patent in 1783. The end of the patent was rapidly followed 

by the erection of many cotton mills. Similar technology was subsequently applied to 

spinning worsted yarn for various textiles and flax for linen. 

 Steam power—The improved steam engine, invented by James Watt, was initially 

used mainly for pumping out mines, but from the 1780s, was applied to power 

machines. This enabled rapid development of efficient semi-automated factories on a 

previously unimaginable scale in places where waterpower was not available. 

 Iron founding—In the Iron industry, coke was finally applied to all stages of iron 

smelting, replacing charcoal. This had been achieved much earlier 

for lead and copper as well as for producing pig iron in a blast furnace, but the second 

stage in the production of bar iron depended on the use of potting and stamping (for 

which a patent expired in 1786). 

These represent three "leading sectors," in which there were key innovations, permitting the 

economic take off by which the Industrial Revolution is usually defined. This is not to belittle 

many other inventions, particularly in the textile industry. Without some earlier ones, such as 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Internal_combustion_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Internal_combustion_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Electric_power
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Friedrich_Engels
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Raymond_Williams
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cotton
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cotton_mill
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Steam_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/James_Watt
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Mining
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http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Lead
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Copper
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Textile
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spinning jenny and flying shuttle, in the textile industry, and the smelting of pig iron with 

coke, these achievements might have been impossible. Later inventions such as the power 

loom and Richard Trevithick's high pressure steam engine were also important in the growing 

industrialization of Britain. The application of steam engines to power cotton mills and 

ironworks enabled these to be built in places that were most convenient because other 

resources were available, rather than where there was water to power a mill. 

In the textile sector, such mills became the model for the organization of human labor in 

factories, epitomized by Cottonopolis, the name given to the vast collection of cotton 

mills, factories, and administration offices based in Manchester. The assembly line system 

greatly improved efficiency, both in this and other industries. With a series of men trained to 

do a single task on a product, then having it move along to the next worker, the number of 

finished goods also rose significantly. 

2.5 Transfer of Knowledge 

Knowledge of new innovation was spread by several means. Workers who were trained in the 

technique might move to another employer or might be poached. A common method was for 

someone to make a study tour, gathering information where he could. During the whole of 

the Industrial Revolution and for the century before, all European countries and America 

engaged in study-touring; some nations, like Sweden and France, even trained civil servants 

or technicians to undertake it as a matter of state policy. In other countries, notably Britain 

and America, individual manufacturers anxious to improve their own methods carried out this 

practice. Study tours were common then, as now, as was the keeping of travel diaries. The 

records made by industrialists and technicians of the period are an incomparable source of 

information about their methods. 

Another means for the spread of innovation was by the network of informal philosophical 

societies, like the Lunar Society of Birmingham, in which members met to discuss "natural 

philosophy" (i.e. science) and often its application to manufacturing. The Lunar Society 

flourished from 1765 to 1809, and it has been said of them, "They were, if you like, the 

revolutionary committee of that most far reaching of all the eighteenth century revolutions, 

the Industrial Revolution." Other such societies published volumes of proceedings and 

transactions. For example, the London-based Royal Society of Arts published an illustrated 

volume of new inventions, as well as papers about them in its annual Transactions. 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Steam_engine
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cotton_mill
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cotton_mill
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cotton_mill
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Factory
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Sweden
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There were publications describing technology. Encyclopaedias such as Harris's Lexicon 

technicum (1704) and Dr. Abraham Rees's Cyclopaedia (1802-1819) contain much of 

value. Cyclopaedia contains an enormous amount of information about the science and 

technology of the first half of the Industrial Revolution, very well illustrated by fine 

engravings. Foreign printed sources such as the Descriptions des Arts et Métiers and 

Diderot's Encyclopédie explained foreign methods with fine engraved plates. 

Periodical publications about manufacturing and technology began to appear in the last 

decade of the eighteenth century, and many regularly included notice of the latest patents. 

Foreign periodicals, such as the Annales des Mines, published accounts of travels made by 

French engineers who observed British methods on study tours. 

2.6 Technological Developments in Britain 

Textile Manufacture 

In the early eighteenth century, British textile manufacture was based on wool which was 

processed by individual artisans, doing the spinning and weaving on their own premises. This 

system was called a cottage industry. Flax and cotton were also used for fine materials, but 

the processing was difficult because of the pre-processing needed, and thus goods in these 

materials made only a small proportion of the output. 

Use of the spinning wheel and hand loom restricted the production capacity of the industry, 

but incremental advances increased productivity to the extent that manufactured cotton goods 

became the dominant British export by the early decades of the nineteenth century. India was 

displaced as the premier supplier of cotton goods. 

Lewis Paul patented the Roller Spinning machine and the flyer-and-bobbin system for 

drawing wool to a more even thickness, developed with the help of John Wyatt in 

Birmingham. Paul and Wyatt opened a mill in Birmingham which used their new rolling 

machine powered by a donkey. In 1743, a factory was opened in Northampton with fifty 

spindles on each of five of Paul and Wyatt's machines. This operated until about 1764. Daniel 

Bourn in Leominster built a similar mill, but this burnt down. Both Lewis Paul and Daniel 

Bourne patented carding machines in 1748. Using two sets of rollers that traveled at different 

speeds, it was later used in the first cotton-spinning mill. Lewis's invention was later 

developed and improved by Richard Arkwright in his water frame and Samuel Crompton in 

his spinning mule. 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Wool
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http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/India
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Donkey
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Other inventors increased the efficiency of the individual steps of spinning (carding, twisting 

and spinning, and rolling) so that the supply of yarn increased greatly, which fed a weaving 

industry that was advancing with improvements to shuttles and the loom, or "frame." The 

output of an individual laborer increased dramatically, with the effect that the new machines 

were seen as a threat to employment, and early innovators were attacked, their inventions 

destroyed. 

To capitalize upon these advances, it took a class of entrepreneurs, of which the most famous 

is Richard Arkwright. He is credited with a list of inventions, but these were actually 

developed by people such as Thomas Highs and John Kay; Arkwright nurtured the inventors, 

patented the ideas, financed the initiatives, and protected the machines. He created the cotton 

mill which brought the production processes together in a factory, and he developed the use 

of power—first horse power and then water power—which made cotton manufacture a 

mechanized industry. Before long steam, power was applied to drive textile machinery. 

2.7 Metallurgy 

The major change in the metal industries during the era of the Industrial Revolution was the 

replacement of organic fuels, based on wood, with fossil fuel, based on coal. Much of this 

happened somewhat before the Industrial Revolution, based on innovations by Sir Clement 

Clerke and others from 1678, using coal reverberatory furnaces known as cupolas. These 

were operated by the flames, which contained carbon monoxide, playing on 

the ore and reducing the oxide to metal. This has the advantage that impurities (such as 

sulfur) in the coal do not migrate into the metal. This technology was applied to lead from 

1678, and to copper from 1687. It was also applied to iron foundry work in the 1690s, but in 

this case, the reverberatory furnace was known as an air furnace. The foundry cupola is a 

different (and later) innovation. 

Abraham Darby, who made great strides using coke to fuel his blast furnaces at 

Coalbrookdale in 1709, followed this. However, the coke pig iron he made was used mostly 

for the production of cast iron goods such as pots and kettles. He had the advantage over his 

rivals in that his pots, cast by his patented process, were thinner and cheaper than theirs. Coke 

pig iron was hardly used to produce bar iron in forges until the mid 1750s, when his son 

Abraham Darby II built Horsehay and Ketley furnaces (not far from Coalbrookdale). By then, 

coke pig iron was cheaper than charcoal pig iron. 
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Bar iron for smiths to forge into consumer goods was still made in finery forges, as it long 

had been. However, new processes were adopted in the ensuing years. The first is referred to 

today as potting and stamping, but this was superseded by Henry Cort's puddling process. 

From 1785, perhaps because the improved version of potting and stamping was about to 

come out of patent, a great expansion in the output of the British iron industry began. The 

new processes did not depend on the use of charcoal at all and were therefore not limited by 

charcoal sources. 

Up to that time, British iron manufacturers had used considerable amounts of imported iron 

to supplement native supplies. This came principally from Sweden from the mid seventeenth 

century and later also from Russia towards the end of the 1720s. However, from 1785, 

imports decreased because of the new iron making technology, and Britain became an 

exporter of bar iron as well as manufactured wrought iron consumer goods. 

Since iron was becoming cheaper and more plentiful, it also became a major structural 

material following the building of the innovative Iron Bridge in 1778 by Abraham Darby III. 

An improvement was made in the production of steel, which was an expensive commodity 

and used only where iron would not do, such as for the cutting edge of tools and for springs. 

Benjamin Huntsman developed his crucible steel technique in the 1740s. The raw material for 

this was blister steel, made by the cementation process. 

The supply of cheaper iron and steel aided the development of boilers and steam engines, and 

eventually railways. Improvements in machine tools allowed better working of iron and steel 

and further boosted the industrial growth of Britain. 

2.8 Mining 

Coal mining in Britain, particularly in South Wales started early. Before the steam engine, 

pits were often shallow bell pits following a seam of coal along the surface which were 

abandoned as the coal was extracted. In other cases, if the geology was favorable, the coal 

was mined by means of an adit driven into the side of a hill. Shaft mining was done in some 

areas, but the limiting factor was the problem of removing water. It could be done by hauling 

buckets of water up the shaft or to a sough (a tunnel driven into a hill to drain a mine). In 

either case, the water had to be discharged into a stream or ditch at a level where it could flow 

away by gravity. The introduction of the steam engine greatly facilitated the removal of water 

and enabled shafts to be made deeper, enabling more coal to be extracted. These were 

developments that had begun before the Industrial Revolution, but the adoption of James 
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Watt's more efficient steam engine from the 1770s reduced the fuel costs of engines, making 

mines more profitable. 

2.9 Steam power 

The development of the stationary steam engine was an essential early advance of the 

Industrial Revolution; however, for most of the period of the Industrial Revolution, the 

majority of industries still relied on wind and water power as well as horse and man-power 

for driving small machines. 

The industrial use of steam power started with Thomas Savery in 1698. He constructed and 

patented, in London, the first engine, which he called the "Miner's Friend" since he intended 

it to pump water from mines. This machine used steam at 8 to 10 atmospheres (120-150 psi) 

and did not use a piston and cylinder, but applied the steam pressure directly on to the surface 

of water in a cylinder to force it along an outlet pipe. It also used condensed steam to produce 

a partial vacuum to suck water into the cylinder. It generated about one horsepower (hp). It 

was used as a low-lift water pump in a few mines and numerous water works, but it was not a 

success since it was limited in the height it could raise water and was prone to boiler 

explosions. 

The first successful model was the atmospheric engine, a low performance steam engine 

invented by Thomas Newcomen in 1712. Newcomen apparently conceived his machine quite 

independently of Savery. His engines used a piston and cylinder, and it operated with steam 

just above atmospheric pressure which was used to produce a partial vacuum in the cylinder 

when condensed by jets of cold water. The vacuum sucked a piston into the cylinder which 

moved under pressure from the atmosphere. The engine produced a succession of power 

strokes which could work a pump but could not drive a rotating wheel. They were 

successfully put to use for pumping out mines in Britain, with the engine on the surface 

working a pump at the bottom of the mine by a long connecting rod. These were large 

machines, requiring a lot of capital to build, but produced about 5 hp. They were inefficient, 

but when located where coal was cheap at pit heads, they were usefully employed in pumping 

water from mines. They opened up a great expansion in coal mining by allowing mines to go 

deeper. Despite using a lot of fuel, Newcomen engines continued to be used in the coalfields 

until the early decades of the nineteenth century because they were reliable and easy to 

maintain. 
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By 1792, when Newcomen died, his engines had spread to France, Germany, Austria, 

Hungary and Sweden. A total of 110 are known to have been built by 1733 when the patent 

expired, of which 14 were abroad. A total of 1454 engines had been built by 1800. 

Its working was fundamentally unchanged until James Watt succeeded in making his Watt 

steam engine in 1769, which incorporated a series of improvements, especially the separate 

steam condenser chamber. This improved engine efficiency by about a factor of five, saving 

75 percent on coal costs. The Watt steam engine's ability to drive rotary machinery also 

meant it could be used to drive a factory or mill directly. They were commercially very 

successful, and by 1800, the firm Boulton & Watt had constructed 496 engines, with 164 

acting as pumps, 24 serving blast furnaces, and 308 to power mill machinery. Most of the 

engines generated between 5 to 10 hp. 

The development of machine tools, such as the lathe, planning, and shaping machines 

powered by these engines, enabled all the metal parts of the engines to be easily and 

accurately cut and in turn made it possible to build larger and more powerful engines. 

Until about 1800, the most common pattern of steam engine was the beam engine, which was 

built within a stone or brick engine-house, but around that time, various patterns of portable 

(readily removable engines, but not on wheels) engines were developed, such as the table 

engine. 

Richard Trevithick, a Cornish blacksmith, began to use high-pressure steam with improved 

boilers in 1799. This allowed engines to be compact enough to be used on mobile road and 

rail locomotives and steamboats. 

In the early nineteenth century after the expiration of Watt's patent, the steam engine 

underwent many improvements by a host of inventors and engineers. 

2.10 Chemicals 

The large-scale production of chemicals was an important development during the Industrial 

Revolution. The first of these was the production of sulphuric acid by the lead chamber 

process, invented by the Englishman John Roebuck (James Watt's first partner) in 1746. He 

greatly increased the scale of the manufacture by replacing the relatively expensive glass 

vessels formerly used with larger, less expensive chambers made of riveted sheets of lead. 

Instead of a few pounds at a time, he was able to make a hundred pounds (45 kg) or so at a 

time in each of the chambers. 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Locomotive
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The production of an alkali on a large scale became an important goal as well, and Nicolas 

Leblanc succeeded, in 1791, in introducing a method for the production of sodium carbonate. 

The Leblanc process was a "dirty" series of reactions that produced many harmful wastes 

along the way. The process started with the reaction of sulphuric acid with sodium chloride to 

yield sodium sulphate and hydrochloric acid (a toxic waste). The sodium sulphate was heated 

with limestone (calcium carbonate) and coal to give a mixture of sodium carbonate and 

calcium sulphide. Adding water separated the soluble sodium carbonate from the calcium 

sulphide (a useless waste at that time). Although the process produced a large amount of 

pollution, its product, sodium carbonate or synthetic soda ash, proved economical to use 

when compared with natural soda ash from burning certain plants (barilla) or from kelp, the 

previously dominant sources of soda ash, and also to potash (potassium carbonate) derived 

from hardwood ashes. 

These two chemicals were very important because they enabled the introduction of a host of 

other inventions, replacing many small-scale operations with more cost-effective and 

controllable processes. Sodium carbonate had many uses in the glass, textile, soap, and paper 

industries. Early uses for sulphuric acid included pickling (removing rust from) iron and 

steel, and for bleaching cloth. 

The development of bleaching powder (calcium hypochlorite) by Scottish chemist Charles 

Tennant in about 1800, based on the discoveries of French chemist Claude Louis Berthollet, 

revolutionized the bleaching processes in the textile industry by dramatically reducing the 

time required (from months to days) for the traditional process then in use, which required 

repeated exposure to the sun in bleach fields after soaking the textiles with alkali or sour 

milk. Tennant's factory at St Rollox, North Glasgow, became the largest chemical plant in the 

world. 

In 1824, Joseph Aspdin, a British brick layer turned builder, patented a chemical process for 

making portland cement, an important advance in the building trades. This process involves 

sintering a mixture of clay and limestone to about 1400°C, then grinding it into a fine powder 

which is then mixed with water, sand, and gravel to produce concrete. It was utilized several 

years later by the famous English engineer, Marc Isambard Brunel, who used it in the 

Thames Tunnel. Cement was used on a large scale in the construction of the London 

sewerage system, a generation later. 
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2.11 Role of Machine Tools 

The Industrial Revolution could not have developed without machine tools, for they enabled 

manufacturing machines to be made. Machine tools have their origins in the tools developed 

in the eighteenth century by makers of clocks, watches, and scientific instruments to enable 

them to batch-produce small mechanisms. The mechanical parts of early textile machines 

were sometimes called "clock work" because of the metal spindles and gears they 

incorporated. The manufacture of textile machines drew craftsmen from these trades and is 

the origin of the modern engineering industry. 

A good example of how machine tools changed manufacturing took place in Birmingham, 

England, in 1830. The invention of a new machine by William Joseph Gillott, William 

Mitchell, and James Stephen Perry allowed mass manufacture of robust and cheap steel nibs 

(points) for dip writing pens. The process had previously been laborious and expensive. 

Machines were built by various craftsmen—carpenters made wooden framings, and smiths 

and turners made metal parts. Because of the difficulty of manipulating metal and the lack of 

machine tools, the use of metal was kept to a minimum. Wood framing had the disadvantage 

of changing dimensions with temperature and humidity, and the various joints tended to rack 

(work loose) over time. As the Industrial Revolution progressed, machines with metal frames 

became more common, but they required machine tools to make them economically. Before 

the advent of machine tools, metal was worked manually using the basic hand tools of 

hammers, files, scrapers, saws, and chisels. Small metal parts were readily made by these 

means, but for large machine parts, production was very laborious and costly. 

Apart from workshop lathes used by craftsmen, the first large machine tool was the cylinder 

boring machine used for boring the large-diameter cylinders on early steam engines. The 

planing machine, the slotting machine, and the shaping machine were developed in the first 

decades of the nineteenth century. Although the milling machine was invented at this time, it 

was not developed as a serious workshop tool until the Second Industrial Revolution. 

Military production had a hand in the development of machine tools. Henry Maudslay, who 

trained a school of machine tool makers early in the nineteenth century, was employed at the 

Royal Arsenal, Woolwich, as a young man where he would have seen the large horse-driven 

wooden machines for cannon boring. He later worked for Joseph Bramah on the production 

of metal locks, and soon after he began working on his own. He was engaged to build the 

machinery for making ships' pulley blocks for the Royal Navy in the Portsmouth Block Mills. 
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These were all metal and were the first machines used for mass production and the first that 

made components with a degree of interchangeability. Maudslay adapted the lessons he 

learned about the need for stability and precision for the development of machine tools, and 

in his workshops he trained a generation of men to build on his work, such as Richard 

Roberts, Joseph Clement, and Joseph Whitworth. 

James Fox of Derby had a healthy export trade in machine tools for the first third of the 

century, as did Matthew Murray of Leeds. Roberts was a maker of high-quality machine tools 

and a pioneer of the use of jigs and gages for precision workshop measurement. 

2.12 Gas Lighting 

Another major industry of the later industrial revolution was gas lighting. Though others 

made a similar innovation elsewhere, the large-scale introduction of this was the work of 

William Murdoch, an employee of Boulton and Watt, the Birmingham steam engine 

pioneers. The process consisted of the large-scale gasification of coal in furnaces, the 

purification of the gas (removal of sulfur, ammonium, and heavy hydrocarbons), and its 

storage and distribution. The first gas lighting utilities were established in London, between 

1812-20. They soon became one of the major consumers of coal in the UK. Gas lighting had 

an impact on social and industrial organization because it allowed factories and stores to 

remain open longer than with tallow candles or oil. Its introduction allowed night life to 

flourish in cities and towns as interiors and streets could be lit on a larger scale than before. 

2.13 Transport in Britain 

At the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, inland transport was by navigable rivers and 

roads, with coastal vessels employed to move heavy goods by sea. Railways or wagon ways 

were used for conveying coal to rivers for further shipment, but canals had not yet been 

constructed. Animals supplied all of the motive power on land, with sails providing the 

motive power on the sea. 

The Industrial Revolution improved Britain's transport infrastructure with a turnpike road 

network, a canal, and waterway network, and a railway network. Raw materials and finished 

products could be moved more quickly and cheaply than before. Improved transportation also 

allowed new ideas to spread quickly. 

2.14 Coastal Sail 

Sailing vessels had long been used for moving goods around the British coast. The trade 

transporting coal to London from Newcastle had begun in medieval times. The major 
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international seaports, such as London, Bristol, and Liverpool, were the means by which raw 

materials, such as cotton, might be imported and finished goods exported. Transporting goods 

onwards within Britain by sea was common during the whole of the Industrial Revolution and 

only fell away with the growth of the railways towards the end of the period. 

2.15 Navigable Rivers 

All the major rivers of the United Kingdom were navigable during the Industrial Revolution. 

Some were anciently navigable, notably the Severn, Thames, and Trent. Some were 

improved, or had navigation extended upstream, but usually in the period before the 

Industrial Revolution, rather than during it. 

The Severn, in particular, was used for the movement of goods to the Midlands which had 

been imported into Bristol from abroad, and for the export of goods from centers of 

production in Shropshire (such as iron goods from Coalbrookdale) and the Black Country. 

Transport was by way of trows—small sailing vessels which could pass the various shallows 

and bridges in the river. The trows could navigate the Bristol Channel to the South Wales 

ports and Somerset ports, such as Bridgwater and even as far as France. 

2.16 Canals 

Canals began to be built in the late eighteenth century to link the major manufacturing centers 

in the Midlands and north with seaports and with London, at that time itself the largest 

manufacturing center in the country. Canals were the first technology to allow bulk materials 

to be easily transported across country. A single canal horse could pull a load dozens of times 

larger than a cart and at a faster pace. By the 1820s, a national network was in existence. 

Canal construction served as a model for the organization and methods later used to construct 

the railways. They were eventually largely superseded by the spread of the railways from the 

1840s on. 

Britain's canal network, together with its surviving mill buildings, is one of the most enduring 

features of the early Industrial Revolution to be seen in Britain. 

2.17 Roads 

Much of the original British road system was poorly maintained by thousands of local 

parishes, but from the 1720s (and occasionally earlier) turnpike trusts were set up to charge 

tolls and maintain some roads. Increasing numbers of main roads were turnpiked from the 

1750s, to the extent that almost every main road in England and Wales was the responsibility 

of some turnpike trust. Newly engineered roads were built by John Metcalf, Thomas Telford, 
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and John Macadam. The major turnpikes radiated from London and were the means by which 

the Royal Mail was able to reach the rest of the country. Heavy goods were transported along 

the roads by means of slow, broad wheeled carts hauled by teams of horses. Lighter goods 

were conveyed by smaller carts or by teams of pack horses. Stage coaches transported rich 

people. The less wealthy walked or paid to ride on a carrier cart. 

2.18 Railways 

Wagonways for moving coal in the mining areas had started in the seventeenth century and 

were often associated with canal or river systems for the further movement of coal. These 

were all horse drawn or relied on gravity, with a stationary steam engine to haul the wagons 

back to the top of the incline. The first applications of the steam locomotive were on wagon 

or plate ways (as they were then often called from the cast iron plates used). Horse-drawn 

public railways did not begin until the early years of the nineteenth century. Steam-hauled 

public railways began with the Stockton and Darlington Railway in 1825, and the Liverpool 

and Manchester Railway in 1830. The construction of major railways connecting the larger 

cities and towns began in the 1830s but only gained momentum at the very end of the first 

Industrial Revolution. 

After many of the workers had completed the railways, they did not return to their rural 

lifestyles, but instead remained in the cities, providing additional workers for the factories. 

Railways helped Britain's trade enormously, providing a quick and easy way to transport 

goods and passengers. 

2.19 Industrial Revolution Elsewhere 

United States 

As in Britain, the United States originally used water power to run its factories, with the 

consequence that industrialization was essentially limited to New England and the rest of 

the Northeastern United States, where fast-moving rivers were located. However, the raw 

materials (cotton) came from the Southern United States. It was not until after the American 

Civil War in the 1860s that steam-powered manufacturing overtook water-powered 

manufacturing, allowing the industry to spread across the entire nation. 

Samuel Slater (1768–1835) is popularly known as the founder of the American cotton 

industry. As a boy apprentice in Derbyshire, England, he learned of the new techniques in the 

textile industry and defied laws against the emigration of skilled workers by leaving for New 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Locomotive
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/New_England
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Northeastern_United_States
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Southern_United_States
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/American_Civil_War
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/American_Civil_War
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Samuel_Slater
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/New_York


43 
 

York in 1789, hoping to make money with his knowledge. Slater started Slater's mill at 

Pawtucket, Rhode Island, in 1793, and went on to own thirteen textile mills. 

While on a trip to England in 1810, Newburyport, Massachusetts merchant Francis Cabot 

Lowell was allowed to tour the British textile factories, but not take notes. Realizing the War 

of 1812 had ruined his import business but that a market for domestic finished cloth was 

emerging in America, he memorized the design of textile machines, and on his return to the 

United States, he set up the Boston Manufacturing Company. Lowell and his partners built 

America's first cotton-to-cloth textile mill at Waltham, Massachusetts. After his death in 

1817, his Associates built America's first planned factory town, which they named after him. 

This enterprise was capitalized in a public stock offering, one of the first such uses of it in the 

United States. Lowell, Massachusetts, utilizing 5.6 miles of canals and ten thousand 

horsepower delivered by the Merrimack River, is considered the "Cradle of the American 

Industrial Revolution.' The short-lived, utopia-like Lowell System was formed, as a direct 

response to the poor working conditions in Britain. However, by 1850, especially following 

the Irish Potato Famine, the system was replaced by poor immigrant labor. 

2.20 Continental Europe 

The Industrial Revolution on Continental Europe came later than in Great Britain. In many 

industries, this involved the application of technology developed by Britain in new places. 

Often the technology was purchased from Britain, or British engineers and entrepreneurs in 

search of new opportunities abroad. By 1809, part of the Ruhr Valley in Westphalia were 

being called "Miniature England" because of its similarities to the industrial areas of England. 

The German, Russian, and Belgian governments did all they could to sponsor the new 

industries by the provisions of state funding. 

In some cases (such as iron), the different availability of resources locally meant that only 

some aspects of the British technology were adopted. 

2.21 Japan 

In 1871, a group of Japanese politicians known as the Iwakura Mission toured Europe and the 

U.S. to learn western ways. The result was a deliberate, state led industrialization policy to 

prevent Japan from falling behind. The Bank of Japan, founded in 1877, used taxes to fund 

model steel and textile factories. Education was expanded and Japanese students were sent to 

study in the west. 
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2.22 Second Industrial Revolution 

The insatiable demand of the railways for more durable rail led to the development of the 

means to cheaply mass-produce steel. Steel is often cited as the first of several new areas for 

industrial mass-production, which are said to characterize a "Second Industrial Revolution," 

beginning around 1850. This second Industrial Revolution gradually grew to include 

the chemical industries, petroleum refining and distribution, electrical industries, and, in the 

twentieth century, the automotive industries, and was marked by a transition of technological 

leadership from Britain to the United States and Germany. 

The introduction of hydroelectric power generation in the Alps enabled the rapid 

industrialization of coal-deprived northern Italy, beginning in the 1890s. The increasing 

availability of economical petroleum products also reduced the importance of coal and further 

widened the potential for industrialization. 

Marshall McLuhan analyzed the social and cultural impact of the electric age. While the 

previous age of mechanization had spread the idea of splitting every process into a sequence, 

this was ended by the introduction of the instant speed of electricity that brought 

simultaneity. This imposed the cultural shift from the approach of focusing on "specialized 

segments of attention" (adopting one particular perspective), to the idea of "instant sensory 

awareness of the whole," an attention to the "total field," a "sense of the whole pattern." It 

made evident and prevalent the sense of "form and function as a unity," an "integral idea of 

structure and configuration." This had major impact in the disciplines of painting, 

physics, poetry, communication, and educational theory.  

By the 1890s, industrialization in these areas had created the first giant industrial corporations 

with burgeoning global interests, as companies like U.S. Steel, General Electric, and Bayer 

AG joined the railroad companies on the world's stock markets. 

2.23 A Revolution in Human Life 

To speak of the Industrial Revolution is to identify only the most immediately obvious 

aspects of a total social revolution that occurred during the period called the Industrial 

Revolution. The short-term effects were in many cases drastic as traditional family-centered 

agrarian lifestyles with all family members playing a role were torn asunder by long hours of 

tedious factory work required of men, women, and children if the family were to earn enough 

to survive. These new work patterns, over time, fostered the emergence of laws, regulations, 

inspectors, and labor unions to protection factory workers from exploitation by the factory 
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owners. Aided by these protections families became more stable and factory workers in the 

cities became the source of an emergent middle class occupying such positions as managers 

or independent entrepreneurs or government employees. 

Over the long term, the Industrial Revolution marked a period in which the living standard of 

the people in the affected countries rose tremendously as did the power of the human species 

to use technology for exploiting nature to human purpose and the image of the human being 

as the rightful dominating owner of the natural world. The resulting destructive consumption 

of the natural world has grown to such dimensions that in recent decades equally powerful 

counter currents calling for sustainable development and responsible stewardship of nature 

have arisen. 

2.24 Causes 

No single explanation as to why the Industrial Revolution began in England has gained 

widespread acceptance. Causes offered differ according to the worldview of the source of the 

proposed explanation. Among possible explanations, at least two primary different types have 

been offered: 

 Changes in human behavior 

 Changes in institutions 

Changes in human behavior have been further explained in at least three different ways: 

 Changes in human behavior—Due to genetic change 

 Changes in human behavior—Due to changes in values 

 Changes in human behavior—Due to changes in worldview 

One of the theories that changes in human behavior lie behind the Industrial Revolution has 

been compiled and published in the 2007 book A Farewell to Alms by the economic historian 

Gregory Clark. His analysis of English data from 1200 to 1800 shows that as the upper 

classes tended toward large families with higher rates of survival than the lower classes, 

descendants of the upper class would, over centuries, have tended to spread downward into 

the lower class ranks. At the same time, he writes, "Thrift, prudence, negotiation and hard 

work were becoming values for communities that previously had been spendthrift, impulsive, 

violent and leisure loving." These spreading values were precisely those needed for the 

accumulation of wealth to raise people out of abject poverty and also to support the 

institutions that were so essential to the Industrial Revolution.  
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Clark assumes there was a kind of natural selection operating in England that led to the 

ascendancy of genes inclining people toward the values he observed. He chooses to overlook 

the role of religion in contributing to the spread of the values he has identified, while others 

would assert that religion must be considered as a primary source of values for a people. 

Indeed the sociologist Max Weber asserted a century ago, that the Calvinist Protestant work 

ethic was an essential feature of the capitalist economy that grew up together with the 

Industrial Revolution and without which the Industrial Revolution may well not have 

occurred. 

Others have argued that among all the factors necessary for the Industrial Revolution to have 

occurred in England when it did perhaps the single most essential factor differentiating 

England from China and even continental Europe in the mid-eighteenth century was the 

pervasive worldview that the natural world could be harnessed to support of betterment 

human life through the development of machines. Such a worldview, grounded in the 

Newtonian synthesis of human knowledge of celestial mechanics, tied to mathematics, 

formalized in universities, propagated widely by a band of eager popularizers, and applied to 

mundane tasks by a new breed of educated gentleman entrepreneurs, captured the English 

imagination and provided the vital intellectual energy behind the Industrial Revolution. 

In terms of institutions, the centuries preceding the Industrial Revolution were deemed 

important for the development in Europe of the concept of corporations, which were a new 

distinct entity and neither individuals, nor the state, nor the individuals collectively forming 

the corporation. Among the important corporations, the universities provided slowly 

developing lines of thought and academic programs that in England first broke solidly out of 

the mold of the scholastic synthesis of science and religion and gave birth not only to 

Newton's Principia (in 1681) but to the proliferation of thought and applied technology based 

on its model. 

Multiple other factors in 18th century England identified as part of the causal complex 

underlying the Industrial Revolution include: enclosures (the practice of enclosing previously 

communally used agricultural lands), commercial farming, improved mines and forges, 

village shops, an active mortgage market, restraints on the arbitrary behavior of the 

monarchy, colonies providing raw materials and markets, improved intellectual property 

protection, and greater security of financial and real property. 
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2.25 Let Us Sum Up 

The Industrial Revolution was the major cause of the technological progress of Europe which 

had a pivotal role in the emergence of the scientific era. The immensity of goods made life 

very easy but at the same time created some negative situations for the labourers in factories. 

The Reformation in Christianity was one of the major causes of the work ethics required for 

the Industrial Revolution as Catholicism usually propagated other worldliness and 

renunciation from mundane affairs. It completely changes the fate of Europe and was one of 

the reasons for the colonization of Asian and African lands which did not experience this 

technological progress. 

2.26 Check Your Progress 

1. What are the factors which led to the Industrial Revolution in Britain and Europe?   

2. Give a detailed account of the goods and products made in the factories during this period. 

3. Why did the Romantic Movement oppose this technological phenomenon? 

2.27 Suggested Readings 

1. Allen, Bob, The Industrial Revolution: A Very Short Introduction, UK: Oxford University 

Press, 2017. 

2. Stearns, Peter. N., The Industrial Revolution in World History, Avalon Publishing, 2012. 
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Lesson 3: French Revolution 

Lesson Structure 

3.0 Introduction 

3.1 Objectives 

3.2 Background and Values of the Revolution: French Political Philosophy 

3.3 Estates-General of 1789 

3.4 National Assembly (1789) 

3.5 National Constituent Assembly (1789–1791) 

3.6 Toward a Constitution 

3.7 Revolution and the Church 

3.8 Appearance of Factions 

3.9 Intrigues and Radicalism 

3.10 Flight to Varennes 

3.11 Completing the Constitution 

3.12 Legislative Assembly (1791–1792) 

3.13 The War of 1792–1797 

3.14 National Convention (1792–1795) 

3.15 Reign of Terror 

3.16 The Directory (1795–1799)  

3.17 Historical Analysis 

3.18 Legacy of the French Revolution 

3.19 Let Us Sum Up 

3.20 Check Your Progress 

3.21 Suggested Readings 

3.0 Introduction 

The French Revolution (1789–1799) was a period of ideological, political and social 

upheaval in the political history of France and Europe as a whole, during which the French 

polity, previously an absolute monarchy with feudal privileges for the aristocracy and 

Catholic clergy, underwent radical change to forms based on Enlightenment principles of 

republicanism, citizenship, and rights. These changes were accompanied by violent turmoil, 
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including executions and repression during the reign of terror, and warfare involving every 

other major European power. 

The Revolution was originally a popular uprising against the absolute power of the king and 

against the privileges and wealth of the elite, and was perpetrated in the name of liberty, 

equality and fraternity. In reality, it led to the loss of liberty, dictatorship and nationalism. 

The revolution was based on a hatred of tradition and desire to use the power of the state to 

create a new order. People were given new identities as citizens of the state. To crush the 

resistance to revolution and the new order about 18,000-40,000 people were executed. 

The revolution was unable to establish a durable system of governance, and in the following 

century, France would be governed variously as a republic, a dictatorship, a constitutional 

monarchy, and two different empires and under a dozen different constitutions. Subsequent 

events caused by the revolution include the Napoleonic wars, the restoration of the monarchy, 

and two additional revolutions as modern France took shape. 

The longer-term European consequences include the counter-enlightenment and romantic 

movement in Germany which arose in reaction to the imposition of French rationalist culture. 

This was accompanied by the reunification of Germany as a defensive measure against a 

future Napoleon. French revolutionary ideas also inspired and influenced Marxist 

revolutionary movements such as the Bolsheviks in Russia who followed the pattern 

established in France of large scale executions of the enemies of the people by impersonal 

government organs. 

In France, not everyone sympathized with or supported the Revolution and no single, 

dominant or shared vision of governance developed. There were too many monarchists to 

have a republic and too many republicans to have a monarch. What the Revolution did 

emphasize was the concepts of being a citizen with rights and of that nation as belonging to 

its citizens, who are not merely subjects of a ruler who more or less “owns” the state. The 

French revolution put nationalism on the political map. 

Historians disagree about the political and socioeconomic nature of the Revolution. Under 

one interpretation, the old aristocratic order of the Ancien Régime succumbed to an alliance 

of the rising bourgeoisie, aggrieved peasants, and urban wage-earners. Another interpretation 

asserts that the Revolution resulted when various aristocratic and bourgeois reform 

movements spun out of control. According to this model, these movements coincided with 
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popular movements of the new wage-earning classes and the provincial peasantry, but any 

alliance between classes was contingent and incidental. 

However, supporters of both models identify many of the same features of the Ancien 

Régime as being among the causes of the Revolution. Among the economic factors were: 

 The social and psychological burdens of the many wars of the eighteenth century, 

which in the era before the dawn of nationalism were exclusively the province of the 

monarchy. The social burdens caused by war included the huge war debt, made worse 

by the monarchy's military failures and ineptitude, and the lack of social services for 

war veterans. 

 A poor economic situation and an unmanageable national debt, both caused and 

exacerbated by the burden of a grossly inequitable system of taxation. 

 The Roman Catholic Church, the largest landowner in the country, which levied a 

harsh tax on crops known as the dîme. While the dîme lessened the severity of the 

monarchy's tax increases, it nonetheless served to worsen the plight of the poorest who 

faced a daily struggle with malnutrition. 

 The continued conspicuous consumption of the noble class, especially the court of 

Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette at Versailles, despite the financial burden on the 

populace. 

 High unemployment and high bread prices, causing more money to be spent on food 

and less in other areas of the economy; 

 Widespread famine and malnutrition, which increased the likelihood of disease and 

death, and intentional starvation in the most destitute segments of the population during 

the months immediately before the Revolution. The famine extended even to other 

parts of Europe, and was not helped by a poor transportation infrastructure for bulk 

foods. (Some researchers have also attributed the widespread famine to an El 

Niño effect). 

In addition to economic factors, there were social and political factors, many of them 

involving resentments and aspirations given focus by the rise of Enlightenment ideals: 

 Resentment of royal absolutism; 

 Resentment by the ambitious professional and mercantile classes towards noble 

privileges and dominance in public life (with a clear picture of the lives of their peers 

in The Netherlands, present-day Germany, and Great Britain etc.); 
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 Resentment of manorialism (seigneurialism) by peasants, wage-earners, and, to a lesser 

extent, the bourgeoisie; 

 Resentment of clerical privilege (anti-clericalism) and aspirations for freedom of 

religion; 

 Continued hatred for (perceived) "Papist" controlled and influenced institutions of all 

kinds, by the large Protestant minorities; 

 Aspirations for liberty and (especially as the Revolution progressed) republicanism; 

 Hatred toward the King for firing Jacques Necker and Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, 

Baron de Laune (among other financial advisers) who represented and fought for the 

people. 

Finally, perhaps above all, was the almost total failure of Louis XVI and his advisers to deal 

effectively with any of the problems listed above. 

3.1. Objectives 

1. To give a detailed account of the causes of the French Revolution; 

2. To provide a comprehensive information about the pre-existing socio-political system of 

France; 

3. To describe the constitutional and democratic aspects of the French Revolution; 

4. To inform about the war and the emergence of new governmental setup.  

3.2 Background and Values of the Revolution: French Political Philosophy 

The causes listed above did not determine the course and outcome of the revolution. What 

affected the decisions that were made were the assumptions and ideals of the participants. 

The revolution—and the course that it took—was affected by the ideas of the French 

Enlightenment. 

Pre-revolutionary France was a complicated and very illogical place without common laws or 

institutions of government. In theory, the king was the source of all law and administrative 

authority reigning by the grace of God. In practice, he was hemmed in by a multiplicity of 

customs and interests which made it almost impossible to change anything. For years, 

intellectuals had been discussing how to change and regenerate French society but they did 

not have the power to make much difference as all power was in the hands of the nobility. 

They had little practical experience of government. This tended to make their discussions 

even more abstract and idealistic. Unlike England, in France there was no national or even 
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regular local parliaments where ideas and policies could be debated and reforming laws 

passed and implemented. 

The pre-eminent French philosopher was Descartes. He extolled reason as the criterion of 

truth and rationality as the standard by which everything was to be judged. Descartes was a 

brilliant mathematician whose inspiration came from Euclidean geometry which enabled 

complex structures to be built up from simple axioms. The nature of geometry is that there is 

only one right answer to a problem. All other answers are false. This is why Descartes 

thought that reason was independent and not a social construction. He and his successors 

believed that the social order, like geometrical order, was the product of design and could 

thus be redesigned by intelligent people. In this way, human society could be made anew. 

This is why Abbé Sieyès exhorted the French Revolutionary Assembly to "act like men just 

emerging from the state of nature and coming together for the purpose of signing a social 

contract." The idea driving this movement was that it is possible and right to overthrow an 

existing order, by force if necessary, on the grounds of abstract principles rather than existing 

laws. Tradition and custom had no authority. This was quite different from the English and 

American rebellions which sought to make government respect the law, especially the old 

ones. 

Descartes was not attracted by the messiness of Athenian democracy but instead 

took Sparta as his model. He said her greatness "was due not to the pre-eminence of each of 

its laws in particular… but to the circumstance that, originated by a single individual, they all 

tended to a single end." The goal was not to create a society based on laws which secured 

people's freedom to pursue their own legitimate purposes. Instead it was to create a society 

where everyone followed the purposes determined by the ruler. Sparta was also the ideal 

of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Robespierre, and Saint Just. This widely accepted assumption 

made establishing and accepting dictatorial rule very likely. 

Rousseau was the most influential political philosopher in France. He believed that human 

beings were born sinless but were corrupted by society. This was in contrast to the traditional 

Christian view that people are born selfish and need to be socialized into good behavior by 

the family and other social institutions. Rousseau thought that all that is required for people to 

realize their full human potential was to change the social conditions. The agent to achieve 

this perfection is government. To begin this process, everyone in the society has to subscribe 

to a new social contract. In order to be free, every individual has to surrender his rights to a 
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collective body and obey the general will. The state is vested with total power, which is 

legitimate because it has the consent of the majority. The general will, by definition, is 

always right and reflects the real interests of every member of society. Therefore, anyone 

who disagrees with the general will is mistaken and acting contrary to his own best interests. 

It is the ruler's responsibility to correct him and force him to act for his own benefit, to force 

him to be free. What is supremely important is the whole, of which an individual is merely an 

expendable a part. 

Since the French monarchy had already centralized all power in itself, as epitomized by the 

statement of Louis XIV "L’État c’est Moi," all that needed to happen was to seize that power 

and use it for the benefit of society, to make people free. Again, this was quite different to the 

Anglo-American attempt to secure freedom by limiting the power of the state and 

decentralizing power as much as possible. The irony is that despite the fact that the most 

intelligent people were involved in the French revolution at every stage, there actually was 

neither plan nor anyone capable of making one. Instead, once the initial steps had been taken, 

the internal logic of the train of events that had been set in motion unfolded. An astute 

observer of human nature and affairs like Edmund Burke was able to predict what would 

follow with uncanny accuracy. 

Another important element in French political culture was its anti-clericalism. France was a 

Catholic country and the church was immensely powerful. It had a monopoly of public 

worship and Protestants had no civil rights. It controlled the educational system, poor relief, 

hospital provision, and had extensive powers of censorship. The secular authorities for 

announcements and keeping the king's subjects docile and obedient used the pulpit. There 

developed a strong anti-clerical reaction to the intolerance and obscurantism of the 

church. Voltaire (1694–1778) traveled to England during the height of the deist movement 

and brought back to France many new ideas from the free thinkers he met. Although many 

Englishmen adopted certain deist ideas that were compatible with a free Christianity, in 

France they were accepted as reinforcing the anti-clericalism of the age. The Jesuits who 

carried the intellectual weight of the Church had been suppressed by Louis XV and so the 

radical deist ideas encountered little opposition. Voltaire disseminated these ideas to become 

the leading satirist of the Catholic Church mocking it continually. His views were widely 

accepted among intellectuals. Traditional Christian values and virtues were rejected in favor 

of the supremacy of human reason. 
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The Revolution's economic ideas were dominated by the Physiocrats, who preached the 

virtues of laissez-faire economic freedom. To achieve this they advocated a powerful 

interventionist role for government to sweep away the many obstacles to a natural economic 

order. 

These ideas, along with materialism and atheism, were disseminated by the Encyclopédie 

edited by Denis Diderot (1713–1784) and Jean le Rond d'Alembert (1717–1783) and affected 

the general tenor of society. This influenced the course of the revolution and its actions 

against the church. 

In keeping with this philosophy, in its most radical and destructive phase the revolutionaries 

tried to make a complete break with the past and create an entirely rational society purged 

entirely of Christianity. 1792 was declared to be "Year I" and a new calendar with a ten-day 

week was introduced. A "Religion of Reason" based on deism was established and people 

were given a new identity as citizens of the State. Loyalty to the State was the citizens' 

highest duty and aspiration. In this way, the revolution aimed to change people's beliefs, 

identity, and values: 

In its Jacobin phase, the revolution is best understood as an effort to establish citizenship as 

the dominant identity of every Frenchman-against the alternative identities of religion, estate, 

family and region. Citizenship was to replace religious faith and familial loyalty as the central 

motive of virtuous conduct. Indeed, citizenship, virtue, and public spirit were closely 

connected ideas, suggesting a rigorous commitment to political activity on behalf of the 

community-patria, not yet nation. In Jacobin ideology, citizenship was a universal office; 

everyone was to serve the community”.  

3.3 Estates-General of 1789 

The immediate trigger for the Revolution was Louis XVI’s attempts to solve the 

government’s worsening financial situation. In February 1787, his finance minister, Loménie 

de Brienne, convened an Assembly of Notables, a group of nobles, clergy, bourgeoisie, and 

bureaucrats selected in order to bypass the parlements. Calonne asked this group to approve a 

new land tax that would, for the first time, include a tax on the property of nobles and clergy. 

The assembly did not approve the tax, instead demanding that Louis XVI call the Estates-

General. On August 8, 1788, the King agreed to convene the Estates-General in May of 

1789. By this time, Jacques Necker was in his second turn as finance minister. 
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As part of the preparations for the Estates-General, cahiers de doléances (books of 

grievances) were drawn up across France, listing the complaints of each of the orders. This 

process helped to generate an expectation of reform of some kind. 

There was growing concern, however, that the government would attempt to gerrymander an 

assembly to its liking. In order to avoid this, the Parlement of Paris proclaimed that the 

Estates-General would have to meet according to the forms observed at its last meeting. 

Although it would appear that the magistrates were not specifically aware of the "forms of 

1614" when they made this decision, this provoked an uproar. The 1614 Estates had consisted 

of equal numbers of representatives of each estate, and voting had been by order, with the 

First Estate (the clergy), the Second Estate (the nobility), and the Third Estate (middle class 

and peasants) each receiving one vote. 

Almost immediately the "Committee of Thirty," a body of liberal Parisians, began to agitate 

against voting by order, arguing for a doubling of the Third Estate and voting by headcount 

(as had already been done in various provincial assemblies, such as Grenoble). Necker agreed 

that the size of the Third Estate should be doubled, but the question of voting by headcount 

was left for the meeting of the Estates themselves. Fueled by these disputes, resentment 

between the elitists and the liberals began to grow. 

Pamphlets and works by liberal nobles and clergy, including the comte d'Antraigues and the 

Abbé Sieyès, argued the importance of the Third Estate. As Antraigues wrote, it was "the 

People, and the People is the foundation of the State; it is in fact the State itself." Sieyès' 

famous pamphlet Qu'est-ce que le tiers état? (What is the Third Estate?), published in 

January 1789, took the argument a step further: "What is the Third Estate? Everything. What 

has it been up to now in the political order? Nothing. What does it demand? To become 

something herein." 

When the Estates-General convened in Versailles on May 5, 1789, lengthy speeches by 

Necker and Lamoignon, the keeper of the seals, did little to give guidance to the deputies, 

who were sent to separate meeting places to credential their members. The question of 

whether voting was ultimately to be by head or by order was again put aside for the moment, 

but the Third Estate now demanded that credentialing itself should take place as a group. 

Negotiations with the other two estates to achieve this, however, were unsuccessful, as a bare 

majority of the clergy and a large majority of the nobility continued to support voting by 

order. 
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3.4 National Assembly (1789) 

On June 10, 1789 Abbé Sieyès moved that the Third Estate, now meeting as 

the Communes (English: "Commons"), proceed with verification of its own powers and invite 

the other two estates to take part, but not to wait for them. They proceeded to do so two days 

later, completing the process on June 17. Then they voted a measure far more radical, 

declaring themselves the National Assembly, an assembly not of the Estates but of "the 

People." They invited the other orders to join them, but made it clear they intended to 

conduct the nation's affairs with or without them. 

In an attempt to keep control of the process and prevent the Assembly from convening, Louis 

XVI ordered the closure of the Salle des États where the Assembly met. Weather did not 

allow an outdoor meeting, so the Assembly moved their deliberations to a nearby indoor 

tennis court, where they proceeded to swear the Tennis Court Oath (June 20, 1789), under 

which they agreed not to separate until they had given France a constitution. A majority of 

the representatives of the clergy soon joined them, as did 47 members of the nobility. By June 

27, the royal party had overtly given in, although the military began to arrive in large 

numbers around Paris and Versailles. Messages of support for the Assembly poured in from 

Paris and other French cities. On July 9, the Assembly reconstituted itself as the National 

Constituent Assembly. 

3.5 National Constituent Assembly (1789–1791) 

Storming of the Bastille 

By this time, Necker had earned the enmity of many members of the French court for his 

support and guidance to the Third Estate. The queen, Marie Antoinette, the younger brother 

of Louis, the Comte d'Artois, and other conservative members of the king's privy council 

urged Louis to dismiss Necker. On July 11, after Necker suggested that the royal family live 

according to a budget to conserve funds, Louis fired Necker, and completely reconstructed 

the finance ministry at the same time. 

Many Parisians presumed Louis's actions to be the start of a royal coup by the conservatives 

and began open rebellion when they heard the news the next day. They were also afraid that 

arriving Royal soldiers had been summoned to shut down the National Constituent Assembly, 

which was meeting at Versailles, and the Assembly went into nonstop session to prevent 

eviction from their meeting place once again. Paris was soon consumed with riots, anarchy, 
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and widespread looting. The mobs soon had the support of the French Guard, including arms 

and trained soldiers, because the royal leadership essentially abandoned the city. 

On July 14, the insurgents set their eyes on the large weapons and ammunition cache inside 

the Bastille fortress, which also served as a symbol of tyranny by the monarchy. After several 

hours of combat, the prison fell that afternoon. Despite ordering a cease fire, which prevented 

a mutual massacre, Governor Marquis Bernard de Launay was beaten, stabbed and 

decapitated; his head was placed on a pike and paraded about the city. Although the Parisians 

released only seven prisoners (four forgers, two noblemen kept for immoral behavior, and a 

murder suspect), the Bastille served as a potent symbol of everything hated under the Ancien 

Régime. Returning to the Hôtel de Ville (city hall), the mob accused the prévôt des 

marchands (roughly, mayor) Jacques de Flesselles of treachery; his assassination took 

place en route to an ostensible trial at the Palais Royal. 

The King and his military supporters backed down, at least for the time being. Lafayette - 

famous for also fighting in the American Revolutionary War - took up command of the 

National Guard at Paris. Jean-Sylvain Bailly, president of the Assembly at the time of the 

Tennis Court Oath, became the city's mayor under a new governmental structure known as 

the commune. The King visited Paris, where, on July 27 he accepted a tricolore cockade, as 

cries of Vive la Nation "Long live the Nation" changed to Vive le Roi "Long live the King." 

Necker was recalled to power, but his triumph was short-lived. An astute financier but a less 

astute politician, Necker overplayed his hand by demanding and obtaining a general amnesty, 

losing much of the people's favor. He also felt he could save France all by himself, despite 

having few ideas. 

Nobles were not assured by this apparent reconciliation of King and people. They began to 

flee the country as émigrés, some of whom began plotting civil war within the kingdom and 

agitating for a European coalition against France. 

By late July, insurrection and the spirit of popular sovereignty spread throughout France. In 

rural areas, many went beyond this: some burned title-deeds and no small number of 

châteaux, as part of a general agrarian insurrection known as "la Grande Peur" (the Great 

Fear). In addition, plotting at Versailles and the large numbers of men on the roads of France 

as a result of unemployment led to wild rumors and paranoia (particularly in the rural areas) 

that caused widespread unrest and civil disturbances and contributed to the Great Fear. 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Prison
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Governor
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Assassination
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Gilbert_du_Motier,_Marquis_de_La_Fayette
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/American_Revolutionary_War
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Unemployment


58 
 

3.6 Toward a Constitution 

On August 4, 1789 the National Constituent Assembly abolished feudalism, in what is known 

as the August Decrees, sweeping away both the seigneurial rights of the Second Estate 

(aristocrats) and the tithes gathered by the First Estate (clergy). In the course of a few hours, 

nobles, clergy, towns, provinces, companies, and cities lost their special privileges. 

Looking to the Declaration of Independence of the United States for a model, on August 26, 

1789, the Assembly published the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Like 

the U.S. Declaration, it comprised a statement of principles rather than a constitution with 

legal effect. 

The National Constituent Assembly functioned not only as a legislature, but also as a body to 

draft a new constitution. 

Necker, Mounier, Lally-Tollendal and others argued unsuccessfully for a senate, with 

members appointed by the crown on the nomination of the people. The bulk of the nobles 

argued for an aristocratic upper house elected by the nobles. The popular party carried the 

day: France would have a single, unicameral assembly. The King retained only a "suspensive 

veto"; he could delay the implementation of a law, but not block it absolutely. 

On October 5, 1789, the people of Paris, mainly working women, marched on Versailles in 

what was the Women's March on Versailles. The women were responding to their anger at 

the harsh economic situations they had to face such as bread shortages while the King and his 

court held banquets such as that for the royal guards on October 1, 1789. They were also 

demanding an end to Royalist efforts to block the National Assembly and for the King and 

his administration to move to Paris in hopes for the poverty to be addressed. On October 6, 

1789, followed by 20,000 National Guards, the King and the royal family moved from 

Versailles to Paris thus legitimizing the National Assembly. 

The Assembly replaced the historic provinces with 83 départements, uniformly administered 

and approximately equal to one another in extent and population. 

Originally summoned to deal with a financial crisis, by late 1789, the Assembly had focused 

on other matters and only worsened the deficit. Honoré Mirabeau now led the move to 

address this matter, with the Assembly giving Necker complete financial dictatorship. 

3.7 Revolution and the Church 

The Revolution brought about a massive shifting of powers from the Roman Catholic 

Church to the state. Under the Ancien Régime, the Church had been the largest landowner in 
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the country. Legislation enacted in 1790 abolished the Church's authority to levy a tax on 

crops known as the dîme, cancelled special privileges for the clergy, and confiscated Church 

property. To no small extent, the Assembly addressed the financial crisis by having the nation 

take over the property of the Church (while taking on the Church's expenses), through the law 

of December 2, 1789. In order to rapidly monetize such an enormous amount of property, the 

government introduced a new paper currency, assignats, backed by the confiscated church 

lands. Further legislation on 13 February 1790 abolished monastic vows. The Civil 

Constitution of the Clergy, passed on July 12, 1790 (although not signed by the King until 

December 26, 1790), turned the remaining clergy into employees of the State and required 

that they take an oath of loyalty to the constitution. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy also 

made the Catholic Church an arm of the secular state. 

In response to this legislation, the archbishop of Aix and the bishop of Clermont led a 

walkout of clergy from the National Constituent Assembly. The pope never accepted the new 

arrangement, and it led to a schism between those clergy who swore the required oath and 

accepted the new arrangement ("jurors" or "constitutional clergy") and the "non-jurors" or 

"refractory priests" who refused to do so. The ensuing years saw violent repression of the 

clergy, including the imprisonment and massacre of priests throughout France. The 

Concordat of 1801 between Napoleon and the Church ended the dechristianisation period and 

established the rules for a relationship between the Catholic Church and the French State that 

lasted until the Third Republic via the separation of church and state on December 11, 1905 

abrogated it. 

3.8 Appearance of Factions 

Factions within the Assembly began to clarify. The aristocrat Jacques Antoine Marie de 

Cazalès and the abbé Jean-Sifrein Maury led what would become known as the right wing, 

the opposition to revolution (this party sat on the right-hand side of the Assembly). The 

"Royalist democrats" or monarchiens, allied with Necker, inclined toward organizing France 

along lines similar to the British constitutional model; they included Jean Joseph Mounier, 

the Comte de Lally-Tollendal, the comte de Clermont-Tonnerre, and Pierre Victor Malouet, 

comte de Virieu. The "National Party," representing the centre or centre-left of the assembly, 

included Honoré Mirabeau, Lafayette, and Bailly; while Adrien Duport, Barnave and 

Alexandre Lameth represented somewhat more extreme views. Almost alone in his 

radicalism on the left was the Arras lawyer Maximilien Robespierre. Abbé Sieyès led in 
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proposing legislation in this period and successfully forged consensus for some time between 

the political centre and the left. In Paris, various committees, the mayor, the assembly of 

representatives, and the individual districts each claimed authority independent of the others. 

The increasingly middle-class National Guard under Lafayette also slowly emerged as a 

power in its own right, as did other self-generated assemblies. 

3.9 Intrigues and Radicalism 

The Assembly abolished the symbolic paraphernalia of the Ancien Régime, armorial bearings, 

liveries, etc., which further alienated the more conservative nobles, and added to the ranks of 

the émigrés. On July 14, 1790, and for several days following, crowds in the Champ de Mars 

celebrated the anniversary of the fall of the Bastille; Talleyrand performed a mass; 

participants swore an oath of "fidelity to the nation, the law, and the king"; and the King and 

the royal family actively participated. 

The electors had originally chosen the members of the Estates-General to serve for a single 

year. However, by the time of the Tennis Court Oath, the communes had bound themselves to 

meet continuously until France had a constitution. Right-wing elements now argued for a new 

election, but Mirabeau carried the day, asserting that the status of the assembly had 

fundamentally changed, and that no new election should take place before completing the 

constitution. 

In late 1790, several small counter-revolutionary uprisings broke out and efforts took place to 

turn all or part of the army against the Revolution. These uniformly failed. The army faced 

considerable internal turmoil: General Bouillé successfully put down a small rebellion, which 

added to his (accurate) reputation for counter-revolutionary sympathies. The new military 

code, under which promotion depended on seniority and proven competence (rather than on 

nobility) alienated some of the existing officer corps, who joined the ranks of the émigrés or 

became counter-revolutionaries from within. 

This period saw the rise of the political "clubs" in French politics, foremost among these the 

Jacobin Club. According to the Encyclopædia Britannica, 1911 ed., one hundred and fifty-

two clubs had affiliated with the Jacobins by August 10, 1790. As the Jacobins became more 

of a broad popular organization, some of its founders abandoned it to form the Club of '89. 

Royalists established first the short-lived Club des Impartiaux and later the Club 

Monarchique. The latter attempted unsuccessfully to curry public favor by distributing bread. 
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Nonetheless, they became the frequent target of protests and even riots, and the Paris 

municipal authorities finally closed down the Club Monarchique in January 1791. 

Amidst these intrigues, the Assembly continued to work on developing a constitution. A new 

judicial organization made all magistracies temporary and independent of the throne. The 

legislators abolished hereditary offices, except for the monarchy itself. Jury trials started for 

criminal cases. The King would have the unique power to propose war, with the legislature 

then deciding whether to declare war. The Assembly abolished all internal trade barriers and 

suppressed guilds, masterships, and workers' organizations: any individual gained the right to 

practice a trade through the purchase of a license; strikes became illegal. 

In the winter of 1791, the Assembly considered, for the first time, legislation against 

the émigrés. The debate pitted the safety of the State against the liberty of individuals to 

leave. Mirabeau carried the day against the measure. 

3.10 Flight to Varennes 

Louis XVI, opposed to the course of the Revolution, but rejecting the potentially treacherous 

aid of the other monarchs of Europe, cast his lot with General Bouillé, who condemned both 

the emigration and the assembly, and promised him refuge and support in his camp at 

Montmédy. On the night of June 20, 1791, the royal family fled the Tuileries wearing the 

clothes of servants, while their servants dressed as nobles. However, the next day the King 

was recognized and arrested at Varennes (in the Meuse département) late on June 21. He and 

his family were paraded back to Paris under guard, in the same disguisement they wore in 

their escape. Pétion, Latour-Maubourg, and Antoine Pierre Joseph Marie Barnave, 

representing the Assembly, met the royal family at Épernay and returned with them. From 

this time, Barnave became a counselor and supporter of the royal family. When they reached 

Paris, the crowd remained silent. The Assembly provisionally suspended the King. He and 

Queen Marie Antoinette remained held under guard. 

3.11 Completing the Constitution 

With most of the Assembly still favoring a constitutional monarchy rather than a republic, the 

various groupings reached a compromise which left Louis XVI little more than a figurehead: 

he had perforce to swear an oath to the constitution, and a decree declared that retracting the 

oath, heading an army for the purpose of making war upon the nation, or permitting anyone 

to do so in his name would amount to de facto abdication. 
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Jacques Pierre Brissot drafted a petition, insisting that in the eyes of the nation, Louis XVI 

was deposed since his flight. An immense crowd gathered in the Champ de Mars to sign the 

petition. Georges Danton and Camille Desmoulins gave fiery speeches. The Assembly called 

for the municipal authorities to "preserve public order." The National Guard under Lafayette's 

command confronted the crowd. The soldiers first responded to a barrage of stones by firing 

in the air; the crowd did not back down, and Lafayette ordered his men to fire into the crowd, 

resulting in the killing of as many as 50 people. 

In the wake of this massacre the authorities closed many of the patriotic clubs, as well as 

radical newspapers such as Jean-Paul Marat's L'Ami du Peuple. Danton fled to England; 

Desmoulins and Marat went into hiding. 

Meanwhile, a renewed threat from abroad arose: Leopold II, Holy Roman Emperor, 

Frederick William II of Prussia, and the King's brother Charles-Philippe, comte d'Artois 

issued the Declaration of Pilnitz which considered the cause of Louis XVI as their own, 

demanded his total liberty and the dissolution of the Assembly, and promised an invasion of 

France on his behalf if the revolutionary authorities refused its conditions. 

If anything, the declaration further imperiled Louis. The French people expressed no respect 

for the dictates of foreign monarchs, and the threat of force merely resulted in the 

militarization of the frontiers. 

Even before his "Flight to Varennes," the Assembly members had determined to debar 

themselves from the legislature that would succeed them, the Legislative Assembly. They 

now gathered the various constitutional laws they had passed into a single constitution, 

showed remarkable fortitude in choosing not to use this as an occasion for major revisions, 

and submitted it to the recently restored Louis XVI, who accepted it, writing "I engage to 

maintain it at home, to defend it from all attacks from abroad, and to cause its execution by 

all the means it places at my disposal." The King addressed the Assembly and received 

enthusiastic applause from members and spectators. The Assembly set the end of its term for 

September 29, 1791. 

If the post American Revolutionary War Constitutional Convention was a success, the French 

Constitutional Assembly was, by comparison, a failure. The former produced an enduring 

document, the latter could not do so. There was not enough of a shared vision of how the 

"new society" should be governed. The "old regime" had been deposed but those who 

rebelled had not considered what they were going to replace it with. 
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3.12 Legislative Assembly (1791–1792) 

Under the Constitution of 1791, France would function as a constitutional monarchy. The 

King had to share power with the elected Legislative Assembly, but he still retained his royal 

veto and the ability to select ministers. The Legislative Assembly first met on October 1, 

1791, and degenerated into chaos less than a year later. As per 1911 Encyclopædia 

Britannica: "In the attempt to govern, the Assembly failed altogether. It left behind an empty 

treasury, an undisciplined army and navy, and a people debauched by safe and successful 

riot." The Legislative Assembly consisted of about 165 Feuillants (constitutional 

monarchists) on the right, about 330 Girondists (liberal republicans) and Jacobins (radical 

revolutionaries) on the left, and about 250 deputies unaffiliated with either faction. Early on, 

the King vetoed legislation that threatened the émigrés with death and that decreed that every 

non-juring clergyman must take within eight days the civic oath mandated by the Civil 

Constitution of the Clergy. Over the course of a year, disagreements like this would lead to a 

constitutional crisis, leading the Revolution to higher levels. 

3.13 The War of 1792–1797 

The politics of the period inevitably drove France towards war with Austria and its allies. The 

King, the Feuillants and the Girondins specifically wanted to wage war. The King (and many 

Feuillants with him) expected war would increase his personal popularity; he also foresaw an 

opportunity to exploit any defeat: either result would make him stronger. The Girondins 

wanted to export the Revolution throughout Europe and, by extension, to defend the 

Revolution within France. Only some of the radical Jacobins opposed war, preferring to 

consolidate and expand the Revolution at home. The Austrian emperor, Leopold II, brother 

of Marie Antoinette, may have wished to avoid war, but he died on March 1, 1792. France 

declared war on Austria (April 20, 1792) and Prussia joined on the Austrian side a few weeks 

later. The invading Prussian army faced little resistance until checked at the Battle of Valmy 

(September 20, 1792), and forced to withdraw. However, by this time, France stood in 

turmoil and the monarchy had effectively become a thing of the past. 

On the night of August 10, 1792, insurgents, supported by a new revolutionary Paris 

Commune, assailed the Tuileries. The King and the Queen ended up prisoners and a rump 

session of the Legislative Assembly suspended the monarchy: little more than a third of the 

deputies were present, almost all of them Jacobins. 
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What remained of a national government depended on the support of the insurrectionary 

Commune. When the Commune sent gangs into the prisons to try arbitrarily to butcher 1400 

victims, and addressed a circular letter to the other cities of France inviting them to follow 

this example, the Assembly could offer only feeble resistance. This situation persisted until 

the Convention, charged with writing a new constitution, met on September 20, 1792 and 

became the new de facto government of France. The next day it abolished the monarchy and 

declared a republic. This date was later retroactively adopted as the beginning of Year One of 

the French Revolutionary Calendar. 

3.14 National Convention (1792–1795) 

In the Brunswick Manifesto, the Imperial and Prussian armies threatened retaliation on the 

French population should it resist their advance or the reinstatement of the monarchy. As a 

consequence, King Louis was seen as conspiring with the enemies of France. January 17, 

1793 saw King Louis XVI condemned to death for "conspiracy against the public liberty and 

the general safety" by a weak majority in Convention. The January 21 execution led to more 

wars with other European countries. Louis' Austrian-born queen, Marie Antoinette, would 

follow him to the guillotine on October 16. 

When war went badly, prices rose and the poor laborers and radical Jacobins rioted; counter-

revolutionary activities began in some regions. This encouraged the Jacobins to seize power 

through a parliamentary coup, backed up by force effected by mobilising public support 

against the Girondist faction, and by utilising the mob power of the Parisian sans-culottes. An 

alliance of Jacobin and labourer elements thus became the effective centre of the new 

government. Policy became considerably more radical. 

3.15 Reign of Terror 

The Committee of Public Safety came under the control of Maximilien Robespierre, a 

lawyer, and the Jacobins unleashed the reign of terror (1793-1794). At least 18,000 people 

met their deaths under the guillotine or otherwise, after accusations of counter-revolutionary 

activities. The slightest hint of counter-revolutionary thoughts or activities (or, as in the case 

of Jacques Hébert, revolutionary zeal exceeding that of those in power) could place one under 

suspicion, and the trials did not proceed scrupulously. 

On June 2, Paris sections—encouraged by the enragés ("enraged ones") Jacques Roux and 

Jacques Hébert—took over the Convention, calling for administrative and political purges, a 

low fixed price for bread, and a limitation of the electoral franchise to "sans-culottes" alone. 
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With the backing of the National Guard, they managed to convince the Convention to arrest 

31 Girondin leaders, including Jacques Pierre Brissot. Following these arrests, the Jacobins 

gained control of the Committee of Public Safety on June 10, installing the revolutionary 

dictatorship. On 13 July, the assassination of Jean-Paul Marat—a Jacobin leader and 

journalist known for his bloodthirsty rhetoric—by Charlotte Corday, a Girondin, resulted in 

further increase of Jacobin political influence. Georges Danton, the leader of the August 1792 

uprising against the King, having the image of a man who enjoyed luxuries, was removed 

from the Committee and on July 27, Robespierre, "the Incorruptible," made his entrance, 

quickly becoming the most influential member of the Committee as it moved to take radical 

measures against the Revolution's domestic and foreign enemies. 

Meanwhile, on June 24, the Convention adopted the first republican constitution of France, 

variously referred to as the French Constitution of 1793 or "Constitution of the Year I." It 

was ratified by public referendum, but never applied, because normal legal processes were 

suspended before it could take effect. 

Facing local revolts and foreign invasions in both the East and West of the country, the most 

urgent government business was the war. On August 17, the Convention voted for 

general conscription, the levéeen masse, which mobilized all citizens to serve as soldiers or 

suppliers in the war effort. On September 5, the Convention, pressured by the people of Paris, 

institutionalized The Terror: systematic and lethal repression of perceived enemies within the 

country. 

The result was a policy through which the state used violent repression to crush resistance to 

the government. Under control of the effectively dictatorial Committee, the Convention 

quickly enacted more legislation. On 9 September, the Convention established sans-

culottes paramilitary forces, the revolutionary armies, to force farmers to surrender grain 

demanded by the government. On September 17, the Law of Suspects was passed, which 

authorized the charging of counter-revolutionaries with vaguely defined crimes against 

liberty. On September 29, the Convention extended price-fixing from grain and bread to other 

essential goods, and also fixed wages. 

The guillotine became the symbol of a string of executions: Louis XVI had already been 

guillotined before the start of the terror; Queen Marie Antoinette, the Girondins, Philippe 

Égalité (despite his vote for the death of the King), Madame Roland and many others lost 

their lives under its blade. The Revolutionary Tribunal summarily condemned thousands of 
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people to death by the guillotine, while mobs beat other victims to death. Sometimes people 

died for their political opinions or actions, but many for little reason beyond mere suspicion, 

or because some others had a stake in getting rid of them. Most of the victims received an 

unceremonious trip to the guillotine in an open wooden cart (the tumbrel). Loaded onto these 

carts, the victims would proceed through throngs of jeering men and women. 

Another anti-clerical uprising was made possible by the installment of the Revolutionary 

Calendar on October 24. Against Robespierre's concepts of Deism and Virtue, Hébert's (and 

Chaumette's) atheist movement initiated a religious campaign in order to dechristianize 

society. The climax was reached with the celebration of the Goddess "Reason" in Notre 

Dame Cathedral on November 10. 

The Reign of Terror enabled the revolutionary government to avoid military defeat. The 

Jacobins expanded the size of the army, and Carnot replaced many aristocratic officers with 

younger soldiers who had demonstrated their ability and patriotism. The Republican army 

was able to throw back the Austrians, Prussians, British, and Spanish. At the end of 1793, the 

army began to prevail and revolts were defeated with ease. The Ventôse Decrees (February–

March 1794) proposed the confiscation of the goods of exiles and opponents of the 

Revolution, and their redistribution to the needy. 

Because dissent was now regarded as counterrevolutionary, extremist enragés such as Hébert 

and moderate Montagnard indulgents such as Danton were guillotined in the spring of 1794. 

On June 7 Robespierre, who had previously condemned the Cult of Reason, advocated a new 

state religion and recommended that the Convention acknowledge the existence of God. On 

the next day, the worship of the deistic Supreme Being was inaugurated as an official aspect 

of the Revolution. Compared with Hébert's popular festivals, this austere new religion of 

Virtue was received with signs of hostility by an amazed Parisian public. 

In 1794, Robespierre had ultra-radicals and moderate Jacobins executed; in consequence, 

however, his own popular support eroded markedly. On July 27, 1794, the Thermidorian 

Reaction led to the arrest and execution of Robespierre and Saint-Just. The new government 

was predominantly made up of Girondists who had survived the Terror, and after taking 

power, they took revenge as well by persecuting even those Jacobins who had helped to 

overthrow Robespierre, banning the Jacobin Club, and executing many of its former members 

in what was known as the White Terror. 
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The Convention approved the new "Constitution of the Year III" on August 17, 1795; a 

plebiscite ratified it in September; and it took effect on September 26, 1795. 

3.16 The Directory (1795–1799)  

The new constitution created the Directoire (English: Directory) and created the first 

bicameral legislature in French history. The parliament consisted of 500 representatives—le 

Conseil des Cinq-Cents (the Council of the Five Hundred)—and 250 senators—le Conseil 

des Anciens (the Council of Elders). Executive power went to five "directors," named 

annually by the Conseil des Anciens from a list submitted by the le Conseil des Cinq-Cents. 

With the establishment of the Directory, the Revolution might seem closed. The nation 

desired rest and the healing of its many wounds. Those who wished to restore Louis XVIII 

and the Ancien Régime and those who would have renewed the Reign of Terror were 

insignificant in number. The possibility of foreign interference had vanished with the failure 

of the First Coalition. Nevertheless, the four years of the Directory were a time of arbitrary 

government and chronic disquiet. The late atrocities had made confidence or goodwill 

between parties impossible. The same instinct of self-preservation, which had led the 

members of the Convention to claim so large a part in the new legislature and the whole of 

the Directory, impelled them to keep their predominance. 

As the majority of French people wanted to be rid of them, they could achieve their purpose 

only by extraordinary means. They habitually disregarded the terms of the constitution, and, 

when the elections went against them, appealed to the sword. They resolved to prolong 

the war as the best expedient for prolonging their power. They were thus driven to rely upon 

the armies, which also desired war and were becoming less and less civic in temper. 

Other reasons influenced them in this direction. State finances had been so thoroughly ruined 

that the government could not have met its expenses without the plunder and the tribute of 

foreign countries. If peace were made, the armies would return home and the directors would 

have to face the exasperation of the rank-and-file who had lost their livelihood, as well as the 

ambition of generals who could, in a moment, brush them aside. Barras and Rewbell were 

notoriously corrupt themselves and screened corruption in others. The patronage of the 

directors was ill-bestowed, and the general maladministration heightened their unpopularity. 

The constitutional party in the legislature desired a toleration of the nonjuring clergy, the 

repeal of the laws against the relatives of the émigrés, and some merciful discrimination 

toward the émigrés themselves. The directors baffled all such endeavors. On the other hand, 
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the socialist conspiracy of Babeuf was easily quelled. Little was done to improve the 

finances, and the assignats continued to fall in value. 

The new régime met with opposition from remaining Jacobins and the royalists. The army 

suppressed riots and counter-revolutionary activities. In this way the army and its successful 

general, Napoleon Bonaparte eventually gained much power. On November 9, 1799 (18 

Brumaire of the Year VIII) Bonaparte staged the coup of 18 Brumaire which installed the 

Consulate; this effectively led to his dictatorship and eventually (in 1804) to his proclamation 

as Empereur (emperor), which brought to a close the specifically republican phase of the 

French Revolution. 

3.17 Historical Analysis 

The constitutional assembly failed for many reasons: there were too many monarchists to 

have a republic and too many republicans to have a monarch; too many people opposed the 

King (especially after the flight to Varennes), which meant that the people who supported the 

King had their reputation slashed. Despite the fact that post-Revolutionary France had its 

share of Emperors and Kings, perhaps the strongest notion that emerged from the Revolution 

was the concept of being a citizen. The Revolution is also credited with introducing the 

notion of nationalism into political discourse—the idea that the nation belongs to its people. 

3.18 Legacy of the French Revolution 

The French Revolution made a lasting and mixed impact on France and the world. The most 

significant innovation was ideological, making abstract rational principles the ground for 

revolution and radical social change. This created instability as every new group of 

revolutionaries could claim it had as much right to impose its ideals as the group before. 

France has had about 11 constitutions since 1789. Respect for tradition, liberty and the 

achievements of previous generations was replaced by a "cult of change," progress and 

modernity. This outlook has has been adopted up by revolutionaries around the world often 

with very destructive consequences for life, culture, social institutions and cultural artifacts. 

The Revolution was popular because people wanted freedom, but the result was a 

powerful State which was far more coercive and interfering than the old monarchy. 

Today the Revolution is an issue that still divides France with some defending it and others 

criticizing it. Around the world its interpretation is also contested as the extensive 

historiography shows. Conservatives such as Edmund Burke accepted that reform was 

necessary but regarded revolution as a mistake from which the Terror and dictatorship 
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inevitably followed. The liberal approach to the Revolution such as that of Alexis de 

Tocqueville has typically been to support the achievements of the constitutional monarchy of 

the National Assembly but to disown the later actions of radical violence like the invasion of 

the Tuilieres and the Terror. Socialists and Marxists such as Louis Blanc defend the 

revolution as an inevitable and progressive event. When China's Premier, Chou En Lai was 

asked in 1972 whether he thought the French Revolution had been a good or a bad thing. He 

mused for a few moments and then replied "It's too early to tell." 

Many of the legacies of the French Revolution continue to reverberate in the modern world: 

End of Absolute Monarchy: The French Revolution dealt a death-blow to absolute 

monarchies all over Europe. Even though the monarchy was restored for a period in France, 

from that point on there was constant pressure on European monarchs to make concessions to 

some form of constitutional monarchy that limited their powers. The ones that did not 

respond were all overthrown. Professor Lynn Hunt of UCLA, regarded the creation of a new 

democratic political culture from scratch as the Revolution's greatest achievement. At the 

same time she also interpreted the political Revolution as an enormous dysfunctional family 

haunted by patricide: Louis as father, Marie-Antoinette as mother, and the revolutionaries as 

an unruly mob of brothers.  

Demise of the Feudal System: The Revolution held up equality as an ideal for all the 

citizens of France and forcibly eliminated the traditional rights and privileges of the 

aristocratic class. Some revisionist historians such as Alfred Cobban have recently argued 

that feudalism had long since disappeared in France; that the Revolution did not transform 

French society, and that it was principally a political revolution and not a social one as 

socialists had previously believed.  

Rights: The Revolution made a significant contribution to the theory of human rights even if 

there were gross violations in the first few years of the Revolution. The language of 

abstract rights that has come to dominate current political discourse has its roots in the French 

Revolution. These are not discrete clearly described rights that are circumscribed by law and 

custom but abstractions bestowed by the State which may undercut tradition, custom, law and 

traditional liberties. 

Modernization: The French Revolution originated the idea that ancien regimes should be 

"modernized" according to the principles of a rational state. Modernization extended to the 
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military, the administrative system, and other aspects of French life, with effective results. 

The very idea of modernity can be traced to the revolution. 

Administrative and judicial reforms: These survive to this day as a positive legacy for 

France, having made the country's polity more rational and fair for all its citizens. The greater 

freedom and equality made society more meritocratic. The Civil Code remains the basis of 

French law and has influenced other European legal systems. 

Decimal and metric systems were first introduced in 1795 and have been adopted by much 

of the world. 

Freedom of religion particularly for Protestants and Jews. Wherever Napoleon's armies 

went, Jews were emancipated and given the opportunity to participate as equals in European 

society. 

Disestablishment of the Church: Education and social welfare programs that had 

traditionally been provided by the Catholic Church declined dramatically with the 

Revolution's attack on the church. The state was unable to provide alternative provision for 

many decades. The revolution destroyed the "religious, cultural and moral underpinnings of 

the communities" in which ordinary French people lived.  

Violence: The Revolution's anticlericalism led to the repudiation of Christian virtues and 

sentiments. The revolution injected hate into the political process. The violence that 

characterized the revolution was a response to the resistance it encountered. It was naive to 

expect the nobility to welcome the abolition of their ancient status and privileges especially 

as the reforms were enforced hastily, without negotiation or compensation. This use of 

violence and terror has been adopted by revolutionaries around the world who regard it as 

legitimate and unavoidable. 

War: The Revolutionary Wars and Napoleonic Wars convulsed and changed the map and 

future of Europe. The character of war itself was changed. France mobilized all its resources 

to fight the wars and other countries had to do the same to defend themselves and defeat 

France. This required a huge rise in taxation and expansion of the power of the state. The 

wars had a worldwide impact drawing in the colonies of both sides. These wars were also 

ideological and thus a precursor of the world wars of the next century. 

Nationalism: French revolutionary principles were exported and imposed on much of 

Europe. It led to the rise of nationalism, as one of the key principles of the revolution was that 

people should think of themselves as citizens and have as their highest and sole source of 
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identity the nation state. This fostered national hatred and conflict. Germany for example was 

'tidied up'. Napoleon abolished the Holy Roman Empire and reduced the 396 principalities 

and free cities to 40. This imposition French rationalism and culture stirred up a reaction 

which poisoned Europe in the following century. The counter-Enlightenment with its 

rejection of abstract rationalism and emphasis on romanticism and blood ties blossomed in 

Germany, leading to a wounded German nationalism. Bismarck completed the unification so 

as to prevent the French, or anyone else, trampling over and humiliating Germany again. 

Revolution: Revolutionaries for the past 200 years have regarded the French Revolution as a 

model to be emulated. Ever since there have been revolutionary figures hanging around 

plotting and waiting for the opportunity to seize power. These rebellions are against the 

supposed violation of abstract rights rather than existing laws. The revolution was a source of 

inspiration to radicals all over the world who wanted to destroy the ancien regimes in their 

countries. Some officers of the Russian Army that occupied Paris took home with them 

revolutionary ideas which fermented and directly contributed to the ideological background 

of the Russian Revolution. Historian François Furet in his work, Le Passed'une 

illusion (1995) (The Passing of An Illusion (1999) in English translation) explores in detail 

the similarities between the French Revolution and the Russian Revolution of 1917 more than 

a century later, arguing that the former was taken as a model by Russian revolutionaries. 

Secularization: The anti-clericalism and de-Christianization policies created a deep and 

lasting gulf in France pitting the two sides against each other. This had a social and political 

expression too. Socialists and trade unionists throughout continental Europe have tended to 

be atheists. The strict separation of church and state took traditional Christian values out of 

public life. Citizenship is still the only sort of identity recognized by the French State which 

has made it harder for France to integrate religious minorities such as Muslims who find their 

identity elsewhere. 

Democracy: The revolution was carried out in the name of democracy and has spread the 

message to the world that the people are, or ought to be, sovereign. The French version of 

democracy has had a tendency to become intolerant of dissent and totalitarian. The modern 

democratic terminology of left-wing and right-wing comes from the seating arrangements of 

two main groupings in the Constituent Assembly. 
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3.19 Let Us Sum Up 

The French Revolution was a child of Enlightenment and its norms which revolutionized the 

whole France and led to some other developments in Europe as a whole. The secular 

democrat revolutionaries abolished old systems of monarchy, feudalism and Church 

authority. A wave of modernization engulfed all of France and democratization and 

secularization emerged as a new age phenomena. Women also had a main role to play and 

gender equality was also promoted by various revolutionaries. But it was one of the bloodiest 

revolutions in the world history.  

3.20 Check Your Progress 

1. What were the main causes of the French Revolution? 

2. Can we say that the Revolution was a precursor of modernism in France? 

3. Describe the features of the constitutional works during the course of Revolution. 

3.21 Suggested Readings 

1. Doyle, William, The Oxford History of the French Revolution 

2. Doyle, William, French Revolution: A Very Short Introduction 
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Unit II 

Lesson 1: Capitalism 

Lesson Structure 

1.0. Introduction 

1.1. Objectives 

1.2. Etymology 

1.3. History 

1.4. Agrarian Capitalism  

1.5. Mercantilism 

1.6. Industrial Capitalism 

1.7. Modern Capitalism  

1.8. Relationship to Democracy  

1.9. Varieties of Capitalism  

1.10. Characteristics 

1.11. The Market 

1.12. Profit Motive 

1.13. Private Property 

1.14. Market Competition 

1.15. Reserve Army of Labour 

1.16. Composition of the Relative Surplus Population  

1.17. As a Mode of Production 

1.18. Wage Labour 

1.19. Let Us Sum Up  

1.20 Check Your Progress 

1.21 Suggested Readings   

1.0 Introduction 

Capitalism is an economic system in which capital goods are owned by private individuals or 

businesses. The production of goods and services is based on supply and demand in the 

general market (market economy), rather than through central planning (planned 

economy or command economy). The purest form of capitalism is free market or laissez-faire 

capitalism, in which private individuals are completely free to determine where to invest, 
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what to produce or sell, and at which prices to exchange goods and services, without check or 

controls. Most modern countries practice a mixed capitalist system of some sort that 

includes government regulation of business and industry. 

Capitalism is an economic system and an ideology based on private ownership of the means 

of production and their operation for profit. Characteristics central to capitalism 

include private property, capital accumulation, wage labor, voluntary exchange, a price 

system, and competitive markets. In a capitalist market economy, decision-making and 

investment are determined by the owners of the factors of production in financial and capital 

markets, and prices and the distribution of goods are mainly determined by competition in the 

market. 

Economists, political economists, and historians have adopted different perspectives in their 

analyses of capitalism and have recognized various forms of it in practice. These 

include laissez-faire or free market capitalism, welfare capitalism, and state capitalism. 

Different forms of capitalism feature varying degrees of free markets, public 

ownership, obstacles to free competition, and state-sanctioned social policies. The degree 

of competition in markets, the role of intervention and regulation, and the scope of state 

ownership vary across different models of capitalism; the extent to which different markets 

are free, as well as the rules defining private property, are matters of politics and policy. Most 

existing capitalist economies are mixed economies, which combine elements of free markets 

with state intervention, and in some cases economic planning. 

Market economies have existed under many forms of government, in many different times, 

places, and cultures. The development of capitalist societies, however, marked by a 

universalization of money-based social relations, a consistently large and system-wide class 

of workers who must work for wages, and a capitalist class which dominates control of 

wealth and political power, developed in Western Europe in a process that led to 

the Industrial Revolution. Capitalist systems with varying degrees of direct government 

intervention have since become dominant in the Western world and continue to spread. 

Capitalism has been criticized for establishing power in the hands of a minority capitalist 

class that exists through the exploitation of a working class majority; for prioritizing profit 

over social good, natural resources, and the environment; and for being an engine of 

inequality and economic instabilities. Supporters believe that it provides better products 

through competition, creates strong economic growth, yields productivity and prosperity that 
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greatly benefits society, as well as being the most efficient system known for allocation of 

resources. 

1.1. Objectives 

1. To highlight the general aspects of the Capitalism; 

2. To provide the information about the etymological aspect of Capitalism; 

3. To describe in detail the origin and history of Capitalism; 

4. To state various types of Capitalism; 

5. To explain the meaning of various terminologies used in the study of Capitalism. 

1.2. Etymology  

The term capitalist, meaning an owner of capital, appears earlier than the term capitalism. It 

dates back to the mid-17th century. Capitalist is derived from capital, which evolved 

from capitale, a late Latin word based on caput, meaning "head"—also the origin 

of chattel and cattle in the sense of movable property (only much later to refer only to 

livestock). Capitale emerged in the 12th to 13th centuries in the sense of referring to funds, 

stock of merchandise, sum of money, or money carrying interest. By 1283 it was used in the 

sense of the capital assets of a trading firm. It was frequently interchanged with a number of 

other words – wealth, money, funds, goods, assets, property, and so on. 

The Hollandische Mercurius uses capitalists in 1633 and 1654 to refer to owners of capital. In 

French, Étienne Clavier referred to capitalist in 1788, six years before its first recorded 

English usage by Arthur Young in his work Travels in France (1792) David Ricardo, in 

his Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817), referred to "the capitalist" many 

times. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, an English poet, used capitalist in his work Table 

Talk (1823). Pierre-Joseph Proudhon used the term capitalist in his first work, What is 

Property? (1840), to refer to the owners of capital. Benjamin Disraeli used the 

term capitalist in his 1845 work Sybil. 

The initial usage of the term capitalism in its modern sense has been attributed to Louis 

Blanc in 1850 ("...what I call 'capitalism' that is to say the appropriation of capital by some to 

the exclusion of others") and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon in 1861 ("Economic and social regime 

in which capital, the source of income, does not generally belong to those who make it work 

through their labour"). Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels referred to the capitalistic system. and 

to the capitalist mode of production in Das Kapital (1867) The use of the word "capitalism" 

in reference to an economic system appears twice in Volume I of Das Kapital, p. 124 
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(German edition), and in Theories of Surplus Value, tome II, p. 493 (German edition). Marx 

did not extensively use the form capitalism but instead those of capitalist, and capitalist mode 

of production, which appear more than 2600 times in the trilogy Das Kapital. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the term capitalism first appeared in 

English in 1854 in the novel The Newcomes, by William Makepeace Thackeray, where he 

meant "having ownership of capital." Also according to the OED, Carl Adolph Douai, 

a German-American socialist and abolitionist, used the phrase private capitalism in 1863. 

1.3. History 

Capital has existed incipiently on a small scale for centuries, in the form of merchant, renting 

and lending activities, and occasionally as small-scale industry with some wage labour. 

Simple commodity exchange, and consequently simple commodity production, which are the 

initial basis for the growth of capital from trade, have a very long history. The "capitalistic 

era" according to Karl Marx dates from 16th century merchants and small urban 

workshops. Marx knew that wage labour existed on a modest scale for centuries before 

capitalist industry. Early Islam promulgated capitalist economic policies, which migrated to 

Europe through trade partners from cities such as Venice. Capitalism in its modern form can 

be traced to the emergence of agrarian capitalism and mercantilism in the Renaissance. 

Thus for much of history, capital and commercial trade existed, but it did not lead to 

industrialisation or dominate the production process of the society. That required a set of 

conditions, including specific technologies of mass production, the ability to independently 

and privately own and trade in means of production, a class of workers willing to sell 

their labour power for a living, a legal framework promoting commerce, a physical 

infrastructure allowing the circulation of goods on a large scale, and security for private 

accumulation. Many of these conditions do not currently exist in many Third 

World countries, although there is plenty of capital and labour. Thus, the obstacles for the 

development of capitalist markets are less technical and more social, cultural and political. 

1.4. Agrarian Capitalism  

The economic foundations of the feudal agricultural system began to shift substantially in 

16th-century England; the manorial system had broken down, and land began to become 

concentrated in the hands of fewer landlords with increasingly large estates. Instead of a serf-

based system of labor, workers were increasingly employed as part of a broader and 

expanding money-based economy. The system put pressure on both landlords and tenants to 
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increase the productivity of agriculture to make profit; the weakened coercive power of 

the aristocracy to extract peasant surpluses encouraged them to try better methods, and the 

tenants also had incentive to improve their methods, in order to flourish in a 

competitive labor market. Terms of rent for land were becoming subject to economic market 

forces rather than to the previous stagnant system of custom and feudal obligation. 

By the early 17th-century, England was a centralized state in which much of the feudal order 

of Medieval Europe had been swept away. This centralization was strengthened by a good 

system of roads and by a disproportionately large capital city, London. The capital acted as a 

central market hub for the entire country, creating a very large internal market for goods, 

contrasting with the fragmented feudal holdings that prevailed in most parts of the Continent. 

1.5. Mercantilism 

The economic doctrine prevailing from the 16th to the 18th centuries is commonly 

called mercantilism. This period, the Age of Discovery, was associated with the geographic 

exploration of the foreign lands by merchant traders, especially from England and the Low 

Countries. Mercantilism was a system of trade for profit, although commodities were still 

largely produced by non-capitalist methods. Most scholars consider the era of merchant 

capitalism and mercantilism as the origin of modern capitalism, although Karl Polanyi argued 

that the hallmark of capitalism is the establishment of generalized markets for what he called 

the "fictitious commodities:" land, labor, and money. Accordingly, he argued that "not until 

1834 was a competitive labor market established in England, hence industrial capitalism as a 

social system cannot be said to have existed before that date. 

England began a large-scale and integrative approach to mercantilism during the Elizabethan 

Era (1558–1603). A systematic and coherent explanation of balance of trade was made public 

through Thomas Mun's argument England's Treasure by Foreign Trade, or the Balance of our 

Foreign Trade is The Rule of Our Treasure. It was written in the 1620s and published in 

1664. 

European merchants, backed by state controls, subsidies, and monopolies, made most of their 

profits by buying and selling goods. In the words of Francis Bacon, the purpose of 

mercantilism was "the opening and well-balancing of trade; the cherishing of manufacturers; 

the banishing of idleness; the repressing of waste and excess by sumptuary laws; the 

improvement and husbanding of the soil; the regulation of prices ..." 
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The British East India Company and the Dutch East India Company inaugurated an 

expansive era of commerce and trade. These companies were characterized by 

their colonial and expansionary powers given to them by nation-states. During this era, 

merchants, who had traded under the previous stage of mercantilism, invested capital in the 

East India Companies and other colonies, seeking a return on investment.  

1.6. Industrial Capitalism 

In the mid-18th century, a new group of economic theorists, led by David Hume and Adam 

Smith, challenged fundamental mercantilist doctrines such as the belief that the world's 

wealth remained constant and that a state could only increase its wealth at the expense of 

another state. 

During the Industrial Revolution, industrialists replaced merchants as a dominant factor in the 

capitalist system and affected the decline of the traditional handicraft skills of artisans, guilds, 

and journeymen. Also during this period, the surplus generated by the rise of commercial 

agriculture encouraged increased mechanization of agriculture. Industrial capitalism marked 

the development of the factory system of manufacturing, characterized by a complex division 

of labor between and within work process and the routine of work tasks; and finally 

established the global domination of the capitalist mode of production. 

Britain also abandoned its protectionist policy, as embraced by mercantilism. In the 19th 

century, Richard Cobden and John Bright, who based their beliefs on the Manchester School, 

initiated a movement to lower tariffs. In the 1840s, Britain adopted a less protectionist policy, 

with the repeal of the Corn Laws and the Navigation Acts. Britain reduced tariffs and quotas, 

in line with David Ricardo's advocacy for free trade.  

1.7. Modern Capitalism  

Capitalism was carried across the world by broader processes of globalization and, by the end 

of the 18th century, became the dominant global economic system, in turn intensifying 

processes of economic and other globalization. Later, in the 20th century, capitalism 

overcame a challenge by centrally-planned economies and is now the encompassing system 

worldwide, with the mixed economy being its dominant form in the industrialized Western 

world. 

Industrialization allowed cheap production of household items using economies of scale, 

while rapid population growth created sustained demand for commodities. Globalization in 

this period was decisively shaped by 18th-century imperialism. 
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After the First and Second Opium Wars and the completion of British conquest of India, vast 

populations of these regions became ready consumers of European exports. Also in this 

period, areas of sub-Saharan Africa and the Pacific islands were incorporated into the world 

system. Meanwhile, the conquest of new parts of the globe, notably sub-Saharan Africa, by 

Europeans yielded valuable natural resources such as rubber, diamonds and coal and helped 

fuel trade and investment between the European imperial powers, their colonies, and the 

United States. 

The inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea, the various 

products of the whole earth, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his doorstep. 

Militarism and imperialism of racial and cultural rivalries were little more than the 

amusements of his daily newspaper. What an extraordinary episode in the economic progress 

of man was that age which came to an end in August 1914. 

In this period, the global financial system was mainly tied to the gold standard. The United 

Kingdom first formally adopted this standard in 1821. Soon to follow were Canada in 

1853, Newfoundland in 1865, the United States and Germany (de jure) in 1873. New 

technologies, such as the telegraph, the transatlantic cable, the radiotelephone, 

the steamship and railway allowed goods and information to move around the world at an 

unprecedented degree. 

In the period following the global depression of the 1930s, the state played an increasingly 

prominent role in the capitalistic system throughout much of the world. The postwar boom 

ended in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the situation was worsened by the rise 

of stagflation. Monetarism, a modification of Keynesianism that is more compatible with 

laissez-faire, gained increasing prominence in the capitalist world, especially under the 

leadership of Ronald Reagan in the US and Margaret Thatcher in the UK in the 1980s. Public 

and political interest began shifting away from the so-called collectivist concerns of Keynes's 

managed capitalism to a focus on individual choice, called "remarketized capitalism". 

According to Harvard academic, Shoshana Zuboff, a new genus of capitalism, surveillance 

capitalism monetizes data acquired through surveillance. She states it was first discovered 

and consolidated at Google, emerged due to the "coupling of the vast powers of 

the digital with the radical indifference and intrinsic narcissism of the financial 

capitalism and its neoliberal vision that have dominated commerce for at least three decades, 

especially in the Anglo economies" and depends on the global architecture of computer 
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mediation which produces a distributed and largely uncontested new expression of power she 

calls 'Big Other'. 

1.8. Relationship to Democracy  

The relationship between democracy and capitalism is a contentious area in theory and in 

popular political movements. The extension of universal adult male suffrage in 19th century 

Britain occurred along with the development of industrial capitalism, and democracy became 

widespread at the same time as capitalism, leading capitalists to posit a causal or mutual 

relationship between them. However, in the 20th century, according to some authors, 

capitalism also accompanied a variety of political formations quite distinct from liberal 

democracies, including fascist regimes, absolute monarchies, and single-party 

states. Democratic peace theory asserts that democracies seldom fight other democracies, but 

critics of that theory suggest that this may be because of political similarity or stability rather 

than because they are democratic or capitalist. Moderate critics argue that though economic 

growth under capitalism has led to democracy in the past, it may not do so in the future, 

as authoritarian regimes have been able to manage economic growth without making 

concessions to greater political freedom. 

One of the biggest supporters of the idea that capitalism promotes political freedom, Milton 

Friedman, argues that competitive capitalism allows economic and political power to be 

separate, ensuring that they do not clash with one another. This idea has been challenged 

given the current influence capitalist lobbying has had on policy in the United States. The 

approval of Citizens United (organization), has led people to question the very idea that 

competitive capitalism promotes political freedom. The ruling on Citizens United allows 

corporations to spend undisclosed and unregulated amounts of money on political campaigns, 

shifting outcomes to the interests and undermining true democracy. As explained in Robin 

Hahnel’s writings, the centerpiece of the ideological defense of the free market system is the 

concept of economic freedom, and that supporters equate economic democracy with 

economic freedom and claim that only the free market system can provide economic 

freedom. According to Hahnel, there are a few objections to the premise that capitalism offers 

freedom through economic freedom. These objections are guided by critical questions about 

who or what decides whose freedoms are more protected. Often, the question of inequality is 

brought up when discussing how well capitalism promotes democracy. An argument that 

could stand is that economic growth can lead to inequality given that different people can 
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acquire capital at different rates. In Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Thomas Piketty of 

the Paris School of Economics asserts that inequality is the inevitable consequence of 

economic growth in a capitalist economy and the resulting concentration of wealth can 

destabilize democratic societies and undermine the ideals of social justice upon which they 

are built. Marxists, anarchists (except for anarcho-capitalists), and other leftists argue that 

capitalism is incompatible with democracy since capitalism according to Marx entails 

"dictatorship of the bourgeoisie" (owners of the means of production) while democracy 

entails rule by the people. 

States with capitalistic economic systems have thrived under political regimes deemed to be 

authoritarian or oppressive. Singapore has a successful open market economy as a result of its 

competitive, business-friendly climate and robust rule of law; nonetheless, it often comes 

under fire for (1) its brand of government, which, though democratic and consistently one of 

the least corrupt, operates largely under a one-party rule, and (2) not vigorously defending 

freedom of expression, given its government-regulated press, as well as penchant for 

upholding laws protecting ethnic and religious harmony, judicial dignity and personal 

reputation. The private (capitalist) sector in the People's Republic of China has grown 

exponentially and thrived since its inception, despite having an authoritarian 

government. Augusto Pinochet's rule in Chile led to economic growth and high levels of 

inequality by using authoritarian means to create a safe environment for investment and 

capitalism. 

1.9. Varieties of Capitalism  

Peter A. Hall and David Soskice argued that modern economies have developed two different 

forms of capitalism: liberal market economies (or LME) (e.g. US, UK, Canada, New 

Zealand, Ireland) and coordinated market economies (CME) (e.g. Germany, Japan, Sweden, 

Austria). Those two types can be distinguished by the primary way in which firms coordinate 

with each other and other actors, such as trade unions. In LMEs, firms primarily coordinate 

their endeavors by way of hierarchies and market mechanisms. Coordinated market 

economies more heavily rely on non-market forms of interaction in the coordination of their 

relationship with other actors. These two forms of capitalism developed different industrial 

relations, vocational training and education, corporate governance, inter-firm relations, and 

relations with employees. The existence of these different forms of capitalism has important 

societal effects, especially in periods of crisis and instability. Since the early 2000s, the 
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number of labor market outsiders has rapidly grown in Europe, especially among the youth, 

potentially influencing social and political participation. Using varieties of capitalism theory 

it is possible to disentangle the different effects on social and political participation that an 

increase of labor market outsiders has in liberal and coordinated market economies (Ferragina 

et al. 2016). The social and political disaffection, especially among the youth, seems to be 

more pronounced in liberal than coordinated market economies. This signals an important 

problem for liberal market economies in a period of crisis. If the market does not provide 

consistent job opportunities (as it has in previous decades), the shortcomings of liberal social 

security systems may depress social and political participation even further than in other 

capitalist economies. 

1.10. Characteristics 

Capitalism is "production for exchange" driven by the desire for personal accumulation of 

money receipts in such exchanges, mediated by free markets. The needs and wants of 

consumers and those of society as a whole drive the markets themselves. Contemporary 

mainstream economics particularly that associated with the right, holds that by an "invisible 

hand", through little more than the freedom of the market, is able to match social production 

to these needs and desires. 

Summary 

In general, capitalism as an economic system and mode of production can be summarised by 

the following: 

 Capital accumulation: Production for profit and accumulation as the implicit purpose of 

all or most of production, constriction or elimination of production formerly carried out 

on a common social or private household basis; 

 Commodity production: Production for exchange on a market; to maximise exchange-

value instead of use-value; 

 Private ownership of the means of production; 

 High levels of wage labour; 

 The investment of money to make a profit; 

 The use of the price mechanism to allocate resources between competing uses. 

1.11. The Market 

In free-market and laissez-faire forms of capitalism, markets are used most extensively with 

minimal or no regulation over the pricing mechanism. In mixed economies, which are almost 
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universal today, markets continue to play a dominant role but are regulated to some extent by 

government in order to correct market failures, promote social welfare, conserve natural 

resources, fund defense and public safety or for other reasons. In state capitalist systems, 

markets are relied upon the least, with the state relying heavily on state-owned enterprises or 

indirect economic planning to accumulate capital. 

Supply is the amount of a good or service produced by a firm and which is available for sale. 

Demand is the amount that people are willing to buy at a specific price. Prices tend to rise 

when demand exceeds supply, and fall when supply exceeds demand. In theory, the market is 

able to coordinate itself when a new equilibrium price and quantity is reached. 

Competition arises when more than one producer is trying to sell the same or similar products 

to the same buyers. In capitalist theory, competition leads to innovation and more affordable 

prices. Without competition, a monopoly or cartel may develop. A monopoly occurs when a 

firm supplies the total output in the market; the firm can therefore limit output and raise 

prices because it has no fear of competition. A cartel is a group of firms that act together in a 

monopolistic manner to control output and prices. 

Efforts are made by government to prevent the creation of monopolies and cartels. In 1890, 

the Sherman Anti-Trust Act became the first legislation passed by the U.S. Congress to limit 

monopolies.  

1.12. Profit Motive  

The profit motive is a theory in capitalism that posits that the ultimate goal of a business is to 

make money. Stated differently, the reason for a business's existence is to turn a profit. The 

profit motive functions on the rational choice theory, or the theory that individuals tend to 

pursue what is in their own best interests. Accordingly, businesses seek to benefit themselves 

and/or their shareholders by maximizing profits. 

In capitalist theoretics, the profit motive is said to ensure that resources are being allocated 

efficiently. For instance, Austrian economist Henry Hazlitt explains: “If there is no profit in 

making an article, it is a sign that the labor and capital devoted to its production are 

misdirected: the value of the resources that must be used up in making the article is greater 

than the value of the article itself." In other words, profits let companies know whether an 

item is worth producing. Theoretically, in free and competitive markets, maximising profits 

ensures that resources are not wasted. 
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1.13. Private Property 

The relationship between the state, its formal mechanisms, and capitalist societies has been 

debated in many fields of social and political theory, with active discussion since the 19th 

century. Hernando de Soto is a contemporary economist who has argued that an important 

characteristic of capitalism is the functioning state protection of property rights in a formal 

property system where ownership and transactions are clearly recorded. 

According to de Soto, this is the process by which physical assets are transformed into 

capital, which in turn may be used in many more ways and much more efficiently in the 

market economy. A number of Marxian economists have argued that the Enclosure Acts in 

England, and similar legislation elsewhere, were an integral part of capitalist primitive 

accumulation and that specific legal frameworks of private land ownership have been integral 

to the development of capitalism. 

1.14. Market Competition 

In capitalist economics, market competition is the rivalry among sellers trying to achieve 

such goals as increasing profits, market share, and sales volume by varying the elements of 

the marketing mix: price, product, distribution, and promotion. Merriam-Webster defines 

competition in business as "the effort of two or more parties acting independently to secure 

the business of a third party by offering the most favourable terms". It was described 

by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations (1776) and later economists as allocating 

productive resources to their most highly valued uses and encouraging efficiency. Smith and 

other classical economists before Cournot were referring to price and non-price rivalry 

among producers to sell their goods on best terms by bidding of buyers, not necessarily to a 

large number of sellers nor to a market in final equilibrium. Competition is widespread 

throughout the market process. It is a condition where "buyers tend to compete with other 

buyers, and sellers tend to compete with other sellers". In offering goods for exchange, 

buyers competitively bid to purchase specific quantities of specific goods which are 

available, or might be available if sellers were to choose to offer such goods. Similarly, 

sellers bid against other sellers in offering goods on the market, competing for the attention 

and exchange resources of buyers. Competition results from scarcity—there is never enough 

to satisfy all conceivable human wants—and occurs "when people strive to meet the criteria 

that are being used to determine who gets what". 
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1.15. Reserve Army of Labour 

In a Marxist analysis of the capitalist economy, the reserve army of labour refers to 

the unemployed and under-employed. It is synonymous with "industrial reserve army" or 

"relative surplus population", except that the unemployed can be defined as those actually 

looking for work and that the relative surplus population also includes people unable to work. 

The use of the word "army" refers to the workers being conscripted and regimented in the 

workplace in a hierarchy, under the commanding heights of the economy. 

Prior to the start of the capitalist era in human history (i.e. before the 1500s), structural 

unemployment on a mass scale rarely existed, other than that caused by natural disasters and 

wars. In ancient societies, all people who could work necessarily had to work, otherwise they 

would starve; a slave or a serf by definition could not become "unemployed". There was 

normally very little possibility of "earning a crust" without working at all, and the usual 

attitude toward beggars and idlers was harsh. Children began to work already at a very early 

age. Indeed, the word "employment" is linguistically a product of the capitalist era. A 

permanent level of unemployment presupposes a working population which is to a large 

extent dependent on a wage or salary for a living, without having other means of livelihood, 

as well as the right of enterprises to hire and fire employees in accordance with commercial 

or economic conditions. The expression "unemployed" in English, in the sense of 

"temporarily out of work", dates back to the 1660s; reference to "the unemployed" as a group 

was first made in 1782; and reference to "unemployment" as a general condition is first 

attested in 1888. 

The first recorded discussion of the reserve army of labour is in a manuscript written by Karl 

Marx: 

"Big industry constantly requires a reserve army of unemployed workers for times 

of overproduction. The main purpose of the bourgeois in relation to the worker is, of course, 

to have the commodity labour as cheaply as possible, which is only possible when the supply 

of this commodity is as large as possible in relation to the demand for it, i.e., when the 

overpopulation is the greatest. Overpopulation is therefore in the interest of the bourgeoisie, 

and it gives the workers good advice which it knows to be impossible to carry out. Since 

capital only increases when it employs workers, the increase of capital involves an increase 

of the proletariat, and, as we have seen, according to the nature of the relation of capital and 

labour, the increase of the proletariat must proceed relatively even faster. The... theory... 
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which is also expressed as a law of nature, that population grows faster than the means of 

subsistence, is the more welcome to the bourgeois as it silences his conscience, makes hard-

heartedness into a moral duty and the consequences of society into the consequences of 

nature, and finally gives him the opportunity to watch the destruction of the proletariat by 

starvation as calmly as other natural event without bestirring himself, and, on the other hand, 

to regard the misery of the proletariat as its own fault and to punish it. To be sure, the 

proletarian can restrain his natural instinct by reason, and so, by moral supervision, halt the 

law of nature in its injurious course of development." - Karl Marx, Wages, December 1847 

Marx introduced the concept in chapter 25 of the first volume of Das Kapital, which states: 

Capitalistic accumulation itself ... constantly produces, and produces in the direct ratio of its 

own energy and extent, a relatively redundant population of workers, i.e., a population of 

greater extent than suffices for the average needs of the valorisation of capital, and therefore a 

surplus-population ... It is the absolute interest of every capitalist to press a given quantity of 

labour out of a smaller, rather than a greater number of labourers, if the cost is about the 

same... The more extended the scale of production, the stronger this motive. Its force 

increases with the accumulation of capital. 

His argument is that as capitalism develops, the organic composition of capital will increase, 

which means that the mass of constant capital grows faster than the mass of variable capital. 

Fewer workers can produce all that is necessary for society's requirements. In addition, 

capital will become more concentrated and centralised in fewer hands. This being 

the absolute historical tendency, part of the working population will tend to 

become surplus to the requirements of capital accumulation over time. Paradoxically, the 

larger the wealth of society, the larger the industrial reserve army will become. Marx called it 

"the antagonism of capital accumulation" and he cites his The Poverty of Philosophy, 

(Chapter 2, Section 1) to explain this phenomenon in relation with relations of 

production. One could add that the larger the wealth of society, the more people it can 

support who do not work. However, as Marx develops the argument further, it also becomes 

clear that, depending on the state of the economy, the reserve army of labour will either 

expand or contract, alternately being absorbed or expelled from the employed workforce. 

Thus, taking them as a whole, the general movements of wages are exclusively regulated by 

the expansion and contraction of the industrial reserve army, and these again correspond to 

the periodic changes of the industrial cycle. They are, therefore, not determined by the 
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variations of the absolute number of the working population, but by the varying proportions 

in which the working-class is divided into active and reserve army, by the increase or 

diminution in the relative amount of the surplus-population, by the extent to which it is now 

absorbed, now set free. 

Although non-employed people who are unable or uninterested in performing legal paid work 

are not considered among the "unemployed", the concept of "conjunctural unemployment" is 

used in economics nowadays. Economists often distinguish between short-term "frictional" or 

"cyclical" unemployment, and longer-term "structural unemployment". Sometimes there is a 

short-term mismatch between the demand and supply of labour, at other times there is much 

less total demand for labour than supply for a long-time. If no possibility for getting a job at 

all in the foreseeable future exists, many younger people decide to migrate or emigrate to a 

place where they can find work. 

1.16. Composition of the Relative Surplus Population  

Marx discusses the army of labor and the reserve army in Capital, Ch. 25, Section IV. The 

Army of Labor consists in those working-class people employed in average or better than 

average jobs. Not every one in the working class gets one of these jobs. There are then four 

other categories where members of the working class might find themselves: the "stagnant 

pool", the floating reserves, the latent reserve, and pauperdom. Finally, people may leave the 

army and the reserve army by turning to criminality, and Marx refers to such people as 

"lumpenproletariat." 

 The stagnant part consists of marginalised people with "extremely irregular 

employment". Stagnant pool jobs are characterized by below average pay, dangerous 

working conditions, they may be temporary. Those caught in the stagnant pool have jobs, 

so the modern definition of the employed would include both the army of labor plus the 

stagnant pool. However, they are constantly on the lookout for something better. 

The modern unemployed would refer primarily to the floating reserve, people who used to 

have good jobs, but are now out of work. They certainly hope that their unemployment is 

temporary ("conjunctural unemployment"), but they are well aware that they could fall into 

the stagnant pool or the pauper class. 

 The latent part consists of that segment of the population not yet fully integrated into 

capitalist production. In Marx' day, he was referring to people living off of subsistence 

agriculture who were looking for monetary employment in industry. In modern times, 
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people coming from slums in developing countries where they survive largely by non-

monetary means, to developed cities where they work for pay might form the latent. 

Housewives who move from unpaid to paid employment for a business could also form a 

part of the latent reserve. They are not unemployed, because they are not necessarily 

actively looking for a job; but if capital needs extra workers, it can pull them out of the 

latent reserve. In this sense, the latent forms a reservoir of potential workers for 

industries. 

 Pauperdom is where one might end up. The homeless is the modern term for paupers. 

Marx calls them people who cannot adapt to capital's never ending change. For Karl 

Marx, "the sphere of pauperism", including those still able to work, orphans and pauper 

children, and the "demoralised and ragged" or "unable to work". 

1.17. As a Mode of Production 

In Karl Marx' critique of political economy and subsequent Marxian analyses, the capitalist 

mode of production refers to the systems of organising production and distribution within 

capitalist societies. Private money-making in various forms (renting, banking, merchant trade, 

production for profit, etc.) preceded the development of the capitalist mode of production as 

such. The capitalist mode of production proper, based on wage-labour and private ownership 

of the means of production, and on industrial technology, began to grow rapidly in Western 

Europe from the industrial revolution, later extending to most of the world. 

The term capitalist mode of production is defined by private ownership of the means of 

production, extraction of surplus value by the owning class for the purpose of capital 

accumulation, wage-based labour, and, at least as far as commodities are concerned, 

being market-based. 

“Capitalism” in the form of money-making activity has existed in the shape of merchants and 

money-lenders who acted as intermediaries between consumers and producers engaging 

in simple commodity production (hence the reference to “merchant capitalism”) since the 

beginnings of civilisation. What is specific about the “capitalist mode of production” is that 

most of the inputs and outputs of production are supplied through the market (i.e. they are 

commodities) and essentially all production is in this mode. For example, in flourishing 

Feudalism, most or all of the factors of production including labour are owned by the feudal 

ruling class outright and the products may also be consumed without a market of any kind, it 

is production for use within the feudal social unit and for limited trade. This has the important 
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consequence that the whole organisation of the production process is reshaped and re-

organised to conform with economic rationality as bounded by capitalism, which is expressed 

in price relationships between inputs and outputs (wages, non-labour factor costs, sales, 

profits) rather than the larger rational context faced by society overall. That is, the whole 

process is organised and re-shaped in order to conform to “commercial logic”. Essentially, 

capital accumulation comes to define economic rationality in capitalist production. 

A society, region or nation is “capitalist” if the predominant source of incomes and products 

being distributed is capitalist activity; even so, this does not yet mean necessarily that the 

capitalist mode of production is dominant in that society. 

1.18. Wage Labour 

Wage labour refers to the sale of labour under a formal or informal employment contract to 

an employer. These transactions usually occur in a labour market where wages are market 

determined. Individuals who possess and supply financial capital or labor to productive 

ventures often become owners, either jointly (as shareholders) or individually. In Marxist 

economics, these owners of the means of production and suppliers of capital are generally 

called capitalists. The description of the role of the capitalist has shifted, first referring to a 

useless intermediary between producers to an employer of producers, and eventually came to 

refer to owners of the means of production. Labour includes all physical and mental human 

resources, including entrepreneurial capacity and management skills, which are needed to 

produce products and services. Production is the act of making goods or services by 

applying labor power. 

Critics of the capitalist mode of production see wage labour as a major, if not defining, aspect 

of hierarchical industrial systems. Most opponents of the institution support worker self-

management and economic democracy as alternatives to both wage labour and to capitalism. 

While most opponents of wage labour blame the capitalist owners of the means of production 

for its existence, most anarchists and other libertarian socialists also hold the state as equally 

responsible as it exists as a tool utilised by capitalists to subsidise themselves and protect the 

institution of private ownership of the means of production. As some opponents of wage 

labour take influence from Marxist propositions, many are opposed to private property, but 

maintain respect for personal property. 
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Types 

The most common form of wage labour currently is ordinary direct, or "full-time", 

employment in which a free worker sells his or her labour for an indeterminate time (from a 

few years to the entire career of the worker), in return for a money-wage or salary and a 

continuing relationship with the employer which it does not in general offer contractors or 

other irregular staff. However, wage labour takes many other forms, and explicit as opposed 

to implicit (i.e. conditioned by local labour and tax law) contracts are not uncommon. 

Economic history shows a great variety of ways in which labour is traded and exchanged. 

The differences show up in the form of: 

 Employment status: a worker could be employed full-time, part-time, or on a casual 

basis. He or she could be employed for example temporarily for a specific project only, 

or on a permanent basis. Part-time wage labour could combine with part-time self-

employment. The worker could be employed also as an apprentice. 

 Civil (legal) status: the worker could for example be a free citizen, an indentured 

labourer, the subject of forced labour (including some prison or army labour); a worker 

could be assigned by the political authorities to a task, they could be a semi-slave or 

a serf bound to the land who is hired out part of the time. So the labour might be 

performed on a more or less voluntary basis, or on a more or less involuntary basis, in 

which there are many gradations. 

 Method of payment (remuneration or compensation). The work done could be paid "in 

cash" (a money-wage) or "in kind" (through receiving goods and/or services), or in the 

form of "piece rates" where the wage is directly dependent on how much the worker 

produces. In some cases, the worker might be paid in the form of credit used to buy 

goods and services, or in the form of stock options or shares in an enterprise. 

 Method of hiring: the worker might engage in a labour-contract on his or her own 

initiative, or he or she might hire out their labour as part of a group. But he or she may 

also hire out their labour via an intermediary (such as an employment agency) to a third 

party. In this case, he or she is paid by the intermediary, but works for a third party which 

pays the intermediary. In some cases, labour is subcontracted several times, with several 

intermediaries. Another possibility is that the worker is assigned or posted to a job by a 

political authority, or that an agency hires out a worker to an 

enterprise together with means of production. 
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Comparison to Slavery 

Wage labour has long been compared to slavery. As a result, the phrase “wage slavery” is 

often utilised as a pejorative for wage labour. Similarly, advocates of slavery looked upon the 

"comparative evils of Slave Society and of Free Society, of slavery to human Masters and 

slavery to Capital", proceeded to argue that wage slavery was actually worse than chattel 

slavery. Slavery apologists like George Fitzhugh contended that workers only accepted wage 

labour with the passage of time, as they became "familiarised and inattentive to the infected 

social atmosphere they continually inhale". Scholars have debated the exact relationship 

between wage labor, slavery, and capitalism at length, especially for the antebellum United 

States. 

Similarities between wage labour and slavery were noted as early as Cicero in Ancient Rome. 

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, thinkers such as Proudhon and Marx elaborated 

the comparison between wage labour and slavery in the context of a critique of societal 

property not intended for active personal use, while Luddites emphasised the dehumanisation 

brought about by machines. Before the American Civil War, Southern defenders of African 

American slavery invoked the concept of wage slavery to favorably compare the condition of 

their slaves to workers in the North. The United States abolished slavery during the Civil 

War, but labor union activists found the metaphor useful. According to Lawrence Glickman, 

in the Gilded Age, "References abounded in the labor press, and it is hard to find a speech by 

a labour leader without the phrase." 

According to Noam Chomsky, analysis of the psychological implications of wage slavery 

goes back to the Enlightenment era. In his 1791 book On the Limits of State Action, 

classical liberal thinker Wilhelm von Humboldt explained "whatever does not spring from a 

man's free choice, or is only the result of instruction and guidance, does not enter into his 

very nature; he does not perform it with truly human energies, but merely with mechanical 

exactness" and so when the labourer works under external control, "we may admire what he 

does, but we despise what he is". Both the Milgram and Stanford experiments have been 

found useful in the psychological study of wage-based workplace relations. Additionally, as 

per anthropologist David Graeber, the earliest wage labour contracts we know about were in 

fact contracts for the rental of chattel slaves (usually the owner would receive a share of the 

money, and the slave, another, with which to maintain his or her living expenses.) Such 

arrangements, according to Graeber, were quite common in New World slavery as well, 
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whether in the United States or Brazil. C. L. R. James argued in The Black Jacobins that most 

of the techniques of human organisation employed on factory workers during the industrial 

revolution were first developed on slave plantations. 

Some anti-capitalist thinkers claim that the elite maintain wage slavery and a divided working 

class through their influence over the media and entertainment industry, educational 

institutions, unjust laws, nationalist and corporate propaganda, pressures and incentives to 

internalise values serviceable to the power structure, state violence, fear 

of unemployment and a historical legacy of exploitation and profit accumulation/transfer 

under prior systems, which shaped the development of economic theory: 

Adam Smith noted that employers often conspire together to keep wages low: 

The interest of the dealers... in any particular branch of trade or manufactures, is always in 

some respects different from, and even opposite to, that of the public… [They] have generally 

an interest to deceive and even to oppress the public… We rarely hear, it has been said, of the 

combinations of masters, though frequently of those of workmen. But whoever imagines, 

upon this account, that masters rarely combine, is as ignorant of the world as of the subject. 

Masters are always and everywhere in a sort of tacit, but constant and uniform combination, 

not to raise the wages of labor above their actual rate… It is not, however, difficult to foresee 

which of the two parties must, upon all ordinary occasions, have the advantage in the dispute, 

and force the other into a compliance with their terms. 

Aristotle made the statement "... the citizens must not live a mechanic or a mercantile life (for 

such a life is ignoble and inimical to virtue), nor yet must those who are to be citizens in the 

best state be tillers of the soil (for leisure is needed both for the development of virtue and for 

active participation in politics)", often paraphrased as "all paid jobs absorb and degrade the 

mind." Cicero wrote in 44 BC that "…vulgar are the means of livelihood of all hired 

workmen whom we pay for mere manual labour, not for artistic skill; for in their case the 

very wage they receive is a pledge of their slavery". Somewhat similar criticisms have also 

been expressed by some proponents of liberalism, like Henry George, Silvio 

Gesell and Thomas Paine, as well as the Distributist school of thought within the Roman 

Catholic Church. 

To Marxist and anarchist thinkers like Bakunin and Kropotkin, wage slavery was a class 

condition in place due to the existence of private property and the state. This class situation 

rested primarily on: 
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1. the existence of property not intended for active use, 

2. the concentration of ownership in few hands, 

3. the lack of direct access by workers to the means of production and consumption 

goods, 

4. the perpetuation of a reserve army of unemployed workers. 

For Marxists, labour-as-commodity, which is how they regard wage labour, provides a 

fundamental point of attack against capitalism. "It can be persuasively argued", noted one 

concerned philosopher, "that the conception of the worker's labour as a commodity confirms 

Marx's stigmatization of the wage system of private capitalism as 'wage-slavery;' that is, as an 

instrument of the capitalist's for reducing the worker's condition to that of a slave, if not 

below it." That this objection is fundamental follows immediately from Marx's conclusion 

that wage labour is the very foundation of capitalism: "Without a class dependent on wages, 

the moment individuals confront each other as free persons, there can be no production of 

surplus value; without the production of surplus-value there can be no capitalist production, 

and hence no capital and no capitalist!" 

1.19. Let Us Sum Up  

We saw that the Capitalism is an economic theory that in its pure form is free from 

government interference. Private property, free market, wage labour, etc are the major 

features in Capitalist economy. It was Adam Smith who gave the theory of laissez-fair which 

means individual freedom to pursue economy without authoritarian interference. Self interest 

and vigourous competition is a general norm in this economic theory. It requires a free 

market and market sets the prices of the components of supply. It also distributes them 

according to the laws of demand and supply. The owners of the supply compete against each 

other for the highest profit. They sell their goods at the highest possible price while keeping 

their costs as low as possible.  

1.20. Check Your Progress  

1. Describe Capitalism as an economic philosophy of the West. 

2. Is wage labour a form of slavery according to you? 

3. Explain the concept of self-motive in Capitalism. 

4. What are the main features of Capitalism? 

1.21. Suggested Readings 

1. Ismail, Syed Muhammad, Capitalism, Socialism and Islamic Economic Order 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Means_of_production
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reserve_army_of_labour
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1. Kelso, Louis O., The Capitalist Manifesto, New York: Random House, 1958 

3. Fulcher, James, Capitalism: A Very Short Introduction, UK: Oxford University Press, 1997 
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Lesson 2: Socialism 

Lesson Structure 

2.0. Introduction 

2.1. Objectives 

2.2. Major Themes 

2.3. History 

2.4. Social and Political Theory 

2.5. Criticism of Capitalism 

2.6. Marxism 

2.7. Role of the State 

2.8. Utopian Versus Scientific 

2.9. Reform Versus Revolution 

2.10. Economics 

2.11. Planned Economy 

2.12. Self Managed Economy 

2.13. State Directed Economy 

2.14. Market Socialism 

2.15. Politics 

2.16. Democratic Socialism 

2.17. Let Us Sum Up 

2.18 Check Your Progress 

2.19 Suggested Readings 

2.0. Introduction  

Socialism is a populist economic and political system in which the means of production 

operate under public political ownership, sometimes called common ownership. Common 

ownership under socialism may take shape through technocratic, oligarchic, totalitarian, 

democratic or even voluntary rule. The ruling class makes all legal production and 

distribution decisions. 

Socialism is a range of economic and social systems characterised by social ownership and 

democratic control of the means of production as well as the political theories, and 

movements associated with them. Social ownership may refer to forms of public, collective, 



97 
 

or cooperative ownership, or to citizen ownership of equity. There are many varieties of 

socialism and there is no single definition encapsulating all of them. Social ownership is the 

common element shared by its various forms. 

2.1 Objectives 

1. To give a general description of Socialism as a prominent economic theory; 

2. To highlight the history of its origin and emergence; 

3. To provide a rebuttal of Capitalism by socialist economists; 

4. To state various forms of Socialism especially Marxism. 

2.2. Major Themes  

Socialist economic systems can be divided into non-market and market forms. Non-market 

socialism involves the substitution of factor markets and money, with engineering and 

technical criteria, based on calculation performed in-kind, thereby producing an economic 

mechanism that functions according to different economic laws from those of capitalism. 

Non-market socialism aims to circumvent the inefficiencies and crises traditionally associated 

with capital accumulation and the profit system. By contrast, market socialism retains the use 

of monetary prices, factor markets, and, in some cases, the profit motive, with respect to the 

operation of socially owned enterprises and the allocation of capital goods between them. 

Profits generated by these firms would be controlled directly by the workforce of each firm, 

or accrue to society at large in the form of a social dividend. The socialist calculation debate 

discusses the feasibility and methods of resource allocation for a socialist system. 

The socialist political movement includes a set of political philosophies that originated in the 

revolutionary movements of the mid-to-late 1700s, and of concern for the social problems 

that were associated with capitalism. In addition to the debate over markets and planning, the 

varieties of socialism differ in their form of social ownership, how management is to be 

organised within productive institutions, and the role of the state in constructing socialism. 

Core dichotomies include reformism versus revolutionary socialism, and state socialism 

versus libertarian socialism. Socialist politics has been both centralist and decentralised; 

internationalist and nationalist in orientation; organised through political parties and opposed 

to party politics; at times overlapping with trade unions and at other times independent of, 

and critical of, unions; and present in both industrialised and developing countries. While all 

tendencies of socialism consider themselves democratic, the term "democratic socialism" is 

often used to highlight its advocates' high value for democratic processes in the economy and 
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democratic political systems, usually to draw contrast to tendencies they may perceive to be 

undemocratic in their approach. "Democratic socialism" is frequently used to draw contrast to 

the political system of the Soviet Union, which critics argue operated in an authoritarian 

fashion. 

By the late 19th century, after the work of Karl Marx and his collaborator Friedrich Engels, 

as technological development outstripped the economic dynamics of capitalism, "socialism" 

had come to signify opposition to capitalism, and advocacy for a post-capitalist system based 

on some form of social ownership of the means of production. By the 1920s, social 

democracy and communism had become the two dominant political tendencies within the 

international socialist movement. By this time, Socialism emerged as "the most influential 

secular movement of the twentieth century, worldwide. It is a political ideology (or world 

view), a wide and divided political movement" and while the emergence of the Soviet Union 

as the world's first nominally socialist state led to socialism's widespread association with the 

Soviet economic model, many economists and intellectuals argued that in practice the model 

functioned as a form of state capitalism, or a non-planned administrative or command 

economy. Socialist parties and ideas remain a political force with varying degrees of power 

and influence in all continents, heading national governments in many countries around the 

world. Today, some socialists have also adopted the causes of other social movements, such 

as environmentalism, feminism and liberalism. 

For Andrew Vincent, "The word ‘socialism’ finds its root in the Latin sociare, which means 

to combine or to share. The related, more technical term in Roman and then medieval law 

was societas. This latter word could mean companionship and fellowship as well as the more 

legalistic idea of a consensual contract between freemen." 

The term "socialism" was created by Henri de Saint-Simon, one of the founders of what 

would later be labelled "utopian socialism". Simon coined "socialism" as a contrast to the 

liberal doctrine of "individualism", which stressed that people act or should act as if they are 

in isolation from one another. The original "utopian" socialists condemned liberal 

individualism for failing to address social concerns during the industrial revolution, including 

poverty, social oppression, and gross inequalities in wealth; viewing liberal individualism as 

degenerating society into supporting selfish egoism that harmed community life through 

promoting a society based on competition. They presented socialism as an alternative to 

liberal individualism based on the shared ownership of resources, although their proposals for 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henri_de_Saint-Simon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utopian_socialism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Individualism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egotism
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socialism differed significantly. Saint-Simon proposed economic planning, scientific 

administration, and the application of modern scientific advancements to the organization of 

society; by contrast, Robert Owen proposed the organization of production and ownership in 

cooperatives. 

The term socialism is attributed to Pierre Leroux, and to Marie Roch Louis Reybaud in 

France; and in Britain to Robert Owen in 1827, father of the cooperative movement. 

The modern definition and usage of "socialism" settled by the 1860s, becoming the 

predominant term among the group of words "co-operative", "mutualist" and "associationist", 

which had previously been used as synonyms. The term "communism" also fell out of use 

during this period, despite earlier distinctions between socialism and communism from the 

1840s. An early distinction between socialism and communism was that the former aimed to 

only socialise production while the latter aimed to socialise both production and consumption 

(in the form of free access to final goods). By 1888, however, Marxists employed the term 

"socialism" in place of "communism", which had come to be considered an old-fashion 

synonym for socialism. It wasn't until 1917 after the Bolshevik revolution that "socialism" 

came to refer to a distinct stage between capitalism and communism, introduced by Vladimir 

Lenin as a means to defend the Bolshevik seizure of power against traditional Marxist 

criticisms that Russia's productive forces were not sufficiently developed for socialist 

revolution. 

A distinction between "communist" and "socialist" as descriptors of political ideologies arose 

in 1918 after the Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party renamed itself to the All-Russian 

Communist Party, where "communist" came to specifically mean socialists who supported 

the politics and theories of Leninism, Bolshevism and later Marxism-Leninism;although 

communist parties continued to describe themselves as socialists dedicated to socialism. 

The words socialism and communism eventually accorded with the adherents' and opponents' 

cultural attitude towards religion. In Christian Europe, communism was believed to be 

the atheist way of life. In Protestant England, the word communism was too culturally and 

aurally close to the Roman Catholic communion rite; hence, English atheists denoted 

themselves socialists. Friedrich Engels argued that in 1848, at the time when the Communist 

Manifesto was published, "socialism was respectable on the continent, while communism 

was not." The Owenites in England and the Fourierists in France were considered 

"respectable" socialists, while working-class movements that "proclaimed the necessity of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Owen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Leroux
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marie_Roch_Louis_Reybaud
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperative_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bolsheviks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Lenin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Lenin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Productive_forces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leninism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marxism-Leninism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communion_rite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Engels
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communist_Manifesto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communist_Manifesto
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total social change" denoted themselves communists. This latter branch of socialism 

produced the communist work of Étienne Cabet in France and Wilhelm Weitling in 

Germany. The British moral philosopher John Stuart Mill also came to advocate a form of 

economic socialism within a liberal context. In later editions of his Principles of Political 

Economy (1848), Mill would argue that "as far as economic theory was concerned, there is 

nothing in principle in economic theory that precludes an economic order based on socialist 

policies." While democrats looked to the Revolutions of 1848 as a democratic revolution, 

which in the long run ensured liberty, equality, and fraternity, Marxists denounced 1848 as a 

betrayal of working-class ideals by a bourgeoisie indifferent to the legitimate demands of the 

proletariat. 

2.3. History 

Early Socialism 

Socialist models and ideas espousing common or public ownership have existed since 

antiquity. It has been claimed, though controversially, that there were elements of socialist 

thought in the politics of classical Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle. Mazdak, a Persian 

communal proto-socialist, instituted communal possessions and advocated the public good. 

Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī, a Companion of Prophet Muhammad, is credited by many as a 

principal antecedent of Islamic socialism (though such terminology is denounced by Islamic 

scholars). In the period right after the French Revolution, activists and theorists like François-

Noël Babeuf, Étienne-Gabriel Morelly, Philippe Buonarroti, and Auguste Blanqui influenced 

the early French labour and socialist movements. In Britain, Thomas Paine proposed a 

detailed plan to tax property owners to pay for the needs of the poor in Agrarian Justice while 

Charles Hall wrote The Effects of Civilization on the People in European States, denouncing 

capitalism's effects on the poor of his time which influenced the utopian schemes of Thomas 

Spence. 

The first "self-conscious socialist movements developed in the 1820s and 1830s. The 

Owenites, Saint-Simonians and Fourierists provided a series of coherent analyses and 

interpretations of society. They also, especially in the case of the Owenites, overlapped with a 

number of other working-class movements like the Chartists in the United Kingdom." The 

Chartists gathered significant numbers around the People's Charter of 1838, which demanded 

the extension of suffrage to all male adults. Leaders in the movement also called for a more 

equitable distribution of income and better living conditions for the working classes. "The 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89tienne_Cabet
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very first trade unions and consumers’ cooperative societies also emerged in the hinterland of 

the Chartist movement, as a way of bolstering the fight for these demands." A later important 

socialist thinker in France was Pierre-Joseph Proudhon who proposed his philosophy of 

mutualism in which "everyone had an equal claim, either alone or as part of a small 

cooperative, to possess and use land and other resources as needed to make a living". There 

were also currents inspired by dissident Christianity of Christian socialism "often in Britain 

and then usually coming out of left liberal politics and a romantic anti-industrialism" which 

produced theorists such as Edward Bellamy, Frederick Denison Maurice, and Charles 

Kingsley. 

The first advocates of socialism favoured social levelling in order to create a meritocratic or 

technocratic society based on individual talent. Count Henri de Saint-Simon is regarded as 

the first individual to coin the term socialism. Saint-Simon was fascinated by the enormous 

potential of science and technology and advocated a socialist society that would eliminate the 

disorderly aspects of capitalism and would be based on equal opportunities.] He advocated 

the creation of a society in which each person was ranked according to his or her capacities 

and rewarded according to his or her work. The key focus of Saint-Simon's socialism was on 

administrative efficiency and industrialism, and a belief that science was the key to progress. 

This was accompanied by a desire to implement a rationally organised economy based on 

planning and geared towards large-scale scientific and material progress, and thus embodied 

a desire for a more directed or planned economy. Other early socialist thinkers, such as 

Thomas Hodgkin and Charles Hall, based their ideas on David Ricardo's economic theories. 

They reasoned that the equilibrium value of commodities approximated prices charged by the 

producer when those commodities were in elastic supply, and that these producer prices 

corresponded to the embodied labour—the cost of the labour (essentially the wages paid) that 

was required to produce the commodities. The Ricardian socialists viewed profit, interest and 

rent as deductions from this exchange-value. 

West European social critics, including Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, Pierre-Joseph 

Proudhon, Louis Blanc, Charles Hall, and Saint-Simon, were the first modern socialists who 

criticised the excessive poverty and inequality of the Industrial Revolution. They advocated 

reform, with some such as Robert Owen advocating the transformation of society to small 

communities without private property. Robert Owen's contribution to modern socialism was 

his understanding that actions and characteristics of individuals were largely determined by 
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the social environment they were raised in and exposed to. On the other hand, Charles 

Fourier advocated phalansteres which were communities that respected individual desires 

(including sexual preferences), affinities and creativity and saw that work has to be made 

enjoyable for people. The ideas of Owen and Fourier were tried in practice in numerous 

intentional communities around Europe and the American continent in the mid-19th century. 

2.4. Social and Political Theory 

Early socialist thought took influences from a diverse range of philosophies such as civic 

republicanism, Enlightenment rationalism, romanticism, forms of materialism, Christianity 

(both Catholic and Protestant), natural law and natural rights theory, utilitarianism and liberal 

political economy. Another philosophical basis for a lot of early socialism was the emergence 

of positivism during the European Enlightenment. Positivism held that both the natural and 

social worlds could be understood through scientific knowledge and be analyzed using 

scientific methods. This core outlook influenced early social scientists and different types of 

socialists ranging from anarchists like Peter Kropotkin to technocrats like Saint Simon. 

The fundamental objective of socialism is to attain an advanced level of material production 

and therefore greater productivity, efficiency and rationality as compared to capitalism and 

all previous systems, under the view that an expansion of human productive capability is the 

basis for the extension of freedom and equality in society. Many forms of socialist theory 

hold that human behaviour is largely shaped by the social environment. In particular, 

socialism holds that social mores, values, cultural traits and economic practices are social 

creations and not the result of an immutable natural law. The object of their critique is thus 

not human avarice or human consciousness, but the material conditions and man-made social 

systems (i.e.: the economic structure of society) that gives rise to observed social problems 

and inefficiencies. Bertrand Russell, often considered to be the father of analytic philosophy, 

identified as a socialist. Bertrand Russell opposed the class struggle aspects of Marxism, 

viewing socialism solely as an adjustment of economic relations to accommodate modern 

machine production to benefit all of humanity through the progressive reduction of necessary 

work time. 

Socialists view creativity as an essential aspect of human nature, and define freedom as a 

state of being where individuals are able to express their creativity unhindered by constraints 

of both material scarcity and coercive social institutions. The socialist concept of 

individuality is thus intertwined with the concept of individual creative expression. Karl 
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Marx believed that expansion of the productive forces and technology was the basis for the 

expansion of human freedom, and that socialism, being a system that is consistent with 

modern developments in technology, would enable the flourishing of "free individualities" 

through the progressive reduction of necessary labour time. The reduction of necessary 

labour time to a minimum would grant individuals the opportunity to pursue the development 

of their true individuality and creativity. 

2.5 Criticism of Capitalism 

Socialists argue that the accumulation of capital generates waste through externalities that 

require costly corrective regulatory measures. They also point out that this process generates 

wasteful industries and practices that exist only to generate sufficient demand for products to 

be sold at a profit (such as high-pressure advertisement); thereby creating rather than 

satisfying economic demand. 

Socialists argue that capitalism consists of irrational activity, such as the purchasing of 

commodities only to sell at a later time when their price appreciates, rather than for 

consumption, even if the commodity cannot be sold at a profit to individuals in need. 

Therefore, a crucial criticism often made by socialists is that making money, or accumulation 

of capital, does not correspond to the satisfaction of demand (the production of use-values). 

The fundamental criterion for economic activity in capitalism is the accumulation of capital 

for reinvestment in production; this spurs the development of new, non-productive industries 

that do not produce use-value and only exist to keep the accumulation process afloat 

(otherwise the system goes into crisis), such as the spread of the financial industry, 

contributing to the formation of economic bubbles. 

Socialists view private property relations as limiting the potential of productive forces in the 

economy. According to socialists, private property becomes obsolete when it concentrates 

into centralised, socialised institutions based on private appropriation of revenue (but based 

on cooperative work and internal planning in allocation of inputs) until the role of the 

capitalist becomes redundant. With no need for capital accumulation and a class of owners, 

private property in the means of production is perceived as being an outdated form of 

economic organization that should be replaced by a free association of individuals based on 

public or common ownership of these socialised assets. Private ownership imposes 

constraints on planning, leading to uncoordinated economic decisions that result in business 
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fluctuations, unemployment and a tremendous waste of material resources during crisis of 

overproduction. 

Excessive disparities in income distribution lead to social instability and require costly 

corrective measures in the form of redistributive taxation, which incurs heavy administrative 

costs while weakening the incentive to work, inviting dishonesty and increasing the 

likelihood of tax evasion while (the corrective measures) reduce the overall efficiency of the 

market economy. These corrective policies limit the incentive system of the market by 

providing things such as minimum wages, unemployment insurance, taxing profits and 

reducing the reserve army of labor, resulting in reduced incentives for capitalists to invest in 

more production. In essence, social welfare policies cripple capitalism and its incentive 

system and are thus unsustainable in the long-run. Marxists argue that the establishment of a 

socialist mode of production is the only way to overcome these deficiencies. Socialists and 

specifically Marxian socialists, argue that the inherent conflict of interests between the 

working class and capital prevent optimal use of available human resources and leads to 

contradictory interest groups (labor and business) striving to influence the state to intervene 

in the economy in their favor at the expense of overall economic efficiency. 

Early socialists (Utopian socialists and Ricardian socialists) criticised capitalism for 

concentrating power and wealth within a small segment of society. In addition, they 

complained that capitalism does not utilise available technology and resources to their 

maximum potential in the interests of the public. 

2.6. Marxism 

At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into 

conflict with the existing relations of production or—this merely expresses the same thing in 

legal terms—with the property relations within the framework of which they have operated 

hitherto. Then begins an era of social revolution. The changes in the economic foundation 

eventually lead to the transformation of the whole immense superstructure. – Karl Marx, 

Critique of the Gotha Program 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels argued that socialism would emerge from historical necessity 

as capitalism rendered itself obsolete and unsustainable from increasing internal 

contradictions emerging from the development of the productive forces and technology. It 

was these advances in the productive forces combined with the old social relations of 
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production of capitalism that would generate contradictions, leading to working-class 

consciousness. 

Marx and Engels held the view that the consciousness of those who earn a wage or salary (the 

working class in the broadest Marxist sense) would be moulded by their conditions of wage 

slavery, leading to a tendency to seek their freedom or emancipation by overthrowing 

ownership of the means of production by capitalists, and consequently, overthrowing the state 

that upheld this economic order. For Marx and Engels, conditions determine consciousness 

and ending the role of the capitalist class leads eventually to a classless society in which the 

state would wither away. The Marxist conception of socialism is that of a specific historical 

phase that will displace capitalism and precede communism. The major characteristics of 

socialism (particularly as conceived by Marx and Engels after the Paris Commune of 1871) 

are that the proletariat will control the means of production through a workers' state erected 

by the workers in their interests. Economic activity would still be organised through the use 

of incentive systems and social classes would still exist, but to a lesser and diminishing extent 

than under capitalism. 

For orthodox Marxists, socialism is the lower stage of communism based on the principle of 

"from each according to his ability, to each according to his contribution" while upper stage 

communism is based on the principle of "from each according to his ability, to each 

according to his need"; the upper stage becoming possible only after the socialist stage 

further develops economic efficiency and the automation of production has led to a 

superabundance of goods and services. Marx argued that the material productive forces (in 

industry and commerce) brought into existence by capitalism predicated a cooperative society 

since production had become a mass social, collective activity of the working class to create 

commodities but with private ownership (the relations of production or property relations). 

This conflict between collective effort in large factories and private ownership would bring 

about a conscious desire in the working class to establish collective ownership commensurate 

with the collective efforts their daily experience. 

2.7. Role of the State 

Socialists have taken different perspectives on the state and the role it should play in 

revolutionary struggles, in constructing socialism, and within an established socialist 

economy. 
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In the 19th century, the German political philosopher Ferdinand Lassalle first explicitly 

expounded the philosophy of state socialism. In contrast to Karl Marx's perspective of the 

state, Lassalle rejected the concept of the state as a class-based power structure whose main 

function was to preserve existing class structures. Thus Lassalle also rejected the Marxist 

view that the state was destined to "wither away". Lassalle considered the state to be an entity 

independent of class allegiances and an instrument of justice that would therefore be essential 

for achieving socialism. Preceding the Bolshevik-led revolution in Russia, many socialists 

including reformists, orthodox Marxist currents such as council communism, anarchists and 

libertarian socialists criticised the idea of using the state to conduct central planning and own 

the means of production as a way to establish socialism. Following the victory of Leninism in 

Russia, the idea of "state socialism" spread rapidly throughout the socialist movement, and 

eventually "state socialism" came to be identified with the Soviet economic model. 

Joseph Schumpeter rejected the association of socialism (and social ownership) with state 

ownership over the means of production, because the state as it exists in its current form is a 

product of capitalist society and cannot be transplanted to a different institutional framework. 

Schumpeter argued that there would be different institutions within socialism than those that 

exist within modern capitalism, just as feudalism had its own distinct and unique institutional 

forms. The state, along with concepts like property and taxation, were concepts exclusive to 

commercial society (capitalism) and attempting to place them within the context of a future 

socialist society would amount to a distortion of these concepts by using them out of context. 

2.8. Utopian Versus Scientific 

Utopian socialism is a term used to define the first currents of modern socialist thought as 

exemplified by the work of Henri de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and Robert Owen, which 

inspired Karl Marx and other early socialists. However, visions of imaginary ideal societies, 

which competed with revolutionary social-democratic movements, were viewed as not being 

grounded in the material conditions of society and as reactionary. Although it is technically 

possible for any set of ideas or any person living at any time in history to be a utopian 

socialist, the term is most often applied to those socialists who lived in the first quarter of the 

19th century who were ascribed the label "utopian" by later socialists as a negative term, in 

order to imply naiveté and dismiss their ideas as fanciful or unrealistic. 

Religious sects whose members live communally, such as the Hutterites, for example, are not 

usually called "utopian socialists", although their way of living is a prime example. They 
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have been categorised as religious socialists by some. Likewise, modern intentional 

communities based on socialist ideas could also be categorised as "utopian socialist". 

For Marxists, the development of capitalism in western Europe provided a material basis for 

the possibility of bringing about socialism because, according to the Communist Manifesto, 

"What the bourgeoisie produces above all is its own grave diggers", namely the working 

class, which must become conscious of the historical objectives set it by society. 

2.9. Reform Versus Revolution 

Revolutionary socialists believe that a social revolution is necessary to effect structural 

changes to the socioeconomic structure of society. Among revolutionary socialists there are 

differences in strategy, theory, and the definition of "revolution". Orthodox Marxists and Left 

Communists take an impossibilist stance, believing that revolution should be spontaneous as 

a result of contradictions in society due to technological changes in the productive forces. 

Lenin theorised that under capitalism the workers cannot achieve class consciousness beyond 

organising into unions and making demands of the capitalists. Therefore, Leninists advocate 

that it is historically necessary for a vanguard of class-conscious revolutionaries to take a 

central role in coordinating the social revolution to overthrow the capitalist state and, 

eventually, the institution of the state altogether. "Revolution" is not necessarily defined by 

revolutionary socialists as violent insurrection, but as a complete dismantling and rapid 

transformation of all areas of class society led by the majority of the masses: the working 

class. 

Reformism is generally associated with social democracy and gradualist democratic 

socialism. Reformism is the belief that socialists should stand in parliamentary elections 

within capitalist society and, if elected, utilise the machinery of government to pass political 

and social reforms for the purposes of ameliorating the instabilities and inequities of 

capitalism. 

2.10. Economics 

Socialist economics starts from the premise that "individuals do not live or work in isolation 

but live in cooperation with one another. Furthermore, everything that people produce is in 

some sense a social product, and everyone who contributes to the production of a good is 

entitled to a share in it. Society as a whole, therefore, should own or at least control property 

for the benefit of all its members." 
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The original conception of socialism was an economic system whereby production was 

organised in a way to directly produce goods and services for their utility (or use-value in 

classical and Marxian economics): the direct allocation of resources in terms of physical units 

as opposed to financial calculation and the economic laws of capitalism, often entailing the 

end of capitalistic economic categories such as rent, interest, profit and money. In a fully 

developed socialist economy, production and balancing factor inputs with outputs becomes a 

technical process to be undertaken by engineers. 

Market socialism refers to an array of different economic theories and systems that utilise the 

market mechanism to organise production and to allocate factor inputs among socially owned 

enterprises, with the economic surplus (profits) accruing to society in a social dividend as 

opposed to private capital owners. Variations of market socialism 

include Libertarian proposals such as mutualism, based on classical economics, and 

neoclassical economic models such as the Lange Model. However, some economists such 

as Joseph Stiglitz, Mancur Olson and others not specifically advancing anti-socialists 

positions have shown that prevailing economic models upon which such democratic or 

market socialism models might be based have logical flaws or unworkable presuppositions. 

The ownership of the means of production can be based on direct ownership by the users of 

the productive property through worker cooperative; or commonly owned by all of society 

with management and control delegated to those who operate/use the means of production; 

or public ownership by a state apparatus. Public ownership may refer to the creation of state-

owned enterprises, nationalisation, municipalisation or autonomous collective institutions. 

Some socialists feel that in a socialist economy, at least the 'commanding heights' of the 

economy must be publicly owned. However, economic liberals and right 

libertarians view private ownership of the means of production and the market exchange as 

natural entities or moral rights which are central to their conceptions of freedom and liberty, 

and view the economic dynamics of capitalism as immutable and absolute. Therefore, they 

perceive public ownership of the means of production, cooperatives and economic 

planning as infringements upon liberty. 

Management and control over the activities of enterprises are based on self-management and 

self-governance, with equal power-relations in the workplace to maximise occupational 

autonomy. A socialist form of organisation would eliminate controlling hierarchies so that 

only a hierarchy based on technical knowledge in the workplace remains. Every member 
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would have decision-making power in the firm and would be able to participate in 

establishing its overall policy objectives. The policies/goals would be carried out by the 

technical specialists that form the coordinating hierarchy of the firm, who would establish 

plans or directives for the work community to accomplish these goals. 

The role and use of money in a hypothetical socialist economy is a contested issue. 

According to the Austrian school economist Ludwig von Mises, an economic system that 

does not use money, financial calculation and market pricing will be unable to effectively 

value capital goods and coordinate production, and therefore these types of socialism are 

impossible because they lack the necessary information to perform economic calculation in 

the first place. Socialists including Karl Marx, Robert Owen, Pierre-Joseph 

Proudhon and John Stuart Mill advocated various forms of labour vouchers or labour-credits, 

which like money would be used to acquire articles of consumption, but unlike money, they 

are unable to become capital and would not be used to allocate resources within the 

production process. Bolshevik revolutionary Leon Trotsky argued that money could not be 

arbitrarily abolished following a socialist revolution. Money had to exhaust its "historic 

mission", meaning it would have to be used until its function became redundant, eventually 

being transformed into bookkeeping receipts for statisticians, and only in the more distant 

future would money not be required for even that role. 

The economic anarchy of capitalist society as it exists today is, in my opinion, the real source 

of the evil ... I am convinced there is only one way to eliminate these grave evils, namely 

through the establishment of a socialist economy, accompanied by an educational system 

which would be oriented toward social goals. In such an economy, the means of production 

are owned by society itself and are utilised in a planned fashion. A planned economy, which 

adjusts production to the needs of the community, would distribute the work to be done 

among all those able to work and would guarantee a livelihood to every man, woman, and 

child. The education of the individual, in addition to promoting his own innate abilities, 

would attempt to develop in him a sense of responsibility for his fellow men in place of the 

glorification of power and success in our present society. 
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2.11. Planned Economy 

A planned economy is a type of economy consisting of a mixture of public ownership of the 

means of production and the coordination of production and distribution through economic 

planning. There are two major types of planning: decentralised-planning and centralised-

planning. Enrico Barone provided a comprehensive theoretical framework for a planned 

socialist economy. In his model, assuming perfect computation techniques, simultaneous 

equations relating inputs and outputs to ratios of equivalence would provide appropriate 

valuations in order to balance supply and demand. 

The most prominent example of a planned economy was the economic system of the Soviet 

Union, and as such, the centralised-planned economic model is usually associated with 

the Communist states of the 20th century, where it was combined with a single-party political 

system. In a centrally planned economy, decisions regarding the quantity of goods and 

services to be produced are planned in advance by a planning agency. The economic systems 

of the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc are further classified as command economies, 

which are defined as systems where economic coordination is undertaken by commands, 

directives and production targets. Studies by economists of various political persuasions on 

the actual functioning of the Soviet economy indicate that it was not actually a planned 

economy. Instead of conscious planning, the Soviet economy was based on a process 

whereby localised agents modified the plan and the original plans went largely unfulfilled. 

Planning agencies, ministries and enterprises all adapted and bargained with each other 

during the formulation of the plan as opposed to following a plan passed down from a higher 

authority, leading some economists to suggest that planning did not actually take place within 

the Soviet economy and that a better description would be an "administered" or "managed" 

economy. 

Although central planning was largely supported by Marxist–Leninists, some factions within 

the Soviet Union before the rise of Stalinism held positions contrary to central planning. Leon 

Trotsky rejected central planning in favour of decentralised planning. He argued that central 

planners, regardless of their intellectual capacity, would be unable to coordinate effectively 

all economic activity within an economy because they operated without the input and tacit 

knowledge embodied by the participation of the millions of people in the economy. As a 

result, central planners would be unable to respond to local economic conditions. State 

socialism is unfeasible in this view because information cannot be aggregated by a central 
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body and effectively used to formulate a plan for an entire economy, because doing so would 

result in distorted or absent price signals. 

2.12. Self-Managed Economy 

A self-managed, decentralised economy is based on autonomous self-regulating economic 

units and a decentralised mechanism of resource allocation and decision-making. This model 

has found support in notable classical and neoclassical economists including Alfred Marshall, 

John Stuart Mill and Jaroslav Vanek. There are numerous variations of self-management, 

including labour-managed firms and worker-managed firms. The goals of self-management 

are to eliminate exploitation and reduce alienation. Guild socialism is a political movement 

advocating workers' control of industry through the medium of trade-related guilds "in an 

implied contractual relationship with the public". It originated in the United Kingdom and 

was at its most influential in the first quarter of the 20th century. It was strongly associated 

with G. D. H. Cole and influenced by the ideas of William Morris. 

One such system is the cooperative economy, a largely free market economy in which 

workers manage the firms and democratically determine remuneration levels and labour 

divisions. Productive resources would be legally owned by the cooperative and rented to the 

workers, who would enjoy usufruct rights. Another form of decentralised planning is the use 

of cybernetics, or the use of computers to manage the allocation of economic inputs. The 

socialist-run government of Salvador Allende in Chile experimented with Project Cybersyn, a 

real-time information bridge between the government, state enterprises and consumers. 

Another, more recent, variant is participatory economics, wherein the economy is planned by 

decentralised councils of workers and consumers. Workers would be remunerated solely 

according to effort and sacrifice, so that those engaged in dangerous, uncomfortable, and 

strenuous work would receive the highest incomes and could thereby work less. A 

contemporary model for a self-managed, non-market socialism is Pat Devine's model of 

negotiated coordination. Negotiated coordination is based upon social ownership by those 

affected by the use of the assets involved, with decisions made by those at the most localised 

level of production. 

Michel Bauwens identifies the emergence of the open software movement and peer-to-peer 

production as a new, alternative mode of production to the capitalist economy and centrally 

planned economy that is based on collaborative self-management, common ownership of 
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resources, and the production of use-values through the free cooperation of producers who 

have access to distributed capital. 

Anarchist communism is a theory of anarchism which advocates the abolition of the state, 

private property, and capitalism in favour of common ownership of the means of production. 

Anarcho-syndicalism was practiced in Catalonia and other places in the Spanish Revolution 

during the Spanish Civil War. Sam Dolgoff estimated that about eight million people 

participated directly or at least indirectly in the Spanish Revolution. 

The economy of the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia established a system 

based on market-based allocation, social ownership of the means of production and self-

management within firms. This system substituted Yugoslavia's Soviet-type central planning 

with a decentralised, self-managed system after reforms in 1953. 

The Marxian economist Richard D. Wolff argues that "re-organising production so that 

workers become collectively self-directed at their work-sites" not only moves society beyond 

both capitalism and state socialism of the last century, but would also mark another milestone 

in human history, similar to earlier transitions out of slavery and feudalism. As an example, 

Wolff claims that Mondragon is "a stunningly successful alternative to the capitalist 

organisation of production." 

2.13. State Directed Economy 

State socialism can be used to classify any variety of socialist philosophies that advocates the 

ownership of the means of production by the state apparatus, either as a transitional stage 

between capitalism and socialism, or as an end-goal in itself. Typically, it refers to a form of 

technocratic management, whereby technical specialists administer or manage economic 

enterprises on behalf of society (and the public interest) instead of workers' councils or 

workplace democracy. 

A state-directed economy may refer to a type of mixed economy consisting of public 

ownership over large industries, as promoted by various Social democratic political parties 

during the 20th century. This ideology influenced the policies of the British Labour Party 

during Clement Attlee's administration. In the biography of the 1945 UK Labour Party Prime 

Minister Clement Attlee, Francis Beckett states: "the government... wanted what would 

become known as a mixed economy". 

Nationalisation in the UK was achieved through compulsory purchase of the industry (i.e. 

with compensation). British Aerospace was a combination of major aircraft 
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companies British Aircraft Corporation, Hawker Siddeley and others. British 

Shipbuilders was a combination of the major shipbuilding companies including Cammell 

Laird, Govan Shipbuilders, Swan Hunter, and Yarrow Shipbuilders; the nationalisation of the 

coal mines in 1947 created a coal board charged with running the coal industry commercially 

so as to be able to meet the interest payable on the bonds which the former mine owners' 

shares had been converted into. 

2.14. Market Socialism 

Market socialism consists of publicly owned or cooperatively owned enterprises operating in 

a market economy. It is a system that utilises the market and monetary prices for the 

allocation and accounting of the means of production, thereby retaining the process of capital 

accumulation. The profit generated would be used to directly remunerate employees, 

collectively sustain the enterprise or finance public institutions. In state-oriented forms of 

market socialism, in which state enterprises attempt to maximise profit, the profits can be 

used to fund government programs and services through a social dividend, eliminating or 

greatly diminishing the need for various forms of taxation that exist in capitalist systems. The 

neoclassical economist Léon Walras believed that a socialist economy based on state 

ownership of land and natural resources would provide a means of public finance to make 

income taxes unnecessary. Yugoslavia implemented a market socialist economy based on 

cooperatives and worker self-management. 

Mutualism is an economic theory and anarchist school of thought that advocates a society 

where each person might possess a means of production, either individually or collectively, 

with trade representing equivalent amounts of labour in the free market. Integral to the 

scheme was the establishment of a mutual-credit bank that would lend to producers at a 

minimal interest rate, just high enough to cover administration. Mutualism is based on 

a labour theory of value that holds that when labour or its product is sold, in exchange, it 

ought to receive goods or services embodying "the amount of labour necessary to produce an 

article of exactly similar and equal utility". 

The current economic system in China is formally referred to as a socialist market economy 

with Chinese characteristics. It combines a large state sector that comprises the 'commanding 

heights' of the economy, which are guaranteed their public ownership status by law, with a 

private sector mainly engaged in commodity production and light industry responsible from 

anywhere between 33% (People's Daily Online 2005) to over 70% of GDP generated in 
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2005. Although there has been a rapid expansion of private-sector activity since the 1980s, 

privatisation of state assets was virtually halted and were partially reversed in 2005.The 

current Chinese economy consists of 150 corporatised state-owned enterprises that report 

directly to China's central government. By 2008, these state-owned corporations had become 

increasingly dynamic and generated large increases in revenue for the state, resulting in a 

state-sector led recovery during the 2009 financial crises while accounting for most of 

China's economic growth. However, the Chinese economic model is widely cited as a 

contemporary form of state capitalism, the major difference between Western capitalism and 

the Chinese model being the degree of state-ownership of shares in publicly listed 

corporations. 

The Socialist Republic of Vietnam has adopted a similar model after the Doi Moi economic 

renovation, but slightly differs from the Chinese model in that the Vietnamese government 

retains firm control over the state sector and strategic industries, but allows for private-sector 

activity in commodity production. 

2.15. Politics 

The major socialist political movements are described below. Independent socialist 

theorists, utopian socialist authors, and academic supporters of socialism may not be 

represented in these movements. Some political groups have called themselves socialist while 

holding views that some consider antithetical to socialism. The term socialist has also been 

used by some politicians on the political right as an epithet against certain individuals who do 

not consider themselves to be socialists, and against policies that are not considered socialist 

by their proponents. 

There are many variations of socialism and as such there is no single definition encapsulating 

all of socialism. However, there have been common elements identified by scholars. Angelo 

S. Rappoport in his Dictionary of Socialism (1924) analysed forty definitions of socialism to 

conclude that common elements of socialism include: general criticisms of the social effects 

of private ownership and control of capital – as being the cause of poverty, low wages, 

unemployment, economic and social inequality, and a lack of economic security; a general 

view that the solution to these problems is a form of collective control over the means of 

production, distribution and exchange (the degree and means of control vary amongst 

socialist movements); agreement that the outcome of this collective control should be a 

society based upon social justice, including social equality, economic protection of people, 
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and should provide a more satisfying life for most people. Bhikhu Parekh in The Concepts of 

Socialism (1975) identifies four core principles of socialism and particularly socialist society: 

sociality, social responsibility, cooperation, and planning. Michael Freeden in his 

study Ideologies and Political Theory (1996) states that all socialists share five themes: the 

first is that socialism posits that society is more than a mere collection of individuals; second, 

that it considers human welfare a desirable objective; third, that it considers humans by 

nature to be active and productive; fourth, it holds the belief of human equality; and fifth, that 

history is progressive and will create positive change on the condition that humans work to 

achieve such change. 

2.16. Democratic Socialism 

Modern democratic socialism is a broad political movement that seeks to promote the ideals 

of socialism within the context of a democratic system. Some Democratic socialists support 

social democracy as a temporary measure to reform the current system, while others reject 

reformism in favour of more revolutionary methods. Modern social democracy emphasises a 

program of gradual legislative modification of capitalism in order to make it more equitable 

and humane, while the theoretical end goal of building a socialist society is either completely 

forgotten or redefined in a pro-capitalist way. The two movements are widely similar both in 

terminology and in ideology, although there are a few key differences. 

The major difference between social democracy and democratic socialism is the object of 

their politics: contemporary social democrats support a welfare state and unemployment 

insurance as a means to "humanise" capitalism, whereas democratic socialists seek to replace 

capitalism with a socialist economic system, arguing that any attempt to "humanise" 

capitalism through regulations and welfare policies would distort the market and create 

economic contradictions.  

Democratic socialism generally refers to any political movement that seeks to establish an 

economy based on economic democracy by and for the working class. Democratic socialism 

is difficult to define, and groups of scholars have radically different definitions for the term. 

Some definitions simply refer to all forms of socialism that follow an electoral, reformist or 

evolutionary path to socialism, rather than a revolutionary one. 

2.18 Let Us Sum Up 

Socialism is the opposite of the capitalism and the intention is the equality of people in every 

sphere of life, especially economics. Socialists yearn to eliminate the extremes of poverty and 
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wealth to end the exploitation of the lower economic classes by the extra rich. Many modern 

welfare states are a combination of capitalist and socialist economic theories as they care 

about the necessities of its citizens and do not rely on the capitalist theory of self interest. 

Socialism advocates equal economic opportunities for all the people and a socialist state 

intervenes in the economic affairs to remove any disparity or high handedness of the rich. 

2.19. Check Your Progress 

1. Give a comprehensive definition of the term socialism. 

2. Explain the different types of socialism 

3. Elucidate socialism as an economic philosophy of the West 

2.20. Suggested Readings 

1. Ismail, Syed Muhammad, Capitalism, Socialism and Islamic Economic Order 

2. Newman, Michael, Socialism: A Very Short Introduction, UK: Oxford University Press, 

2008 

3. Engels, Frederick, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, New York: Pathfinder Press, 1882 

4. Ahmad, Khurshid, Socialism aur Islam 
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Lesson 3: Nationalism 

Lesson Structure 

3.0 Introduction 

3.1 Objectives 

3.2 Terminology 

3.3 History  

3.4 Sociology of Nationalism 

3.5 Primordialist Evolutionary Interpretation 

3.6 Marxist Interpretations 

3.7 Varieties of Nationalism 

3.8 Civic Nationalism and Liberal Nationalism 

3.9 Ethnic Nationalism 

3.10 Religious Nationalism 

3.11 Left-Wing Nationalism 

3.12 Territorial Nationalism 

3.13 Anti-Colonial Nationalism 

3.14 Racial Nationalism 

3.15 Sports Nationalism 

3.16 Criticisms 

3.17 Let Us Sum Up 

3.18 Check Your Progress 

3.19 Suggested Readings 

3.0 Introduction 

Nationalism, ideology based on the premise that the individual’s loyalty and devotion to the 

nation-state surpass other individual or group interests. Nationalism is a modern movement. 

Throughout history people have been attached to their native soil, to the traditions of their 

parents, and to established territorial authorities; but it was not until the end of the 18th 

century that nationalism began to be a generally recognized sentiment moulding public and 

private life and one of the great, if not the greatest, single determining factors of modern 

history. Because of its dynamic vitality and its all-pervading character, nationalism is often 

thought to be very old; sometimes it is mistakenly regarded as a permanent factor in political 
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behaviour. Actually, the American and French revolutions may be regarded as its first 

powerful manifestations. After penetrating the new countries of Latin America it spread in 

the early 19th century to central Europe and from there, toward the middle of the century, to 

eastern and southeastern Europe. At the beginning of the 20th century nationalism flowered 

in the ancient lands of Asia and Africa. Thus the 19th century has been called the age of 

nationalism in Europe, while the 20th century has witnessed the rise and struggle of powerful 

national movements throughout Asia and Africa. 

Nationalism is a range of political, social, and economic systems characterised by promoting 

the interests of a particular nation, particularly with the aim of gaining and maintaining self-

governance, or full sovereignty, over the group's homeland. The political ideology therefore 

holds that a nation should govern itself, free from unwanted outside interference, and is 

linked to the concept of self-determination. Nationalism is further oriented towards 

developing and maintaining a national identity based on shared characteristics such as 

culture, language, race, religion, political goals or a belief in a common ancestry. Nationalism 

therefore seeks to preserve the nation's culture. It often also involves a sense of pride in the 

nation's achievements, and is closely linked to the concept of patriotism. In these terms, 

nationalism can be considered positive or negative. In some cases, nationalism referred to the 

belief that a nation should be able to control the government and all means of production. 

From a political or sociological outlook, there are three main paradigms for understanding the 

origins and basis of nationalism. The first, known as primordialism or perennialism, sees 

nationalism as a natural phenomenon. It holds that, although the concept of nationhood may 

be recent, nations have always existed. The second paradigm is ethnosymbolism, which is a 

complex perspective seeking to explain nationalism by contextualizing it throughout history 

as a dynamic, evolutionary phenomenon and by further examining the strength of nationalism 

as a result of the nation's subjective ties to national symbols imbued with historical meaning. 

The third and most dominant paradigm is modernism, which sees nationalism as a recent 

phenomenon that needs the structural conditions of modern society in order to exist. 

There are various definitions for what constitutes a nation, however, which leads to several 

different strands of nationalism. It can be a belief that citizenship in a state should be limited 

to one ethnic, cultural, religious, or identity group, or that multi-nationality in a single state 

should necessarily comprise the right to express and exercise national identity even by 

minorities. The adoption of national identity in terms of historical development has 
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commonly been the result of a response by influential groups unsatisfied with traditional 

identities due to inconsistency between their defined social order and the experience of that 

social order by its members, resulting in a situation of anomie that nationalists seek to 

resolve. This anomie results in a society or societies reinterpreting identity, retaining 

elements that are deemed acceptable and removing elements deemed unacceptable, in order 

to create a unified community. This development may be the result of internal structural 

issues or the result of resentment by an existing group or groups towards other communities, 

especially foreign powers that are or are deemed to be controlling them. Nationalism means 

devotion for the nation. It is a sentiment that binds the people together. National symbols and 

flags, national anthems, national languages, national myths and other symbols of national 

identity are highly important in nationalism. 

3.1 Objectives 

1. To describe the etymological and terminological meaning of the word Nationalism;  

2. To give an in-depth definition of the concept of Nationalism; 

3. To explain different shades of Nationalism; 

4. State a brief criticism of the concept of Nationalism. 

3.2 Terminology 

The word nation was used before 1800 in Europe to refer to the inhabitants of a country as 

well as to collective identities that could include shared history, law, language, political 

rights, religion and traditions, in a sense more akin to the modern conception. 

Nationalism is a newer word; in English the term dates from 1844, although the concept is 

older. It became important in the 19th century. The term increasingly became negative in its 

connotations after 1914. Glenda Sluga notes that "The twentieth century, a time of profound 

disillusionment with nationalism, was also the great age of globalism." 

"Nationalism" is the term historians used to characterize the modern sense of national 

political autonomy and self-determination from the late 18th century onwards. For example, 

German nationalism emerged as a reaction against Napoleonic control of Germany as the 

Confederation of the Rhine around 1805–14. Linda Colley in Britons, Forging the Nation 

1707–1837 (Yale University Press, 1992) explores how the role of nationalism emerged 

about 1700 and developed in Britain reaching full form in the 1830s. Typically historians of 

nationalism in Europe begin with the French Revolution (1789), not only for its impact on 
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French nationalism but even more for its impact on Germans and Italians and on European 

intellectuals. 

3.3 History 

The growth of a national identity was expressed in a variety of symbolic ways, including the 

adoption of a national flag. Pictured, the Union Jackof a newly created United Kingdom in 

1801, formed by the merger of the Kingdoms of Great Britain and Ireland. 

With the emergence of a national public sphere and an integrated, country-wide economy in 

the 18th-century the British people began to identify with the country at large, rather than the 

smaller units of their family, town or province. The early emergence of a popular patriotic 

nationalism took place in the mid-18th century, and was actively promoted by the British 

government and by the writers and intellectuals of the time. National symbols, anthems, 

myths, flags and narratives were assiduously constructed by nationalists and widely adopted. 

The Union Jack was adopted in 1801 as the national one. Thomas Arne composed the 

patriotic song "Rule, Britannia!" in 1740, and the cartoonist John Arbuthnot invented the 

character of John Bull as the personification of the English national spirit in 1712. 

The political convulsions of the late 18th century associated with the American and French 

revolutions massively augmented the widespread appeal of patriotic nationalism. 

The Prussian scholar Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) originated the term in 1772 in his 

Treatise on the Origin of Language stressing the role of a common language. He attached 

exceptional importance to the concepts of nationality and of patriotism—"he that has lost his 

patriotic spirit has lost himself and the whole worlds about himself", whilst teaching that "in a 

certain sense every human perfection is national". 

In the 19th century, the political development of nationalism and the push for popular 

sovereignty culminated with the ethnic/national revolutions of Europe. During the 19th 

century nationalism became one of the most significant political and social forces in history; 

it is typically listed among the top causes of World War I. Napoleon's conquests of the 

German and Italian states around 1800–06 played a major role in stimulating nationalism and 

the demands for national unity. 

3.4 Sociology of Nationalism 

The sociological or modernist interpretation of nationalism and nation-building argues that 

nationalism arises and flourishes in modern societies that have an industrial economy capable 

of self-sustainability, a central supreme authority capable of maintaining authority and unity, 
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and a centralized language understood by a community of people. Modernist theorists note 

that this is only possible in modern societies, while traditional societies typically lack the 

prerequisites for nationalism. They lack a modern self-sustainable economy, have divided 

authorities, and use multiple languages resulting in many groups being unable to 

communicate with each other. 

Prominent theorists who developed the modernist interpretation of nations and nationalism 

include: Carlton J. H. Hayes, Henry Maine, Ferdinand Tönnies, Rabindranath Tagore, Émile 

Durkheim, Max Weber, Arnold Joseph Toynbee and Talcott Parsons. 

Henry Maine in his analysis of the historical changes and development of human societies 

noted the key distinction between traditional societies defined as "status" societies based on 

family association and functionally diffuse roles for individuals; and modern societies 

defined as "contract" societies where social relations are determined by rational contracts 

pursued by individuals to advance their interests. Maine saw the development of societies as 

moving away from traditional status societies to modern contract societies. 

Ferdinand Tönnies in his book Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (1887) defined a gemeinschaft 

(community) as being based on emotional attachments as attributed with traditional societies, 

while defining a Gesellschaft (society) as an impersonal society that is modern. While he 

recognized the advantages of modern societies he also criticized them for their cold and 

impersonal nature that caused alienation while praising the intimacy of traditional 

communities. 

Émile Durkheim expanded upon Tönnies' recognition of alienation, and defined the 

differences between traditional and modern societies as being between societies based upon 

"mechanical solidarity" versus societies based on "organic solidarity". Durkheim identified 

mechanical solidarity as involving custom, habit, and repression that was necessary to 

maintain shared views. Durkheim identified organic solidarity-based societies as modern 

societies where there exists a division of labour based on social differentiation that causes 

alienation. Durkheim claimed that social integration in traditional society required 

authoritarian culture involving acceptance of a social order. Durkheim claimed that modern 

society bases integration on the mutual benefits of the division of labour, but noted that the 

impersonal character of modern urban life caused alienation and feelings of alienation. 

Max Weber claimed the change that developed modern society and nations is the result of the 

rise of a charismatic leader to power in a society who creates a new tradition or a rational-
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legal system that establishes the supreme authority of the state. Weber's conception of 

charismatic authority has been noted as the basis of many nationalist governments. 

3.5 Primordialist Evolutionary Interpretation 

Another approach emerging from biology and psychology looks at long-term evolutionary 

forces that might lead to nationalism. The primordialist perspective is based upon 

evolutionary theory. This approach has been popular with the general public but is typically 

rejected by experts. Laland and Brown report:  

the vast majority of professional academics in the social sciences not only ... ignore 

evolutionary methods but in many cases [are] extremely hostile to the arguments. 

The evolutionary theory of nationalism perceives nationalism to be the result of the evolution 

of human beings into identifying with groups, such as ethnic groups, or other groups that 

form the foundation of a nation. Roger Masters in The Nature of Politics describes the 

primordial explanation of the origin of ethnic and national groups as recognizing group 

attachments that are thought to be unique, emotional, intense, and durable because they are 

based upon kinship and promoted along lines of common ancestry. 

The primordialist evolutionary view of nationalism has its origins in the evolutionary theories 

of Charles Darwin that were later substantially elaborated by John Tooby and Leda 

Cosmides. Central to evolutionary theory is that all biological organisms undergo changes in 

their anatomical features and their characteristic behaviour patterns. Darwin's theory of 

natural selection as a mechanism of evolutionary change of organisms is used to describe the 

development of human societies and particularly the development of mental and physical 

traits of members of such societies. 

In the case of a national group, the example of seeing the mobilization of a foreign military 

force on the nation's borders may provoke members of a national group to unify and mobilize 

themselves in response. There are proximate environments where individuals identify 

nonimmediate real or imagined situations in combination with immediate situations that 

make individuals confront a common situation of both subjective and objective components 

that affect their decisions. As such proximate environments cause people to make decisions 

based on existing situations and anticipated situations. 

This is evident in many cases such as the French and American revolutions. The fear of loss 

of identity, traditions and economic disparity led to the banding together of citizens to 

achieve what was once theirs. Whatever the nation-state may have done that it shouldn’t 
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have, the citizens of the state still knew that it was theirs, or at least that they were its. They 

knew what the state could require of them, and they accepted their duties as a condition of the 

rights that came with them. They recognized the principal grounds of rights and duties 

themselves. In short, there prevailed a sense of collective interest and purpose that gave 

substance to individual aspirations as well as to those of the group. The loss of this sense is a 

serious loss in a society such as ours that has found nothing to replace it. 

Critics argue that primordial models relying on evolutionary psychology are based not on 

historical evidence but on assumptions of unobserved changes over thousands of years and 

assume stable genetic composition of the population living in a specific area, and are 

incapable of handling the contingencies that characterize every known historical process. 

Robert Hislope argues: 

the articulation of cultural evolutionary theory represents theoretical progress over 

sociobiology, but its explanatory payoff remains limited due to the role of 

contingency in human affairs and the significance of non-evolutionary, proximate 

causal factors. While evolutionary theory undoubtedly elucidates the development of 

all organic life, it would seem to operate best at macro-levels of analysis, "distal" 

points of explanation, and from the perspective of the long-term. Hence, it is bound to 

display shortcomings at micro-level events that are highly contingent in nature. 

English Historian G. P. Gooch in 1920 argued that: 

While patriotism is as old as human association and has gradually widened its sphere 

from the clan and the tribe to the city and the state, nationalism as an operative 

principle and an articulate creed only made its appearance among the more 

complicated intellectual processes of the modern world. 

3.6 Marxist Interpretations 

Marx and Engels declared that 'the working men have no country'. They saw nationalism as a 

'false consciousness', which prevented the working class from rising up and ending their 

oppression by the capitalist class. Lenin supported the concept of self-determination. 

Joseph Stalin's Marxism and the National Question (1913) declares that "a nation is not 

a racial or tribal, but a historically constituted community of people;" "a nation is not a casual 

or ephemeral conglomeration, but a stable community of people"; "a nation is formed only as 

a result of lengthy and systematic intercourse, as a result of people living together generation 

after generation"; and, in its entirety: "a nation is a historically constituted, stable community 
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of people, formed on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and 

psychological make-up manifested in a common culture." 

3.7 Varieties of Nationalism 

Risorgimento and Integral nationalism 

There are different types of nationalism including Risorgimento nationalism and Integral 

nationalism. Whereas risorgimento nationalism applies to a nation seeking to establish a 

liberal state (for example the Risorgimento in Italy and similar movements in Greece, 

Germany, Poland during the 19th century or the civic American nationalism), integral 

nationalism results after a nation has achieved independence and has established a state. 

Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, according to Alter and Brown, were examples of integral 

nationalism. 

Some of the qualities that characterize integral nationalism are anti-individualism, statism 

(plans by the few ideology), radical extremism, and aggressive-expansionist militarism. The 

term Integral Nationalism often overlaps with fascism, although many natural points of 

disagreement exist. Integral nationalism arises in countries where a strong military ethos has 

become entrenched through the independence struggle, when, once independence is achieved, 

it is believed that a strong military is required to ensure the security and viability of the new 

state. Also, the success of such a liberation struggle results in feelings of national superiority 

that may lead to extreme nationalism. 

3.8 Civic Nationalism and Liberal Nationalism 

Civic nationalism (also known as liberal nationalism) defines the nation as an association of 

people who identify themselves as belonging to the nation, who have equal and shared 

political rights, and allegiance to similar political procedures. According to the principles of 

civic nationalism, the nation is not based on common ethnic ancestry, but is a political entity 

whose core identity is not ethnicity. This civic concept of nationalism is exemplified 

by Ernest Renan in his lecture in 1882 "What is a Nation?", where he defined the nation as a 

"daily referendum" (frequently translated "daily plebiscite") dependent on the will of its 

people to continue living together. 

Civic nationalism is a kind of non-xenophobic nationalism that is claimed to be compatible 

with liberal values of freedom, tolerance, equality, and individual rights. Ernest 

Renan and John Stuart Mill are often thought to be early liberal nationalists. Liberal 

nationalists often defend the value of national identity by saying that individuals need a 
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national identity in order to lead meaningful, autonomous lives, and that liberal democratic 

polities need national identity in order to function properly.  

Civic nationalism lies within the traditions of rationalism and liberalism, but as a form of 

nationalism it is contrasted with ethnic nationalism. Membership of the civic nation must be 

voluntary, as in Ernest Renan's classic definition of the nation in What is a Nation? (1882). 

Renan argued that factors such as ethnicity, language, religion, economics, geography, ruling 

dynasty and historic military deeds were important but not sufficient. Needed was a spiritual 

soul that allowed as a "daily referendum" among the people. Civic-national ideals influenced 

the development of representative democracy in countries such as the United States and 

France. 

German philosopher Monika Kirloskar-Steinbach does not think liberalism and nationalism 

are compatible, but she points out there are many liberals who think they are. She states: 

Justifications of nationalism seem to be making a headway in political philosophy. Its 

proponents contend that liberalism and nationalism are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive and that they can in fact be made compatible. Liberal nationalists urge one 

to consider nationalism not as the pathology of modernity but as an answer to its 

malaise. For them, nationalism is more than an infantile disease, more than "the 

measles of mankind" as Einstein once proclaimed it to be. They argue that 

nationalism is a legitimate way of understanding one's role and place in life. They 

strive for a normative justification of nationalism which lies within liberal limits. The 

main claim which seems to be involved here is that as long as a nationalism abhors 

violence and propagates liberal rights and equal citizenship for all citizens of its state, 

its philosophical credentials can be considered to be sound.  

3.9 Ethnic Nationalism 

Nationalism kills in Bosnian, Serbian and Croatian is a recognizable UDIK's motto against 

nationalism in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Serbia. Whereas nationalism in and of 

itself does not necessarily imply a belief in the superiority of one ethnicity or country over 

others, some nationalists support ethnocentric supremacy or protectionism. 

3.10 Religious Nationalism 

Religious nationalism is the relationship of nationalism to a particular religious belief, 

dogma, or affiliation where a shared religion can be seen to contribute to a sense of national 

unity, a common bond among the citizens of the nation. Hindutva, Pakistani 

nationalism (Two-Nation Theory), and Religious Zionism are some examples. 
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3.11 Left-Wing Nationalism 

Left-wing nationalism (occasionally known as socialist nationalism, not to be confused with 

national socialism) refers to any political movement that combines left-wing politics with 

nationalism. Many nationalist movements are dedicated to national liberation, in the view that 

their nations are being persecuted by other nations and thus need to exercise self-

determination by liberating themselves from the accused persecutors. Anti-revisionist 

Marxist–Leninism is closely tied with this ideology, and practical examples include Stalin's 

early work Marxism and the National Question and his Socialism in One Country edict, 

which declares that nationalism can be used in an internationalist context, fighting for 

national liberation without racial or religious divisions. 

Other examples of left-wing nationalism include Fidel Castro's 26th of July Movement that 

launched the Cuban Revolution in 1959, Cornwall's Mebyon Kernow, Ireland's Sinn Féin, 

Wales's Plaid Cymru, the Awami League in Bangladesh, the African National Congress in 

South Africa and numerous movements in Eastern Europe. 

3.12 Territorial Nationalism 

Territorial nationalists assume that all inhabitants of a particular nation owe allegiance to 

their country of birth or adoption. A sacred quality is sought in the nation and in the popular 

memories it evokes. Citizenship is idealized by territorial nationalists. A criterion of a 

territorial nationalism is the establishment of a mass, public culture based on common values, 

codes and traditions of the population. 

3.13 Anti-Colonial Nationalism 

Crowd demonstrates against Britain in Cairo on 23 October 1951 as tension continued to 

mount in the dispute between Egypt and Britain over control of the Suez Canal and Anglo-

Egyptian Sudan. 

This form of nationalism came about during the decolonization of the post war periods. It was 

a reaction mainly in Africa and Asia against being subdued by foreign powers. It also 

appeared in the non-Russian territories of the Tsarist empire and later, the USSR, where 

Ukrainianists and Islamic Marxists condemned Russian Bolshevik rule in their territories as a 

renewed Russian imperialism. This form of nationalism took many guises, including the 

peaceful passive resistance movement led by Mahatma Gandhi in the Indian subcontinent.  

Benedict Anderson argued that anti-colonial nationalism is grounded in the experience of 

literate and bilingual indigenous intellectuals fluent in the language of the imperial power, 
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schooled in its "national" history, and staffing the colonial administrative cadres up to but not 

including its highest levels. Post-colonial national governments have been essentially 

indigenous forms of the previous imperial administration.  

3.14 Racial Nationalism 

Racial nationalism is an ideology that advocates a racial definition of national identity. Racial 

nationalism seeks to preserve a given race through policies such as banning race mixing and 

the immigration of other races. Specific examples are black nationalism and white 

nationalism. 

3.15 Sports Nationalism 

Sport spectacles like football's World Cup command worldwide audiences as nations battle 

for supremacy and the fans invest intense support for their national team. Increasingly people 

have tied their loyalties and even their cultural identity to national teams. The globalization of 

audiences through television and other media has generated revenues from advertisers and 

subscribers in the billions of dollars, as the FIFA Scandals of 2015 revealed. Jeff Kingston 

looks at football, the Commonwealth Games, baseball, cricket, and the Olympics and finds 

that, "The capacity of sports to ignite and amplify nationalist passions and prejudices is as 

extraordinary as is their power to console, unify, uplift and generate goodwill." The 

phenomenon is evident across most of the world. The British Empire strongly emphasized 

sports among its soldiers and agents across the world, and often the locals joined in 

enthusiastically. It established a high prestige competition in 1930, named the British Empire 

Games from 1930–50, the British Empire and Commonwealth Games from 1954–66, British 

Commonwealth Games from 1970–74 and since then the Commonwealth Games. 

The French Empire was not far behind the British in the use of sports to strengthen colonial 

solidarity with France. Colonial officials promoted and subsidized gymnastics, table games, 

and dance and helped football spread to French colonies.  

3.16 Criticisms 

Critics of nationalism have argued that it is often unclear what constitutes a "nation", or 

whether a nation is a legitimate unit of political rule. Nationalists hold that the boundaries of 

a nation and a state should coincide with one another, thus nationalism tends to 

oppose multiculturalism. In doing so, nationalism serves to marginalize minorities who live 

within a nation-state but do not share the necessary characteristics to be considered part of the 
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nation. It can also lead to conflict when more than one national group finds itself claiming 

rights to a particular territory or seeking to take control of the state. 

Philosopher A.C. Grayling describes nations as artificial constructs, "their boundaries drawn 

in the blood of past wars". He argues: "there is no country on earth which is not home to 

more than one different but usually coexisting culture. Cultural heritage is not the same thing 

as national identity". 

Nationalism is inherently divisive because it highlights perceived differences between people, 

emphasizing an individual's identification with their own nation. The idea is also potentially 

oppressive because it submerges individual identity within a national whole, and gives elites 

or political leaders potential opportunities to manipulate or control the masses. Much of the 

early opposition to nationalism was related to its geopolitical ideal of a separate state for 

every nation. The classic nationalist movements of the 19th century rejected the very 

existence of the multi-ethnic empires in Europe. Even in that early stage, however, there was 

an ideological critique of nationalism. That has developed into several forms 

of Internationalism and anti-nationalism in the western world. The Islamic revival of the 20th 

century also produced an Islamist critique of the nation-state.   

At the end of the 19th century, Marxists and other socialists and communists (such as Rosa 

Luxemburg) produced political analysis that were critical of the nationalist movements then 

active in central and eastern Europe, although a variety of other contemporary socialists and 

communists, from Vladimir Lenin (a communist) to Józef Piłsudski (a socialist), were more 

sympathetic to national self-determination.  

In his classic essay on the topic, George Orwell distinguishes nationalism from patriotism, 

which he defines as devotion to a particular place. Nationalism, more abstractly, is "power-

hunger tempered by self-deception."  

For Orwell, the nationalist is more likely than not dominated by irrational negative impulses. 

There are, for example, Trotskyists who have become simply enemies of the U.S.S.R. 

without developing a corresponding loyalty to any other unit. When one grasps the 

implications of this, the nature of what I mean by nationalism becomes a good deal clearer. A 

nationalist is one who thinks solely, or mainly, in terms of competitive prestige. He may be a 

positive or a negative nationalist—that is, he may use his mental energy either in boosting or 

in denigrating—but at any rate his thoughts always turn on victories, defeats, triumphs and 

humiliations. He sees history, especially contemporary history, as the endless rise and decline 
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of great power units and every event that happens seems to him a demonstration that his own 

side is on the upgrade and some hated rival is on the downgrade. But finally, it is important 

not to confuse nationalism with mere worship of success. The nationalist does not go on the 

principle of simply ganging up with the strongest side. On the contrary, having picked his 

side, he persuades himself that it is the strongest and is able to stick to his belief even when 

the facts are overwhelmingly against him.  

In the liberal political tradition there was mostly a negative attitude toward nationalism as a 

dangerous force and a cause of conflict and war between nation-states. The historian Lord 

Acton put the case against "nationalism as insanity" in 1862. He argued that nationalism 

suppresses minorities, it places country above moral principles and especially it creates a 

dangerous individual attachment to the state. However, Acton opposed democracy for he was 

trying to defend the pope from Italian nationalism. Since the late 20th century liberals have 

been increasingly divided, with some philosophers such as Michael Walzer, Isaiah 

Berlin, Charles Taylor and David Miller emphasizing that a liberal society needed to be based 

in a stable nation state.  

The pacifist critique of nationalism also concentrates on the violence of nationalist 

movements, the associated militarism, and on conflicts between nations inspired 

by jingoism or chauvinism. National symbols and patriotic assertiveness are in some 

countries discredited by their historical link with past wars, especially in Germany. British 

pacifist Bertrand Russell criticizes nationalism for diminishing the individual's capacity to 

judge his or her fatherland's foreign policy. Albert Einstein stated that "Nationalism is an 

infantile disease. It is the measles of mankind."  

3.17 Let Us Sum up 

Nationalism is a binding as well as a divisive force in the present world. It binds a certain 

group of people together on the basis of boundaries or ethnicities but it also divides humanity 

in various groups on the basis of imaginary boundaries. Many great scholars have given a 

universal model where Earth becomes a country and Humankind its citizens. People come 

together and form a community on the basis of culture, ethnicity, religion or language and 

they consider themselves as a single unit or a nation. There are strong ties between the people 

of a particular nation and the bond is to a great extent emotional as well. Nation states 

compete with each other and every nation tries to win the race of progression in the world. 
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Though globalisation has made the world one at various levels yet national element of the 

societies still remains a dominant cohesive factor in the present world. 

3.18 Check Your Progress 

1. What is the etymological meaning of the word Nationalism? 

2. Describe the various types of Nationalism. 

3. What are the basic features of liberal nationalism and religious nationalism? 

3.19 Suggested Readings 

1. Grosby, Steven, Nationalism: A Very Short Introduction 

2. Gellner, Ernest, Nations and Nationalism, Cornell University Press, 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



131 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit III 

i) Islam in the West: Main Features and Problems 

ii) Islamic Societies in UK 

iii) Muslims in America: Contribution and Problems (A General View) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



132 
 

Unit III 

Lesson 1: Islam in the West: Main Features and Problems 

Lesson Structure 

Introduction 

1.1 Objectives 

1.2 Islam and West: Prelude 

1.3 Victory of Rome 

1.4 Confrontation between Early Muslims and West 

1.5 Muslim Expansion in West 

1.6 Crusades 

1.7 Impact of Crusades and the Need of Dialogue 

1.8 Positive Impact on Each Other 

1.9 Let Us Sum Up  

1.10 Check Your Progress 

1.11 Suggested Readings 

1.0 Introduction 

Western civilization is comprised of the Greek philosophical thought and Judeo Christian 

norms. The present scientific and ideological basis of the West is in the Age of 

Enlightenment that was followed by the secular ideas of democracy and separation of Church 

and State. It narrowed down the role of religion in the society and humanistic trend became 

widespread. The materialistic outlook gained momentum and the sense of meaning was lost. 

It gave rise to nihilism on the one hand and hedonism on the other devoid of spiritual aspects. 

But organized religion and New Age spiritualism is still present which gives people hope and 

purpose. 

The dominant religion in the West has been the Christianity since the edict of Milan by 

Roman Emperor Constantine when he granted the freedom of religion to Christians in 313 

C.E. After that on 27 February 380 C.E., Theodosius I put forth the Edict of Thessalonica 

which resulted in Trinitarian Christianity becoming the official religion of the Roman 

Empire. With the passage of time Christianity spread in the West through rigorous missionary 

activities and the patronage of the Roman Empire.  
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Islam emerged on the scene in the seventh century while Christian Empire was prevailing in 

the West. It was in the life of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) that the relation 

between Islam and West started its career. 

1.1 Objectives 

After going through this lesson you should be able to: 

1). Understand the early relation between Islam and the West; 

2). Explain the journey of this relation until Crusades; 

3). Elaborate the good as well as hostile confrontations between the two; 

4). Describe the details of this relation through different events in history 

1.2 Islam and West: Prelude 

The relation between Islam and West has been that of political tussle on the one hand and the 

race of knowledge on the other. In the initial history of the Muslim expansions, half of 

Europe is seen under their dominance. And in the mean time the Greek knowledge was being 

translated into Arabic on a large scale revolutionizing the Arab world in scientific and 

philosophical fields. After that, the Muslim and Western Christian forces are seen fighting 

each other for a long period of time. Afterwards till nineteenth century both worlds remained 

aloof from each other busy in their historical role. During seventeenth century, Europe 

emerged as a new intellectual and scientific master and in the nineteenth century, it gained a 

political and cultural momentum dominating the rest of the world. This again brings the two 

worlds of West and Islam together in a confrontational manner.  

There were two approaches in the nineteenth century adopted by the Islamic world towards 

West. One wanted to adopt Western modernism and science for their progress and the other 

wanted to confront it with a unified force. First approach emerged as a modernist 

interpretation of Islam and the other was a reformist Puritanism which is seen as an 

intellectual enemy by many Westerners.  

Ibrahim Kalin writes in the research paper ‘Islam and the West: Deciphering a Contested 

History’; “There are two world civilizations whose histories have been as closely intertwined 

as Islam and the West. From the earliest polemics of Theodore Abu Qurrah, Bede, and Saint 

John of Damascus, to the Crusaders, the Andalusian convivencia (coexistence), or the 

fascination of American transcendentalists with things Islamic in the manner of their German 

master Goethe, the two worlds of Islam and the West have for the last fourteen centuries 

negotiated various modes of sharing world history. It is a history filled with clashes and 
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confrontation, competition and challenge, admiration and hatred, acceptance and rejection, 

and a host of other conflicting feelings, attitudes, and experiences. No matter how one defines 

the terms "Islam" and "the West"—or whether one chooses to do away with them 

altogether—the self-perceptions and identity claims of those who live in Muslim and Western 

societies have been shaped by these checkered histories. That is one reason among many that 

relations between Islam and the West never seem to lose their relevance for the state of our 

world—from politics and international relations to interfaith relations and discussions of 

pluralism”.  

Taking the cultural and religious differences in consideration, Islamic and the Western world 

may seem very distant and some intellectuals may agree with the theory of the clash of 

civilizations. However, reconciliation is the need of the hour and the past wounds should not 

be scratched for the betterment of relations and for the sake of peace. In the preface of the 

book, Muslims and the West: Encounter and Dialogue, edited by Zafar Ishaq Ansari and John 

L. Esposito, this need for mutual friendship and respect has been stated in these words; “It 

must be admitted that those who trend to prophesy a “clash of civilizations” do have some 

grounds for such a prophesy. Where we can and should take issue with them, however, is that 

they tend to claim inevitability for such a doom. In our view, whatever will happen in the 

future will depend primarily on the vision, self-restraint, magnanimity, wisdom and far-

sightedness that the leaders of the two civilizations bring to bear upon the problems 

confronting all humanity. Were they to succumb to chauvinism, whether religious or 

otherwise, and pursue their narrow interests blindly, arrogantly and recklessly, disregarding 

its effects on the rest of the humanity, the results are bound to be horrendous. On the other 

hand, if Muslims and the West could learn the obvious lesson dictated by common sense and 

pragmatic prudence, let alone by higher idealism and altruistic concern for humanity’s well-

being, both these civilizations can join their minds and hands to build a much better world. 

Whenever they make up their minds to do so will prove to be a turning point in human 

history”. 

Elaborating this theme of potential cordial relations between Islam and West, John L. 

Esposito states in an article published in the Economist that: “It distresses me that so many 

people seem to think that the next period of history will be a fight between your part of the 

world and mine. It is true that we live elbow to elbow with each other … it is also true that 

our elbows have banged painfully together many times in the past. But almost two thousand 
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years after the birth of your Jesus, and more than 1400 years after the birth of our 

Muhammad, let me start by asking whether it really has to happen all over again”.  

1.3 Victory of Rome 

When Prophet Muhammad started his mission in Arabia, the Muslims developed an affinity 

with the Jews and the Christians because they were the People of the Book. Romans and 

Persians used to fight with each other during that time and once Sabur, the king of Persia 

became victorious and captured Greater Syria and other parts of the Roman Empire. 

Heraclius was forced to flee to Constantine. The polytheists of Makkah became happy on 

listening this and started teasing Muslims. That is because the Persians were Zoroastrians 

who worshipped fire and this made them close to the polytheistic religion. While on the other 

hand Romans were Christians and People of the Book which made them close to Islam. 

Taking this situation in context, Quran revealed a prediction regarding the victory of Romans 

in the coming time. The Quran proclaims this victory in these words, “The Romans have 

been defeated in the neighbouring land and within a few years after their defeat, they shall be 

victorious. And it will be the day when the believers will rejoice in the victory granted by 

God”. (30:1) Within some years Emperor Heraclius regained strength and attacked Persia in 

624 C.E. and in 628 C.E. Romans gained the lost territories.  

1.4 Confrontation between Early Muslims and West 

Battle of Mutah 

The Eastern part of Roman Empire was the Byzantine Empire and there was a clash between 

early Muslims and Christian Byzantine. It started with the Battle of Mutah. The Treaty of 

Hudaybiyah initiated a truce between the Muslim forces in Medina and the Qurayshite forces 

in control of Mecca. Badhan, the Sassanid governor of Yemen, had converted to Islam and 

many of the southern Arabian tribes also joined the rising power in Medina. Prophet 

Muhammad sent his emissary to the Byzantine governor of Province Arabia carrying a letter 

that was meant for the Byzantine emperor Heraclius. While on his way to Bosra, he was 

executed in the village of Mutah by the orders of a Ghasanid official. The expedition sent for 

revenge was the largest Muslim army raised yet against a non-Meccan confederate force and 

the first to confront the Byzantines. According to later Islamic historians, Prophet 

Muhammad prepared 3,000 of his army to the area in Jumada al-Awwal of the year 8 A.H., 

i.e., C.E. 629, for a quick expedition to attack and punish the tribes. The army was led 
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by Zayd ibn Haritha, the second-in-command was Jafar ibn Abi Talib and the third-in-

command was Abdullah ibn Rawahah. 

The leader of the Ghassanids is said to have received word of the expedition and prepared his 

forces; he also sent to the Byzantines for aid. The Byzantine emperor Heraclius gathered an 

army and hurried to the aid of his Arab allies. 

When the Muslim troops arrived at the area to the east of Jordan and learnt of the size of the 

Byzantine army, they wanted to wait and send for reinforcements from Medina. Abdullah ibn 

Rawahah reminded them about their desire for martyrdom and questioned the move to wait 

when what they desire was awaiting them, so they continued marching towards the waiting 

army. 

The Muslims engaged the Byzantines at their camp by the village of Musharif and then 

withdrew towards M'tah. It was here that the two armies fought. Some Muslim sources report 

that the battle was fought in a valley between two heights, which negated the Byzantines their 

numerical superiority. During the battle, all three Muslim leaders fell one after the other as 

they took command of the force: first, Zayd ibn Haritha, then Jafar ibn Abi Talib, 

then Abdullah ibn Rawahah. Al-Bukhari reported that there were fifty stab wounds in Jafar's 

body, none of them in the back. After the death of the latter, some of the Muslim soldiers 

began to rout. Thabit ibn Al-Arqam, seeing the desperate state of the Muslim forces, took up 

the banner and rallied his comrades thus saving the army from complete destruction. After 

the battle, the troops asked Thabit ibn Al-Arqam to assume command; however, he declined 

and asked Khalid ibn al-Walid to take the lead. 

Khalid ibn Al-Walid reported that the fighting was so intense that he used nine swords which 

broke in the battle. Khalid, seeing that the situation was hopeless, prepared to withdraw. He 

continued to engage the Byzantines in skirmishes, but avoided pitched battle. It is said that 

Khalid at least killed one identified Arab Christian commander namely Malik. 

One night he completely changed his troop positions and brought forth a rearguard that he 

had equipped with new banners; all this was intended to give the impression that 

reinforcements had arrived from Medina. He also ordered his cavalry to retreat behind a hill 

during the night, hiding their movements, and then to return during daytime when the battle 

resumed, raising as much dust as they could. This also was intended to create the impression 

that further reinforcements were arriving. The Byzantines believed in the fictitious 

reinforcements and withdrew, thus allowing the Muslim force to safely retreat to Medina. 
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Expedition of Tabuk 

According to Al-Rahīq al-Makhtum, a modern Islamic biography of Prophet Muhammad 

(peace be upon him) written by the Indian Muslim author Safiur Rahman Mubarakpuri, the 

reason for war against the Byzantine Empire, was that one of Prophet  Muhammad's 

ambassadors was killed by Sharhabeel bin ‘Amr Al-Ghassani (the governor of Al-Balqa). 

This immediately led to the Battle of Mutah. But Mubarakpuri also claims that event was one 

of the reasons of the Battle of Tabouk also. Mubarakpuri further mentions that the emperor of 

the Byzantine Empire, Heraclius was preparing a force to demolish the growing Muslim 

power in the region. 

The Battle of Tabuk was a military expedition in October, C.E. 630. Prophet Muhammad led 

a force of as many as 30,000 to Tabuk in present-day northwestern Saudi Arabia, with the 

intention of engaging the Byzantine army. Though not a battle in the typical sense, if 

historical the event would represent the opening conflict in the coming Arab–Byzantine wars. 

There is no contemporary Byzantine account of the events, and much of the details come 

from Muslim sources.  

Battle of Yarmuk 

The Battle of Yarmuk was a major battle between the troops of the Byzantine Empire and 

the Muslim Arab army in the Caliphate of Hazrat Abu Bakar. The battle consisted of a series 

of engagements that lasted for six days in August 636, near the Yarmuk River, along what 

today are the borders of Syria–Jordan and Syria–Israel, east of the Sea of Galilee. The result 

of the battle was a complete Muslim victory which ended Byzantine rule in Syria. The Battle 

of Yarmuk is regarded as one of the most decisive battles in military history, and it marked 

the first great wave of Islamic conquests after the death of Prophet Muhammad (peace be 

upon him), resulting in the rapid advance of Islam into the then Christian Levant. 

In order to check the Arab advance and to recover lost territory, Emperor Heraclius had sent a 

massive expedition to the Levant in May 636. As the Byzantine army approached, the Arabs 

tactically withdrew from Syria and regrouped all their forces at the Yarmuk plains close 

to Arabia where, after being reinforced, they defeated the numerically superior Byzantine 

army. The battle is considered one of Khalid ibn al-Walid's greatest military victories. It 

cemented his reputation as one of the greatest tacticians and cavalry commanders in history. 

1.5 Muslim Expansion in West 

Edward Gibbon writes in The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: 
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Under the last of the Umayyads, the Arabian empire extended two hundred days journey 

from east to west, from the confines of Tartary and India to the shores of the Atlantic Ocean. 

We should vainly seek the indissoluble union and easy obedience that pervaded the 

government of Augustus and the Antonines; but the progress of Islam diffused over this 

ample space a general resemblance of manners and opinions. The language and laws of 

the Quran were studied with equal devotion at Samarcand and Seville: the Moor and the 

Indian embraced as countrymen  and brothers in the pilgrimage of Mecca; and the Arabian 

language was adopted as the popular idiom in all the provinces to the westward of the Tigris.  

In 646, a Byzantine naval expedition was able to briefly recapture Alexandria. The same 

year Mu‘awiya, the governor of Syria and future founder of the Umayyad dynasty, ordered 

construction of a fleet. Three years later, it was put to use in a pillaging raid of Cyprus, soon 

followed by a second raid in 650 that concluded with a treaty under which Cypriots 

surrendered many of their riches and slaves. In 688, the island was made into a joint 

dominion of the caliphate and the Byzantine Empire under a pact which was to last for almost 

300 years.  

In 639-640, Arab forces began to make incursions into Armenia, which had been partitioned 

into a Byzantine province and a Sasanian province. There is considerable disagreement 

among ancient and modern historians about events of the following years, and nominal 

control of the region may have passed several times between Arabs and Byzantines. Although 

Muslim dominion was finally established by the time the Umayyads acceded to power in 661, 

it was not able to implant itself solidly in the country, and Armenia experienced a national 

and literary efflorescence over the next century. As with Armenia, Arab advances into other 

lands of the Caucasus region, including Georgia, had as their end assurances of tribute 

payment and these principalities retained a large degree of autonomy. This period also saw a 

series of clashes with the Khazar kingdom whose center of power was in the 

lower Volga steppes, and which vied with the caliphate over control of the Caucasus.  

Other Muslim military ventures met with outright failure. Despite a naval victory over the 

Byzantines in 654 at the Battle of the Masts, the subsequent attempt to besiege 

Constantinople was frustrated by a storm that damaged the Arab fleet. Later sieges of 

Constantinople in 668-669 (674–78 according to other estimates) and 717-718 were thwarted 

with the help of the recently invented Greek fire. In the east, although Arabs were able to 

establish control over most Sasanian-controlled areas of modern Afghanistan after the fall of 
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Persia, the Kabul region resisted repeated attempts of invasion and would continue to do so 

until it was conquered by the Saffarids three centuries later.  

By the time of the Abbasid revolution in the middle of the 8th century, Muslim armies had 

come against a combination of natural barriers and powerful states that impeded further 

military progress. The wars produced diminishing returns in personal gains and fighters 

increasingly left the army for civilian occupations. The priorities of the rulers have also 

shifted from conquest of new lands to administration of the acquired empire. Although the 

Abbasid era witnessed some new conquests, such as that of Sicily and Crete, the period of 

rapid centralized expansion would now give way to an era when further spread of Islam 

would be slow and accomplished through the efforts of local dynasties, missionaries, and 

traders.  

1.6 Crusades 

After that started the bloodiest chapter in the history of Islam and the West in the form of a 

series of wars. Crusades, military expeditions, beginning in the late 11th century, that were 

organized by western European Christians in response to centuries of Muslim wars of 

expansion. Their objectives were to check the spread of Islam, to retake control of the Holy 

Land in the eastern Mediterranean, to conquer pagan areas, and to recapture formerly 

Christian territories. Many of their participants saw them as a means of redemption and 

expiation for sins. Between 1095, when the First Crusade was launched, and 1291, when the 

Latin Christians were finally expelled from their kingdom in Syria, there were numerous 

expeditions to the Holy Land, to Spain, and even to the Baltic. The Crusades continued for 

several centuries after 1291, usually as military campaigns intended to halt or slow the 

advance of Muslim power or to conquer pagan areas. Crusading declined rapidly during the 

16th century with the advent of the Protestant Reformation and the decline of papal authority. 

Muslims had conquered approximately two-thirds of the ancient Christian world by the end 

of the 11th century, including the important regions of Palestine, Syria, Egypt, and Anatolia. 

The Crusades, attempting to check this advance, initially enjoyed success, founding a 

Christian state in Palestine and Syria, but the continued growth of Islamic states ultimately 

reversed those gains. By the 14th century, the Ottoman Turks had established themselves in 

the Balkans and would penetrate deeper into Europe despite repeated efforts to repulse them. 
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The Crusades constitute a controversial chapter in the history of Christianity, and their 

excesses have been the subject of centuries of historiography. The Crusades also played an 

integral role in the expansion of medieval Europe. 

Stating the impact of Crusades on Muslim-Christian relations, Nazar ul Islam Wani writes in 

his research paper ‘Impact of Crusades on Islam and Christianity’, “Crusades had a very 

negative impact on the relations between Islam and Christianity. Crusades sabotaged the 

interfaith dialogue between these two communities who were initially living peacefully 

during the time of Prophet Muhammad (saw). The death of Malik Shah in 1092 AD, the 

Turkish Sultan of Baghdad, led to the disintegration of empire in Syria, Palestine and Iraq. 

This offered Alexius I, the Byzantine Emperor, a chance to restore the Byzantine control in 

Syria and Asia Minor lost to Turks since their encounter in the Battle of Manzikert in 1071 

AD. For this political cum economic purpose he approached to Pope Urban II. The pope 

himself led the recruitment drive while preaching in his homeland, France that reached to its 

defining moment in the Council of Clermont in 1095 AD. He emphasised the religious 

motive behind an aggression and raised the call of religious revivalism. Christianity and 

Islam were already in conflict in 1095 AD in Spain and Sicily and in Byzantine East. So it 

would be an exaggeration to say that Crusades were altogether responsible for their hostile 

relations. The soft corner of relationship shown by the Alp Arsalan is one of the episodes of 

crusades in which Muslims displayed a good relation with Christians, which is when Emperor 

Romanos was taken captive and conducted into the presence of Alp Arsalan, who treated him 

with generosity. Following conversation is said to have taken place in the battle of Manzikert 

in 1071 A.D: Alp Arsalan: What would you do if I was brought before you as a prisoner? 

Romanos: Perhaps I would kill you, or exhibit in the streets of Constantinople! Alp Arsalan: 

My punishment is far heavier; I forgive you and set you free. Also the more soft approach 

shown by the Pope George VII'S letter to the Al-Nasir, the Muslim amir of Mauretania, in 

1076 AD, as a document of peace and were things could have gone differently. But 

exceptions do not make rules, however; such initiatives could not help the peace process 

between Christianity and Islam. The Popes were never ready to think out of box and it is 

because of their vested interests that relationship between Islam and Christianity spoiled in 

the entire Middle East. Even the agreements between Saladin and Richard I in 1191 C.E. held 

no compromise regarding the guardianship of Holy places. Ibn Shaddad quotes Saladin's 

remark to the king of England that “Jerusalem is to us as it is to you. It is more important to 
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us, since it is the site of our Prophet’s nocturnal journey and the place where people will 

assemble on the Day of Judgment”. 

1.7 Impact of Crusades and Need of Dialogue   

Throughout the nearly fifteen centuries of Muslim-Christian encounter, individual adherents 

of both traditions often have lived peaceably with each other. At the same time, Muslim 

expansion into Christian territories and Christian imperialism in Muslim lands has fostered 

fear and ill will on both sides. Repercussions from the Crusades continue to resound in the 

contemporary rhetoric employed by defenders of both faiths. In recent years relations 

between Muslims and Christians across the globe have become increasingly polarized, fanned 

by anti-Islamic rhetoric and fear mongering. While a number of verses in the Qur’an call for 

treating Christians and Jews with respect as recipients of God’s divine message, in reality 

many Muslims have found it difficult not to see Christians as polytheists because of their 

doctrine of the Trinity. Christians, for their part, traditionally have viewed the Qur’an as 

fraudulent and Prophet Muhammad as an imposter. Old sectarian rivalries play out with 

serious consequences for minority groups, both Christian and Muslim. Conflicts in Asia, 

Africa, the Middle East, and elsewhere for much of the 20th century were often labeled as 

ethnic, political, or ideological perpetuations of long-standing struggles over land, power, and 

influence. These conflicts now tend to be labeled in accord with the specifically religious 

affiliation of their participants. Understanding the history of Muslim-Christian relations, as 

well as current political realities such as the dismantling of the political order created by 

European colonialism, helps give context to current “hot spots” of Muslim-Christian conflict 

in the world. 

It is difficult to imagine a time in history at which there is greater need for serious interfaith 

engagement than now. We need to understand better the history of Muslim-Christian 

relations so as to give context to current “hot spots” of Muslim-Christian conflict in the 

world. It is also important to understand the ways in which members of the two communities 

experience each other in specific areas of the world today, including the United States, taking 

note of efforts currently underway to advance interfaith understanding and cooperation. The 

events of September 11, 2001, and the resulting American invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, 

have led to ugly commentary reminiscent of medieval hyperbole. Right-wing Christian 

evangelical rhetoric in the United States against Islam has been fueled by incidents of 

international terrorism involving Muslims, while the well-funded Islamophobia industry in 
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the United States has been producing and distributing large amounts of anti-Muslim material. 

Since the events of September 2011, American Muslims, caught in a painful position, have 

decried the acts of the 9/11 terrorists and defended Islam as a religion of peace. American 

Muslims want to exercise their constitutional rights to free speech in expressing their 

objection to certain American foreign policies, at the same time that they fear the 

consequences of the Patriot Act and other acts they view as assaults on their civil liberties. 

Meanwhile other Americans are struggling to understand that the Muslims with whom they 

interact in businesses, schools, and neighborhoods are different from the Muslim extremists 

who are calling for even more dire measures against the United States. This is the general 

context in which Christian-Muslim dialogue is now taking place and to which it must address 

itself if it is to be effective. 

1.8 Positive Impact on Each Other 

When Greek and Indian science books were translated in Arabic, Europe was mostly in dark 

ages with respect to empirical knowledge of science and technology. Arab Muslim scientists 

not only translated the texts but they developed the sciences largely. Physics, medicine, 

astronomy, chemistry, mathematics and philosophy were some of the important subjects that 

Muslims brought to limelight and themselves became elegant scientists and philosophers. It 

was this knowledge which later West adopted and developed further. They took most 

philosophy and science from the translated and developed works of Muslim scientists of 

Abbasid and Spanish Umayyad periods. Unfortunately, Muslims generally became stagnant 

in scientific theories and technologies in later times and since then we see the Western 

scientists building and developing modern knowledge of philosophy and science. If we had 

our Ibn Sina, Farabi, Ibn Rushd, Al-Khwarzami, Jabir bin Hayyan etc in the middle ages, 

West now have their own geniuses such as Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Newton etc who laid 

the foundations of modern empirical sciences and technologies. In a way, Muslims and 

Westerners both influenced and benefited from each other in a positive manner. 

1.9 Let Us Sum Up 

We have seen the starting point of the relations between Islam and the West which resulted in 

both positive and negative manners. The confrontations between the two created an 

atmosphere of hatred and false allegations though today we need to address the issue more 

seriously. We should engage in dialogue for effective harmony between Muslims and the 
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West. For this, we need to forget many incidents of hatred in the past and build a better future 

for both groups to create a place of peaceful coexistence.  

1.10 Check Your Progress 

1. Summarize the early relation between Islam and West 

2. Describe the nature of confrontations between the two. 

3. State the positive and negative impacts of the interactions between the two.  

1.11 Suggested Readings 

1. Mubarakpuri, Saifur Rahman, , The Sealed Nector, Darus Salaam Publications, 2011 

2. Hitti, Phillip K. History of the Arabs, Palgrave Macmillan, 2002 

3. Hashmi, Sohail H., Just Wars, Holy Wars, and Jihads, Oxford University Press, 2012 

4. Ramadan, Tariq, To be a European Muslim, The Islamic Foundation, 2015 

5. Murad, Khurram, Maghrib aur 'Ālm-i-Islam, Delhi: Areeb Publications 
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Lesson 2: Islamic Societies in UK 

Lesson Structure 

2.0 Introduction 

2.1 Objectives 

2.2 Islamic Foundation UK 

2.3 Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies 

2.4 Muslim Institute London 

2.5 Let Us Sum Up 

2.6 Know Your Progress 

2.7 Suggested Readings 

2.0 Introduction 

In this lesson, we will study and know about the three famous Islamic institutions in Britain. 

All three of them have done a lot of academic research and scholarly work to present a 

positive picture of Islam and Muslims. Islamic Foundation UK, Oxford Center of Islamic 

Studies and Muslim Institute London are three major organizations trying to bridge the gap 

between Islam and the West. They have been quite successful in bringing the two 

communities together. Remarkable material on Islam has been produced by these institutions, 

leading to the removal of ignorance about Islam in the West.  

2.1 Objectives 

In This lesson, the students will be able to study among other things:    

 The establishment of above mentioned three institutions with details about 

administrators; 

 The significance of these organizations in the West; 

 The importance of these organizations in presenting the message of Islam to the 

Western audience, thus, creating a better atmosphere among different communities. 

2.2 Islamic Foundation UK 

The Islamic Foundation, established in 1973, is a unique and pioneering institution 

specialising in the fields of research, education and publication. Since its inception, the 

Islamic Foundation has strived towards building bridges between the Muslim community and 

the rest of society by creating a better understanding between communities through greater 

awareness about each other. This can be seen through its publications, which seek to present 
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Islam with a view to the society we live in, they address the contemporary challenges that are 

relevant to the Muslims today and try to provide practical guidance on these issues. 

In the year 2000 the Islamic Foundation established the Markfield Institute of Higher 

Education with the objective of providing high quality education in areas relating to Islam by 

bringing together the excellence of the British higher educational system and the richness of 

traditional Islamic education. It also aims to help in the development of the local community 

by providing training, vocational education and pioneering new courses. The Institute has a 

positive approach to dialogue between faiths and cultures and has been recognised for its 

interfaith endeavours. 

The cornerstone for both these activities has been the pioneering research the Islamic 

Foundation has undertaken, from the very beginning, in areas such as Islamic Economics, 

Banking and Finance, Muslim-Christian Relations, Inter-Faith Dialogue, and Islam in Europe 

and Britain. Prof. Khurshid Ahmad was its founding director who was succeeded by Khurram 

Murad. The later passed away in 2014. Manazir Ahsan is its present director.   

Markfield Institute of Higher Education 

The Markfield Institute of Higher Education (MIHE), Markfield, Leicestershire, which 

started in September 2000, is the first academic institution of its kind in the west. It presents a 

unique opportunity to study Islam in an Islamic institution within the context of Higher 

Education in the U.K. 

By the year 2009, MIHE had become an entirely independent entity registered with 

Companies House (6471324) and the Charity Commission (1125851) under the direction of 

its own board of trustees and management. 

MIHE is committed to promoting excellence in teaching, research and training. It offers post-

graduate students the advantage of a friendly and attentive environment with opportunities to 

address multi-dimensional issues by exercising critical judgment and self-discipline. MIHE is 

an Associate College of the University of Gloucestershire, and its degrees are validated by 

the University. The Institute offers the full range of postgraduate studies from PhD, MPhil 

and taught Masters Programmes to Postgraduate Diplomas and Certificates. 

MIHE also aims to help in the development the local community through training, vocational 

education and pioneering new courses. The Institute has a positive approach to dialogue 

between faiths and cultures and has been recognized for its interfaith endeavours. At MIHE, 

students have a unique opportunity within the British higher education system to learn about 
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the challenges faced by the Muslim community in particular and humanity in general. It is an 

exciting time and MIHE is an exciting place to be in. 

KUBE Publishing 

Since its first publications in 1973, the Islamic Foundation has established itself as a unique 

publisher of books on Islam. Acclaimed for their high academic standards, authenticity and 

accuracy, the Foundation has until now published well over 400 titles on a range of subjects 

such as the Qur’an, Hadith, Life of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), Law and 

Jurisprudence, Christian-Muslim Relations, Women and Family, Islamic Resurgence, Islamic 

Economics, Islamic Educational Resources in addition to publishing highly innovative books 

for Children. 

To take its publishing activity to the next level both in terms of the number and range of titles 

published and the improvement in its distribution channels both nationally and 

internationally, the Islamic Foundation decided to restructure its present operations along 

commercial lines and from 1 April 2007 Kube Publishing Ltd came into being. 

Kube Publishing Ltd is the new publishing house, specialising in Islam. Kube publishing 

exclusively manages and distributes the Islamic Foundation imprint as well as its own (Kube 

Publishing) imprint. It publishes the works of renowned Islamic scholars all over the world 

such as Prof. A.R. Kidwai, Tariq Ramadan, Zafar Ishaq Ansari, and Yasin Mazhar Siddiqi.  

The Policy Research Centre 

It specialises in research, policy advice and training on British Muslim related issues. The 

centre brings together policy, academic and community expertise to inform and help shape 

current policy thinking. We work with civil society, Muslim communities and government, 

serving as a hub of communication on policy matters and to foster good community relations. 

The purpose of Policy Research Center is to enhance the policy responses to some of the 

critical issues being debated today around identity, citizenship and security. 

It raises awareness of social policy concerns impacting upon the lives of Muslim citizens. 

It even informs communities about policy debates and the policy making process. 

Its works also include: 

Publishing research, briefing and seminar papers to facilitate understanding and dialogue with 

think tanks, policy experts and journalists. 

Providing training to enhance understanding of Muslim communities and to develop policy 

related capacity. 
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Responding to government consultations, papers and policy proposals or reforms. Conducting 

surveys and opinion polls to monitor and comment on public opinion and Muslim opinion on 

pertinent issues and map Muslim policy concerns. Providing resources, data and briefings to 

community groups. 

The foundation publishes quarterly Muslim World Book Review for the last three decades.  

The Islamic Economics Unit 

It was established in 1976 for the promotion and advancement of Islamic economics, finance 

and banking both academic and the industry. It seeks to do this by conducting research and 

training by organising international conferences, seminars and workshops. To substantiate its 

discourse on the virtues of an interest-free economic system, the undertaken the publication 

of 26 highly accomplished books on various aspects of Islamic banking and finance. 

Over the years, the Unit has established a specialised library and documentation unit on 

Islamic economics, banking and finance—perhaps the richest resource centre in Europe in the 

field. The Unit also provides consultancy on issues pertaining to Islamic economics and 

finance. 

The Unit has a number of collaborative partners including Islamic Research and Training 

Institute (IRTI), part of Islamic Development Bank, Jeddah and International Association of 

Islamic Economics (IAIE). 

Review of Islamic Economics: It is a referred journal and is currently published biannually. 

Inter-Faith Relations 

The Inter-Faith department focuses mostly on the interaction and relationship between Islam 

and Christianity as well as other faith communities. The department has produced 

authoritative situation reports about different countries and has been involved in establishing 

local, national and international inter-faith bodies and has been actively engaged in such 

forums. It publishes the bi-annual journal on intercultural perspectives, Encounters. The 

department is currently involved in the development and enhancement of models for a more 

pluralistic outlook among Muslims. 

The department organizes regular conferences and seminars in which such issues as 

‘Christian-Muslim Co-Existence into the New Millennium’, ‘Islam and Religious Pluralism’, 

‘The Rights and Obligations of Muslims Living as Minorities in the West’ are discussed. 

Prominent members of the Muslim community and experts on inter-faith issues generally 

attend the seminars. 
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New Muslim Project 

Discussion with a number of converts to Islam from around the UK in 1993, led to the 

realisation that not enough was being done to identify needs and provide support for those 

interested in and new to Islam. As a result, the Islamic Foundation took the lead and formed 

the New Muslim Project. 

Over the years, the Project has tried to meet the social and educational needs of New 

Muslims by providing a wide variety of services. The Project organises several weekly and 

fortnightly residential Qur’anic Arabic and Islamic Studies courses at various levels which 

help in improving the reading and comprehension of the Holy Qur’an. Through the 

newsletter, ‘Meeting Point’, regular contact is maintained. Trips are organised for performing 

the pilgrimage, both Umrah and Hajj, as well as arranging visits to Muslim countries for their 

historical and spiritual impact. The New Muslim Project also fulfils a recognised role in 

advice, support and counselling New Muslims to help them through their early testing times. 

The latest addition to the Project’s expanding services is its interactive website. 

The New Muslim Project has, from the beginning, been concerned that it should reflect the 

needs of those new to Islam. It established and is supported by an advisory board of converts 

of various years’ experience, who, together with the Project and, by the Grace of Allah, 

continue to develop this work. 

Library 

With its rich collection of books, journals and documents, the library is widely recognized as 

among the largest private Islamic libraries in Europe. The library has a large selection of very 

valuable, wide-ranging titles on the major branches of Islamic knowledge as well as books on 

Islam and the West and inter-faith dialogue. About 30,000 volumes are currently housed in 

the library. This collection includes a number of important works in Arabic, Urdu and other 

world languages. 

The library also has an excellent selection of journals and periodicals on Islam, the Muslim 

world and other faiths and cultures. Equally, it has a world-class collection of books, 

documents and other materials on Islamic Economics. Apart from printed materials, the 

library also houses a rich slide bank of ancient and modern Islamic architecture from around 

the world, and a video and audio collection. The library is working on establishing an online 

interface of its catalogue, and a digital library (Islamic Foundation Digital Library–IFDL). 
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Work is also in progress to establish distance learning facilities, especially for overseas 

students of the MIHE. 

Markfield Conference Center 

Set in the beautiful countryside at the heart of rural England, the Markfield Conference 

Centre offers voluntary and youth groups and community organisations an ideal venue for 

their conferences, seminars, training programmes or even social events. With excellent access 

by road, rail and air, the Conference Center offers excellent facilities and services at 

affordable prices for full board or day conferences. 

Journals published by Islamic Foundation UK 

The Muslim World Book Review 

It is a quarterly publication of the Islamic Foundation and has been published since 1980. The 

journal aims to present the Muslim viewpoint on books and issues which concern Islam and 

Muslims. At a time of near explosion in the growth of interest in these areas, accompanied by 

a disappointing level and quality of information, this review journal aspires to inform and 

stimulate common readers and scholars alike, through detailed critical reviews, brief 

introductions and selected bibliographies on recent publications. 

Encounters–Journal of Inter-Cultural Perspectives 

Encounters is a biannual refereed journal seeks to promote a spirit of dialogue and mutual 

understanding between people of different religions and backgrounds. It is no longer possible 

today to ignore the ‘other’ and live in isolation. The growing encounters of Muslims and 

Christians in the East and the West, the changes in the geo-political map of the world, the 

extreme radicalization of religion, as well as the challenges posed by modernity to traditional 

values, and of revival of religious and moral values to modernity, have wider consequences 

and need urgent attention. The journal aims to provide a forum for thorough analysis and 

discussion of these questions and other wider issues incorporating those of inter-religious 

dialogue, Islam and the West and Islamic resurgence. 

2.3 The Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies, UK 

The Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies is a recognized Independent Centre of the University 

of Oxford. It was established in 1985 to encourage the scholarly study of Islam and the 

Islamic world. The Prince of Wales is the Patron of the Centre. It is governed by a Board of 

Trustees consisting of scholars and statesmen from different parts of the world, alongside 

representatives of the University of Oxford. The Centre provides a meeting point for the 
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Western and Islamic worlds of learning. At Oxford, it contributes to the multi-disciplinary 

and cross-disciplinary study of the Islamic world. Beyond Oxford, a developing international 

network of academic contacts strengthens its role. The work of the Centre has attracted global 

attention and widespread support. 

Teaching 

The Centre contributes to Oxford’s long tradition of scholarship pertaining to the Islamic 

World. 

Many Centre Fellows teach, supervise and examine for undergraduate, masters and doctoral 

degree courses at the University. Regular Centre seminars and lectures, given by visiting 

distinguished scholars, cover a broad range of topics and disciplines. Centre Fellows teach in 

the following departments and faculties of the University: 

Anthropology 

Continuing Education 

Development Studies 

History 

Oriental Studies 

Politics and International Relations 

Theology 

Short Courses 

The Centre runs courses on: 

Qur'anic Arabic 

This Tajweed course helps students to learn to recite the Qur'an. However, participants must 

have a basic knowledge of the Arabic script. No charge is made for the course, but students 

are required to register. 

Modern Standard Arabic 

This course, offered at four different levels to cater for individual abilities, is designed to 

develop students' capability in Arabic. While Arabic has many local and regional variants, 

modern standard Arabic serves to provide a common language that is understood throughout 

the Arab world. 

Research 

The Centre supports advanced research - either directly or in collaboration with interested 

scholars and academic institutions. 

http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/quranicarabic.html
http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/quranicarabic.html
http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/msarabic.html
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The Atlas Project 

This is a major international research project concerned with the intellectual roots of Muslim 

civilization and social movements in the Islamic world. It will provide a comprehensive multi 

volume Historical Atlas of the Islamic World. The Leverhulme Trust (UK), the Andrew W. 

Mellon Foundation (USA) and the Carnegie Corporation of New York (USA) have supported 

this project. The Atlas will be published by Oxford University Press (New York). 

Islamic Finance 

Research into the theory and practice of Islamic finance is being carried out in conjunction 

with a number of international financial institutions, policymakers and regulatory bodies such 

as the Securities Commission Malaysia. 

Research seminars, workshops and conferences are regularly organised by the Centre on a 

range of topics. These include the annual Securities Commission Malaysia-Oxford Centre for 

Islamic Studies Roundtable on Islamic Finance since 2010, the Oxford Centre for Islamic 

Studies-Fajr Capital Seminar Series on Islamic Finance in 2014, and the World Humanitarian 

Summit Roundtable on Islamic Social Finance in 2015 

Publications 

Through its publications, the Centre promotes greater appreciation and understanding of the 

diverse and rich heritage of the Islamic world. 

The Journal of Islamic Studies is published three times a year for the Centre by Oxford 

University Press. It is a multidisciplinary publication covering all aspects of Islam and the 

Islamic world in the subject areas of history, geography, political science, economics, 

anthropology, sociology, law, literature, religion, philosophy, international relations, 

environmental and development issues and ethical questions related to scientific research. It 

aims to encourage interaction among academics from diverse traditions of learning and to 

enable the diffusion, exchange and discussion of their research and reflections. 

"Though Islam is central to the concerns of the Journal, it is not narrowly conceived of as a 

body of ritual and doctrine ... The articles are uniformly stimulating and scholarly". 

The journal is of international repute and indexed one. It publishes standard articles received 

from the Muslim and non-Muslim scholars.  

The Makers of Islamic Civilization is a continuing series of concise and accessible 

biographies of influential figures in the history of Islam. Early titles in the series included: 

Umar, Sibawayhi, Sinan and Iqbal. The volumes on Bukhari and Ibn Battuta were recently 

http://www.fajrcapital.com/global-leaders-speak-at-the-2014-ocis-fajr-capital-seminar-series
http://www.fajrcapital.com/global-leaders-speak-at-the-2014-ocis-fajr-capital-seminar-series
https://academic.oup.com/jis
https://academic.oup.com/jis
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followed by Said Nursi, Tabari and Ibn Hajar. Latest titles in this series include: Mulla 

Sadra, Ibn Khaldun, Jami and Rumi. 

Fellows' Publications 

Centre Fellows have published on a variety of topics: law, politics, philosophy, theology, 

history, art and architecture, economic concepts and development. 

Outreach 

An important priority for the Centre is to facilitate understanding of those global and national 

issues which require knowledge of the culture and civilization of Islam and of contemporary 

Muslim societies. The scope of this involvement has included the following projects: 

1. The Young Muslim Leadership Programme; 

Policy oriented studies of social, political and economic aspects of Muslim communities in 

Britain, particularly focusing on housing needs; 

2. Workshops on 'Islam and Water' and 'Islam and the Natural Environment'; 

Educating the Educators programme offers workshops for teachers of Religious Studies and 

school administrators to provide a better understanding of Islam and of the needs of Muslim 

pupils; and 

3. Seminars for Oxford University's Foreign Service Programme. 

Young Muslim Leadership Programme 

In cooperation with the Prince's Charities, and with the support of the Amanah Foundation, 

ISESCO and Barclays, the Centre organises the Young Muslim Leadership Programme to 

encourage greater participation by Muslims in public life. This two-week residential summer 

school is held at Oxford each year and is attended by young British Muslims, men and 

women between the ages of 20 and 29, who have demonstrated leadership potential in their 

chosen career-paths. They are drawn from a variety of backgrounds and interests, including 

national and local government, academia, the legal profession, media, and the voluntary 

sector. 

The course consists of workshops, seminars and institutional visits. Presentations are made by 

Members of Parliament, senior civil servants and academics, as well as representatives of the 

media and community organizations. In evaluating their experience, participants have 

welcomed the opportunities the Programme provides to discuss the challenges facing 

Muslims in relation to education, employment, housing and foreign policy. 

 

http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/ymlp.html
http://www.qeh.ox.ac.uk/centres/oufsp
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Patron 

The Prince of Wales from the Royal British Family is the Patron of this institution.  

Visiting Research Fellowships 

The Centre has developed an international network of personal and institutional contacts to 

enable liaison, dialogue and exchange between the Islamic and Western worlds of learning. 

Protocols of academic cooperation exist between the Centre and many institutions worldwide, 

facilitating the exchange of scholars and researchers. The Centre's programme of Visiting 

Fellowships and Scholarships plays a key role in these international activities. Since its 

inception in 1987, the programme has brought to Oxford scholars and students from more 

than forty countries in Asia, Africa, the Americas and Europe. 

An expanding programme of Visiting Fellowships and Scholarships enables the Centre to 

bring to Oxford scholars from around the world with academic interests in the Islamic world. 

Distinguished Fellowships are awarded periodically by invitation. 

1. Research Fellowships 

From time to time, the Centre advertises other Research Fellowships. They are awarded in 

support of those who wish to pursue independent full-time study and research. 

2. Visiting Fellowships 

Visiting Fellowships are awarded annually to enable scholars or writers to spend an extended 

period of independent study and research at Oxford. The following Fellowships are 

established at the Centre: 

Abdul Aziz Al-Mutawa Visiting Fellowship 

Muhammad Bin-Ladin Visiting Fellowship 

Visiting Research Fellowships 

The Imam Bukhari and Imam Tirmizi Visiting Research Fellowships are offered each year to 

scholars from Asia and Africa. 

The Centre also has a Chevening Visiting Fellowships Programme which is run with the 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office. For 2017 entry, up to four fully funded Chevening-OCIS 

Visiting Fellowships are available to candidates from the following countries: 

Afghanistan, Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Brunei, Burma, Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Libya, Malaysia, Maldives, Mauritania, Morocco, 

Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestine, Philippines, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Syria, Thailand, Tunisia, 

Turkey, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan. 

http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/vf17-18.html
http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/vf17-18.html
http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/ibit-vrf.html
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3. SC-OCIS Visiting Fellowship in Islamic Finance 

The Visiting Fellowship at the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies, under a Scholar in 

Residence Programme in Islamic Finance is jointly supported by the Centre and the 

Securities Commission Malaysia. The Visiting Fellow will be expected to conduct research 

on a topic of contemporary relevance to the field of Islamic Finance. The tenure of the 

Visiting Fellowship is for one academic year. 

Library 

The Library holds a broad range of materials on a comprehensive spread of topics relating to 

Islam and the Islamic world. At present, the majority are in print format, but the Library has 

also acquired digitised versions of the Bodleian's various collections of Arabic manuscripts. 

As well as its collection of monographs, the Library maintains a wide variety of scholarly 

journals, magazines and newspapers for consultation. The primary subject areas covered are: 

classical Islamic sciences (especially Tafsir, Hadith, Fiqh, Kalam and Sufism); contemporary 

Islamic studies, Muslims in the West, and modern Muslim thinkers. Several languages are 

represented, including Arabic, Persian, Urdu, Malay, Turkish, English and other European 

languages. 

Access 

The Centre's collections can be located via SOLO, the Oxford University online public access 

catalogue, and the location code is ISL. The Library is reference-only, but while borrowing is 

not allowed, the Centre does have photocopying facilities. The Library has computer 

terminals for Internet and SOLO use, which are also equipped with a version of Word 

configured to allow text processing in Arabic. Laptops can be used in the Library. 

The Library is open to all holders of Bodleian cards, which can be obtained from 

the Bodleian Admissions Office and must be shown at Reception. Researchers from 

elsewhere will need a letter of recommendation from a Fellow of the Centre or from their 

institution. 

2.4 The Muslim Institute, London 

The Muslim Institute, a registered charity, is a Fellowship society of intellectuals, thinkers, 

academics, artists, and professionals. It aims to promote and support the growth of thought, 

knowledge, research, creativity and open debate within the Muslim community and the 

society at large. The Institute emphasises the diversity and plurality of Islam and Muslims to 

promote dialogue, cooperation and collaboration between Muslims and other cultures. 

http://solo.ouls.ox.ac.uk/
http://www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/bodley/using-this-library/getting-a-readers-card
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Through its Winter Gatherings, Ibn Rushd Annual Lectures, meetings, quarterly Critical 

Muslim, and energetic website it seeks to provide a forum for critical thought, sharing of 

ideas, expertise and interests among its Fellows and the wider community. (Charity Reg. No. 

1137088) 

Aims and Objectives of the Centre 

1. To explore, debate and discuss the pressing intellectual problems and issues facing British 

Muslim communities and wider society; encourage and support the pursuit of excellence in 

knowledge and thought as an agent of positive change; 

2. To provide an intellectual space where problems and issues can be discussed from multiple 

perspectives, with the freedom to raise even the most sensitive questions, frankly and openly 

in the spirit of mutual respect and tolerance; 

3. To raise awareness of the great intellectual and cultural heritage of Islam, and bring the 

considerable storehouse of knowledge developed by Muslim civilisations to the attention of 

current generations and the wider public in a spirit of critical inquiry; 

4. To mobilise the academic, cultural, and intellectual resources, the scientific and 

technological expertise of British Muslims to facilitate the creation of a thriving, dynamic and 

forward-looking Muslim community; 

5. To promote the civilisational and humanistic dimensions of Islam to create a contemporary 

culture of intellectual and critical thought within the Muslim community; 

6. To search for a contemporary Muslim ethos that enables critical engagement with policy 

issues bearing directly on the British Muslim community and make a distinctive contribution 

to the debates of British society; 

7. To support academic workers, public intellectuals, policy practitioners, professionals, 

creative thinkers and researchers of today and of tomorrow; 

The Muslim Institute has a history going back to 1974. Its original title was the Muslim 

Institute for Research and Planning and its aim was to promote thought and long-range 

planning on the problems of the Muslim societies. 

A Preparatory Committee issued a Draft Prospectus in 1974 arguing that ‘there is an urgent 

need to revive a tradition of Muslim scholarship to produce a philosophical framework which 

is at least as articulate and rationally satisfying as all the other traditions of knowledge that 

are current today’. The Prospectus also argued that ‘a prior commitment to the epistemology 

http://musliminstitute.org/sites/default/files/images/Muslim_Institute_brochure1974.pdf
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of Islam (or framework of knowledge) is a necessary starting point in the search for 

alternative social, economic and political systems for Muslim societies’. 

During this early phase the Muslim Institute published ground breaking work on science 

policy, economic development, social change, Islamic movements, and the future of Muslim 

civilisation. 

However, things changed dramatically after the Iranian revolution. The then Director, Dr 

Kalim Siddiqui, became a strong supporter of the Iranian revolution, leading to a spilt in the 

Institute. Many founding members left the Institute. The Institute became a front for the 

Iranian Embassy in London. 

During this period, the Institute established a number of important organisations that have 

played a significant part in shaping the British Muslim community such as the Muslim 

Parliament, The Halal Food Authority, and Bait al-Mal al-Islami, which raised funds and 

supported young Muslim scholars and students. The Institute also worked to highlight 

problems within the Muslim community such as forced marriages, domestic violence, and 

honour killings, and produced a Model Muslim Marriage Contract that gave equal rights to 

both partners. It even organised guided tours to ‘Islamic Britain’ with visits to London’s 

Guildhall, Leighton’s Arab Hall, Burton’s Mausoleum, Shah Jehan Mosque, Abdullah 

Quilliam Mosque and other sites. 

After the death of Dr Kalim Siddiqui in 1996, Dr Ghyasuddin Siddiqui, who was involved 

with the Institute from its early days, became the Director. But the Institute became entangled 

in a bitter dispute, over its independence and direction, between some of the trustees and the 

family of Kalim Siddiqui—a dispute that involved court cases and lasted almost a decade. 

The dispute was finally settled in 2008. 

The New Muslim Institute 

Shortly afterwards, Dr Ghyasuddin Siddiqui invited some of the old founding members as 

well as others who had been involved with the Institute to a Planning Conference to debate 

how the Institute should move forward. It was held in December 2009 at Sarum College in 

Salisbury. In his opening speech, Dr Ghyasuddin Siddiqui emphasised that we should look 

towards the future but learn, and re-learn, some of the lessons of the Institute’s history. 

After three days of debate and discussion, it was  determined that the new Institute would be 

a network devoted to pluralistic thought, creativity, excellence and high achievement; and a 

http://halalfoodauthority.com/
http://muslimmarriagecontract.org/contract.html
http://www.guildhall.cityoflondon.gov.uk/
http://www.guildhall.cityoflondon.gov.uk/
http://www.rbkc.gov.uk/subsites/museums/leightonhousemuseum/aboutthehouse/aboutleightonhouse/historyofthehouse.aspx
http://www.sirrichardfrancisburton.org/rfb_burtontomb.html
http://www.shahjahanmosque.org.uk/
http://abdullahquilliam.com/
http://abdullahquilliam.com/
http://www.musliminstitute.org/blogs/muslim-institute/speech-dr-siddiqui-muslim-institute-re-launch-planning-conference-2009
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community of Fellows dedicated to ideas and debate that places pluralistic, argued and 

considered positions in the public space. 

The new Muslim Institute came into existence in January 2010, with the registration of the 

Muslim Institute Trust at the Charities Commission (Charity Reg. No. 1137088) and a new 

Board of Trustees. The assets accumulated since the initial establishment of the Muslim 

Institute for Research and Planning in 1974, consisting of a building in Fulham Palace Road, 

London, were transferred to the new Institute. The original Institute has ceased to exit. 

The Muslim Institute is funded by the small income from the building and the fees paid by its 

Fellows.  

Co-Director 

Merryl Wyn Davies 

Appointed in May 2010, she is a writer and broadcaster with some 30 years of involvement 

with Muslim intellectual life. At the BBC, she worked for Everyman, Heart of the Matter and 

Global Report and was a regular contributor to the Muslim magazine Afkar/Inquiry. Her 

books include Knowing One Another: Shaping an Islamic Anthropology and Darwin and 

Fundamentalism. In collaboration with Ziauddin Sardar: Distorted Imagination: Lessons 

from the Rushdie Affair and a trilogy on America from Why do People Hate America? to Will 

America Change? 

Co-Director 

Hassan Mahamdallie 

Appointed in September 2013 Hassan Mahamdallie was born into a large Indo-

Trinidadian/English family. After completing an MA in Theatre Studies at Leeds University, 

he worked as an actor, radical journalist, arts-in-education worker and Arts Council England 

senior diversity officer. 

Hassan contributed to the book Tell It Like It Is: How Our Schools Fail Black Children 

(2005) and published a biography of radical artist William Morris, Crossing the River of Fire 

(2008). He edited the book Defending Multiculturalism: A Guide for the Movement (2011). 

His latest work is Black British Rebels: Figures from Working Class History. 

Hassan is the artistic lead on a performance project, Loyal Enemy, based on the life of 

Marmaduke Pickthall. He is presently researching a one-woman play looking at the life of 

Somali nationalist leader and poet Sayyid Maxumud Cabdille Xassan. Hassan is a founder 

member of the campaigning organisation Unite Against Fascism.  

http://www.loyalenemy.co.uk/
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Deputy Director 

Samia Rahman 

Appointed in September 2010, she is a writer and journalist. Formerly deputy editor of emel 

magazine she has written for the "Guardian", "Prospect magazine" and the "New Statesman" 

on a range of issues including segregation in Bradford, the dangers of working in the media 

in Russia and attitudes within the Muslim community to homosexuality. She worked on the 

Channel 4 Dispatches documentary Young, Angry and Muslim and has been a researcher for 

Channel 4 News and More4 News. She is currently researching a book on the Muslims of 

Dagestan. 

Trustees 

Ehsan Masood is a science journalist. He began his career on MuslimWise magazine and is 

now editor of the Research group of publications including Research Fortnight and Research 

Europe. He worked for the journal Nature as London correspondent, developing world 

correspondent and acting chief commissioning editor. He teaches international science policy 

at Imperial College London and advises the British Council on science and cultural relations. 

His books include Dry: Life Without Water, The GM Debate: Who Decides? British Muslims: 

Media Guide and Science and Islam: A History. He is a member of the board of trustees of 

lead International. 

Ziauddin Sardar, an internationally renowned writer, broadcaster and cultural critic, is 

Professor of Law and Society at Middlesex University. He is the author of over 50 books, 

including Reading the Qur’an, Desperately Seeking Paradise, and Balti Britain. His most 

recent book is Future: All That Matters. A former columnist on the New Statesman, he is the 

co-editor of Critical Muslim and Consulting Editor of Futures, the monthly journal of policy, 

planning and cultural studies. Professor Sardar is well known as a public intellectual and 

appears frequently on radio and television.  

Critical Muslim 

A quarterly publishing of the ideas and issues showcasing ground breaking thinking on Islam 

and what it means to be a Muslim in a rapidly changing, interconnected world.  

Critical Muslim is a project of Muslim Institute , London, which is a learned society of 

fellows. It is published by Hurst and Co., a highly respectable publisher of books on Islam 

and the Muslim World, as a paperback book; and co-published by Oxford University Press 

(Pakistan), Westland Books (India), and distributed in the United States by Oxford University 
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Press (USA). Each issue is devoted to a single theme, which also serves as the title of the 

individual book.  

Critical Muslim is devoted to examining issues within Islam and Muslim societies, providing 

a Muslim perspective on the great debates of contemporary times, and promoting dialogue, 

cooperation and collaboration between 'Islam' and other cultures, including 'the West.' We 

aim to be innovative, thought provoking and forward looking, a space for debate between 

Muslims, between Muslims and others, on religious, social, cultural and political issues 

concerning the Muslim world and Muslims in the world. 

What does 'Critical Muslim' mean? We are proud of our strong Muslim identity, but we do 

not see 'Islam' as a set of pieties and taboos. We aim to challenge traditionalist, modernist, 

fundamentalist and apologetic versions of Islam, and attempt to set out new readings of 

religion and culture with the potential for social, cultural and political transformation of the 

Muslim world. Our writers may define their Muslim belonging religiously, culturally or 

civilisationally, and some do not 'belong' to Islam at all. Critical Muslim often invites writers 

of opposing viewpoints to debate controversial issues. 

It aims to appeal to both academic and non-academic readerships; and emphasise intellectual 

rigour, the challenge of ideas, and original thinking. 

In these times of accelerating change, complexity and revolutions, they choose not be a lake 

or a meandering river. But to be an ocean, and embrace the world with all its diversity and 

pluralism, complexity and chaos. They aim to explore everything on the interconnected, 

shrinking planet - from religion and politics, to science, technology and culture, art and 

literature, philosophy and ethics, and histories and futures - and seek to move forward despite 

deep uncertainty and contradictions. They stand for open and critical engagement in the best 

tradition of Muslim intellectual inquiry. 

2.5 Let Us Sum Up 

So far, we have observed the academic and social works of the Islamic Foundation UK, 

Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies and Muslim Institute London. These three institutions are 

important and scholarly centers of Islamic Studies and inter-faith dialogue. It brings the 

people of other faiths closer to Muslims and it enhances trust and understanding between 

diverse communities. Great Western academics and scholars work together with these 

organizations in a friendly manner which eliminates biases and stereotyping.  
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2.6 Check Your Progress 

1. Describe the main structure of the three academic institutions. 

2. What role do these three groups play in the field of Islamic academics vis-à-vis the 

Muslims and the West?  

3. Discuss the nature of publications and periodicals of these institutions. 

2.7 Suggested Readings 

1. www.islamic-foundation.org.uk 

2. www.oxcis.ac.uk 

3. musliminstitute.org  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.islamic-foundation.org.uk/
http://www.oxcis.ac.uk/
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Lesson 3: Muslims in America: Contribution and Problems (A General 

View) 

Lesson Structure 

3.0 Introduction 

3.1 Objectives 

3.2 Muslims in America 

3.3 Early Relations 

3.4 Muslim Immigrants 

3.5 Participation in American Life 

3.6 Condemnation of Terrorism by Muslims 

3.7 Religious Freedom 

3.8 Muslim integration in US 

3.9 Problems of Contemporary Muslims 

3.10 Positive Statements of Muslims about US 

3.11 Prominent Muslim Organisations  

3.12 Let Us Sum Up  

3.13 Know Your Progress 

3.14 Suggested Readings  

3.0 Introduction 

United States of America is founded upon the values of liberty and secularism. The freedom 

of religion is granted in the constitution but religion has no role to play in the politics. Hence, 

it is not a theocracy but a secular democracy. The founding fathers of America where secular 

liberal persons who gave the precepts of politics. At the most general level, they created the 

first modern nation-state based on liberal principles. These include the democratic principle 

that political sovereignty in any government resides in the citizenry rather than in a divinely 

sanctioned monarchy; the capitalistic principle that economic productivity depends upon the 

release of individual energies in the marketplace rather than on state-sponsored policies; the 

moral principle that the individual, not the society or the state, is the sovereign unit in the 

political equation; and the judicial principle that all citizens are equal before the law. 

Moreover, this liberal formula has become the preferred political recipe for success in the 
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modern world, vanquishing the European monarchies in the 19th century and the totalitarian 

regimes of Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union in the 20th century.  

More specifically, the Founding Fathers managed to defy conventional wisdom in four 

unprecedented achievements: first, they won a war for colonial independence against the 

most powerful military and economic power in the world; second, they established the first 

large-scale republic in the modern world; third, they invented political parties that 

institutionalized the concept of a legitimate opposition; and fourth, they established the 

principle of the legal separation of church and state, though it took several decades for that 

principle to be implemented in all the states. Finally, all these achievements were won 

without recourse to the guillotine or the firing squad, which is to say without the violent 

purges that accompanied subsequent revolutions in France, Russia, and China. This was the 

overarching accomplishment that the British philosopher Alfred Lord North Whitehead had 

in mind when he observed that there were only two instances in the history of Western 

civilization when the political elite of an emerging empire behaved as well as one could 

reasonably expect: the first was Rome under Augustus, and the second was the United States 

under the Founding Fathers.  

Kim Ann Zimmermann writes about today’s American values.  American culture 

encompasses the customs and traditions of the United States. "Culture encompasses religion, 

food, what we wear, how we wear it, our language, marriage, music, what we believe is right 

or wrong, how we sit at the table, how we greet visitors, how we behave with loved ones, and 

a million other things," said Cristina De Rossi, an anthropologist at Barnet and Southgate 

College in London. 

The United States is the third largest country in the world with a population of more than 320 

million, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. Because of this, the United States is one of the 

most culturally diverse countries in the world. Nearly every region of the world has 

influenced American culture, as it is a country of immigrants, most notably the English who 

colonized the country beginning in the early 1600s. U.S. culture has also been shaped by the 

cultures of Native Americans, Latin Americans, Africans and Asians. 

The United States is sometimes described as a "melting pot" in which different cultures have 

contributed their own distinct "flavors" to American culture. Just as cultures from around the 

world have influenced American culture, today American culture influences the world. The 

term Western culture often refers broadly to the cultures of the United States and Europe. 

http://www.britannica.com/topic/church-and-state
http://www.britannica.com/place/France
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Alfred-North-Whitehead
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Augustus-Roman-emperor
http://www.census.gov/popclock/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4931534.stm
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The way people "melt" in the United States differs. "Different groups of immigrants integrate 

in different ways," De Rossi told Live Science. "For example, in the United States, Catholic 

Spanish-speaking communities might keep their language and other cultural family traditions, 

but are integrated in the urban community and have embraced the American way of life in 

many other ways." The Northeast, South, Midwest, Southeast and Western regions of the 

United States all have distinct traditions and customs. 

3.1 Objectives 

The aim of this lesson, as its title suggests, is:  

 To highlight the early relations of Muslims with America; 

 To present the evolution of Muslim population in US through time; 

 To elaborate the present situation of Muslims in America; 

 To show the pros and cons of Muslims living in America. 

3.2 Muslims in America  

Not much time has passed since Muslims started to immigrate to America though there are 

early records of Muslim-American interaction. The founders of the United States were 

familiar with Islam and cultivated strong relationships with the leaders of Muslim countries 

from the beginning of the republic. Some of the earliest treaties signed between the United 

States and foreign powers were with Muslim countries, including Morocco, Ottoman 

Tripolitania and Tunis.  

Thomas Jefferson and James Madison were adamant about religious freedom and wanted to 

encourage a thriving, inclusive democracy. One clause in the Constitution supports this end, 

stating: “No religious Test shall ever be required for Qualification” for public office. Yet 

delegates to the 1787 Constitutional Convention worried that this was not enough to prevent 

state-supported religion. The newly formed Congress passed the first 10 amendments to the 

Constitution, called the Bill of Rights, to provide clarity on certain issues. Religious freedom 

was addressed in the First Amendment with these words: “Congress shall make no law 

respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Madison, 

who steered this amendment through Congress, introduced the Bill of Rights on June 8, 1789, 

indicating his opposition to a state religion. He said, “[T]he civil rights of none shall be 

abridged on account of religious belief or worship, nor shall any national religion be 

established, nor shall the full and equal rights of conscience be in any manner, or on any 

pretext infringed.”  
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3.3 Early Relations 

In 1777, even before George Washington’s inauguration as president, Morocco recognized 

the United States as an independent country and in 1786 signed one of the earliest treaties 

with the United States. Successive U.S. presidents maintained strong ties with the Muslim 

world. John Quincy Adams, throughout his career as a senator, as sixth U.S. president and as 

a congressman after his presidency, championed the rights of slaves, including African 

Muslims. He helped emancipate Moroccan Abdul Rahman Ibrahim Ibn Sori and received him 

in the White House, events Adams noted in his diary. Adams successfully defended the West 

African captives, whom scholars believe included Muslims, who mutinied aboard the slave 

ship La Amistad off the coast of Long Island, New York, in the court case United States v. 

Libellants and Claimants of the Schooner Amistad.  

The friendship President Millard Fillmore showed to the Ottoman Empire prompted the 

sultan to contribute a commemorative marble block to the Washington Monument inscribed: 

“To aid in the perpetuation of the friendship existing between the two countries, Abdul 

Medjid Khan’s name is written on the Monument of Washington.” The tribute may be seen at 

the 197-foot level inside the monument.  

Courtesies and hospitality were exchanged between presidents and Muslim leaders into the 

20th century, as the scope of engagement increased. President Dwight D. Eisenhower gave 

the first known speech by a U.S. president at an American mosque when the exquisitely 

designed Islamic Center of Washington was dedicated in 1957. He and his wife removed 

their shoes for the event, making headlines in the New York Times. At its dedication 

Eisenhower said the new mosque was welcome, adding, “America would fight with her 

whole strength for your right to have here your own church and worship according to your 

own conscience.” (American Muslims-US Department of States) 

3.4 Muslims Immigrants      

Muslim immigration to the United States began in the late 19th century, from regions under 

Ottoman Empire rule including today’s Lebanon, the Palestinian Territories, Syria and 

Turkey. Most immigrants settled in large urban centers like New York City, Chicago and 

Detroit. According to scholar Alixa Naff, they often became peddlers, an occupation that took 

them to North Dakota, South Dakota and rural parts of Iowa, Michigan and Illinois. In her 

book Becoming American: The Early Arab Immigrant Experience, Naff cites a 1967 

newspaper account of Muslims from Damascus who settled near Crookston, Minnesota, 



165 
 

around 1902: “At first these pioneer Moslems peddled their wares on foot throughout North 

Dakota, but used horse and buggy when they could afford it. Some of the more successful 

bargainers were even able to purchase automobiles.” 

Once laws restricting immigration from Asia to the United States were repealed in 1965, 

opening the door again to migrants from predominantly Muslim countries, many more 

Muslims immigrated. Immigration laws were further relaxed to allow family members to join 

relatives already in the United States. Other laws encouraged skilled individuals to migrate. 

Enough took the opportunity to become Americans that today American Muslims are found 

all over the United States, in every kind of occupation.  

America is home to one of the most diverse Muslim populations in the world, including 

people of almost every ethnicity, country and school of thought. Although they are widely 

viewed as recent immigrants, the demographics tell a different story. Approximately one third 

of the community is African-American, one third is of South Asian descent, one quarter is of 

Arab descent, and the rest are from all over the world, including a growing Latino Muslim 

population. While exact numbers are difficult to establish, there are between 3-6 million 

American Muslims. About one half of this population was born in the U.S., a percentage that 

continues to grow as immigration slows and younger individuals start having families. Like 

others, most Muslims who choose to migrate to America arrive seeking economic 

opportunity and democratic freedom. The best studies available characterize American 

Muslims today as largely middleclass and an integral part of American society. American 

Muslims are present in all walks of life, as doctors and taxi drivers; lawyers and newspaper 

vendors; accountants, homemakers, academics, media personalities, athletes and entertainers.  

Although American Muslims make up approximately one percent of the U.S. population, 

most Americans can name several famous American Muslims. Names like Muhammad Ali, 

Malcolm X, Mos Def, Fareed Zakaria, Shaquille O’Neal, Lupe Fiasco, Dr. Oz and Rima 

Fakih are part of our popular consciousness. Important business figures like Farooq Kathwari 

(CEO of Ethan Allen), Malik M. Hasan (a pioneer in the field of HMOs), and Safi Qureshey 

(a leader in PC component manufacturing) are all American Muslims. Many American 

Muslims are also civically engaged, working with their neighbors to better their communities. 

Well-known American Muslim leaders include Rep. Keith Ellison (DFL-Minn.), the first 

American Muslim to be elected to the U.S. Congress; Rep. André Carson (D-Ind.); 

Mohammed Hameeduddin (Mayor, Teaneck, N.J.); and Amer Ahmad (Comptroller, 
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Chicago). The nation has honored many American Muslims for their service and sacrifice, 

including, for example, Salman Hamdani, a first responder on 9/11, and Kareem Rashad 

Sultan Khan, recipient of the Bronze Star and Purple Heart who died while serving in 

Operation Iraqi Freedom Muslims in the United States. This is a finding in social science that 

is consistent with decades of research on other religious groups such as Jews, Protestants and 

Catholics where church attendance and religiosity has been proven to result in higher civic 

engagement and support for core values of the American political system. Likewise, mosques 

are institutions that function as centers of social and political integration in America. 

Dr. Yvonne Y. Haddad writes; Muslims from the Middle East began to migrate to the United 

States in about 1875. The first wave came primarily from what was known as Syria, which 

was later divided into Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine. Most were migrant labourers, 

uneducated, unskilled, and from peasant backgrounds. Motivated by success stories brought 

back from Lebanese Christians who had preceded them, they expected to achieve a degree of 

financial prosperity and then return to their native countries. Lacking proficiency in English, 

many became peddlers. Others found employment in factories and mines, or became grocers 

or shopkeepers. Their willingness to work hard often brought not only capital but improved 

social status and living conditions. Many who had intended temporary stay soon knew they 

would not leave. Those who did return to their homelands encouraged others to venture forth. 

Historic events periodically interrupted this flow of immigration and changed its character. 

The First World War ended the first major wave; the second, which peaked in the 1930s, was 

brought to a halt by World War II. During much of this time, immigration laws were blatantly 

discriminatory. Some hopeful immigrants were turned back at Ellis Island, and in many cases 

Middle Easterners found it difficult to obtain citizenship. At one point, they were denied 

citizenship because officials, using the criteria of colour and shape of nose could not 

determine which race they belonged to. Restrictive laws limited the numbers who were 

allowed to enter, with preference given to relatives of earlier immigrants. The third wave of 

immigration, which took place between 1947 and the mid-1960s, affected changing 

circumstances in Muslim countries. Many who left their homes during this period did so to 

escape political oppression. Unlike the earlier immigrants, they were often well-educated and 

from influential families. The largest group consisted of Palestinians displaced by Israel, but 

there were many from other lands, such as Egyptians whose property had been nationalized 

by Naser; Iraqis fleeing their country after the 1958 revolution; Syrians of position who had 
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been excluded from government participation; and East European Muslims from countries 

like Yugoslavia, Albania and the Soviet Union, escaping from communist rule.  

The Johnson Administration introduced many changes in the immigration laws. The 

requirements of the U.S. labour market and a potential immigrant's ability to fill established 

need became major determinants of the would-be immigrants’ admissibility. Thus, the fourth 

wave, which began in 1967 and continues to the present, consists mainly of those who are 

educated, fluent in English, and Westernized. They came from a wide variety of countries, 

including many beyond the Middle East. These Muslims have not come to make a fortune 

and return home, but to settle, to participate in American affluence, and to obtain higher 

education and advanced technical training for specialized work opportunities. Many are also 

seeking freedom from what they see as oppressive ideologies in their places of origin. There 

are of course some exceptions such as some of the Lebanese Shi'ahs and Palestinians 

displaced by the conflict in Lebanon, most of who are illiterate and unskilled. Muslim 

immigrants have adapted their religious practices to the requirements of American society in 

varying ways. The earlier immigrants tended to settle with fellow Muslims, if possible with 

those of similar ethnic backgrounds, but were generally too busy with basic economic 

survival to make much attempt to promote Islam on a community level. This factor, plus their 

relatively small numbers and the fact that many of them saw their American residence as only 

temporary, inhibited the establishment of Islamic organisations. But as the number of 

permanent immigrants increased, so did the awareness that the perpetrators and of their faith 

could only be maintained by the initiation of new, native-born generations into the fold. 

Those who intended to stay thus began gradually to develop the organisations and institutions 

required to preserve the faith.   

3.5 Participation in American Life  

American Muslims take part in all aspects of American civic life. They are members of the 

Boy and Girls Scouts, Elks Lodges, Rotary Clubs, Kiwanis Clubs, and Veterans of Foreign 

Wars as well as members of school boards and volunteers in community centers. American 

Muslims have created institutions of their own in the United States, just like other religious 

communities. There are many long-established groups, such as the Islamic Society of North 

America (ISNA), an umbrella organization of some 300 mosques and Islamic centers based 

in Indiana, and newer organizations like the Council for the Advancement of Muslim 

Professionals. Many Islamic centers and institutions create programs serving both American 
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Muslim communities and the wider public. The University Muslim Medical Association, for 

example, is a free health care clinic in Los Angeles founded in 1992 by American Muslim 

college students at UCLA and Charles Drew University to serve a diverse intercity 

community. The Inner City Muslim Action Network (IMAN) is a community-based non-

profit formed in 1995 by American Muslim students, community residents and leaders to 

address inner city poverty and abandonment in the greater Chicago area. IMAN delivers a 

wide range of services, including a health clinic providing free health care and support 

services to the uninsured population on Chicago’s Southwest Side. Many other American 

Muslim institutions are actively engaged in charitable giving, educational programs, interfaith 

outreach, health care, civic engagement, politics and the media. In short, American Muslims 

and the organizations they create are part of the fabric of American public life. 

3.6 Condemnation of Terrorism by Muslims 

Almost all the American Muslim leaders and organizations have repeatedly denounced 

extremist violence in the strongest possible terms. Of the many statements and actions taken 

by American Muslims to condemn and counter terrorism, the fatwa (religious ruling) from 

the Fiqh Council of North America (an Islamic juristic body) captures the views of the vast 

majority of American Muslims: 

“Islam strictly condemns religious extremism and the use of violence against innocent lives. 

There is no justification in Islam for extremism or terrorism.” The Fiqh Council of North 

America’s statement affirms the following Islamic principles:  

1. All acts of terrorism, including those targeting the life and property of civilians, whether 

perpetrated by suicidal or any other form of attacks, are haram (forbidden) in Islam. 2. It is 

haram (forbidden) for a Muslim to cooperate with any individual or group that is involved in 

any act of terrorism or prohibited violence. 3. It is the civic and religious duty of Muslims to 

undertake full measures to protect the lives of all civilians, and ensure the security and well-

being of fellow citizens.” A comprehensive collection of condemnations of terrorism and 

extremism by American Muslims, including theological arguments, may be found on The 

American Muslim, a publication that has been providing information about the American 

Muslim community since 1998.  

Many American Muslim leaders, educational institutions and advocacy groups have 

repeatedly spoken out for freedom of expression and are actively involved in promoting 

religious liberty for all people both in the United States and abroad. A recent statement signed 
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by some 200 American and Canadian Muslim leaders unconditionally condemned “any 

intimidation or threats of violence directed against any individual or group exercising the 

rights of freedom of religion and speech; even when that speech may be perceived as hurtful 

or reprehensible.” The statement directly addresses recent controversies in the United States: 

“We are concerned and saddened by the recent wave of vitriolic anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic 

sentiment that is being expressed across our nation. We are even more concerned and 

saddened by threats that have been made against individual writers, cartoonists, and others by 

a minority of Muslims. We see these as a greater offense against Islam than any cartoon, 

Qur’an burning, or other speech could ever be deemed”.  

3.7 Religious Freedom 

Views of Islam in America affected debates regarding freedom of religion during the drafting 

of the state constitution of Pennsylvania in 1776. Constitutionalists promoted religious 

toleration while Anti constitutionalists called for reliance on Protestant values in the 

formation of the state's republican government. The former group won out, and inserted a 

clause for religious liberty in the new state constitution. American views of Islam were 

influenced by favorable Enlightenment writings from Europe, as well as Europeans who had 

long warned that Islam was a threat to Christianity and republicanism.  

In 1776, John Adams published Thoughts on Government, in which he mentions the Islamic 

prophet Muhammad as a "sober inquirer after truth" alongside Confucius, Zoroaster, 

Socrates, and other thinkers. In 1785, George Washington stated a willingness to hire 

"Mahometans," as well as people of any nation or religion, to work on his private estate at 

Mount Vernon if they were "good workmen."( Huston, James H. The Founding Fathers and 

Islam (May 2002)-Library of Congress Information Bulletin". In 1790, the South Carolina 

legislative body granted special legal status to a community of Moroccans. In 1797, President 

John Adams signed the Treaty of Tripoli, declaring the United States had no "character of 

enmity against the laws, religion, or tranquility, of Mussulmen". 

In his autobiography, published in 1791, Benjamin Franklin stated that he "did not 

disapprove" of a meeting place in Pennsylvania that was designed to accommodate preachers 

of all religions. Franklin wrote that "even if the Mufti of Constantinople were to send a 

missionary to preach Mohammedanism to us, he would find a pulpit at his service." Franklin 

also wrote an anti-slavery parody piece claiming to be translation of the response of a 

government official at Algiers to a 17th-century petition to banish slavery there; the piece 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pennsylvania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Adams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thoughts_on_Government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington
http://www.loc.gov/loc/lcib/0205/tolerance.html
http://www.loc.gov/loc/lcib/0205/tolerance.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moors_Sundry_Act_of_1790
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Tripoli
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muslim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Autobiography_of_Benjamin_Franklin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benjamin_Franklin
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develops the theme that Europeans are specially suited for enslavement on cultural and 

religious grounds, and that there would be practical problems with abolishing slavery in 

North Africa; this satirizes similar arguments that were then made about the enslavement of 

Blacks in North America. Thomas Jefferson defended religious freedom in America 

including those of Muslims. Jefferson explicitly mentioned Muslims when writing about the 

movement for religious freedom in Virginia. In his autobiography, Jefferson wrote "[When] 

the [Virginia] bill for establishing religious freedom ... was finally passed ... a singular 

proposition proved that its protection of opinion was meant to be universal. Where the 

preamble declares that coercion is a departure from the plan of the holy author of our 

religion, an amendment was proposed, by inserting the word 'Jesus Christ,' so that it should 

read 'a departure from the plan of Jesus Christ, the holy author of our religion.' The insertion 

was rejected by a great majority, in proof that they meant to comprehend within the mantle of 

its protection the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian and Mahometan, the Hindoo and infidel 

of every denomination." While President, Jefferson also participated in an iftar with the 

Ambassador of Tunisia in 1809. 

3.8 Muslim Integration in US 

Different surveys have much to say about the positive assimilation of Muslims in US. 

According to a 2004 telephone survey of a sample of 1,846 Muslims conducted by the polling 

organization Zogby, the respondents were more educated and affluent than the national 

average, with 59% of them holding at least an undergraduate college degree. Citing the 

Zogby survey, a 2005 Wall Street Journal editorial by Bret Stephens and Joseph Rago 

expressed the tendency of American Muslims to report employment in professional fields, 

with one in three having an income over $75,000 a year. The editorial also characterized 

American Muslims as "role models both as Americans and as Muslims". 

Unlike many Muslims in Europe, American Muslims overall do not tend to feel marginalized 

or isolated from political participation and have often adopted a politically proactive stance. 

Several organizations were formed by the American Muslim community to serve as 'critical 

consultants' on U.S. policy regarding Iraq and Afghanistan. Other groups have worked with 

law enforcement agencies to point out Muslims within the United States that they suspect of 

fostering 'intolerant attitudes'. Still others have worked to invite interfaith dialogue and 

improved relations between Muslim and non-Muslim Americans.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Jefferson
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Growing Muslim populations have caused public agencies to adapt to their religious 

practices. Airports such as the Indianapolis International Airport, Phoenix Sky Harbor 

International Airport, Kansas City International Airport have installed foot-baths to allow 

Muslims, particularly taxicab drivers who service the airports, to perform their religious 

ablutions in a safe and sanitary manner. And Denver International Airport included a mosque 

as part of its Interfaith Chapel when opened in 1996 although such developments have not 

been without criticism.  

As of May 30, 2005, over 15,000 Muslims were serving in the United States Armed Forces. 

A Pew report released in 2009 noted that nearly six out of ten American adults see Muslims 

as being subject to discrimination, more than Mormons, Atheists, or Jews. While Muslims 

comprise less than one percent of the American population, they accounted for approximately 

one quarter of the religious discrimination claims filed with the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission during 2009. According to FBI statistics, hate crimes against 

Muslims are rare, at 6.0 per 100,000, compared to blacks at 6.7, homosexuals and bisexuals 

at 11.5, and Jews at 14.8.  

On December 14, 1992, the Chief of Chaplains of the United States Army requested that an 

insignia be created for future Muslim chaplains, and the design (a crescent) was completed 

January 8, 1993. 

Holly Yan in a CNN report has this to say about positive aspects of Muslims in US despite 

terrorism: 

Donald Trump sparked a firestorm of criticism from liberals, conservatives and those in 

between when he called for a ban on Muslims entering the United States. But while such a 

ban is unlikely to be implemented in a country with freedom of religion, the cheers that 

followed his announcement at a South Carolina rally are telling. 

"I think that we should definitely disallow any Muslims from coming in. Any of them," 

supporter Charlie Marzka, 75, told CNN. "The reason is simple: We can't identify what their 

attitude is. "Indeed, the truth about Muslims in America is perhaps surprising—but not in the 

way Trump and his supporters might think. 

A look at polls and studies conducted in the last few years shows that Muslims have been 

crucial in helping law enforcement find terror suspects in the United States. Many have 

served in the military protecting the country against terrorists. And in many ways, they're a 

lot like other everyday Americans. 
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Here's the reality of Muslims in America and how it smashes stereotypes: 

They are a minuscule portion of the U.S. population 

It's difficult to come by hard numbers because the U.S. Census doesn't collect religious data. 

But the fear of Muslims taking over and imposing Sharia law is unfounded. By some 

estimates, Muslims make up less than 1% of the U.S. adult population. By 2050, their 

numbers will grow to 2.1%. Of all the Muslims in America, 63% are exactly the kind Trump 

wants banned immigrants. They're better educated than most Americans. 

U.S. Muslims have the second-highest level of education among major religious groups in the 

country; Jews have the highest. And a greater proportion of them have college degrees than 

the general U.S. population. They have more gender equality. 

While in many parts of the Muslim world, women are confined to second-class status, that's 

not the case among American Muslims. Virtually all of them, 90%, agree that women should 

be able to work outside the home. American Muslim women hold more college or 

postgraduate degrees than Muslim men. And they are more likely to work in professional 

fields than women from most other U.S. religious groups. 

They've been here since the birth of the nation ... 

Scholars estimate about a quarter to a third of the Africans brought to the United States as 

slaves were Muslims. Most were then forced to convert to Christianity. 

... and they're not just clustered in big cities 

American Muslims live in cities big and small all across the United States. The first mosque 

built in America was in, of all places, Ross, North Dakota, back in 1929. 

They're as religious as Christians ... 

The general perception of Muslims has one thing right: Most Muslims are very religious. 

About half say they attend the weekly Friday prayers. But that makes them similar to 

Christians: About 70% of Christians say religion is important in their lives, and about 45% go 

to a weekly service. 

... but they're not as dogmatic as they are portrayed 

Much has been made about fundamentalist Muslims and their strict interpretation of the 

Quran. But most American Muslims are different. A Pew religious landscape survey 

found that 57% of American Muslims say there is more than one way to interpret Islam's 

teachings. A similar number say many different religions can lead to eternal life. 
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After every terrorist attack at home and abroad, the refrain rises, "Where is the Muslim 

condemnation?" American Muslims have spoken out and done much more. A Duke 

University study found more terrorism suspects and perpetrators were brought to the attention 

of law enforcement by members of the Muslim-American community than were discovered 

through U.S. government investigations. And a Pew survey found that roughly half of U.S. 

Muslims say their religious leaders aren't speaking out enough against Islamic extremism. 

3.9 Problems of Contemporary Muslims  

Despite many positive aspects of the condition of Muslims in US, there are some problems 

faced by Muslims today especially after 9-11 terrorist attacks. Dean Obaidallah, a prominent 

American Muslim writes: 

The numbers tell a distressing tale. In October 2001, an ABC poll found that 47 

percent of Americans had a favorable view of Islam. By 2010, that number had 

dropped to 37 percent. 

And today, alarmingly, only 27 percent of Americans have a favorable view of 

Muslim Americans. This last poll is the most concerning because it shows how my 

fellow Americans see my Muslim friends, colleagues and even me—because I’m 

Muslim. 

How did we get to this place? That’s a question I’ve been asking myself over and 

over. 

There are a few key factors. Undisputedly the horrible acts committed by radical 

Muslims have had a big impact.  In the last year alone we’ve seen the Boston 

Marathon bombing, the Boko Haram kidnappings of schoolgirls, and now ISIS 

rampaging through Iraq and Syria. 

Another reason is that many Americans tell me they don’t see Muslims publicly 

condemning these terrorists. They want to be convinced that the radicals are truly the 

exception and not “true Islam.” 

Of course, condemning terrorism and getting media coverage for it are two different 

things. A grisly beheading results in days of media coverage. Muslim leaders holding 

a press conference denouncing terrorism, which they have done extensively in 

response to ISIS, will result in two to three minutes of media coverage on cable news, 

if they’re lucky. 

Making our efforts more challenging is that we are a small minority group, 

comprising only 1 to 2 percent of the nation. Unsurprisingly, a recent Pew poll found 

that more than 60 percent of Americans don’t even personally know a Muslim. 
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If you only see news stories that present Muslims in a negative light, and you have no 

personal connection to Muslims to offer a counter narrative, I can understand why 

many hold negative views of us. 

Compounding this issue is that there are few positive images of Muslims or Muslim 

Americans in American entertainment media. In fact, the exact opposite is true as 

Hollywood has made millions furthering the worst image of Muslims. And I can tell 

you firsthand as someone who has pitched film and TV shows that would depict 

Muslims in a positive light, there’s little appetite in Hollywood for such projects. 

But there’s something else causing this. And it’s something truly despicable. There 

are people who intentionally stoke the flames of hate against our community. 

Some do it because they simply detest/fear anyone who doesn’t pray or look like 

them. For some, Muslim bashing is their career. They make a living writing books 

and giving lectures about how Muslims want to destroy America. 

And then there are the politicians, almost exclusively Republicans, who gin up hate of 

the “other” for political gain. The anti-sharia law measures passed in states like 

Florida and North Carolina are a prime example. 

So what’s the future for Muslim Americans? Will we see even more hate crimes 

against Muslims? And Sikhs, whom many misidentify as Muslims? These numbers 

have spiked in recent years. And just last week my friend Linda Sarsour, a hijab-

wearing civil rights activist, was attacked on the streets of New York City by a man 

who shouted that he wanted to behead her and then chased her into traffic. 

Thankfully, Linda was not injured and the assailant, a white male, was arrested. 

Will we see an even higher number of employment discrimination claims filed by 

Muslim Americans? Currently over 20 percent of the claims filed with the EEOC are 

from Muslims, even though we comprise just 2 percent of the country. 

I want to be optimistic. I want to be able to say in a few years it will be better. But I 

don’t know if that’s true. 

What I can say with confidence is that American Muslims are not going anywhere. 

Yes, we will denounce those who commit horrible acts in the name of our faith to 

make it clear their actions don’t represent us. However, our focus is pursuing our 

American dream just like every other American. We will become doctors, deli 

owners, teachers, parents, and maybe even one day, President of the United States. 

And what I can also say to the bigots is that we will continue, together with the good 

people who stand with us, to fight your efforts to demonize and marginalize us simply 
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because of our faith. We won’t do that because it’s demanded of us as Muslims, we 

will do that because it’s demanded of us as Americans.  

Some Muslim Americans have been criticized because of perceived conflicts between their 

religious beliefs and mainstream American value systems. Muslim cab drivers in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota have been criticized for refusing passengers for carrying alcoholic 

beverages or dogs. The Minneapolis-Saint Paul International Airport authority has threatened 

to revoke the operating authority of any driver caught discriminating in this manner. There 

are reported incidents in which Muslim cashiers have refused to sell pork products to their 

clientele. 

A 2011 Gallup poll report has stated that there has been an increase in Islamophobia over the 

past decade and defined it as "An exaggerated fear, hatred, and hostility toward Islam and 

Muslims that is perpetuated by negative stereotypes resulting in bias, discrimination, and the 

marginalization and exclusion of Muslims from social, political, and civic life." Another 2011 

Poll provided by the Washington Post through the Public Religion Research Institute states 

that 48 percent of Americans are uncomfortable Muslim women wearing the burqa. A 2014 

Pew poll found that Muslims were the most disliked religious group in the United States with 

an average 40% cold rating, which is lower than the 41% cold rating received by 

atheists. According to a poll in November 2015 by the Public Religion Research Institute 56 

percent of Americans believe that the values of Islam are at odds with the American values 

and ways of life. 

Public institutions in the U.S. have also drawn fire for accommodating Islam at the expense 

of taxpayers. The University of Michigan–Dearborn and a public college in Minnesota have 

been criticized for accommodating Islamic prayer rituals by constructing footbaths for 

Muslim students using tax-payers' money. Critics claim this special accommodation, which is 

made only to satisfy Muslims' needs, is a violation of Constitutional provisions separating 

church and state. Along the same constitutional lines, a San Diego public elementary school 

is being criticized for making special accommodations specifically for American Muslims by 

adding Arabic to its curriculum and giving breaks for Muslim prayers. Since these exceptions 

have not been made for any religious group in the past, some critics see this as an 

endorsement of Islam.  

The first American Muslim Congressman, Keith Ellison, created controversy when he 

compared President George W. Bush's actions after the September 11, 2001 attacks to Adolf's 
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actions after the Nazi-sparked Reichstag fire, saying that Bush was exploiting the aftermath 

of 9/11 for political gain, as Hitler had exploited the Reichstag fire to suspend constitutional 

liberties. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and the Anti-Defamation 

League condemned Ellison's remarks. The congressman later retracted the statement, saying 

that it was "inappropriate" for him to have made the comparison.  

At Columbus Manor School, a suburban Chicago elementary school with a student body 

nearly half Muslim Arab American, school board officials have considered eliminating 

holiday celebrations after Muslim parents complained that their culture's holidays were not 

included. Local parent Elizabeth Zahdan said broader inclusion, not elimination, was the 

group's goal. "I only wanted them modified to represent everyone," the Chicago Sun-

Times quoted her as saying. "Now the kids are not being educated about other people." 

However, the district's superintendent, Tom Smyth, said too much school time was being 

taken to celebrate holidays already, and he sent a directive to his principals requesting that 

they "tone down" activities unrelated to the curriculum, such as holiday parties. 

3.10 Positive Statements of Muslims about US 

Rasheeda Muhammad says, “I am a third-generation Muslimah and descendant of Africans 

once enslaved in America, and I am immensely grateful for my country’s first liberty: 

religious freedom. I feel blessed to belong to the most diverse Muslim community in the 

world, with coreligionists from every race, ethnicity and Islamic background. And, as a 

historian, I deeply appreciate that before Muslims had a truly representative voice in 

America, there was tolerance for and efforts to protect the practice of Islam on American soil. 

Even more compelling to me is that non-Muslims took the lead on this. For example, in 

1730s colonial Maryland, a slave owner established a place of prayer for Ayuba Sulayman 

Diallo, an enslaved African-born imam who could write entire copies of the Quran from 

memory, according to his biography, Some Memoirs of the Life of Job (1734). In that same 

decade, Benjamin Franklin—an American Founding Father, inventor and diplomat—helped 

establish a non-denominational preaching house in Philadelphia to welcome preachers of any 

faith, including Muslims. And, in 1788, Founder James Madison, who became the fourth U.S. 

president, raised concerns about threats to the legal rights of Muslims and other religious 

minorities to worship freely. He later wrote the First Amendment to the Constitution, which 

guarantees freedom of religion, among other rights. As a result, Muslims have long enjoyed 

the right to practice their faith in the United States and openly uphold the Arkan al-Islam 
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(pillars of Islam). And the same is true for adherents of other religions and their faith 

requirements. For example, in the cities I have lived in across the United States, Jehovah’s 

Witnesses and Mormons often come knocking on my door to spread the good news of their 

religions, and more than once I have invited them in for a chat. Not surprisingly, Americans 

tend to be not only religiously diverse, but tolerant and knowledgeable about others’ religious 

beliefs and practices. When the popular American television game show Jeopardy! recently 

featured a Ramadan-related question, I delightedly observed how a non-Muslim contestant 

answered it correctly without missing a beat”. 

Two years ago an imam, a rabbi and a priest prayed together in front of an abandoned 

building located on a Chicago block that is home to the Inner-City Muslim Action Network 

and to St. Rita of Cascia Catholic Parish. The organizers, activists, community leaders, 

politicians, parents and schoolchildren present that day had reclaimed the building as their 

own. 

Another American Muslim, Rami Nashashibi says, “My experience has shown that the 

Muslim community has an extraordinary amount to offer when it comes to building 

communities that better exemplify America’s higher and still not fully realized ideals. This 

conviction has driven much of our work at IMAN over the last two decades. Connecting the 

disconnected while fighting for dignity and a better life for those on the margins of society is 

what undergirds our collective work with black Pentecostal churches, synagogues and 

communities of all different backgrounds. It is what has inspired us to bring imams, priests 

and rabbis and their congregants together with the larger community of organizers and 

residents from across diverse neighborhoods on a number of occasions. That day two years 

ago at the stoop of the abandoned building was one such moment. Through petitioning the 

city, we were able to reclaim and eventually acquire the site. More than that, we were able to 

bring the city of Chicago, among other sponsors, into a unique partnership to provide the 

financial support necessary for IMAN to turn the abandoned building into an environmentally 

conscientious training facility for a program we call Green Reentry: a job-training, 

leadership-development and housing program for formerly incarcerated people of all faiths. 

Our collective commitment to realizing our spiritual principles can propel us and the United 

States ever closer to creating a world more reflective of the ideals of equality, justice and 

human dignity that animate myriad religious traditions”. 
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Imam Khalid Latif says, “As a Muslim I am able to practice my faith. I pray five times a day. 

… I give my zakat. I fast during Ramadan. I went to hajj in 2005 and I’m able to build my 

masjids and do what my religion tells me to do … [The United States] allows me to practice 

my faith just as much as it allows someone from a different religious background to practice 

their faith.” 

Imam Shams Ali says, “Historically America is an immigrant country. And so Muslims 

happen to be mostly at the moment immigrants, but I think they are already integrating 

beautifully to the mainstream American society. So we are Americans, [who] happen to 

follow a certain religion called Islam. Being Muslims in America, I think we are not an 

exception from other communities.” 

3.11 Prominent Muslim Organisations 

Us Council of Islamic Organisations  

It is an all-party body of many prominent Islamic Organisations and they have this to say 

about themselves: 

The vision of the US Council of Muslim Organizations is that America’s Muslims will be 

socially successful in direct proportion to how well they do three things: 

a) Streamline “all-way” communication between and among our local and national 

organizations 

b) Build a laser-focused, consensus-based national vision 

c) Cooperate in mobilizing the Muslim populations of our local communities and that of our 

fellow Americans for the good of all.  

Below is the introduction of Muslim Organisations affiliated with US Council of Islamic 

Organisations and what they have to say about themselves. 

The American Muslims for Palestine (AMP)  

It is a national American grassroots organization dedicated to educating the public and media 

about Palestine and its rich cultural and historical heritage. AMP's goal is to empower 

grassroots support that eventually will urge Congress to create a more fair and balanced 

foreign policy in the Middle East. AMP works toward these goals by researching and 

publishing credible materials, which it distributes free to politicians, journalists, academics, 

students, mosques, churches and civic groups, holding lectures and workshops, running 

national ad campaigns and by creating a Palestine curriculum for high school students, among 

other activities. 
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Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) 

Since its founding in 1994, the) CAIR has worked tirelessly to provide a Muslim voice on 

local and national issues and to empower American Muslims. Their Vision: To be a leading 

advocate for justice and mutual understanding. Their Mission: To enhance understanding of 

Islam, encourage dialogue, protect civil liberties, empower American Muslims, and build 

coalitions that promote justice and mutual understanding. CAIR has grown to become the 

largest, most trusted and most effective civil rights and advocacy organization working for 

American Muslims.  

CAIR attorneys and civil rights staff across the country work to protect the civil liberties of 

all Americans. They also advocate for justice in American policies, both domestic and 

foreign, by engaging local, state and national officials on a variety of important policy 

questions. CAIR has carried out educational campaign to enhance the public’s understanding 

of Islam and American Muslims. CAIR trains activists and community members on engaging 

the media, running for elected offices and participating in civic activities. Through their 

popular Muslim Youth Leadership Programs (MYLP), CAIR prepares future leaders of the 

American Muslim community. 

Islamic Society of North America (ISNA) 

Another prominent organization (Not affiliated with USCOIO) is Islamic Society of North 

America. The Islamic Society of North America has served the Muslims of US continent for 

well over forty years. During this period, ISNA has provided many invaluable services to the 

Muslim community of North America. Most manifest of course, is the ISNA Annual 

Convention, which, since its very inception has been a meeting place of people and ideas. In 

addition to building bridges of understanding and cooperation within the diversity that is 

Islam in America, ISNA is now playing a pivotal role in extending those bridges to include 

people of all religions. Less well known, and yet critically important are their efforts that go 

beyond the Muslim community in North America to include projects that are often more 

humanitarian than theological, more global than national, and altogether more complex and 

nuanced. These include efforts to stop the human tragedy in Darfur, for instance, or to 

alleviate the plight of Tsunami hit people. The society has a wide organisational setup and 

extends its activities to academics, social welfare and inter-community dialogue.  

 

 



180 
 

Islamic Circle of North America (ICNA) 

Established in 1968, the Islamic Circle of North America is a response to the growing need 

for a supportive Muslim community in North America. ICNA has launched numerous 

services, including ICNA Sisters’ Wing, ICNA Relief, Why-Islam, Young Muslims, the 

Message International, and continues to do so to cater to the needs of the American Muslim 

community. Over 30,000 attend ICNA's conventions and conferences across America; 

Neighbor Nets are formed for members of local chapters to meet on a consistent basis. 

In the past decade, ICNA has expanded its reach across the US while maintaining an active 

presence in local communities. Muslim Family Day now attracts nearly 50,000 a year at 

several theme parks nationwide. The ICNA Council for Social Justice was formed to 

represent the Muslim voice on matters of social justice. ICNA has worked to establish 

connections between Islam and the public, collaborating with numerous Muslim 

organizations to reach this end. ICNA also works closely with many national interfaith 

organizations for the betterment of society. By focusing on self-development, education, 

outreach and social services, ICNA has cemented its place as a leading grassroots 

organization in the American Muslim community. 

Muslim Alliance in North America (MANA) 

Established in 2005, the Muslim Alliance in North America (MANA) is a national network of 

masjids, Muslim organizations and individuals committed to addressing the religious, social 

and economic issues and concerns that especially impact indigenous Muslims living in North 

America.  MANA’s outreach is to all Muslims, but particularly those Muslims and Muslim 

communities that have been historically underserved. 

The primary goals of MANA are: 

(1) To establish the strong presence of viable, healthy and dynamic Muslim communities, 

neighborhoods and institutions that meet the religious, social, economic and political needs of 

the Muslims in North America;  

(2) To call humanity actively and systematically to the life-giving message of Islam with 

wisdom and beautiful teaching;  

(3) TO advocate and work for just and righteous remedies to ills impacting North American 

society in general and Muslims in particular. 

To accomplish its goals, MANA has initiated the following projects: SHARE Centers 

(Services for Human Advancement and Resource Enhancement) and the MANA SHARE 
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Network, Community Reentry Initiative, Healthy Marriage Initiative, Healing and 

Reconciliation Campaign, Imam and Leadership Development and Masjid  Development.  

SHARE Centers serve the specific economic and social needs of the inner-city communities 

in which they are located.  SHARE Center programs include: food and clothing banks, 

employment services, GED classes, family and marriage counseling, reentry support and 

counseling, hosting summer feed sites, community computer labs, and a host of other 

community services. 

Muslim American Society (MAS) 

Established in 1993 as a non-profit organization, the Muslim American Society (MAS) is a 

dynamic charitable, religious, social, cultural, and educational, organization. Over the past 

two decades, MAS has evolved into a nationally recognized grassroots movement with more 

than 50 chapters across the United States. Its mission is to move people to strive for God-

consciousness, liberty and justice, and to convey Islam with utmost clarity. The vision of 

MAS is a virtuous and just American Society. The aim of MAS is to establish a role model 

American Muslim community that is highly integrated and positively engaged for the well-

being of society. MAS’s focus is on strengthening the spiritual and social character of the 

individual through a systematic personal development designed to help American Muslims 

grow in their understanding of their own faith, especially in ways that will enable them to 

serve their community and make broader and deeper contributions to society. MAS promotes 

active involvement with other communities across the U.S. by providing opportunities for 

community service, interfaith initiatives, youth programs, and civic engagement. MAS owns 

and operates numerous Mosques, community centers, Islamic schools, youth centers, Islamic 

colleges and institutions around the U.S. all dedicated to serve the American Muslim 

community and the society at large. 

Muslim Legal Fund of America (MLFA)  

Muslim Legal Fund of America is a charity that defends civil liberties guaranteed in the U.S. 

Bill of Rights by funding legal cases involving potential civil liberty encroachments. Muslim 

activist established MLFA in 2001 in response to egregious federal law enforcement actions 

after the tragic events of 9/11. These actions include raids on lawful religious and commercial 

institutions owned by Muslims and unlawful detainment of Muslim individuals. 
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MUNA 

MUNA is a non-profit, faith-based Dawah and social service national organization. It was 

founded with the objective of seeking the pleasure of Allah by striving to develop personal, 

moral and social quality of human life. MUNA was incorporated in the state of New York in 

1990. Since then it has extended its activities in more than 22 states. MUNA strives hard in 

organizing Muslims to get involved in socio-religious and civic life in the nation in order to 

help build individuals dedicated to serving Allah and the community.  

As a Dawah organization, MUNA calls upon Muslims to practice Islam in their personal and 

social life and try to introduce Islam to the non-Muslims. As a social and cultural 

organization MUNA involves in many social welfare and civic activities affecting people’s 

lives in America. In addition to building bridges of understanding and cooperation within the 

diverse community of Muslims in America, MUNA strives to maintain harmonious 

relationship with various organizations, religious and ethnic communities and neighbors. 

The Mosques Care 

Ministry of Imam W. Deen Mohammed (The Mosque Cares) is a non-profit organization 

established by Imam W. Deen Mohammed, The Mosque Cares is a religious charitable 

organization.  In a 3-year period, Imam W. Deen Mohammed led and oversaw the largest 

mass conversion to Islam in the history of the United States of America.  He forged close ties 

with Muslim communities worldwide and established strong relationships with many of the 

world's faiths and their prominent leadership.  Their history of Dawah efforts in the United 

States goes back 80 years to our beginnings in 1933.  Their ministry, under the leadership of 

Imam W. Deen Mohammed, and now his son, W. Deen Mohammed II has been a nationally 

recognized organization in association with Clara Muhammad schools, which have 

maintained Islamic curriculum; and numerous Masajid, Islamic centers and institutions.   

They promote the self-sustaining method of community based Muslim business entities for 

the growth and sustaining of our present and future Islamic efforts.  The Mosque Cares' 

mission is to serve our People, Community, and Humanity and inculcate the high principles 

and values of the Qur’an and the excellent model of human life, the Prophet Muhammad, 

(peace be upon him). 

3.12 Let Us Sum Up 

We have gone through a journey of Muslim-American relations from the early times. First 

contact of Muslims with American happened via slavery and how after years many 
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immigrants came to US for better living and financial stability. American constitution 

categorically stated the clause of religious freedom and Muslims had practiced their faith in 

America without any persecution. With the changing times, some hostilities grew between 

the two because of American foreign policies and many misunderstandings. But most 

American Muslims are good citizens and harmless tax givers of a country which they 

consider their own.    

3.13 Check Your Progress 

1. How did Muslim population grow in America? 

2. Describe the events that led to the hate crimes against Muslims in US. 

3. Give a detailed account on the participation of Muslims in American life with special 

reference to some prominent NGOs.   

3.14 Suggested Readings 

1. Bassiri, Kambiz Ghanea, A History of Islam in America, Cambridge University Press, 

2010 

2. Barret, Paul M., American Islam, Picador, 2007 

3. Curtis IV, Edward E, Muslims in America, Oxford University Press, 2009 
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Unit IV 

Lesson 1: Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan 

Lesson Structure 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Objectives 

1.2 Prelude 

1.3 Contextualizing the Discourse 

1.4 Emergence of Modernist/Reformist Thought 

1.5 Life and Legacy 

1.6 Response to Western Dominance 

1.7 Views on Taqlid and Ijtihad 

1.8 Sir Sayyid on Religion and Science Compatibility 

1.9 Contribution and Reforms: An Evaluation  

1.10 Criticism on Sir Sayyid’s (Religious) Thought 

1.11 The Scientific Society of Aligarh 

1.12 Apologetics and His Defence of Islam 

1.13 Let Us Sum Up 

1.14 Check Your Progress 

1.15 Suggested Readings 

1.0 Introduction 

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan was a great Muslim thinker and educationist of modern India. He 

responded to Western dominance by instigating Muslims to learn modern science and 

technology in order to compete with the growing power of the West. He also was a modernist 

and of rationalistic bent of mind as he interpreted Islam to make it compatible with the 

modern philosophy and science. His interpretation of the Qur’an reflects his apologetic stance 

where he tried to prove that every supernatural verse of the Qur’an actually has a naturalist 

meaning which majority of Muslims did not understand. This Tafseer greatly reflects the 

influence of modern sciences on his mind. Also his contribution in educating Muslims is of 

great importance. 

1.1 Objectives 

 To give a glimpse of the life of Sir Sayyid; 
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 To acquaint readers with his contributions in service of Muslim Community; 

 To present his reformist activities in the Indian Sub Continent. 

1.2 Prelude 

Born on October 17, 1817, in Delhi, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan was a Muslim educator, jurist, 

and author, founder of the Anglo-Mohammedan Oriental College at Aligarh and the principal 

motivating force behind the revival of Indian Islam in the late 19th century. His works, in 

Urdu, include Essays on the Life of Muhammad (1870) and commentaries on the Bible and on 

the Qurʾān. In 1888, he was made a Knight Commander of the Star of India. 

Sayyid’s family, though progressive, was highly regarded by the dying Mughal dynasty. His 

father, who received an allowance from the Mughal administration, became something of a 

religious recluse; his maternal grandfather had twice served as prime minister of the Mughal 

emperor of his time and had also held positions of trust under the East India Company. 

Sayyid’s brother established one of the first printing presses at Delhi and started one of the 

earliest newspapers in Urdu, the principal language of the Muslims of northern India. 

The death of Sayyid’s father left the family in financial difficulties, and after a 

limited education Sayyid had to work for his livelihood. Starting as a clerk with the East 

India Company in 1838, he qualified three years later as a sub judge and served in the judicial 

department at various places. 

Sayyid Ahmad had a versatile personality, and his position in the judicial department left him 

time to be active in many fields. His career as an author (in Urdu) started at the age of 23 

with religious tracts. In 1847, he brought out a noteworthy book, Āthār al-

Sanādīd (“Monuments of the Great”), on the antiquities of Delhi. Even more important was 

his pamphlet, The Causes of the Indian Revolt. During the Indian Mutiny of 1857, he had 

taken the side of the British, but in this booklet he ably and fearlessly laid bare the 

weaknesses and errors of the British administration that had led to dissatisfaction and a 

countrywide explosion. Widely read by British officials, it had considerable influence on 

British policy. 

His interest in religion was also active and lifelong. He began a sympathetic interpretation of 

the Bible, wrote Essays on the Life of Mohammed (translated into English by his son), and 

found time to write several volumes of a modernist commentary on the Qurʾān. In these 

works, he sought to harmonize the Islamic faith with the scientific and politically progressive 

ideas of his time. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Mughal-dynasty
https://www.britannica.com/topic/prime-minister
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Urdu-language
https://www.britannica.com/topic/education
https://www.britannica.com/topic/East-India-Company
https://www.britannica.com/topic/East-India-Company
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Muhammad
https://www.britannica.com/event/Indian-Mutiny
https://www.britannica.com/topic/religion
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The supreme interest of Sayyid’s life was, however, education in its widest sense. He began 

by establishing schools, at Muradabad (1858) and Ghazipur (1863). A more ambitious 

undertaking was the foundation of the Scientific Society, which published translations of 

many educational texts and issued a bilingual journal—in Urdu and English. 

These institutions were for the use of all citizens and were jointly operated by the Hindus and 

the Muslims. In the late 1860s, there occurred developments that were to alter the course of 

his activities. In 1867, he was transferred to Banaras, a city on the Ganges with great 

religious significance for the Hindus. At about the same time a movement started at Banaras 

to replace Urdu with Hindi. This movement and the attempts to substitute Hindi for Urdu in 

the publications of the Scientific Society convinced Sayyid that the paths of the Hindus and 

the Muslims must diverge. Thus, when during a visit to England (1869–70) he prepared plans 

for a great educational institution, they were for “a Muslim Cambridge.” On his return, he set 

up a committee for the purpose and also started an influential journal, Tahdhīb al-

Akhlāq (“Social Reform”), for the “uplift and reform of the Muslim.” A Muslim school was 

established at Aligarh in May 1875, and, after his retirement in 1876, Sayyid devoted himself 

to enlarging it into a college. In January 1877, the Viceroy laid the foundation stone of the 

college. In spite of conservative opposition to Sayyid’s projects, the college made rapid 

progress. In 1886, Sayyid organized the All-India Muhammadan Educational Conference, 

which met annually at different places to promote education and to provide the Muslims with 

a common platform. Until the founding of the Muslim League in 1906, it was the principal 

national centre of Indian Muslims. 

Sayyid advised the Muslims against joining active politics and to concentrate instead on 

education. Later, when some Muslims joined the Indian National Congress, he came out 

strongly against that organization and its objectives, which included the establishment 

of parliamentary democracy in India. He argued that, in a country where communal divisions 

were all-important and education and political organization were confined to a few classes, 

parliamentary democracy would work only inequitably. Muslims, generally, followed his 

advice and abstained from politics until several years later when they had established their 

own political organization. 

1.3 Contextualizing the Discourse 

‘Modernism’—a movement to reconcile Islamic faith with modern values such as democracy, 

rights, nationalism, rationality, science, equality, and progress—emerged in the middle of the 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Ghazipur-India
https://www.britannica.com/place/England
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/conservative
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Muslim-League
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Indian-National-Congress
https://www.britannica.com/topic/parliamentary-democracy
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/democracy
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19th century as a response to European colonialism, which pitched the Muslim world into 

crisis. Islamic modernism generated a series of novel institutions, including schools that 

combined Islamic education with modern subjects and pedagogies; newspapers that carried 

modernist Islamic ideas across continents; constitutions that sought to limit state power; and 

social welfare agencies that brought state power into even more sectors of social life. Thus, 

Islamic modernism began as a response of Muslim intellectuals to European modernity, who 

argued that Islam, science and progress, revelation and reason, were indeed compatible. They 

did not simply wish to restore the beliefs and practices of the past; rather they asserted the 

need to ‘reinterpret and reapply’ the principles and ideals of Islam to formulate new 

responses to the political, scientific, and cultural challenges of the west and of modern life.  

Concisely, as a reaction to the penetration of Western capitalist modernity into all aspects of 

Muslim society from the Arab world to Southeast Asia, a significant number of Muslim 

intellectuals began to write down the general outlines of a new intellectual project that is 

often referred to as “Islamic modernism”. Islamic modernism was an attempt to reach a 

medium between adaptation and rejection. 

The most prominent intellectuals who pioneered the modernist visions and agendas were 

Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905) in the Middle 

East and Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898) and Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938) in South 

Asia. Despite some distinctive differences, each argued that Islam was a dynamic, 

progressive religion that was made stagnant by the forces of history and the mind-set of 

many Ulama. They identified the sources of Muslim weakness and asserted the compatibility 

of religion, reason, and science; they reclaimed the glories of Islamic history, reminding 

Muslims that they had once been very strong, spawning vast empires and an Islamic 

civilization whose wonders included major achievements in science, medicine, and 

philosophy. 

They set out to initiate a reformation, to boldly redefine or reconstruct Islamic beliefs and 

thought, to reform Islamic theology and law. At the same time, they emphasized Muslim 

pride, unity, and solidarity to face the political and cultural threat of European colonialism. In 

the words of Javed Majeed, although there were some differences between these modernist 

thinkers, their work was governed by the “same project”, which was to show that Islam was 

consistent with the rationality of the European enlightenment and the development of modern 
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science. As such, they argued that there was “no fundamental incompatibility” between 

modernity and its narrative of progress, and Islam as a religion. 

The theme of this essay is to briefly introduce views of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-

1898)—Islamic modernist writer, educational and political activist, and a reformer—

on Taqlid, Ijtihad, and Science-Religion Compatibility. The modernist thinkers like Sir 

Sayyid had to struggle, firstly, with the issues of power and powerlessness, identity and 

assimilation, and modernity and traditionalism; and secondly, they have been determined to 

stimulate new thinking on contemporary issues and to demonstrate that Islam is a dynamic 

religion that calls for continuing intellectual review of both “normative” and “historical” 

Islam, in order to construct “modernist, enlightened, just, forward-looking, and life-affirming 

Muslim societies.” 

1.4 Emergence of Modernist/Reformist Thought 

Since the mid-19th century, Muslim scholars and thinkers (including that of South Asia as 

well) have contributed greatly to the development and dissemination of Islamic reformist and 

modernist discourse. Their contribution in the context of Indo-Pakistan subcontinent, 

especially of Sir Sayyid, Iqbal, Fazlur Rahman and such other eminent personalities and 

thinkers and reformers, are acknowledged by Muslims as well as Western scholars alike, 

agreeing that the “emergence of Muslim modernist reformers in the Indo-Pakistani 

subcontinent was a momentous event with far-reaching consequences.” At the same time, it is 

true that these scholars hold different opinions, diverse positions, and dissimilar views about 

the “nature and relative importance of the factors that caused this important development.” 

Some Western scholars have seen this phenomenon—of the response of Muslim modernist 

thinkers to imperialism/colonialism—as representing a reaction to British presence and rule 

in India and influences emanating from this presence; but different scholars have accorded 

varying degrees of importance to different aspects of British influence. For example, Bruce 

B. Lawrence has attributed it mainly to “commercial expansion emanating from north-

western Europe”, while H. A. R. Gibb has stressed the impact of British education on India`s 

Muslim elite. Similarly, some contemporary Muslim scholars, like Fazlur Rahman, have also 

considered influences resulting from British presence as significant in the generation and 

evolution of Islamic modernist and reformist discourses in Indo-Pakistani sub-continent. 

Clearly, the historical and socio-political context of post-Mughal India, including the impact 

of British education, made some form of reaction to the British imperialism/colonialism 
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inevitable. As in other Muslim societies, in India, too, responses to the multi-faceted British 

influence and challenge have spanned the spectrum, in the words of Hafeez Malik, from total 

rejection to total embrace to synthesis: 

(i) total rejection of these influences and the advocacy of a strict observance of 

Islam, later followed by the development of Islam-based models of government 

and resistance to the British conquest; 

(ii) total embrace of European-style modernity, and; 

(iii) synthesis, represented by Islamic modernism.  

No doubt, many diverse factors were responsible for both the multiplicity of Muslim 

responses to the British challenges and to the emergence of reformist discourse in India. In 

spite of their differences regarding the principal impetus behind the emergence of the Islamic 

modernist phenomenon—whose basis were laid, in the Indian subcontinent, by Sir Sayyid 

Ahmad Khan—most scholars agree that “Islamic modernists advocate flexible, continuous 

interpretation of Islam” in order to “reform” those aspects of Muslim tradition and law that 

have become “outdated, fossilized, or harmful” by scrutinizing those aspects in light of 

Islam's normative sources—the Qur'an and the authentic Sunnah. 

Since the time of its pioneering figures (Sir Sayyid in India/South Asia, and Al-Afghani in 

the Middle East), Islamic modernism in South Asia especially has evolved in an uneven 

fashion. But the conditions that have led to this development in South Asia are similar and 

comparable to those in other Muslim countries and societies—whether in Southeast Asia, in 

Middle East, or in Africa—including the authoritarianism of most post-independence 

governments, the disappointing results of modernization policies which have not mitigated 

socio-economic disparities, the manipulation of religion by political leaders, and for Bruce 

Lawrence, the most “profound change” for the Muslims of India came not through the 

“decline of Mughals, the attrition of indigenous groups, or the persistence of Shi'i politics, but 

rather through the advent of the British.” 

Although modern Islamic reform is often simply presented as a response to the challenge of 

the West, in fact its roots are both “Islamic (its revivalist tradition) and Western (a response 

to European colonialism)”. Islam possesses a rich, long tradition of “Islamic revival (tajdid) 

and reform (islah)”. Down through the ages, individuals’ and organizations undertook the 

renewal of the community in times of weakness and decline, responding to the apparent gap 

between the Islamic ideal and the realities of Muslim life. As with all things, a return to the 
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fundamentals of Islam—the Qur’an, the life of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), and 

the early Muslim community—offered the model for Islamic reform. 

During the 18th and 19th centuries, revivalist leaders and movements had sprung up across the 

Islamic/Muslim world. In other words, in diverse circumstances, Muslims initiated various 

revival and reform movements in the 18th and 19th centuries. Stretched across the Muslim 

world from North Africa to South and Southeast Asia, Muslim responses to colonialism and 

imperialism were conditioned, both by the source of threat and by the Islamic tradition—

ranging from holy war (jihad) to emigration (hijra), non cooperation to adaptation and 

cultural synthesis. Some Muslims, ranging from secular to Islamic modernists, pursued a path 

of accommodation to tie together the West`s scientific and technological power to revitalize 

the community and to regain independence. That is, Muslim views of the West and the 

responses to its power and ideas varied from rejection and confrontation to admiration and 

imitation. In the words of John L. Esposito, four diverse responses to the West took shape: 

rejection; withdrawal; secularism and Westernization; and Islamic modernism. 

In the emergence of Islamic modernism, it is evident that it called throughout the Muslim 

world, for a reformation (islah) and reinterpretation (ijtihad) of Islam. Responding to the 

plight of Muslim communities and the intellectual and religious challenge of the West, 

Islamic modernism sought to bridge the gap between Islamic traditionalists and secular 

reformers or conservative religious scholars, characterized by following and emulating the 

past blindly (taqlid), and western secular elites, regarded as uncritical in their imitation of the 

West and insensitive to Islamic tradition. The blame for the backwardness and plight of the 

Muslim community was credited to the Ulama’s static sanctification of Islam’s classical or 

medieval formulations and their resistance to change; so Islamic modernists wished to 

produce a new synthesis of Islam with modern science. John L. Esposito, regarding this 

situation, claims: 

Islamic modernists of the nineteenth and twentieth century, like secular reformers 

were open to accommodation and assimilation; they wished to produce a new 

synthesis of Islam with modern sciences and learning. Thus they distanced 

themselves from the rejectionist tendency of religious conservatives as well as 

western-oriented secular reformers who restricted religion to the private life, and 

they looked to the west to rejuvenate state and society. 
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Islamic modernism had an ambivalent attitude toward the West, a simultaneous attraction and 

repulsion. Europe was admired for its strength, technology and political ideas of freedom, 

justice, and equality, but often rejected for its imperialist goals and policies. Reformers like 

Afghani, Abduh, Sir Sayyid, and Iqbal, argued the compatibility of Islam with modern 

science and the best of Western thought. They preached the need and selective synthesis of 

Islam and modern Western thought; condemned unquestioned veneration and imitation of the 

past; reasserted their right to reinterpret (ijtihad) Islam in light of modern conditions; and 

sought to provide an Islamically based rationale for educational, legal, and social reform to 

revitalize a dormant and impotent Muslim community … Islamic modernism [in contrast to 

18th century revivalist movements which sought to restore a pristine past] wished to 

reformulate its Islamic heritage in response to the political, scientific, and cultural challenge 

of the West. It provided an Islamic rationale for accepting modern ideas and institutions, 

whether scientific, technological, or political (constitutionalism and representative 

government). 

For most of these reformers, the renaissance of the Muslim community was the first step to 

national independence or liberation from the hated yoke of colonialism—the restoration of 

Muslim power. Muslims, they believed, must look to Islam, their source of strength and 

unity, but learn the secrets of Western power in order to cast off foreign rule and regain their 

identity and autonomy. 

Muslim reformers emphasized the “dynamism, flexibility, and adaptability” during the early 

development of Islam. This time period was distinguished by Islamic accomplishments in the 

sciences, law, and education. In the Middle East, Afghani, who epitomized the concerns and 

program of Islamic modernism, argued that reason, philosophy, and science were not foreign 

to Islam, were not simply the products of West, or as Adeed Dawisha writes, he argues that 

“Islam was in harmony with the principles discovered by scientific reason; [it] was indeed the 

religion demanded by reason”. 

Afghani advocated for an Islamic renaissance, which would unite the Muslim world while 

simultaneously confronting the cultural threat posed by adaptation of Western ideals. Abduh, 

on the other hand, was the developer of the intellectual and social reformist dimensions of 

Islamic modernism. Afghani is considered one of the catalysts of Islamic modernization, with 

Muhammad Abduh seen as one of its great synthesizers. Abduh is even seen as the “Father of 

Islamic Modernism” in the Arab world. They sought to reform Muslim’s “clinging to the 
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past” and “backwardness,” which had been brought on by a retreat into orthodoxy caused by 

Mongol domination. Afghani and Abduh did so by attempting to reach a medium between 

Islamic law and modernity. 

While in South Asia (or Indian Sub continent) Sir Sayyid—devoting his life to religious, 

educational, and social reform—called for a bold new theology and reinterpretation of Islam 

to respond to modern change; and acceptance, not rejection, of best in the western thought; 

and Muhammad Iqbal—combining what he thought to be best of the East and the West, his 

Islamic heritage and Western philosophy to produce his own synthesis and reinterpretation of 

Islam—called for the reconstruction of religious thought (in Islam) to revitalize the 

Muslim Ummah. 

1.5 Life and Legacy 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898) was a modern Islamic writer, educational and social 

reformer. He was the chief organizer of the 19th century modern Islamic movement in Indian 

sub-continent, whose name stands out prominently as a dynamic force against superstition 

and ignorance in the history of India’s transition from “medievalism to modernism”. He was 

a dynamic personality who contributed many essential elements to the resurgence of Islam in 

modern India.  

Sir Sayyid—the chief organizer of the 19th century modernist Islamic movement in South 

Asia, Islamic modernist writer, educational and political activist and reformer, and 

jurist/theologian—was the product of post-Mughal India, ruled by Britain. Sir Sayyid was 

born on 17th October, 1817 in Delhi, then the capital of the Mughal Empire. His family had 

migrated from Herat (now in Afghanistan) in 17th century CE. Sir Sayyid was born at a time 

when rebellious governors, regional insurrections and the British colonialism had diminished 

the extent and power of the Mughal state, reducing its monarch to a figurehead status. 

He received an education traditional to Muslim nobility in Delhi and later studied 

mathematics, astronomy, medicine and Islamic jurisprudence. In a nutshell, Sir Sayyid had a 

formal education (strictly traditional) which was never completed as he ceased his schooling 

at the age of 18, but he reached out, through his personal study and independent investigation, 

to new horizons of intellectual creativity and laid groundwork for a modern interpretation of 

Islam, especially after the Mutiny of 1857. Under British rule, Indian Muslims` social, 

economic, and political positions had been severely eroded. This reality had a profound 

impact on Sir Sayyid’s intellectual development. 
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Sir Sayyid is the eldest of the five prominent Muslim modernists whose influence on Islamic 

thought and polity was to shape and define Muslim responses to modernism in the latter half 

of the nineteenth century. Like the other modern thinkers of his time—like Sayyid Amir ‘Ali 

(1849-1928), Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897), Namik Kemel (1840-1888) and Shaykh 

Muhammad ‘Abduh (1850-1905)—Sir Sayyid was deeply concerned with the state of 

Muslims in a world dominated by European colonizing powers. 

Sir Sayyid, a multi-dimensional personality, a creative thinker, a philosophical theologian, a 

community leader, an educationist and a liberal modernist, was one of those dynamic and 

revolutionary figures of history that have molded—patterned and shaped—the destinies of 

nations and changed the course of time. He was a great savior of Indian Muslims and 

possessed a multi-faceted personality, whose real greatness lies in his stressing a scientific 

attitude of mind and adopting a rational approach in all matters of human relationship. He 

believed in the supremacy of the reason in all matters, spiritual or temporal. 

A great champion against ignorance, Sir Sayyid advocated a system of education that laid 

equal emphasis on training mind and morals of the pupils. He stood for liberty of conscience 

and freedom of expression. Sir Sayyid had inaugurated, in the words of Tara Chand, “a 

revolution in Muslim thought. His endeavor was to reform the Muslims individually and 

collectively.” And in the words of Prof. K. A. Nizami, Sir Sayyid was “one of the most 

towering personalities in the galaxy of the 19th century Muslims reformers”, who occupies 

significant place in the modern history of the Indian subcontinent. He zealously worked to 

bring about a “change in the Muslim thought and behavior” and in fact, “he ushered in the 

dawn of an era of intellectual renaissance in India and contributed many essential elements to 

the development of modern Indian society.” 

Being an educational and political leader of Muslims, who were living under British colonial 

rule in India, Sir Sayyid developed the concepts of religious modernism and community 

identity that mark the transition from Mughal India to the rise of representative government 

and the quest for self-determination. In other words, Sir Sayyid surveyed the abysmal and 

appalling state of Muslim community in India after the Sepoy Uprising of 1857, which 

resulted in formal British colonial rule and the end of Muslim dominance in the Indian Sub-

Continent. 

The Sepoy Uprising, or the first ‘war of Independence’ as Indians call it, was a crucial, 

critical, decisive and significant event in the history of Indian Muslims and it deeply 
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influenced the development and progression of Sir Sayyid`s thinking. The 1857 Uprising was 

also “an ‘archaic’ attempt” of the Indian Muslims to recover their lost power in India; but its 

failure, due to the lack of organization spelt the disintegration and collapse of the feudal 

structure of Muslim society. This defeat was accepted as final by the Indian Muslims in the 

second half of the 19th century, and they felt the need of a “new kind of leadership—a 

leadership of adjustment—to find a modus vivendi with the British rulers and their resurgent 

Hindu compatriots.” From 1858-98, this leadership was provided by Sir Sayyid, thrust upon 

him by “historical circumstances within India.” 

1.6 Response to Western Dominance 

Sir Sayyid’s response to the challenge of the West, or in simpler words, to the British 

presence (colonialism and imperialism) in India was, in Aziz Ahmad’s words, “a complete 

surrender to the impact of modern ideas”, as he was concerned with “only a fraction of the 

Muslim world—the Indian Muslims”. Most importantly, it convinced him that the best of 

western civilization could and should be assimilated by the Muslims because the “pure” 

Islam taught by Qur’an and lived/ practiced by the Prophet (peace be upon him) was not 

simply unopposed to Western civilization but was, in fact, its ultimate source and inspiration. 

To put in other words, the first two decades after 1857 witnessed Sir Sayyid`s increasing 

preoccupation with the prevailing conditions of Muslims in India. Like the Muslim 

modernists in Central Asia and Ottoman empire, Sir Sayyid espoused the causes of 

rationalism in Islam, which established a new orientation—that religion existed as an aid to 

man’s progress, and man did not exist just for religion; His thesis also emphasized that 

civilization do not belong to nations, but to man. Consequently, progress and prejudice, 

advancement and narrow-mindedness, could not blend and mix together. To achieve and 

accomplish the goals of his normative values, Sir Sayyid endeavored to establish Muslim-

British rapprochement in India. 

He perceived Muslims as backward and in need of education. This period also saw an 

increasing degree of public involvement in educational and social arenas and Sir Sayyid 

undertook three major projects: 

1) To “initiate an ecumenical movement in order to create understanding between 

Muslims and Christians;” that is, he spearheaded a modernist movement that saw 

no genuine conflict between Islam and Christianity because of their common 

moral message; 
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2) To “establish scientific organizations that would help Muslims to understand 

the secret of west’s success;” that is, the establishment of Aligarh Scientific 

Society in1865—a translation society to make western thought more accessible, 

and; 

3) To “analyze objectively the causes for the 1857 Revolt.” 

For Sir Sayyid, Muslims needed to change the way they saw and responded to the modern 

world; he devoted his life to religious, educational, and social reform. Like Afghani and 

‘Abduh, he called for a bold new theology or reinterpretation of Islam and acceptance, not 

rejection, of best in the western thought. In Esposito’s words, he called for a new theology to 

respond to the modern change. 

He wanted to show that he was reclaiming the original religion of Islam, which God and His 

Messenger have disclosed. His interpretation of Islam was guided by his belief that Islam was 

compatible with reason and the laws of nature and, therefore, in perfect harmony with 

modern scientific thought. He argued that Islam’s teachings concerning God, the Prophet, and 

the Qur`an are compatible with modern science, which involve discovery of the work of God 

in natural laws; in other words, Sir Sayyid argued that Islam is “in full correspondence with 

reason”. Furthermore, he equated reason with understanding and considered it an acquired 

quality that enables human beings to distinguish between good and bad, right and wrong, 

proper and improper. According to Sir Sayyid, who used terms like understanding, reason, 

and intellect interchangeably, the only criterion for a person having reason intellect, or 

understanding is behavioral rather than substantive. 

It was during the decade of 1860s, that Sir Sayyid developed his ideas of a Islamic reform 

and a Muslim polity living under the British rule. During this time, he wrote, in 1858, Asbab 

Baghawat-i-Hind (“The Causes of the Indian Revolt”) and in 1860-1861, he published 

another tract, Risalah Khair Khawahan Musalmanan (“An Account of the Loyal 

Muhammadans of India”) in which he claimed that the Indian Muslims were the most loyal 

subjects of the British Raj because of their kindred disposition and because of the principles 

of their religion. He was the only Muslim who ventured to write a commentary on the Old 

and the New Testament, The Mahomedan Commentary on the Holy Bible (1862), which was 

“strategically designed to bridge the gulf between the two communities and to develop a 

common understanding and rapprochement”. In London, he also wrote, in response to 
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William Muir’s Life of Mahomet, ‘A Series of Essays on the Life of Muhammad’ (1870) and 

was later published in Urdu as Khutbat-i-Ahmadiyya. 

1.7 Views on Taqlid and Ijtihad 

In his religious thought, he was a “rationalist”, who emphasized a rational approach to Islam; 

and his undaunted confrontation of Islam with modern thought and his original method of 

Qur’anic exegesis inspired by western ideas was no more less than a revolution in the history 

of Muslim theology. He held the view that there can be no contradiction between Word of 

God (Qur’an) and Work of God (Nature). By his liberal interpretations, Sir Sayyid succeeded 

in paving the way for modern progressive trends in Islam, and he was first Muslim of Modern 

India to realize the necessity for a new interpretation of Islam that was liberal, modern and 

progressive. His emphasis on rational interpretation (tafsir), by-passing the hadith, and in 

rejecting the traditional practices and orientations of the orthodox made him “controversial” 

and was labeled as “heretic” or “deviant”. 

Sir Sayyid developed an exegetical rationalism in his writings and insisted that ijtihad should 

be exercised freely and without limitation and that such exercise was a fundamental right for 

all Muslims. Drawing inspiration from the writings of Shah Wali Allah (1703-62)—Indian 

theologian and founder of modern Islamic reformist/modernist thought, who is considered not 

only as one of the influential theologian and revivalists in the subcontinent, but, as Bazmee 

Ansari says, may be called the “founder of Islamic modernism”—he promoted an Islamic 

modernism and emphasized a rational approach to Islam and social reforms in Muslim 

culture and until his death in 1898 devoted his life to modernizing the life of Muslims in the 

Indian Subcontinent. 

Sir Sayyid’s achievement as a religious thinker in the context of Islamic modernism can be 

discerned as grappling with two broadly distinct problems: the rationalization of the minutiae 

of non-essential dogma, and the philosophy of Islamic law. With regard to the later, his work 

is dynamic and constructive, and as such has made tremendous impression on modern Islam 

in general and on Indian Islam in particular.  

The Qur’an repeatedly asks Muslims to change themselves and to constantly strive to change 

the world so that it could become a more just, equitable, and peaceful abode for humanity 

(e.g. Q. An-Najm, 53: 39-41). This is why at the core of Shari‘ah, we find the “principle of 

ijtihad (sustained and reasoned struggle)” which is concerned primarily “with change and 
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with shaping and reshaping the future”. The opposite of ijtihad is blindly following the other, 

taqlid-i-madhmum, in which one follows the things without understanding them.  

Sir Sayyid decried taqlid which in his opinion was responsible for the decline of Islam. For 

Sir Sayyid said, Ijtihad is the need of the hour. Give up taqlid. He gave a call that the 

Muslims could not progress without acquiring knowledge of modern sciences and 

technology. He asserted the simple truth that knowledge is not the exclusive preserve of any 

nation; it belongs to the whole mankind. He maintained a valiant posture and succeeded in 

realizing the intellectual energy of Muslims and they started getting education of science. In 

keeping with his rationalist mindset, Sir Sayyid stressed the importance of ijtihad and a 

rational interpretation of Islamic religious sources and thought. He believed as well as 

considered this to be necessary, in order to make Islam acceptable to the new age, and 

because he believed that Islam would not be understood by Muslims and appreciated by 

others unless it was presented in a rational way. He also stressed the importance of relying on 

the Qur’an and sifting the false Hadith from the reliable ones. He tried to remove “the 

corrosive elements” and accretions that he believed were seriously detrimental to Islam in his 

day. 

With regard to the religious thought of Sir Sayyid, Muhammad Umar al-Din—one of the 

three scholars after Hali (the other two being Mawlana Sa’id Akbarabadi and B. A. Dar) who 

made efforts to show in great detail, how Sir Sayyid’s attempt to reformulate Islam can be 

placed in the broader context of the history of Islamic thought—argues that Sir Sayyid 

maintained that Islam is the only religion that can go together with changing conditions and 

with a new age. For Umar al-Din, Sir Sayyid presented “a new conception of Islam and laid 

the foundation of a new [Islamic] theology (Kalam). As in former [intellectual] movements 

Islam had been presented in the form of law, or in the form of philosophy, or again in the 

form of a Sufi system [of thought], in the same way Sir Sayyid, keeping in mind the scientific 

spirit of the modern age, presented Islam in the form of a scientific theory”. 

Of all the Muslim thinkers of South Asia in the last two centuries, it was Sir Sayyid, who 

undoubtedly can be labeled as the most rational in his approach and ideas. He influenced his 

own age and the impact of his ideas continued to be felt in the years to come. 

1.8 Sir Sayyid on Religion and Science Compatibility 

Sir Sayyid believed in the compatibility of religion and science, and considered natural law 

and divine law to be the same, because according to him revelation cannot be opposed to 
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scientific actuality since an agreement between God’s word and work is essential. For him, 

between the word of God (Scripture) and the work of God (nature) there can be no 

contradiction. Furthermore, he believed that when there appeared a contradiction between a 

scientific fact and a religious rule then the latter must be reinterpreted according to scientific 

evidence. Finally, Sir Sayyid concluded that “if we keep in view the principles deducible 

from the Qur’an itself, we shall find that there is no contradiction between the modern 

sciences, on the one hand, and the Qur’an and Islam, on the other”. 

He believed in religious pluralism and considered it absurd to believe that God’s Prophets 

appeared only in Arabia and Palestine to reform a handful of Arabs and Jews, and that other 

peoples were denied of knowledge of the divine. He added, whoever followed the prophets 

achieved salvation. In this regard, his views are on a par with the more liberal contemporary 

reformist thinkers. He may be considered as a pioneer in what is now called “Inter-faith 

Dialogue”, and he worked for “greater understanding and goodwill” and harmony among 

Muslim sects, and between Muslims and non-Muslims. 

1.9 Contribution and Reforms: An Evaluation 

In this section, a brief summary of the views—praise and appreciation—of some of the 

scholars and writers (both Muslims and non-Muslims equally), is provided, which shows both 

the importance as well as relevance of the educational reforms of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan. 

For instance, John L. Esposito (Georgetown University, USA), is of the opinion that Sir 

Sayyid combined theory with practice, seeking to implement his idea and train a new 

generation of Muslim leaders. His prolific writing was accompanied by his leadership in 

many educational reforms: a translation society to make western thought more accessible, the 

introduction of their own journals, and the formation of Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental 

College (later named as Aligarh Muslim University), which was modeled after Cambridge 

university. 

Sir Sayyid helped the Muslims in India to emerge again. Various writings have emphasized 

different areas of Sir Sayyid’s thought and activity—social and political, educational and 

cultural—in which he made reforms. But almost all agree that his prime achievement was a 

revival of Muslim morale and prestige in British India, and that to him goes the credit for 

having re-established the dynamism of the Muslims in India as a social and political force. 

His efforts are regarded as a “dynamic and constructive achievement” that made a 

tremendous impression on modern Islam. Sir Sayyid not only filled the big void created in the 
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life of Muslim community by the disappearance of the Muslim rule, but he did more. He 

bridged the gap between medieval and modern India and gave the Indian Muslims “a new 

cohesion, a new policy, new educational ideals, a new prose, a new approach to their 

individual and national problems, and built up an organization which could carry on his 

work”. 

Altaf Hussain Hali (in Hayat-i-Jawid) after presenting Sir Sayyid’s overall view sets out to 

describe his various “services to country, community and religion”; and denotes his work by 

the term “Reformation”, calling him a reformer; while as, for Allama Iqbal, Sir Sayyid’s “real 

greatness” lies in the fact that he catched a glimpse of the “positive character of the age 

which was coming”, and he felt the need for a “fresh orientation of Islam and worked for it”; 

and there is no denying in the fact that this sensitive soul was, in the Indian Subcontinent, the 

“first to react the modern age.” 

Some European writers like John Strachey and Sidney Low during his lifetime characterized 

Sir Sayyid’s thinking as “liberal”, “progressive”, or “enlightened” (that is, the one who tried 

to prove Islam to be the liberal, rational and progressive religion), and these labels have 

continued even after his death. This European view was shared by many Indian writers—Hali 

and Justice Shah Din (1868-1918), for example. Shah Din, although did not consider Sir 

Sayyid a great scholar of Arabic, or a well-versed theologian, nevertheless, he maintains that 

the fact remains that in his power of grasping the fundamental principles of our Islamic 

system of faith, and in his keen insight into such of his features have made it a great motive 

power in the world, he has been hardly excelled by the most learned theologians of modern 

times. 

B.A. Dar projected this image succinctly as: “He was the first man in modern India to realize 

the necessity for a new interpretation of Islam that was liberal, modern, and progressive”. It 

clearly reveals that Sir Sayyid’s entire intellectual energy was devoted to trying to resolve the 

conflict between religion and science and to reconcile the best of both for the younger 

generation of the Muslim elite whom he wished to attract. Thus, Sir Sayyid was the first 

representative of Islamic modernism in South Asia who presented a new orientation of Islam 

and reacted to the modern age. 

1.10 Criticism on Sir Sayyid’s (Religious) Thought 

Of all the Muslim thinkers of South Asia in the last two centuries, Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan 

was undoubtedly the most rational in his approach and ideas. He influenced his own age and 
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the impact of his ideas continued to be felt in the years to come. But, at the same time, his 

ideas on religion and his socio-political views have been criticized by various scholars. Even 

today a substantial number of people reject his views. For example, some South Asian 

scholars have questioned Sir Sayyid’s intellectual prowess as an Islamic thinker, noting 

contradictions in his philosophy. Fazlur Rehman believed that Sir Sayyid “was not a keen 

religious thinker, nor perhaps primarily and deeply religious,” but “was led by the inner logic 

of the Muslim intellectual history to justify his cultural progressive attitude 

theologically”. Despite his accomplishments, his close identification with the West 

condemned him in the eyes of those who chafed under colonial rule. Sir Sayyid`s “strong 

affinity for the West”, argues Esposito, brought “strong criticism from ulama and anti-

colonialists who dismissed his loyalism and reformism as political and cultural capitulation”. 

He interpreted Islam according to his “own criteria” and on the basis of a “rationalist re-

interpretation” of the Qur`an. He formulated his own principles of exegesis (tafsir) and 

outlined “15 basic principles” for his own exegesis, (among others) including: God has 

created the laws of nature and maintains them as the disciplines of creation and existence; 

therefore ‘there can be nothing in the Qur’an contrary to the laws of the nature’; and 

‘linguistic research is necessary to study the sociological mores and possibilities of 

development of human society contained in the direct and indirect expressions of the Qur'an’. 

Sir Sayyid has been criticized by Muslim scholars for denying miracles; he regards Prophet 

Muhammad`s (peace be upon him) Isra’ (ascension to heaven and vision of God on a night of 

beatitude) only a dream, “neither a physical nor a spiritual experience”. For him, the only 

miracle attributable to Prophet (peace be upon him) is his great Prophetic role, which is 

revelational in nature but thoroughly consonant with reason.  

‘Tanqid al-Khayalat’ (1882-84), an early polemical work by Imad ud-Din (d.1901), criticized 

the theological ideas expressed by Sir Sayyid in Tahzib al-Akhlaq. This made a great impact 

on subsequent writers especially on E.M. Wherry and H. U. Weitbercht. Weitbercht in his 

close analysis of what he calls, ‘The New Islam in India’, detects, as distinctive features of Sir 

Sayyid`s new theological outlook, the adoption of azad-i-ra`y (the liberty to adopt a personal 

opinion in religious matters) as against taqlid (blind adherence). He marks out other 

features—a revival of doctrines of the mutazilite school, the acceptance of the (Western) 

conceptions of conscience and nature, and last but not the least, the re-establishment of 

pure tauhid, unity of essence, attributes, and worship—in Sir Sayyid’s outlook. Aligarh 
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College and the Muhammadan Educational Conference were, in Weitbercht’s opinion, 

nothing but the means to give the intellectual program a practical effect. 

Many opponents of Sir Sayyid refer to Jamal al-Din Afghani’s criticism of him. In one of his 

articles, ‘al-Dahriyun fi`l Hind’ (The Materialists of India), published in al Urwat al 

Wuthqa in 1884, he wrote about Sir Sayyid: “He appeared in the guise of naturalists 

[materialists], and proclaimed that nothing exists but blind nature … and that all the prophets 

were naturalists … He called himself a neicheri or naturalist, and began to seduce the sons of 

the rich, who were frivolous young men”. Furthermore, during his lifetime, he was intensely 

criticized by religious scholars (‘Ulama) who regarded his liberal reinterpretation of Islamic 

scripture as blasphemy. 

1.11 The Scientific Society of Aligarh 

The Society was an organisation founded by Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan in 1864. In 1862, 

Sayyid formed a Translation Society which used to translate the scientific works of English 

and other European languages into Urdu and Hindi. This society later evolved into the 

Scientific Society of Aligarh. The society sought to promote liberal, modern education and 

Western scientific knowledge in the Muslim community in India. 

Many of the essays he wrote during this time were on topics like the solar system, plant and 

animal life, human evolution, etc. In many ways, Sir Sayyid tried to bridge the gap between 

religion and science. 

Jai Kishan Das, close Hindu associate of Sir Syed served as its secretary from 1867 till 

1874. He was also nominated as Co-President of The Society for life. 

The Aligarh Scientific Society had a library and a reading room of its own. The books were 

mainly donated to the Society by different Indian as well as foreign gentlemen. 

Sir Sayyid himself donated a large number of books to the library. The Society subscribed to 

forty-four journals and magazines in 1866. Of those, 18 were in English and rest in Urdu, 

Persian, Arabic and Sanskrit. It exchanged its publication with similar societies like the 

Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge founded by Pandit Harsokh Rai at Lahore and 

the Mohammedan Library Society founded by Moulvi Abdul Lateef Khan at Calcutta. It also 

exchanged its journal with the publications of the Bengal Asiatic Society, Calcutta. Aligarh 

Institute Gazette was the journal of the society. 

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s interest in western style of archaeology is obvious from the times 

of Asar al-Sanadid, a book which was written by him. This interest was a lifelong passion 
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and resulted in the voluminous archaeological collections in the Scientific Society which is 

now available with the archaeological section of the History department of the Aligarh 

Muslim University. He even had no objection in installing a statue of Sir William Muir 

within the campus of the MAO College. For this he had a resolution passed within the college 

fund committee meeting dated July 6, 1875. Although this resolution was not implemented, 

keeping in mind the negative and conservative reaction of the general Muslim community of 

his times. Sir Sayyid was himself a qualified Tibb physician of Yunani medicine and was for 

some time busy in popularizing homeopathic practice within the country. Having said that, he 

was a strong protagonist of modern medicine. He was in favor of following a healthy life 

style and giving up conventional, unhygienic, unscientific traditions and customs. He 

emphasized clean clothing, nutritious food and a hygienic mannerism. Common men of his 

times had a general apathy towards western culture and life style. Sir Sayyid always 

condemned this unjustified attitude of his peer group. He said, “If we hate the culture and life 

style of different societies, however pristine they may be, because of sheer prejudice or 

because of age-old traditions, then what vision and hope do we have for our own 

development and progress?” He himself wore western dresses, adapted western mannerism 

and table etiquettes like the use of a fork and knife. In this regard he had said, “In all honesty 

we should accept that eating with a fork and knife is more hygienic and descent than having 

food by hand.” 

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan was in a strong denial of superstitions particularly miracles, magic 

and mystic. He had said, “There is nothing more damaging than a belief on superstitions like 

miracles and magic for the human mind and for the very existence of humanity”.  He denied 

and was against pan-islamism. The concept of Khalifah and Khilafat was  outdated for him. 

In his article entitled, “Imam aur Immamat”, he had clarified, “a present day analysis clearly 

shows that no one is worth the title of Imam and also no one, not even a head of state, is 

worth being entitled to be called a khalifa of the prophet. Although Muslims governing an 

area can aptly call their monarch as sultan (king) of that country, and in fact they are actually 

sultans, what so ever they may call themselves.” He denied any contradiction between 

religion and science. He said, “Religion is the word of god and our surroundings are the work 

of God. An explanation of the existence of work of God is science. No contradiction is 

possible between science and religion as word of God cannot be in opposition of work of 



205 
 

god. If a contradiction between religion and science exists in a mind, then it indicates cloudy 

thinking and therefore one should try to clear his thinking”. 

He was a strong supporter of religious understanding. He always emphasized the importance 

of religious tolerance. In this regard he has said, “In reality denouncing religious heads of 

other sects is actually denouncing the religious heads of one’s own religion”. Sir Sayyid had a 

scientific and rational attitude. He worked to the best of his capability to be aware of the 

contemporary scientific thinking and knowledge. His contemporary scientific knowledge is 

well demonstrated in his urdu writings on the subject. He wrote a detailed essay on the solar 

system entitled, “Duniya kab bani aur kitni muddat mein”. The essay is a commentary on the 

prevailing theories on the subject.  

One of his articles entitled, “Naqsh-e tehqiqat-ul arz, hasbe ilme geology”, shows his grasp 

on the modern view of geology. It is a detailed manuscript with objective reasoning. The 

article deals with different stages of animal evolution, with different eras of evolution 

(namely Paleozoic, Mesozoic and Cenozoic) and their sub-classification. The 

article has a broad view of the animal and plant life of these geological eras. A paragraph 

from the said manuscript clearly explains this: 

“In this era there were three periods, Devonioun, Carboniferous and Permian. During this 

phase, fern vegetations and fishes were in ample. Third era was called Trisic. It had reptiles, 

flowering plants, Placeocerous, Ethiocerous and monstrous aquatic animals. Land animals 

like dinosaurus were found in the plains.”  

In the same article, he has written about the human evolution. He writes, “Earliest existence 

of man in its primary form, is found in the tertiary period. Evidence of developed human 

form dates back to 2.5 lakh years. It is here that man made tools of stone and bone are also 

found.”  

In 1869-70, Sayyid Ahmad Khan was in England. Charles Darwin, who was alive at this 

time, had written the Origin of Species. The book was a focus of extensive debate. 

Fundamentalists, mainly from the English Clergy, were at the forefront of criticizing and 

ridiculing Darwin’s work. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan had shown his interest in this ongoing 

debate. As a result, he published a detailed Urdu article entitled, “Adna halat se alla halat par 

insane ki taraqee”. He wrote on the origin and evolution of man. He negated the religious 

theories of evolution namely the Divine Theory and Theory of Spontaneous Creation. He had 

written, “I do not claim that all plants and animals, along with their different species and sub 
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species, were created together at one time. In fact we are unaware of the time frame in which 

these plants and animals came into being. We are compelled to accept the fact that in this 

process some came first followed by the others and so forth”. 

This writing of Sir Sayyid clearly points towards his open mindedness for accepting scientific 

knowledge of his times without any religious prejudices. It shows that he had no hesitation in 

accepting rational thinking if the same has stood the test of reasoning.  

1.12 Apologetics and His Defence of Islam 

Sir Sayyid had a special knowledge about Islam. He had grown in the religious environment 

of his family. The Western scholars and writers had come forward with their writings on the 

various themes of Islam and life of the Prophet Mohammad (peace be upon him) in the 18th 

century. In the 19th century, this trend developed in a good deal even in India. However, their 

views about Islam were much biased nature and had little appreciation about its truth. It 

perturbed Sir Syed much and he decided to reply the allegations made against Islam by some 

Western writers particularly William Muir, who wrote Life of Mohmet. In it, sarcastic 

remarks are made against the life of Prophet Muhmmad .One of the chief purposes of Sir 

Sayyid’s visit to England was to collect required material for his book on the Prophet (peace 

be upon him). That is why he collected money to visit to England. In England, Sir Sayyid 

visited to British Museum and the other libraries and consulted various books on the subject. 

Here he wrote his famous work, Khutbat-i-Ahmadiyah its English version is Essays on Life of 

Muhammad (peace be upon him). Among other essays in the book which treat Geography 

and History of Arabia, its customs and religion, one essay specially addresses the Western 

views and offensive remarks about Islam. “Whether Islam has been Beneficial or Injurious to 

Human Society in General”. Three issues have been specifically treated here: I. Polygamy II. 

Divorce III. Slavery. The last part of the book consists of the essays on the Qur’an, genealogy 

of the Prophet (peace be upon), the Old and New Testament and the ascension of the Prophet. 

For our relevance here we shall be dealing with his discussion about the above mentioned 

three issues which Sir Sayyid discusses in the context of Western criticism of them. At the 

outset, he explains the efficacy of religion as making the distinction of good and evil. 

Without religion, it is not possible to identify truth about them. On polygamy which has 

become subject of criticism by William Muir and others, he elucidates that the justification of 

polygamy in Islam is on three bases natural condition of man. That man is by nature 

biologically capable to have more than one wife and so provision is not unnatural. Second is 
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social and sometimes the social conditions i.e., to secure orphans and widows make 

allowance of polygamy justified. Third is religious and polygamy is allowed provided there 

can be observance of justice in rights and privileges and affection among all wives.  

Sir Sayyid says that these ‘restrictions and regulations materially serve to prevent truly pious 

and religious persons from indulging in polygamy, for they almost immediately discover that 

the availing themselves of conditions and observing its regulations, which are so strict and to 

be extremely difficult to be compiled with, is incompatible with the due and faithful 

discharge of their religious duties.’ Polygamy is viewed not only from physiological angle 

but also from psychological view point as to afford the remedy for the embitterment of 

conjugal life.’ On divorce, Sir Sayyid views that although marriage is a sanctified principle 

for Christians yet divorce is attainable only by making appeal to House of Lords and it 

continued up to 1856 when a new court was created to decide the divorce case. Although 

divorce is thought a great enemy to society generally as it destroys man’s trust in woman’s 

fidelity, Sir Sayyid says that it has also its advantages. It frees either the wife or the husband 

from the incapability of dispositions, violence of temper or frailty that embitters the life of 

both. Sir Sayyid very cogently refers to the stand of the Prophet (peace be upon him) about 

the issue, that the Prophet neither underrated nor overvalued divorce. He on one hand asked 

his followers to treat woman with respect and kindness and bear patiently their violence and 

ill temper till it becomes extremely intolerable. He allowed divorce, says Sir Sayyid, “under 

circumstances when it could not fail to prove a valuable boon, when it either entirely remove 

or at least greatly alleviated the cases, troubles, and embitterment of wedded life; and whom, 

if not taken advantage of society would suffer till more than it already did … Muhammad 

(peace be upon him) did not restrict himself to merely allowing divorce to be adopted under 

certain circumstances. He permitted divorce in three several distinct and separate periods 

within which they might endeavor to become reconciled and renew their conjugal 

intercourse”. Sir Sayyid also quotes, some Ahadith (Traditions) of the Prophet (peace be upon 

him) regarded divorce particularly exercising three divorces at one and the same time which 

the Prophet (peace be upon him) bitterly resented. On the issue of slavery has not been 

forbidden neither in Jews nor in Christians and it made them to allow African slave trade, 

“the horrors of which could never have been suspects by the ancients” According to Sir 

Sayyid Prophet Muhammad (peace upon him) took a serious notice of slavery in Arabia and 

tried to get it abolished from the society. The Prophet (peace be upon him) declared that ‘all 
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Mohammadans are brothers and that no man should hold his brother in slavery, He at once 

liberated a vast mass of mankind. The moment a slave declares himself believer he is free’. 

Sir Sayyid elaborates that discouraging slavery and alleviating its evils can also be found in 

the ordinance of Islam in which it is mentioned that in the sale of slaves the mother shall in 

no account be separated from the children. To Sir Sayyid one more ordinance of Islam is 

more productive towards the abolition of salary. It reads as, “All persons in your possession 

are your brothers, both of you being of one human race; therefore, treat them with kindness, 

feed them and clothes them in the same manner as you do yourselves.” This made a great 

impact upon the Muslims who formed equality in their dealings with others by providing 

equal opportunities and privileges to one another. Umar (RA) the second Kahlifah of Islam 

used to share the camel ride with his servant in his journey with pleasure. In his illustration of 

the truth of these Islamic social laws, Sir Sayyid also refers to various Western writers 

namely Godfrey Higgins, Mr. Davenport and Edward Gibbon; their views about Islam which 

are almost appreciable are heighted by Sir Sayyid. Even in his ‘preface’ to Essays on Life of 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), he makes a brief mention of the views of the few 

other English authors like Dr. Springer and Thomas Carlyle who wrote on the Prophet (peace 

be upon him). To Sir Sayyid, Dr. Springer like William Muir makes objectionable remarks 

while Carlyle elevates the personality of Muhammad (peace be upon him) and calls the 

allegation untenable. Sir Sayyid’s this book is of great importance not only in terms of 

serving as a good documentation of Sirah of the Prophet (peace be upon him) but also in way 

of its refueling the allegations and criticisms against him and Islam. It is regarded as the first 

English work by a Muslim on the life of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and it 

paved the way for other Muslim work in English on Sirah and Islam particularly in the Indian 

Subcontinent.  

1.13 Let Us Sum Up 

The West and their colonialism in the east particularly in India influenced the development of 

the Muslim community and its attitude towards the West. Their vision inspired Muslim 

intellectuals and activists across the Muslim world to emphasize educational reforms that 

incorporated a modern curriculum, legitimated legal and social change, and contributed to the 

formation of anti-colonial independence movements. Sir Sayyid, captivated by the amazing 

progress registered in multiple fields of European people, wanted similar scientific and 
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technological sophistication and superiority, material progress and advancement of Muslims 

as well. 

Sir Sayyid’s efforts are regarded, on the whole, as a dynamic and constructive achievement as 

he bridged the gap between medieval and modern India and gave the Indian Muslims a new 

cohesion, a new policy, new educational ideals, a new prose, a new approach to their 

individual and national problems, and built up an organization which could carry on his work. 

Sir Sayyid and other Muslim modern thinkers restored Muslim pride in Islam’s intellectual 

and scientific heritage, generated modern ideological interpretations of Islam that 

incorporated modern concepts and perceptions, ideas and ideals, disciplines and institutions, 

and thus introduced and reinforced a change-oriented mind-set. 

The voices of educationists reformist thinkers like Sir Sayyid have prevailed and will prevail 

all the negative forces and their thinking will remain as a source of inspiration for all the 

reformist and modernist thinkers, not only across the Muslim world, but also for Muslim 

thinkers of Europe, America and other countries and continents across the globe, for the 

reason that it is still not only relevant, significant, and important, but equally essential, 

considerable and appropriate. To keep alive and to maintain properly this legacy—a legacy of 

education, of learning, of culture, of civilization, and of a rich tradition—which Sir Sayyid 

has left behind for the educational advancement and improvement of Muslims, almost all his 

works have been (re)published now by Sir Syed Academy, Aligarh Muslim University, 

Aligarh, India. 

1.14 Check Your Progress 

1. Give an account of the evolution of Sir Sayyid as a modern thinker of Islam. 

2. Discuss views of Sir Sayyid about the compatibility of Reason and Revelation. 

3. Write a detailed note on education reforms of Sir Sayyid. 

1.15 Suggested Readings 

1. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Tafsir al-Qur’an wa huwa al-Huda wa al-Furqan  

2. Maulana Altaf Husayn Hali, Hayaat e Javed  

3. S.R. Sharma, Life and Works of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan  

4. Khaleeq Ahmad Nizami, Sir Syed 

5. Abdul Ali and Syed Ahsan, Sir Syed's Contribution to Islamic Studies 

 

 



210 
 

Lesson 2: Allama Iqbal 

Lesson Structure 

2.0. Introduction 

2.1 Objectives 

2.2 Prelude 

2.3 Starting the Discourse 

2.4 Starting the Discourse 

2.5 About the West 

2.6 Western Influence 

2.7 Progress and Ethics 

2.8 A Poet for the Future 

2.9 As Poet of the East 

2.10 Iqbal and the West 

2.11 Western Themes in Iqbal’s Poetry 

2.12 Iqbal’s Refutation of the West 

2.13 Nature of Khudi (Self)/Perfect Faithful 

2.14 Let Us Sum Up 

2.15 Check Your Progress 

2.16 Suggested Readings 

2.0 Introduction 

Allama Iqbal was a great poet and philosopher of Islam who in his poems and lectures 

stressed on the practical aspects of Islam to be implemented in the world within the shadow 

of a new kind of Ijtihad. His views of Reform in Islam was of great importance as he 

suggested to devise a new Jurisprudence which will satisfy the modern social, cultural, 

political and economic needs of Muslims. He both appreciated and criticised the modern 

Western civilization in a balanced and just manner. On the one hand he praised the modern 

scientific vigour leading to many technological advances, on the other hand he refuted the 

fundamentals of Western Civilization based on Godlessness and Materialism. He was a great 

spiritualist and in his later part of life supported a Universal Caliphate for the Muslim World 

which can be understood in a Pan Islamic way. His influence is much profound on most of 

the Muslim world especially Indian Sub Continent and Central Asia.  
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2.1 Objectives 

 To highlight the life and contribution of Iqbal with respect to Islam and the Muslim 

World. 

 To stress on the philosophy of Iqbal derived from his poetry and lectures. 

 State his analysis of the Western Civilization. 

 Mention his plans and advices for the Muslim World on both individual and collective 

issues. 

2.2 Prelude 

Sir Muhammad Iqbāl (November 9, 1877–April 21, 1938) was an Indian Muslim 

poet, philosopher and politician, whose poetry in Persian and Urdu is regarded as among the 

greatest in modern times. He is famous for his work on religious, political and social 

philosophy in Islam. He is commonly referred to as Allama Iqbal  

where Allama means Scholar. 

After studying in England and Germany, Iqbal established a law practice, but he primarily 

concentrated on religious and philosophical subjects, writing scholarly works on politics, 

economics, history, philosophy and religion. He is best known for his poetic works, which 

include the Tarana-e-Hind (Song of India), Asrar-e-Khudi (Secrets of Self), in honor of 

which he was knighted by George V, Rumuz-i-Bekhudi (Secrets of Selflessness), and 

the Bang-i-Dara (Caravan Bells). Iqbal was also the author of many political, philosophical 

and historical commentaries. He is known as Iqbal-e-Lahori (Iqbal of 

Lahore) in Afghanistan and Iran where he is highly praised for his Persian works. 

Iqbal was a strong proponent of the political and spiritual revival of Islamic civilization 

across the world, but specifically in India; a series of famous lectures he delivered to this 

effect were published as The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. One of the most 

prominent leaders of the All India Muslim League, Iqbal encouraged the creation of a "state 

in northwestern India for Indian Muslims" in his 1930 presidential address. Iqbal encouraged 

and worked closely with Muhammad Ali Jinnah, and he is known as Muffakir-e-Pakistan 

("The Thinker of Pakistan"), Shair-i-Mashriq ("The Poet of the East"), and Hakeem-ul-

Ummat ("The Sage of Ummah"). His dynamic interpretation of Islam posited that no 

generation should be bound by the interpretations of previous generations but should be free 

to solve their own problems.  

 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Muslim
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Philosopher
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Politician
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Political_philosophy
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Political_philosophy
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Islam
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/England
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Germany
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/George_V_of_the_United_Kingdom
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Afghanistan
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Iran
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2.3 Starting the Discourse 

Although Allama Muhammad Iqbal achieved greatness as a poet but he was interested more 

in improving human condition through his work than in poetry itself. He wrote to one of his 

friends Syed Nazir Niazi that he was using the medium of poetry only to convey his message. 

All through Iqbal’s work a single theme runs like a powerful stream and that is, how to 

restore man his rightful place in the world as advocated by the Quran (17:70). He struggled to 

reawaken in Muslims the original spirit of dynamic thought in Islam that once reverberated 

through the Muslim world and which, according to well respected Western historians (e.g., 

Robert Briffault, George Sarton, and John William Draper) led to European renaissance. But, 

unfortunately, that dynamism in thought could not continue in Islam. More than anything else 

this may have been the single most cause of the Muslim world’s downfall. 

From time to time many Islamic movements arose in the Muslim world claiming to change 

this situation around. But all they could do was put political pressure against rulers that were 

under the control of their colonial masters in the West. Most of these religious movements 

originally started as reformist movements inspired and led by Islamic scholars but gradually 

turned into political movements. According to them the corruption in Muslim societies 

mainly stemmed from the western educated secular and liberal elites at the helm of affairs; 

so, these corrupt rulers must be removed from power if Islamic renaissance is to happen. This 

battle continues till today in one form or the other. 

Contrary to popular view, Iqbal did not see the problem facing Islam as it is generally cast in 

terms of Islam versus the West. He saw the problems facing both the Muslim world and the 

West in their own contexts and parameters. 

'During the last five hundred years religious thought in Islam has been practically stationary. 

There was a time when European thought received inspiration from the world of Islam. The 

most remarkable phenomenon of modern history, however, is the enormous rapidity with 

which the world of Islam is spiritually moving towards the West.' 

'There is nothing wrong in this movement, for European culture, on its intellectual side, is 

only a further development of some of the most important phases of the culture of Islam. Our 

only fear is that the dazzling exterior of European culture may arrest our movement and we 

may fail to reach the true inwardness of that culture. During all the centuries of our 

intellectual stupor Europe has been seriously thinking on the great problems in which the 

philosophers and scientists of Islam were so keenly interested. Since the Middle Ages, when 

https://www.islamicity.org/quransearch/?ref=17:70
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the schools of Muslim theology were completed, infinite advance has taken place in the 

domain of human thought and experience.' 

2.4 Starting the Discourse 

Iqbal’s keen insight foresaw many of the problems that Muslim world is facing today. Being 

an extraordinary visionary in a 1936 poem called Iblis ki Majlis-e Shura (the Consultative 

Committee of Satan) he predicted many events including the fall of communism. He was 

deeply worried that Islam has been reduced to soulless rituals and fight over trivial and 

peripheral matters. The core teachings of Islam of universal freedom, human dignity, and 

justice have been sidelined or ignored by some Islamic movements. Muslims are divided into 

sects in clear violation of the Quranic injunction (30:32, 6:159). This situation made Iqbal’s 

heart ache and his soul restless and tormented. 

He suggested that before any kind of reform movement in Islam can happen there must be 

movement of thought in the structure of Islam first. However, movement of thought can only 

happen with acquisition of modern knowledge and not by following status quo. That is why 

he advocated an approach against maintaining status quo: 

The only course open to us is to approach modern knowledge with a respectful but 

independent attitude and to appreciate the teachings of Islam in the light of that knowledge, 

even though we may be led to differ from those who have gone before us (The 

Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, p. 78). 

What Iqbal is saying here is in accordance with the Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet 

(peace be upon him); that continuous acquisition of knowledge and being in the habit of 

thinking are sacred duties of all Muslims (20:114, 34:46). How can a mind keep thinking and 

keep its forward movement if it does not continue to acquire new knowledge about Islam? 

Whatever has been done before should be considered a treasure but we have to add to it our 

own treasures of thought and knowledge. 

Repeating old knowledge about Islam cannot lead to Islamic renaissance. We should not be 

like a bell that produces the same sound over and over again no matter how or with what we 

strike it as Bergson says in The Creative Mind. Islam is dynamic. It requires dynamic thought 

in order to develop and flourish. However, new knowledge and new thoughts in Islam have 

been declared forbidden in our man-made sectarian Shariah. This is the real dilemma. 

Opening the door of Ijtihad is the only way forward according to Iqbal. However, Muslims 

have become victims of our reflexive thoughts due to habit and attitude formed by repetition 

https://www.islamicity.org/quransearch/?ref=30:32
https://www.islamicity.org/quransearch/?ref=6:2=159
https://www.islamicity.org/quransearch/?ref=20:114
https://www.islamicity.org/quransearch/?ref=34:46
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and imitation on top of deeply rooted sectarian thoughts spread over several centuries. 

Changing these thoughts is not easy. This requires a deliberate conscious process that 

involves self analysis, self evaluation and self change. This is the way to change our selves. 

And only by changing our inner selves could we ever hope for Islamic renaissance as 

mentioned in the following Quranic verse: 

“Verily, God does not change men's [nation’s] condition unless they change their inner 

selves.” (13:11). 

So for we have been trying to change our condition without changing our inner selves, 

without changing our mindset. The result is in front of us. The above verse tells us to change 

that order. We cannot solve today’s problems with the same kind of thinking that produced 

them. That is, before we undertake any reform movement or do Ijtihad in Islam there must be 

a mass movement for reforming our thoughts first in order to produce self-concentrated 

individuals. Other things will follow later. If we have prepared the ground, planted the proper 

seed and nourished it we are bound to enjoy its fruits – but later. And each generation must 

do its part to continue this process. Allama Iqbal puts it best when he says: 

The teaching of the Quran that life is a process of progressive creation necessitates that each 

generation, guided but unhampered by the work of its predecessors, should be permitted to 

solve its own problems. False reverence to past history and its artificial resurrection constitute 

no remedies for a people’s decay. ‘The verdict of history’, as a modern writer has happily put 

it, ‘is that worn-out ideas have never risen to power among a people who have worn them 

out.’ The only effective power, therefore, that counteracts the forces of decay in a people is 

the rearing of self-concentrated individuals. Such individuals alone reveal the depth of life. 

They disclose new standards in the light of which we begin to see that our environment is not 

wholly inviolable and requires revision” (The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, 

p. 120). 

2.5 About the West 

Towards the close of the 19th century Muslim young men began to be   attracted by the 

civilization. They enjoyed the universities founded by British rulers. Muslim overcame their 

diffidence and set their feet confidently on the path of   higher education. Allama Muhammad 

Iqbal had understood clearly the inherent weaknesses of western thought and culture, its 

faulty and deficient   features and the elemental perversity of its design. He says: 

Civilization of the west is perversion of heart and mind, 

https://www.islamicity.org/quransearch/?ref=13:11


215 
 

Since its soul could not remain unpolluted. 

When the soul loses its purity everything goes, 

Cleanliness of conscience, loftiness of mid, refinement  of  taste. 

Iqbal refer again and again to the godless character of the western philosophy of life whose 

foundation is laid on the intolerance of religion and ethics and the favorite pastime of which, 

during all the stages of history, has been the carving of new images. 

Annihilation of man is the profession of this civilization and trade and commerce its sole aim 

occupation: 

Europe, alas, is ignorant of this state, 

With the light of ALLAH its eye does not see; 

Not between the allowed and the prohibited it makes a distinction, 

Its wisdom is immature and mission incomplete. 

It makes one community devour the other, 

One sow the seeds, another reaps the harvest; 

In snatching bread from the weak its wisdom lies, 

And in taking away life from his brother's frame. 

The target of modern civilization is man himself who is the source of its energy the animation 

and instrument of its commerce and industry. The mounting expenditures and rising cost of 

living are the creation of Jewish cunning which have robbed mankind of the light of faith. 

The world of profit, trade, deceit and turpitude is crumbling fast and new world is struggling 

to 

take its place. 

But now a new world is born, the old world is dying, 

The world the dice-throwers of Europe have made a gambling den. 

2.6 Western Influence   

Throughout Asia, poetry is seen as a direct expression of a person's education. As well as 

being a poet, Iqbal was also a prominent philosopher, who saw the individual, the free 

development of personality, and a passion for the good of the people as central to Islam. 

As a result he was familiar with Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche and Bergson to an extent unmatched 

by any other Muslim thinker. He turned his philosophy into verse, becoming the counterpart 

to Tagore and eventually, after his death, the national poet of Pakistan. Today, his philosophy 
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is part of the many school's curriculum, and many newspapers carry a daily column featuring 

his verses. 

Iqbal learnt about the English romantics in school, and he wrote his first poems in their style. 

As was usual at that time, he was married at eighteen and then began to study in Lahore, the 

capital of Punjab, which at that time was a multicultural city with only a slight Muslim 

majority. It was well-known for its cultural life, and there was lively discussion in the city 

about modernisation and romantic nationalism. 

Muhammad Iqbal went to poetry readings, and his first poems in Urdu appeared regularly 

from 1901 onwards. The earliest are mainly romantic works, which give way to romantic 

nationalism, such as in "The Song of India" which is nowadays sung on India's national day. 

Iqbal also composed the first children's poem to be written in Urdu. 

Iqbal went to Cambridge in 1905, studying philosophy with the neo-Hegelian John 

McTaggart, as well as law. He was expected to read Hegel in the original, so he went to 

Heidelberg in 1907. There he came across with his German teacher, Emma Wegenast, who 

introduced him to Goethe's "Faust,". Iqbal eventually completed his doctorate in Munich on 

"The Development of Philosophy in Iran" and returned to Lahore in 1908. 

2.7 Progress and Ethics 

Allama Iqbal began to teach at the university once more and also practiced as a lawyer. He 

developed his own interpretation of Islam in which self-fulfilment and the Faustian ideal 

were at the centre of the religion. Two didactic poems of the time: "Complaint and Answer" 

(1912) in Urdu, and "The Secrets of the Self" (1915) in Persian―make this clear. 

Traditional circles considered both these poems as controversial. He was able to counter the 

accusations of heresy with his next work, "Secrets of Selflessness" (1918). The crucial point 

in Iqbal's philosophy of self-fulfilment is that not only individuals but also peoples can fulfil 

themselves. In the case of British India, that was an argument for the superfluousness of 

colonial rule. Colonial ideology claimed to be bringing rational science and technology to the 

"emotional" Indians. Iqbal turned this claim around, and declared that values can only be 

founded on the emotions, and the West was headed for destruction if it did not learn, like 

Islam, to consider values important. Iqbal gave the name "love" to his passion for moral 

progress in the form of an all-embracing self-fulfilment, and the home of this spiritual 

attitude was for him the East.  



217 
 

During the years of crisis in British India, Iqbal became not just a Muslim modernist but also 

a pan-Islamist. He could see that, in Europe, nationalism was leading to war-mongering, and 

so he discovered in Islam a power which united all people in "love," morality and self-

fulfilment. His next volume of poems, The Message of the East, was an answer to Goethe's 

"West-Eastern Divan." It is followed by The Call of the Marching Bell (1924). 

Iqbal then even joined politics and the main purpose of it was to struggle for the freedom of 

India from the British colonial rule and restore the culture and identity of the Muslims." The 

Muslim identity was a special concern of Iqbal. At the opening of the annual conference of 

his party in 1930 he held a speech which is seen in retrospect as the birth of the idea of 

Pakistan. He called for the areas in Western India which had a Muslim majority to be made 

into a single province. He left it open as to whether this should be within or outside India.  

2.8 A Poet for the Future 

In 1931 and 1932, Iqbal went to London to take part in the conferences on the future of India. 

He travelled through Europe once more. He published an epic, Javid Namah (The Book of 

Eternity) which provides a good way into his thought. In the book he takes an imaginary 

journey to heaven, where he debates with the poets, thinkers and politicians of the past. In 

1933, he also helped to found the University of Kabul. In 1934 there followed another 

collection of poems in Urdu, Bal-i-Jibril (Gabriel's Wing). His health was already 

deteriorating and he died on April 20th, 1938. 

Iqbal's significance for Pakistan, and also for Afghanistan, can scarcely be exaggerated. Most 

of the sections of people, associations and movements seek guidance from his thought and 

follow his call for self-fulfilment. Democracy activists especially refer to him, so that he will 

continue to play an important role in the future of the subcontinent. 

2.9 As a Poet of the East 

Iqbal has been recognised and quoted as a "Poet of the East" by academics and institutions 

and media. It should also be borne in mind that whilst dedicating his Eastern Divan to 

Goethe, the cultural icon par excellence, Iqbal's Payam-i-Mashriq constituted both a reply as 

well as a corrective to the Western Divan of Goethe. For by stylising himself as the 

representative of the East, Iqbal's endeavour was to talk on equal terms to Goethe as the 

representative of West."  
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Iqbal's revolutionary works through his poetry awakened the Muslims of the subcontinent. 

Iqbal was confident that the Muslims had long been suppressed by the colonial enlargement 

and growth of the West. In this concept Iqbal is recognised as the "Poet of the East".  

Annemarie Schimmel in Gabriel's Wing who lauds Iqbal's 'unique way of weaving a grand 

tapestry of thought from eastern and western yarns', a creative activity which, to cite my own 

volume Revisioning Iqbal, endows Muhammad Iqbal with the stature of a "universalist poet" 

and thinker whose principal aim was to explore mitigating alternative discourses with a view 

to constructing a bridge between the 'East' and the 'West'.  

2.10 Iqbal and the West 

Iqbal is great for his passionate condemnation of weak will and passiveness, his angry protest 

against inequality, discrimination and oppression in all forms i.e., economic, social, political, 

national, racial, religious, etc., his preaching of optimism, an active attitude towards life and 

man's high purpose in the world, in a word, he is great for his assertion of the noble ideals 

and principles of humanism, democracy, peace and friendship among peoples.  

Much has been written on what nationalism is. It is generally associated with geographical, 

linguistic or cultural identities. But Iqbal, despite having been educated in western 

universities and having profoundly studied western philosophy, became a bitter critic of 

many western concepts, including nationalism. In fact, he denounces the concept of 

nationalism and says that nationalism draws strength from religion’s demise: 

In taza khudaon mein bara sab se watan hai 

Jo perahan is ka hai woh mazhab ka kafan hai 

He thinks that the western concept of nationality and nationalism takes a very narrow view of 

the idea and is the very basis of international conflicts and rivalries: 

Aqwam-i-jahan mein hai raqabat tau isi se 

Taskheer hai maqsood-i-tijarat tau isi se 

Iqbal feels certain that European politicians are the epitome of cunning and teach nationalism 

to the religious-minded: 

Lurd-i-maghrib aan sarapa makr-o-fan 

Ahl-i-deen ra dad taleem-i-watan 

It was after World War II that Europe realised the ruinous effect of nationalism and with the 

launch of a movement for one, united Europe, Iqbal’s point of view was vindicated. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_subcontinent
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Iqbal’s idea of a nation and nationalism transcends all racial and geographical boundaries and 

draws strength from religion. His concept of nationalism is based, like his other ideals, on the 

teachings of the Quran and the sayings of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). Quranic 

teachings say that nations and tribes are meant for mere recognition and this division in no 

way should raise the question of superiority. Similarly, Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 

him) said: “An Arab has no superiority to a non-Arab, nor has the non-Arab any superiority 

to an Arab. Likewise, a white man is in no way superior to a black man nor is the black man 

superior to the white man except by virtue of God-consciousness.” 

What makes a Palestinian village “ours’ for every Muslim, whether living in Africa or 

Indonesia, is the sense of belonging that Islam creates among its followers — a sense that 

transcends race, colour, language and borders. 

It happens only a few times in a century, and perhaps even less, that a great personality either 

from east or from west tries to combine more characteristics features of both eastern and 

western cultures. One of these outstanding personalities in our century is the late Muhammad 

Iqbal, a man whose work has interested western scholars more than that of any other 

contemporary oriental thinker. In him "East and West met though it would be too much to say 

that they were united".  

2.11 Western Themes in Iqbal’s Poetry 

By “Western themes,” we mean quite liberally the works of poets, philosophers of the West,  

 the major movements there and general way of the Western life and attitudes, so different 

from the East that Iqbal chose to versify his comment. Most of these ‘themes’ wouldn’t have 

been familiar to the Urdu readership in general, and Iqbal started this import early in the 20th 

century, before he went to England (1905) and later to Germany for higher studies.  Not only 

did he manage to give Urdu readership a peek into a world much beyond their horizon, he 

also brought in Western thought and emotion across the impermeable linguistic and cultural 

barriers, with his inimitably versified comments.  In poetry and other matters of heart and 

mind, such barriers do not keep mutually unfamiliar cultures apart or distant for long. 

Common emotions, thoughts and feelings seep through, and he demonstrated this through his 

own poems, as examples. 

In “Baang-e-dara” (1924) particularly in Part 1 (poems he wrote before 1905),   he has 

poems for children, extracted (‘maakhooz’) from several English poets, both British and 

American, for  instance:  Aik Pahaar aur Gilhairy and Rukhsuth aye Bazm-e-Jahaan  (Ralph 
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Emerson, US),   Humdardi and Maa ka Khwaab (William Cowper, UK); Payam-e-

Subha (Longfellow, US);  and Ishq aur Mohabbut (Tennyson, UK).    

In addition, there are other poems for children, with the source of ‘extraction’ Iqbal did not 

identify. Of these, I think, perhaps Aik Mukhra aur Makhi is by Mary Howitt (1799-

1888; The Spider and the Fly) and   Buchchay ki duaa by Matilda Edwards (1836 –1919; A 

Child’s Prayer), both poets British, but I still cannot identify the source of Aik Ga-yey aur 

Bukri. 

Iqbal also wrote “Nala-e-Firaaq (Arnold ki Yaad main)” in ‘memory’ of his mentor, Sir 

Thomas  W. Arnold (1864- 1930)―actually, after his tenure at Government College, Lahore, 

Arnold returned to England in 1904  to join the University of London as a Professor of 

Arabic and Islamic Studies and then an Educational Advisor to Indian students till his death 

in 1930. So, this poem is actually about missing Arnold left Lahore. 

Iqbal had also dedicated his doctoral thesis entitled, The Development of Metaphysics in 

Persia: A Contribution to the History of Muslim Philosophy, (Munich, 1908), in these words 

as “the first fruit of that literary and philosophical training, which I have been receiving from 

you for the last ten years, and as an expression of gratitude,  I beg to dedicate it to your name. 

You have always judged me liberally; I hope you will judge these pages in the same spirit. 

Your affectionate pupil, Muhammad Iqbal.” 

Grief over Separation (Thinking of Arnold)    

(Nala-e-Firaq;  Arnold ki  Yaad Main) 

The person who lived in this house went 

back to the West,  didn’t like the East. 

I realized this today:  the day of separation 

is no less  dark than  the night. 

“As the scab of his departure is scratched, 

 light in my eyes  is an extinguished candle.” 

I like to be left alone, hate the crowds 

 I leave the city in intense rage. 

I torture myself with memories of the past, 

I run to you for peace and comfort. 

My eyes know your place well, 

strange how slow I’m running toward you. 
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Every bit of my heart aching to be lit, 

a glass waiting to see the world, is now cracked. 

My wishes, like a plant, waiting to blossom, 

oh,  no one knows what I was to become. 

“Clouds of mercy rose from my garden and left 

sprinkling a few drops  on my buds.” 

Where are you, Moses to a sand grain in the Sinai of learning? 

You are the one who by stoked the flame of learning. 

Where’s that leader who stirred in us the thirst of knowledge? 

 You instilled in us the love of knowledge and learning,  

“Where is that spark that Laila lit in Majnoon 

and blew his dust  toward  the Sahara again?” 

These wild hands will wrench open Fate’s secrets; 

breaking Punjab’s chains, I will come,  see you. 

Though my searching eyes can see your picture 

but how can I be content just  seeing you , not talking  to you ? 

“A picture has no voice, 

Silence is really the voice of a picture.” 

Sir Thomas Walker Arnold  (1864-1930),  an eminent orientalist and scholar in Islamic 

historian who was on the faculty of different colleges (MAO, Aligarh, and Government 

College, Lahore)  in British India., and taught Iqbal and some other  literary figures. 

Iqbal became close to him, and regarded him as a mentor. Arnold provided Iqbal a bridge 

between the Eastern and Western thought. In 1904, Arnold returned to England to join India 

Office as a librarian and then to the School of Oriental Studies, University of London, where 

he continued to work till his death in 1930. In 1905, Iqbal went to England and then to 

Germany for higher studies. 

Another instance of Iqbal’s interest in making East-West comparisons is his poem, ‘Mirza     

Ghalib’, whom Iqbal adored  (Baang-e-dara, Part 1, poems written before 1905).  There is a 

line in this poem, in which Iqbal refers to his two poet-philosopher idols, Ghalib and Goethe 

(German poet-philosopher, buried in Weimar) this way:  “Ah, tu ujri howee Dilli main 

araam-day hai / gulshan-e-Weimar main thera hum-nawa khabeeda hai.” (Alas, while you 

lie in the ruins of Delhi/your soul-mate  rests in a  garden of Weimar).  Goethe spent most of 
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his life in Weimar, Germany,  and is buried there.   Goethe wrote his famous ‘ West-östlicher 

Diwan , or ‘West-East Diwan’,  in memory of the great sufi  poet Hafez.   It was in response 

to this that Iqbal wrote  Payam-e-Mushriq in Persian.  About Goethe and his epic poem, 

Faust, Iqbal also had this to say in his Stray Reflection (1910):   

"Our soul discovers itself when we come into contact with a great mind. It is not until I had 

realized the infinitude of Goethe's imagination that I discovered the narrow breadth of my 

own."  In an equally reverential manner, Iqbal has this to say about Ghalib: “Fikr-e-insaan 

per theri husthi say yeh raushan ho-wa/hai per murgh-e-thakhayul ki rasaa-I tha kuja.” (To 

human intellect you revealed/how far and high it can fly). 

In Part III of Baang-a dara, he wrote a nice tribute to Shakespeare, the most admired British 

poet.  

In Baal-e-Jibrail (1935) Iqbal took up more Western ‘themes’, such as Lenin (Allah kay 

Huzoor Main); Napoleon ki Mazaar per; Mussolini. Then,  nearly a dozen more appeared 

in Zarb-e-Kaleem (1936), namely Unfrung zada’; Mecca aur Geneva; Ishauht-e-islam;  

furingistan main;  Muqsood (dialog: Spinoza-Plato); Mughruabi Thahezeeb; Hakeem 

Nietzsche; Murd-e-farun;  Paris ki Musjid; Karl Marx ki Awaz; Europe aur Yahood; 

Bolshevik Russia; and Mussolini. 

 If this were not enough to show the diversity of his interest, his Payam-e-Mashriq (1923) in 

Persian, being in response to Goethe’s East-West Diwan,  has nearly 40 more poems on 

various Western ‘themes’.  

2.12 Iqbal’s Refutation of the West 

Iqbal’s work has been discussed in Pakistan and India, later in Iran and Turkey, and more 

recently in the Arab world, in an almost uncountable number of books and articles. He has 

been appropriated by almost every faction inside Indo-Pakistan for its own purposes: he has 

been regarded as the unsurpassable master of every virtue and art; he was a critique of 

socialism and Marxism. He was anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist; he was the poet of the 

élite and of the masses, the true interpreter of orthodox Islam and the advocate of a dynamic 

and broader interpretation of Islam. He was indebted to Western thought and criticized it in a 

good way. One can call him a political poet, because his aim was to awaken the self-

consciousness of Muslims, primarily in the subcontinent but also in general, and his poetry 

was indeed instrumental in bringing forth decisive changes in the history of the subcontinent. 

One can also style him a religious poet, because the firm belief in the unending possibilities 
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of the Quran and the deep and sincere love of the Prophet (peace be upon him) are the bases 

of his poetry and philosophy. Perhaps one can summarize his role by saying that he wanted to 

remind Muslims of the fact that man was created as Khalifat Allāh, God’s vicegerent on 

earth, and was called to work and to ameliorate the world as a co-worker with God, without 

assuming that this earth was his own property. 

As much as Iqbal advocated social justice and a modern outlook, he was just as much 

opposed to materialistic interpretations of history and of life in general. Faithful to the strict 

monotheism of Islam, he fought against everything that looked disastrous, be it nationalism, 

capitalism, communism, and all the other isms of our age, including feminism and women’s 

liberation. His ideal man, who is the constituent of the ideal Muslim nation, cannot be 

imagined without a close relation to God, the all-embracing Greatest Ego. Man is called upon 

not to rely exclusively on the dangerous faculty of dissecting intellect, but rather to 

experience the creative dialogue with God and to implement on the earthly plane what he has 

learned in the loving solitude of prayer. With this basic teaching, Iqbal appeals not only to 

Muslims but to non-Muslims as well, as the great echo of his works in the West proves. 

2.13 Nature of Khudi (Self)/Perfect Faithful 

If we have to understand man in the Iqbalian purview, we have to take the route of the 

philosophy of Khudi to understand how Iqbal emancipates and empowers the Juzz (part) to 

realize the Kull (total). Khudi is what? Simply a combination of three elements, i.e., Irfan-e-

zaat (to know one self), Kayinaat ki hakikat ka idraak, (Knowing the reality of universe) and 

Khuda ko pehchanana (Knowing God). It is khudi or the Self that is the root of all existence. 

The philosophy of self, selfhood or Falsafa-i-Khudi (Philosophy of Self) to be concise is an 

emblem of Allama’s message and a one word substitute of his entire philosophical discourse. 

In Iqbal pristine “Khudi” in simple words symbolizes realization of self, i.e. recognizing 

one’s ego, one’s self-sufficiency, and the divine strands that connect creation with the creator. 

Khudi as Allama held “means to realize that man has a particle of divine light within him 

whose discovery can escort man to the apogees of creation and whose negligence can confine 

him to the class of amoral bipeds. 

What prompted Hazrat Allama to emphasise upon khudi was mainly to overcome the 

stagnation (Jamood) that had crept into the ummah after the collapse of Caliphate. Iqbal in 

true sense arrived at an important idea of self and thus forced conscious beings to ponder over 

the very goal, reason and cause of the universe and man’s very being. Though his 
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philosophical or sociological dimensions are diverse and debatable however, they all seem to 

converge at his concept of selfhood, which is the launch pad as well as the hallmark of his 

message. Allama Iqbal’s conception about the reality of human personality and the pedestal 

that man occupies in the hierarchy of creation lead him to the realization of macrocosm-

microcosm apposition (that is, man is micro-universe and the shadow of external universe) 

and gave birth to the philosophy of selfhood. This synthesis was largely catalysed by 

Allama’s approach to the trival nature of man. This is to say in what relation man stands with 

respect to his outer world (outward axis) his inner-self (inward axis) and his God (upward 

axis). This analysis trio of mind, body and spirit (as it is termed in philosophy) landed Iqbal 

into the realization that in this scheme of tri-laterality man occupies prior co-ordinate. (That 

man is bestowed high priority in comparison to universe) where from other two elements, i.e. 

the universe and God can be assessed and analyzed. 

The notion of man’s grandeur is as old as the universe itself as the fact is that angels were 

asked to pay homage to Adam and the one who refused faced the ultimate wrath. The theme 

gained so much impetus and attention historically that plethora of opinions took their shape in 

an attempt to locate the man’s coordinates in the hierarchy of creations. 

Some of these views like that of pantheism maintained unity of creation and put the creation 

and creator on same footings. Still others reduced the status of man to that of a mere 

biological being. In the entire line of discussion there has been philosophically speaking a rift 

between different schools of thought and in their methodology when it comes to answering 

the questions about man. Today consciously or unconsciously, with a relative difference in 

the East and the West a radical shift of reference from the Divine or ultimate authority to man 

is being made. Today, largely for all practical purposes, man is the measure of all things. In 

the modern age, the sense of human autonomy is very deep, without delinking the relevance 

of God. In the East, the destination of man largely remains spiritual. 

In his philosophy, Allama resurfaced the pedestal of man and introduced him to his infinite 

potential. For Allama the man is bestowed with high priority in comparison to universe. It 

turns out that if understood properly, this philosophy aims at introducing man to his real self 

and to project him as a vicergent from heavens to earth. Allama’s philosophy is in its right an 

unbeaten attempt to synthesize a societal set up whose foundations are strictly moral and 

spiritual as opposed to the mere binding of social interdependence. Man is central to his 

philosophy as Allama deems man as the crown of creation. 
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Now who is this Iqbalian man? Definitely the mard-i-moomin (the ideal man) 

If we have to understand Iqbal’s real grandeur of man, we have to go through the path of 

mard-i-moomin and its characteristics and then only Iqbal’s conception of man can be 

understood in true sense. 

Mard-i-moomin, the real picture of, manhood as perceived by Iqbal is essentially spiritual in 

nature and stands above the physical, biological and psychological confines. Mard -i-

moomin” despite earning world is least influenced by its glory. He doesn’t turn away from 

universe as Platonic concept demands but rather conquers it as demanded by Quranic 

dictions. On qualifying all these strenuous trials “mard -i-moomin” is blessed with a throne 

where his will becomes the will of God and his thoughts and acts reflect the divine plans. He 

is bestowed upon an authority, the authority of which Allama Iqbal says: 

Koi andaaza kar sakta hai uske zor e bazu ka 

Nigaah e mard e moomin se badal jati hain taqdiren 

(Can anyone even guess at the strength of his arm? By the glance of the man who is a true 

believer, even destiny is changed). 

Iqbal very precisely gauged that in man there is implanted a divine corpuscle (Soul or 

consciousness that Iqbal pertinently terms Khudi) ,the blue-print of universe and in the depths 

of man’s inner-self lies encoded all the treasure of wisdom and information about every atom 

of universe(As maintained in Quran that “Allah bestowed Adam with total 

knowledge),Whose decoding Allama called as discovery of self or tameer-i-khudi. Allama 

Iqbal also acknowledged the relation of man with the divine world (Aalmi’ Arwah is the 

closest word to describe that hyper sensual universe) and also estimated the infinitude of 

potential, man is endowed with. In view of all these superfluous traits of man Iqbal thus 

wrote in closing poem “Hazrat Insaan” of his collection “Armugani Hijaz”, 

Agar maqsoodi kul mai hu tou muj se mawara kya hai 

Meri hungama haaye nobanu ki Intihaa kya hai 

(If I am the plume and purpose of all creation, then what lies beyond me? Is there any bound 

to my ever perpetual and evolving tendencies). 

This couplet glibly encompasses and depicts the Allama’s picture of man and his insight 

regarding the potential of human nature besides it provides a tangible answer to all affiliated 

questions related to the purpose, destiny and reality of man. 

Hamsaaya-e- jibreel-i-ameen, banda-e- khaki 
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Hai iska nashayman na Bukhara na badakhshan 

(This clay born man has kinship close to Jibreal-the trusted. His dwelling place is never a 

land or a clime). 

The distinction of Iqbal lies in not only presenting a sketch of mard-i-moomin but also 

specifying the weltanschauung (touch stone) for such a canonical embodiment. Iqbal 

identifies mard-i-moomin as one who realizes, acknowledges and develops his “Khudi”. This 

khudi is the corner stone of Iqbalian philosophy and the minimum qualification demanded by 

Iqbal’s mard-i-moomin. 

Iqbal’s mard-i-moomin is the ultimate manifestation of manhood and is pertinently seen as 

the ambassador of Allah. Secondly, this mard-i-moomin is a pragmatic equivalent of Quranic 

lexicon. Iqbalian concept of man is much comprehensive and multidimensional. Iqbal, when 

speaking on human existence and the “philosophy of self” maintains equipoise or equilibrium 

between endogenous and exogenous dimensions of human personality. In Iqbalian pristine 

man is seen as the cause of creation. Chronologically man was created at the conclusion of 

creation but teleologically it is man who directed the course of evolution. A microcosm in 

form, man is a macrocosm encompassing the entire cosmos in his bosom. Man is biological 

by nature but metaphysical by origin, chemical in composition but spiritual in essence. The 

man whom Allama talks of is one who successfully undertakes the construction of self and 

makes himself accordant with the divine scheme of creation. By the realization of self what is 

meant is that the man may realize his origin, his essence, his pedestal and the infinite 

capabilities he is endowed with. This realization of self Allama terms as ‘taemeer-i-khudi’ 

(construction of self). Allama’s Khudi, if translated in psychological language is an advanced 

form of ego. This ego, as Allama deemed, is not identical to soul in the trivial sense. Nor is it 

a rigid substance occupying space like a physical object, rather it lies beyond the realm of 

space-time fabric. Iqbal maintains that the reality of ego (self or consciousness) is too 

profound to be intellectualized and the present day psychology in beset with a number of 

hurdles to put the concept of khudi (The self) on experimental footing. Despite that, practical 

side of this philosophy is of such productive and pragmatic value that it compels us to accept 

it in its totality and pragmatic spirit. 

It is worth to mind that the use of the word khudi or equivalently translated as ego as used by 

Iqbal is not, in any way related to the issue of pride, superiority complex or any other 

negative tendency and does not convey any other prevalent meaning of the word. Rather 
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“Khudi” is a process of self-construction strictly according to Quranic prescriptions and the 

one who succeeds in this process of construction is deemed as ‘mard-i-moomin’. This ‘mard-

i-moomin’ is Iqbal’s ideal man which is well symbolized by ‘Shaheen’ (Eagle) and is 

characterized by distinct spiritual and moral values. He is the trustee of universe and a 

treasure of secrets. Every corpuscle of human creation holds a secret in it and as such man is 

himself the biggest secret of universe. 

Besides his spiritual, metaphysical, ontological and intellectual aspects the Iqbal’s message of 

self-discovery also attains prominence in an attempt to scrabble man’s own purpose and 

position in the arena of creatures. Iqbal does not regard self-discovery or the selfhood as a 

mere theoretical discourse but rather sees self (ego-hood) as actuality, which when 

developed, brings revolutionary changes and endows tremendous power to man. This 

selfhood not only enables man to develop his own ego by adopting different measures but 

also assists him in shaping the destiny of the universe and establishing the kingdom of God 

on earth in accordance with the special status of vicergency that man occupies in the plethora 

of creatures and for which he has been placed on the pedestal of “khalifatul arz” (To govern 

the land). It thus becomes obligatory and mandatory for man to discover his “self” so as to 

execute the expected commandments in desired format. Another prominent aspect of “self-

discovery” as can be gauged by the following passage that Dr. Ali Shariati (1933-1977), 

an Iranian revolutionary and sociologist, puts it in preface of his masterpiece work ‘Ma wa 

Iqbal’ (Dr. Shariati’s masterpiece on Allama Iqbal), where he narrates the dialogue between 

Maulana Rumi and his master Shams Tabrezi, he writes, “we must first find our self. 

Jallaludin Rumi once said, “I put forth fourteen reasons to prove the existence of God to a 

group of people. Shams Tabriz responded me on behalf of God and adding that I should 

prove my own existence as God needs no proof. Shariati in this preview thus infers that 

“Shams’ advice is a general and lasting rule for understanding our “self” and who we are? 

And what we seek? Before speaking about God, religion, civilization, culture, etc” 

Since man forms the prelude, interlude and conclusion of Iqbalian thought. Thus Allama by 

edification of his chosen theme of the self… proved his take on man’s glorification by not by 

him but by Allaha Himself. The ultimate aim of Khudi is love for humanity and khudi is the 

crux of allama, i.e. azmat-e-adam is Iqbal’s choicest and main theme. Allama gives a spiritual 

call to the man to develop ‘‘the self’’ at least through his beautiful Couplet in Bangi Dara: 

Apne Mann Main doob kar paja surag-e-zindagi 
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Tu agar mera nhi banta ,na ban apna tou bann 

(Delve into your soul and there seek our life’s buried tracks. Will you not be mine? Then be 

not mine, be your own right).  

2.14 Let Us Sum Up 

Iqbal stands alone in the post classical period of Islamic philosophy as a reviver of the 

discipline within the Muslim world.  He is the only Islamic philosopher to make a serious 

attempt at grabbling with the problems of modern western philosophy within an Islamic 

context.   His thought has been extremely influential throughout the Islamic world today.  

Iqbal introduces his notion of Khudi, or self.  Arising from a desire to awaken the Muslim 

Ummah and while making a critique of the Western materialistic philosophies like 

Capitalism, Socialism, Nationalism, and Secularism, he developed an all embracing thought 

of universal nature. Rather than getting reduced to superficial act, it, therefore, caters 

spiritual, material and social needs of man. Iqbals breadth and depth of knowledge is truly 

remarkable. Being educated both in the east and the west gave him a unique perspective to 

tackle the problems of modern times.  

2.15 Check Your Progress 

 What are the basic sources of Iqbal’s Philosophy? 

 How Iqbal makes the critique of the West and presents an ideal picture of humanity? 

 What’s his concept of Self or Khudi? 

2.16 Suggested Readings  

 Allama Iqbal, Reconstruction of the Religious Thought in Islam 

 Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi, Nuqoosh e Iqbal  

 Allama Iqbal, Kulliyat e Iqbal  
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Lesson 3: Muhammad Asad 

Lesson Structure 

3.0 Introduction 

3.1 Objectives 

3.2 Prelude 

3.3 Personality of Asad 

3.4 Accepting Islam 

3.5 Pilgrimage and Aftermath 

3.5 In the Sub Continent 

3.6 Asad Represents a New Phenomenon   

3.7 Status of Asad among Reverts 

3.8 Cross-Currents in the Muslim World   

3.9 His Sources and Writings 

3.10 Influence of Arab Culture 

3.11 Asad's Emphasis on the Qur'an and Sunnah 

 3.12 Contribution in the field of Hadith and its Implementation 

3.13 On Islamic Polity 

3.14 The Road to Mecca  

3.15 This Law of Ours and Other Essays (1987)  

3.16 Asad's Views on Leading Muslim Reformers 

3.17 Asad’s Thinking about Western Secularism and Materialism 

3.18 Let Us Sum Up 

3.19 Check Your Progress 

3.20 Suggested Readings 

3.0 Introduction 

Muhammad Asad was a Jewish convert to Islam and his contribution made him a gift of 

Europe to Islam. He had a widespread influence on the Muslim World and his travels and 

interactions make him a holistic personality of steadfastness and academics. He presented 

Islam in a moderate and rationalist way saying that Islam is a complete Religion with nothing 

lacking in its precepts. Asad was a combination of both traditionalist and modernist schools 

of thought within Islam but he can be specifically put in the line of moderate and modernist 

scholars of Islam as well, like Muhammad Abduh and Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan. He also 
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translated the Qur’an and also wrote a short Tafseer which has Rationalist tendencies like the 

Tafseer of Sir Sayyid. His vision of Islam can be understood in one of his quotes; “Islam 

should be presented without any fanaticism. Without any stress on our having the only 

possible way and the others are lost. Moderation in all forms is a basic demand of Islam.”  

3.1 Objectives 

 To give a thorough description of the life and conversion of Asad. 

 To provide his interpretation and understanding of Islam. 

 To highlight his role in the creation and administration of Pakistan. 

3.2 Prelude 

Muhammad Asad (1900-92) has emerged as one of the towering personalities among the 

Muslim intellectuals of the twentieth century. His personality and thoughts are increasingly 

being subjected to detailed studies in the East and the West alike. Europeans call him 'The 

most influential European Muslim of 2011 century'. Muslims in the East look into as to know 

how a man of his status, who though hailed from the West embraced Islam, lived in the 

Muslims countries, learned Muslim languages and turned out to be in the vanguard of change 

in the condition of Muslim societies in accordance with the imperative of their faith. The man 

lived both in the West and in the East and has left a rich legacy of his intellectual 

contributions, among them is his magnum opus, The Message of the Qur'an: Translated and 

Explained (1980). Some people have been working on his biography very meticulously and 

preparing thesis in Universities entitling them for Ph.D. degrees. Islamic Studies [37:3 

(1998)], Islamabad, Pakistan, informs about Dr. Muzaffar Iqbal, a member of the editorial 

board of the journal, working on a research project "Muhammad Asad: A Biography." 

Leading Pakistani daily 'Jung' carried an article which highlighted the features of a proposed 

Ph.D. thesis of a Pakistani scholar on the biography of Asad." Murad Hofmann is all praise 

for a research work done on the biography of Muhammad Asad in German language. He 

says; "Until recently there was no comprehensive biography of this illustrious man. This 

lacuna has been solidly filled, if only partially, i.e. up to his official conversion to Islam in 

1926 in Berlin and 1927 in Cairo." Many important dimension of his early life have been 

highlighted in the thesis which has now been published as a book, particularly the factors 

which could be regarded as the formative influences. Murad has given a gist of these in his 

review article and hoped that the book is translated into English 'to allow access of the many 

admirers of Asad, particularly in India, Pakistan. Britain and the United States, to the only 
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period during which Asad published in German almost exclusively.'  Isma'il Ibrahim 

Nawwab, an outstanding scholar and eminently able writer of Saudi Arabia, a country where 

Asad spent many years of his youth, has written a very long article on Asad. In the article the 

author looks at Asad and his works analytically followed by an anthology of extracts 

compiled and edited from his writings from 1934 to 1987.' Dr. Murad Hofmann presents his 

interesting and critical study of Asad and his thought. He shares many things with 

Asad―native language, reversion to Islam based on study and reflection and exposure to 

contemporary Muslim society and writings in two major European languages - English and 

German―which have significantly contributed to a better understanding of Islam. Murad 

introduces, perhaps for the first time in English, Asad's first work in German, 

Unromantisches Morgenland (The Unromantic East). Written at the very young age of 22, it 

reveals something of Asad's outstanding literary talent, his acuteness of observation and 

richness of imagination, and last, but not the least, his strong love for the Arabs, some of the 

characteristics which came out so forcefully in some of his later writings especially in The 

Road to Mecca. There are numerous articles written by learned men and women across the 

globe about Asad's life, personality and thought for various reasons. Jews too have their 

interest in writing about Asad, a person born in a Jewish family. We have Martin Kramer, 

'The Road from Mecca: Muhammad Asad (born Leopold Weiss)'. The current of history 

seems to be in support of more thorough studies on Asad, his personality, thought and works, 

which, it Is hoped, shall sharpen our understanding of him and his works. For the present 

study, where Asad is studied as a Quranic translator and exegete, we need to have a sketch of 

his biography, formative influences, his thoughts and his works.  

3.2 Personality of Asad 

Mohammad Asad was a reverted Jew, named Leopold Weiss at birth. He was no ordinary 

revert. Asad not only sought personal fulfillment in adopted faith. He tried to affect the 

cotemporary Islamic scene, as an author, activist, diplomat, and translator of the Qur'an. 

Mohammad Asad died in February 1992 at the age of ninety one, so that he may be said to 

have paralleled the emergence of every trend in contemporary Islam. Leopold Weiss was 

born on 12 July 1900, in the town of Lvov (Lemberg) in eastern Galicia, then a part of 

Habsburg Empire (Lvov is today in Ukraine). By the turn of the century, Jews formed a 

quarter to a third of the population of Lvov, a town inhabited mostly by Poles and Ukrainians. 

The Jewish community had grown and prospered over the previous century, expanding from 
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commerce into industry and banking. Weiss's mother, Malka, was the daughter of a wealthy 

local banker, Menahem Mendel Feigenbaum. From Weiss's own account, his roots in 

Judaism were deeper on his father's side. His paternal grandfather, Benjamin Weiss, had been 

one of a successor of Orthodox rabbis in Czernouitz in Bukovina. Asad remembered his 

grandfather as a white-bearded man who loved chess, mathematics and astronomy, but who 

still held rabbinic learning in the highest regard, and so wished his son to enter the rabbinate. 

Weiss's father, Akiva, did study Talmud by day, but by night he secretly learned the 

curriculum of the humanistic gymnasium. Akiva Weiss eventually announced his open break 

from rabbinic's, a rebellion that would presage his son's own very different break. But Akiva 

did not realize his dream of studying physics, because circumstances compelled him to take 

up the more practical profession of a barrister. He practiced first in Lvov, then in Vienna, 

where the Weiss family settled before the First World War. Asad testifies that his parents had 

little religious faith. For them, Judaism had become, in his words, "the wooden ritual of those 

who clung by habit-and only by habit-to their religious heritage." He later came to suspect 

that his father regarded all religion as outmoded superstition. But in deference to his family 

tradition and to his grandparents―"Poldi" to his family―was made to spend long hours with 

a tutor, studying the Hebrew Bible, Targun, Talmud, Mishna and Geimarra. "By the age of 

thirteen", he attested, "1 not only could read Hebrew with great fluency but also spoke it 

freely." He studied Targun "just as if I had been destined for a rabbincal career", as he could 

"discuss with a good deal of self assurance the differences between the Babylonian and 

Jerusalem Talmuds." "He also had delved in the intricacies of Biblical exegesis: The Targum.  

Nonetheless, Asad developed what he called "a supercilious feeling" towards the premises of 

Judaism. While he did not disagree with its moral precepts, it seemed to him that Bible and 

Talmud "was unduly concerned with the ritual by means of which His worshipers were 

supposed to worship Him". Moreover, this God seemed "strangely preoccupied with the 

destinies of one particular nation, the Hebrews". Far from being the creator and sustainer of 

mankind, the God of the Hebrews appeared to be a tribal deity, "adjusting all creations to the 

requirements of a 'chosen people'." Weiss's studies thus led him away from Judaism, although 

he later allowed that "they helped me understand the fundamental purpose of religion as such, 

whatever its form." Fourteen year Asad ran away from school and tried unsuccessfully to join 

the Austrian army to fight in the First World War; no sooner had he been finally officially 

drafted, then has juvenile expectations of military glory faded with the collapse of the 
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Austrian Empire. In 1918, Asad entered the University of Vienna. He pursued philosophy and 

the history of art. Giinther has established that in addition to art and philosophy, Weiss 

pursued chemistry and physics with star like Erwin Schrodinger, Noble prize winner in 1933. 

But these studies failed to quench his spiritual thirst and he abandoned them to seek 

fulfillment elsewhere. 'Days were given to the study of art and philosophy and nights were 

spent in cafes, listening to the disputations of Vienna's psychoanalysts. "The stimulus of 

Freud's ideas was as intoxicating to me as potent wine." Nights were given to passions ("I 

rather gloried, like so many others of my generation, in what was considered a 'rebellion 

against the hollow conventions'"). Vienna at that time was one of the most intellectually and 

culturally stimulating European cities. It was the engine of burgeoning and interrelated, new, 

glittering perspectives on man, language and philosophy. Not just its academic institutions, 

but even its cafes reverberated with lively debates centered on psychoanalysis, logical 

positivism, linguistic analysis and semantics. This was the period when the unprecedented 

views and distinctive voices of Sigmund Freud, Alfred Adler and Ludwing Wittgenstein 

filled the Viennese air, echoing round the world with a profound momentous effect on many 

aspects of life and thought. Asad had a ringside seat on these exciting discussions; though he 

was impressed by the originality of those pioneering spirits, their major conclusions left him 

unsatisfied. Political trends before and shortly after the First World War like anti Semitism, 

Zionism, exoticism and anti-rationalism would have definitely evoked responses from Asad. 

Gunther recalls that Theodore Herzl and Asad were similar in being Austrian, assimilated 

Jews, and journalists. However, while Herzl indulged in Marxism and Zionism, a secular 

version of the arrogant doctrine of "God's Chosen People", Asad rejected Zionism as a racist 

aberration. He knew after all first hand that Palestine was not a "land without people." We 

ought to remember that the German literary genius, Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926), at that 

time was at the peak of his fame as a trendsetter. Many a German soldiers in the First World 

War had gone to battle with Rilke poems in his pocket. Young Leopold Weiss would 

naturally have been impressed by Rilke's penetrating, spiritualistic lyricism. The amazing 

thing is that young Weiss, born to be a master, showed neither indebtedness to Rilke nor 

Rilkian mannerism. Versions of The Road to Mecca, obviously were already mature in I922, 

Asad left Vienna in 1920 and traveled in Central Europe, where he did "all manner of short-

lived jobs'" before arriving in Berlin. Here, he ingeniously secured entry in the world of 

journalism. when his determination led him―a mere telephonist working for a wire 
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service―to a scoop that revealed the presence in Berlin of Maksim Gorky's wife who was on 

a secret mission to solicit aid from the West for a Brobdingnagian famine ravaging Soviet 

Russia. At this stage, Asad, like many of his generation, lived in the dark depths of 

agnosticism, having drifted away from his Jewish moorings despite his rigorous religious 

studies. He left Europe for the Middle East in 1922, where he came to know and like the 

Arabs and was struck by how Islam shone on their everyday life with existential meaning, 

spiritual strength and inner peace. He now became, at the incredibly young age of 22, a 

correspondent for the Frank farter Zeitung, one of the most prestigious newspaper of 

Germany and Europe. As a journalist, he traveled extensively, intermingled with the common 

man, held discussions with the Muslim intelligentsia, and met several regional heads of state, 

in "the countries between the Libyan desert and snow covered peaks of Pamirs, between the 

Bosporus and the Arabian sea: Palestine, Egypt, Transjordan, Syria, Iraq, Iran and 

Afghanistan. Researchers on Asad almost seem to be unanimous in their conclusion that 

earlier years of Asad's life were so full of events, rupture and even contradictions that one 

may wonder whether all these belonged to a single human life only.  

3.4 Accepting Islam 

During his travels and through his readings, Asad's interest in, and understanding of, Islam, 

its scripture, history and peoples increased, but, being agnostic, he could not accept that God 

spoke to and guided man via revelation. Back in Berlin from the Middle East, and now 

married, all his doubts were cleared in a spiritual, electrifying epiphany―reminiscent of the 

experience of some of the earliest Muslims―which he narrated in striking passage that he 

wrote some thirty years after this turning-point in his life. One day, it was in September 1926, 

Elsa and I found ourselves traveling in the Berlin subway. It was upper-class compartment. 

My eye fell casually on a well-dressed man opposite me, apparently a well-to-do-

businessman, with a beautiful briefcase on his knees and a large diamond ring on his hand. I 

thought how well the portly figure of this man fitted into the picture of prosperity which one 

encountered everywhere in Central Europe in those days: A prosperity the more prominent as 

it had come after years of inflation, when all economic life had been low and shabbiness of 

appearance the rule. Most of the people were now well-dressed and well fed, and the man 

opposite me was therefore, no exception. But when I looked at his face, I did not seem to be 

looking at a happy face. He appeared to be worried: and not merely worried but acutely 

unhappy, with eyes staring vacantly ahead and the corners of his mouth drawn in as if in 
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pain―but not in bodily pain. Not wanting to be rude, I turned my eyes away and saw next to 

him a lady of some elegance. She also had a strangely unhappy expression on her face, as if 

contemplating or experiencing something that caused her pain; nevertheless, her mouth was 

fixed in the stiff semblance of a smile which, I was certain, must have been habitual. And 

then 1 began to look around at all other faces in the compartment - faces belonging without 

exception to well-dressed, well-fed people: and in almost every one of them I could discern 

an expression of hidden suffering, so hidden that the owner of the face seemed to be quite 

unaware of it. That was indeed strange. I had never before seen so many unhappy faces 

around me: or was it perhaps that I had never before looked for what was now so loudly 

speaking in them? The impression was so strong that I mentioned it to Elsa; and she too 

began to look around with the careful eyes of a painter accustomed to study human features. 

Then she turned to me, astonished, and said: 'You are right. They all look as though they 

were suffering torments of hell ... I wonder, do they know themselves what is going on in 

them'? I knew that they did not, for otherwise they could not go on wasting their lives as they 

did, without any faith in binding truth without any goal beyond the desire to raise their own 

'standard of living', without any hopes other than having more materials amenities, more 

gadgets and perhaps more power... When we returned home, I happened to glance at my desk 

on which lay open a copy of the Quran, I had been reading earlier. Mechanically, I picked the 

book up to put it away, but just as I was about to close it, my eyes fell on the open page 

before me, and I read: "You are obsessed by greed for more and more until you go down to 

your graves. Nay, but you will come to know! And once again: Nay, but you will come to 

know! Nay, if you but knew it with the knowledge of certainty, You would indeed see the 

hell you are in. In time, indeed, you shall see it with the eye of certainty, And on that day you 

will be asked what you have done with the boon of life. "For a moment I was speechless. I 

think that the book shook in my hands. Then I handed it to Elsa. 'Read this. Is it not an 

answer to what we saw in the subway'? It was an answer so decisive that all doubt was 

suddenly at an end. I knew now, beyond any doubt, that it was a God, inspired book I was 

holding in my hand: for although it had been placed before man over thirteen centuries ago, it 

clearly anticipated something that could have become true only in this complicated, 

mechanized, phantom - ridden age of ours. At all time people had known greed: but at no 

time before greed had outgrown a mere eagerness to acquire things and become an obsession 

that blurred the sight of everything else: an irresistible craving to get, to do, to contrive more 
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and more―more today that yesterday, and more tomorrow than today: a demon riding on the 

necks of men and whipping their hearts forward toward goals that tauntingly glitter in the 

distance but dissolve into contemptible nothingness as soon as they are reached, always 

holding out the promise of new goals ahead - goals still more brilliant, more tempting as long 

as they come within grasp: and that hunger that insatiable hunger for ever new goals growing 

at man's soul: Nay, if you knew it you would see the hell you are in... This I saw, was not that 

the human wisdom of a man of a distant past in distant Arabia. However, wise he may have 

been, such a man could not by himself have foreseen the torment so peculiar to this twentieth 

century. Out of the Koran spoke a voice greater than the Voice of Muhammad... All doubt 

that the Qur'an was the book revealed by God vanished. He went to the leader of the Berlin 

Islamic Society, declared his adherence to Islam, and took the name Muhammad Asad. Thus, 

it was that Asad became a Muslim in 1926 and migrated to the Muslim World but the 

psychological and emotional dimensions of Asad's migration were even more important than 

the physical ones. Asad's wife Elsa reverted to Islam a few weeks later, and in January 1927 

they left for Makkah, accompanied by Elsa's son from her previous marriage.  

3.5 Pilgrimage and Aftermath 

On arrival Weiss made his pilgrimage; a moving passage at the end of The Road to Mecca 

describes his circumambulation of Ka'ba. Tragically, Elsa died nine days later, of a tropical 

disease, and her parents reclaimed her son a year later. Asad regarded Islam not as religion in 

the conventional, or Western, sense but as a way of life for all times. In Islam, he found a 

religious system and a practical ideology for everyday living that were harmoniously 

balanced. "Islam appears to me like a perfect work of architecture. All its parts are 

harmoniously conceived to complement and support each other; nothing is superfluous and 

nothing lacking; and the result is a structure of absolute balance no and solid composure." 

The range of his interest in the Muslim World was as varied as the reach of his travels in the 

land of Islam and he found a way of infusing a visionary's magnificence into writing that 

looked at and beyond contemporary Islam. His interest in Islam and its followers persisted 

throughout his life and deeply coloured his treatment of all issues touching the 

Muslims―religious, juristic and political―and he had highly persuasive arguments for his 

views. However, he was always ideologically and emotionally committed to the Muslims, his 

attitude towards them remained sympathetic without being sycophantic, intelligently critical 

but never condescending. Above all, Asad was deeply dedicated to the teachings of the 
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Qur'an and the Prophet, tenaciously independent in his thinking, fiercely anti-secular in his 

orientation, rigorously consistent in his logic and always impatient with extremist thought 

and behaviour." When he returned to the Middle East following his embracing Islam, Asad 

spent almost six years in Arabia, where he was received warmly, almost daily, by the 

legendary king Abd Al-Aziz Ibn Sa'ud (d. 1953), the founder of modern Saudi Arabia. He 

spent considerable time in the holy cities of Makkah and Madinah, where he studied Arabic, 

the Qur'an, the Hadith, and Islamic history. Those studies led him to "the firm conviction that 

Islam, as a spiritual and social phenomenon, is still, in spite of all the drawbacks caused by 

the deficiencies of the Muslims, by far the greatest driving force mankind has ever 

experienced" and from that time, his interest was "centered around the problem of its 

regeneration." His academic knowledge of Classical Arabic―made easier by familiarity with 

Hebrew and Aramaic, sister Semitic languages―was further enhanced by his wide travels 

and contacts in Arabia with Bedouins. While in Saudi Arabia, Asad took two major 

adventurous trips. One was when he went on a clandestine mission to Kuwait in 1929, to 

trace the funds and guns that were flowing to Faysal Al-Dawish, a rebel against Ibn Sa'ud's 

rule. Asad determined that Britain was behind the rebellion, and wrote so for the foreign 

papers; much to Ibn Saud's satisfaction.  About the second, Asad says that he went on a secret 

mission to Cyrenaica on behalf of the Grand Sanusi, Sayyid Ahmad (1873-1932) then in exile 

in Saudi Arabia, to transmit plans for continuing the anti-Italian struggle to the remnant of the 

Sanusi forces. But the mission, in January 1931, was a futile one: Italian forces crushed that 

last of the Sanusi resistance later that year. Asad also began to settle down. He married twice 

in Saudi Arabia: first in 1928 to a woman from the Mutayr tribe, and in 1930, following a 

divorce, to Munira, from a branch of the Shammar. They established a household in Madinah, 

and she bore him a son, Talal. Meanwhile Asad got disenchanted with Ibn Sa'ud. Asad had 

shared the hope that Ibn Sa'ud would "bring about a revival of the Islamic idea in its fullest 

sense." But he "had done nothing to build up an equitable, progressive society." Asad's final 

verdict was that Ibn Sa'ud's life constituted a tragic waste." 

3.5 In the Sub Continent 

Iqbal invites Asad to stay in India and study Muslim communities and cultures further east, 

such as those of India, Eastern Turkistan, China and Indonesia. Asad departed Arabia for 

India in 1932. He began with a 'lecture tour' to India. According to British intelligence 
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sources, Asad had linked up with an Amritsar activist, Isam'il Ghaznavi, and intended to tour 

India "with a view to get in touch with all important workers".  

Asad arrived in Karachi by ship in June 1932, and left promptly for Amritsar. There and in 

neighboring Lahore, he involved himself with the local community of Kashmiri Muslims, and 

in 1933, he made an appearance in Srinagar, where an intelligence report again had him 

spreading Bolshevik ideas. For Asad, the real attraction of Kashmir would have resided in its 

predicament as contested ground, where a British backed maharaja ruled a discontented 

Muslim population. Beginning in 1931, Kashmiri Muslims in Punjab organized an extensive 

agitation in support of the Muslims in Kashmir. Hundreds of bands of Muslim volunteers 

crossed from Punjab into Kashmir, and thousands were arrested. By early 1932, disturbances 

had subsided, but the Kashmir government remained ever-weary. Just what Asad did in 

Kashmir is uncertain. But on learning of his presence, the Kashmir government wanted him 

"externed", although the police had no evidence to substantiate the intelligence report, and 

there appeared to be legal obstacles to "externing" a European national. With or without such 

prompting, Asad soon retreated from Kashmir to Lahore. There he soon met the celebrated 

poet-philosopher Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938), himself of Kashmiri descent, the towering 

Muslim thinker of the modern era. Iqbal persuaded Asad to change his plans and stay on in 

India "to help elucidate the intellectual premises of the future Islamic state which was then 

hardly more than a dream in Iqbal's visionary mind." Asad soon won Iqbal's admiration and 

wide public acclaim among educated circles with the publication of a perceptive monograph 

on the challenges facing modern Muslims. But Asad's freedom was curtailed when the 

Second World War broke out in 1939. Ironically, though he had refused to accept a passport 

from Nazi Germany after it had annexed in 1938 and insisted on retaining his Austrian 

citizenship, the British Raj imprisoned him on the second day of the War as an "enemy alien" 

and did not release him until its end in 1945. He was the only Western Muslim among the 

three-thousand-odd Europeans rounded up for internment in India, the large majority of 

whom were sympathizers of Nazism or Fascism; some have thought that the British 

authorities' harsh behaviour to Asad was due to their irritation with the a European who 

always sided with  the Indian Muslim community.  

 He moved to Pakistan after its creation in 1947, and charged by its Government with setting 

up a Department of Islamic Reconstruction whose task was to formulate the ideological 

foundations for the new state. Later, he was transferred to the Pakistan Foreign Ministry to 
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head its Middle East Division, where he endeavored to strengthen Pakistan's ties to other 

Muslim countries. He capped his diplomatic career by serving as Pakistan's Minister 

Plenipotentiary to the United Nations. He resigned this position in 1952 to write his 

autobiography, a work of stunning ingenuity and unrivalled literary effect. He left New York 

in 1955 for other places and finally settled in Spain. He did not cease to write. At eighty, after 

an endeavor which lasted seventeen years, he realized his life's dream, for which he fell all 

life till then was an apprenticeship: a translations and exegesis, or Tafsir, of the Qur'an in 

English. He continued to serve Islam until his death in Spain in February 1992.  

With his death passed a journalist, traveler, social critic, linguist, thinker, reformer, diplomat, 

political theorist, translator and scholar dedicated to the service of God and humankind and to 

leading the good life. But death will not be the final chapter in Asad's close relationship with 

the Muslims: his luminous works remain a living testimony to his great enduring love affair 

with Islam 

3.6 Asad Represents a New Phenomenon   

Asad, in fact, represents an outstanding example of a new phenomenon of modern times: the 

reversion to Islam, on both side of the Atlantic, of several Western writers and intellectuals to 

Islam and their passionate commitment to its vision and way of life. The circumstances and 

particulars of their entering the fold of Islam may vary, but there are usually three over-

aching reasons common to them: a belief in the divine origin of the Qur'an and in the 

Prophethood of Muhammad (peace be upon him) and Islam's message to lead the good life. 

Their act of faith has shown to a wider Western public that, contrary to the misperception that 

it is a quaint, fanatical religion followed by wild natives in remote regions, Islam's message 

and teachings are relevant to, and appropriate for reasonable and thoughtful people in the 

most advanced areas of the world. Equally significant, it has also demonstrated that, at least 

among some fair-minded Westerns the centuries-old barriers of false images of Islam which 

went up with the Crusades are failing down. This phenomenon is all the more remarkable in 

that often these reverts find their way to the Muslim faith via a very unlikely path: literature 

on Islam and Muslims produced in European languages mostly by orientalists the majority of 

whom cannot be accused of being friendly to Islam; actually, some are orientalists 

themselves. Also, most of these reversions have taken place while Western powers were 

exercising their full political and military might in Muslim lands. The appeal of Islam to 

Western elites has not been confined to a specific country. To mention just a few names: 
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from Great Britain have come, among others, Lord Stanley of Alderley, an uncle of Bertand 

Russel, the eleventh Baron Headley (Umar Al-Farooq), a member of the house of Lords and 

an activist believer, Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall, a superb novelist and, later, a 

translator of the Qur'an, Martin Lings (Abu Bakr Siraj Al-Din), a perceptive scholar of 

mysticism, and Charles Le Gai Eaton, a talented expositor of Islam; from France: Rene 

Guenon (Abd Al-Wahid Yahya), an expert in metaphysics, comparative religion and 

esotericism; Vincent Mansour Monteil, an Orientalist, and Maurice Bucaille, an author; from 

Germany: Murad Wilfried Hofmann, a diplomat and writer; from Austria: Baron Umar Von 

Ehrenfels, an anthropologist; from Hungary: Abdul Karim Germanus, an orientalist; from 

Switzerland: Frithjof Schuon, described by T.S. Eliot as the most impressive writer in the 

field of comparative religion he has ever encountered, and patrician German Swiss Titus 

(Ibrahim) Burckhardt, a scholar of mysticism and the son of sculptor Carl Burckhardt; from 

North America: Thomas Irving (Al-Hajj Ta'lim AH), an Islamic scholar and translator of the 

Quran, Hamid Algar, British-born distinguished academic with special Interest in Islam, 

Margaret Marcus (Maryam Jameelah), a writer, Cyril Glassse, author of Islam works, Jeffrey 

Lang, a mathematician and writer on Islam, and Michael a poet, a novelist, a writer of travel 

books.  

3.7 Status of Asad among Reverts 

What is the place of Asad in the long list of distinguished reverts from the West in the 20th 

century? The contribution made by each individual in the backdrop of the peculiar 

circumstances of Islam and the Muslims in the 20th century shall have to be evaluated. For 

some Asad stands head and shoulders above all other Western English-Writing reverts: "He 

rose to unparalleled eminence among Western Muslims because none has contributed more 

than Asad to elucidating Islam as an ideology and conveying its quintessential spirit in 

contemporary terms to Muslims and Non-Muslims alike ... with brilliant writings on Islam 

and with wide ranging services to the Muslims, sometimes rendered at great personal 

sacrifice." For a correct appreciation of Asad's work, we have to see it against the backdrop 

of his first encounter with the Muslim World. Asad's introduction to the Muslim World took 

place when he visited a turbulent, fearful Middle East in the wake of First World War. For 

the previous two centuries, an ascendant Europe had remade the map of the Muslim world 

from the shores of Morocco on the Atlantic in the west to the fertile countryside of Mindanao 

in the Pacific in the east, and from the mountains of Daghestan in the north to the coconut-
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palm-fringed beaches of the Maldives Islands in the Indian Ocean in the south. Its military, 

political, cultural and economic onslaught on the sea had blown up like a hurricane. The 

glory of the Mughals of India and Safavids of Persia had passed away; the back of the once-

formidable Ottoman state had been broken; the Caliphate―an institution which, though 

reduced in status, still enjoyed popular support―had been abolished. The Muslims lagged 

behind the West in the educational, industrial and technological and scientific fields. As the 

first decades of the twentieth century wore on, they felt at bay. They were deeply divided, 

disheartened and humiliated. They had been so weakened that some quarters even harbored 

designs to ring down the last curtain on Islam as a religion and civilization. 

3.8 Cross-Currents in the Muslim World   

During the earlier decades of 20 century, these momentous changes had loosened a storm of 

new values, concepts and social stresses on the Muslim world; of unprecedented violence and 

scope, it threatened to sweep away the very foundations of Muslim society. Many Muslims 

still cherished traditional Islamic values. Yet, a broad spectrum of competing, confusing 

trends appeared in the Islamic World as the influence of the West had left few Muslim 

countries untouched. There were movements in support of religious reform which had their 

roots in Muslim tradition. Muhammad 'Abduh of Egypt (d. 1905) and Iqbal (d. 1938) 

represented this trend in the early twentieth century and their influence remains strong and 

alive. But there were also advocates of the newly imported ideas of westernization, 

nationalism, and secularism who looked to the West for inspiration. The spearheads of these 

ideologies were Kemal Ataturk (d. 1938) of Turkey and Reza Shah of Iran (d. 1944). As it 

was not possible to square the antipodal ideas of the traditional Islamic reformers with those 

of the advocates of westernization and secularism, a complete rupture between them was 

soon fairly fully established. In this situation of the Muslim world, Asad saw it as his destiny 

and duty to critically examine the causes of the decline of the Muslims as well as the forces 

and the problems pressing them and to wake them from their slumber. Driven by the zeal of a 

reformer, Asad tried to bridge the gap between the traditional and the modern worlds. He was 

repelled by what he saw as the religiously and socially disruptive newfangled ideas spreading 

in the Islamic World: westernization, secularism, nationalism and materialism. Like other 

writers and thinkers who had in them "a spark of the flame which burned in the hearts of the 

companions of the Prophet", "he responded to the challenge to reconcile religion and 

modernization and to produce what some call "a wide-ranging synthesis of Islam, modernity, 
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and the needs of the society of the day." Asad lived in an era of immense social, intellectual 

and political creativity. While most other reformers shook the Muslim World with the 

thunder of their spirits, power of their charisma and strength of their popular support, he was 

an intellectual who did not belong to any organization. Asad's obvious virtues, those which 

no reader can fail to see immediately, are depth of knowledge, clarity of reasoning and the 

meticulous exposition and dissection of arguments, even when he accepts their conclusions. It 

is his peculiar achievement that, with high virtuosity and great passion, he contrived to make 

a coherent whole of his diverse concerns. 

3.9 His Sources and writings 

Definitely, the primary sources of Asad's inspiration were the Qur'an and the traditions of the 

Prophet (peace be upon him). But he could not fail to be impressed by 'Abduh, Iqbal and 

other thinkers who had earlier diagnosed the ills of the Muslim society and prescribed a 

similar remedy for it. A vigorous promoter of Muslim ideology and values and a precursor of 

those Muslims who were proud of their identity and wanted to preserve it in a changing, 

tumultuous world. Asad instilled in his public new confidence in the power and future of 

Islam. To do all this, he used a powerful tool: his pen. The reach, range, depth and relevance 

of what he penned were immense. Asad's writings on Islam and the Muslims extend over half 

a century, from the 1920s to the 1980s. His writings include: Unromantisches Morgenland 

(ca. 1925); Islam at the Crossroads (1934); Sahih al-Bukhari: The early years of Islam 

(1935-1938), an annotated translation; The Road to Mecca (1954); The Principles of State 

and Government in Islam (1961); The Message of the Qur'an (1964-1980), an interpretation 

of, and a commentary on, the Quran; and This Law of Ours and Other Essays (1987). 

Between 1946 and 1947, he also brought out a journal, Arafat: A Monthly Critique of 

Muslim thought. Asad's first book Unromantisches Morgenland was written in German 

language and carried his original name Leopold Weiss. It was written at the end of 1922 for 

the publishers Frankfurter Zeitung which was then and continues to be even now the most 

prestigious German journal. Weiss wrote this book at the tender age of 22. Together with the 

paintress Elsa Schicmann, who would be his first wife, between March and October of that 

year he had visited Palestine, Transjordan ('Amman, with only 6000 inhabitants), Syria, 

Egypt (Cairo and Alexandria), Turkey (Smyrna, just burnt down, and Constantinople) as well 

as Malta. The book is illustrated by 59 black and white photographs which are now of great 

historical importance. The sources of the photographs are not mentioned." This small diary of 
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just 159 pages amazes one in several ways. Most surprising, however, is the young author's 

talent as a writer, in particular his powerfully evocative, yet lyrical descriptions of 

countryside, moods and people; they are often startling but never banal. The colour of light, 

for instance, may be "shell-like'', travelers may be "silent, as if wrapped up in the great 

landscape." Forms and movements can be of an 'intoxicating uniqueness" and "wind like a 

breath without substance." In Jerusalem, he found "little air to breathe" and "a yearning for 

terror." Here, like nowhere else, Weiss "heard history roar by" and walked on ground so soft 

that his "feet took comfort from walking."'  

3.10 Influence of Arab Culture 

Weiss, even then, was enamoured of, and most romantically infatuated with, almost 

everything Arab. He portrays himself as an uncritical, unconditional admirer of the Arab race 

and culture. For him, the "Arabs are blessed" and archetypically graceful. In his view, it was 

"a wonderful expression of the widely alert Arab being" that it "does not know of any 

separation between yesterday and tomorrow, thought and action, objective reality and 

personal sentiment". The Arabs, according to him "always identify with the simple things 

happening out of nowhere (and are therefore free of tragedy and remorse)"  They lead a 

wonderfully simple life that in a direct line leads from birth to death". After talking to leading 

figure of Transjordan, Weiss, in his idealization of the Arabs, indulged in prophetic lyrics: 

"You are timeless. You jumped out of the course of world history ... You are the 

contemporary ones until you will be invested by Will, and then you will become bearers of 

the Future. Then your power will be dense and pure...". There is nostalgia in the air when 

Weiss admires the Arabs because "their lives flow with the naivete of animals". Even while 

in Istanbul, he regretfully sighs: "Oh, my Arab people"! One more quote would suffice: 

"During several months, I was so impressed by the uniqueness of the Arabs that I am now 

looking everywhere for the strong centre of their lives ... recognizing the eternally exciting, 

the stream of vitality, in such a great mass, in so strange a nation". Against that astonishingly 

affinity with all things Arab―but surprisingly not Islamic―the young Weiss, in the book's 

'introduction', muses: "in order to understand their genius one would have to enter their circle 

and live with their associations. Can one do that?" Asad is one of those Westerners who, with 

extraordinary effort, tried to turn into a real Arab. Like all the others, he became a virtual 

Arab for the simple reason that neither a civilization (Islamic), nor a nation (Turkey), nor an 

individual (after about the age of about 16) can fully assimilate any other culture to the point 
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of erasing the previous one. Cultural transmigration was, and is a futile attempt. Yet 

Muhammad Asad, fuelled by his youthful infatuation, was perhaps closer than anybody else 

to becoming a "real" Arab.  

Morgenaland reveals young Asad's ideas about Zionism prior to his embracing Islam. For 

him Zionism had entered into an unholy alliance with Western powers and thereby became a 

wound in the body of the Near East. However, Weiss, otherwise quite far-sighted, expected 

Zionism to fail because of the "sick immorality" of its Israel project. He considered the very 

idea that the plight of the Jewish people could be cured through a homeland, without first 

healing the malady of Judaism as such, as a sick one. The Jews, so thought Weiss, had not 

lost Palestine without reason. They had lost it for having betrayed their moral commitment 

and their God. Without reversing this disastrous course, it was useless to build roofs in 

Palestine. Weiss, still declaring himself to be a Jew, did not reject Judaism but political 

Zionism, and did so less on political than on religious grounds. There is another major insight 

to be gained from Asad's first book: his virulent cultural criticism of the Occident as spent, 

decadent, exploitative (capitalist) and mindlessly consumerist. Weiss does not indicate in any 

way that World War One had just taken place. But he betrays some of the cultural contempt 

typical of the pre-war intellectuals and of their longing for what is "natural", risky and 

existential when complaining "how terribly risky is the absence of risk." For him, the 

Europeans had become spiritually sluggish, "clinging to things", and losing their instincts as 

well as their "rope-dancing" vitality. Indeed, he contemptuously contrasts liberal 

utilitarianism against an Orient that is about is to "regain form its own self what is grand and 

new" and "allows individuals the freedom to live a life without borders." With regard to the 

young Soviet Union Weiss, like many others at the time, even dares to speak with a positive 

note and mentions the possibility of the "liberation of the entire world". 

Thus, Unromantisches Morgenland reveals Leopold Weiss as a poet, a lover (of Arabia), an 

anti Zionist, and a moralist. What amazes one in all these respects is the authority with which 

he speaks as a political pundit, making bold forecasts. Being a gifted amateur, he successfully 

poses as an accomplished expert on Near Eastern affairs in general, Obviously still a beginner 

in Arabic in spite of his Hebrew background, Weiss mentions only to one single occasion 

where he used an interpreter, as a back-up. In so posturing, Weiss showed himself, so gifted 

that one would hesitate to accuse him of imposture. There is one last amazing thing that we 

find, or rather do not find, in Asad's earliest book: Islam is virtually absent. The only time 
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when it is mentioned, Asad dismisses it as being non-essential for their genius because that is 

"rooted in its blood"―a statement somewhat smacking of racist Arabophilia. Thus, while 

holding many promises, the book did not foreshadow Asad's reversion to Islam. The editors 

of the Frankfurter Zeitung immediately recognized the promise of the greatness of the author. 

So it was only logical for them to order another travelogue from him. Weiss accepted the 

assignment, received the money, but was unable to deliver (and was fired). However, only 

two years after the appearance of Unromantisches Morgenland, in 1926 in Berlin, he became 

a Muslim.  

Asad's first publication as a committed Muslim was Islam at the Crossroads, published in 

1934. It heralded the arrival of a brilliant English-writer revert with a bold, dynamic vision. A 

man unafraid of controversy, he had one single, enduring, driving goal: to help bring back the 

Muslims to the two original sources which were the foundation of their spiritual and temporal 

greatness, the Quran and the Sunnah. 'The book did not claim to give a comprehensive 

answer to the many ailments that had weakened and destabilized the Muslim World. Raising 

the banner of revolt against the intellectual, social and political challenge posed by an ever-

expanding Western Weltanschauung, the primary aim of Islam at the Crossroads was to warn 

the Muslims against blindly imitating Western values and mores, which Asad thought posed a 

mortal danger to Islam. It had an authentic Iqbalian spirit, and was an incisive, sweeping and, 

often, a startling but refreshing response to a tide which had long flowed in favour of Western 

cultural and political hegemony. Moreover, it vivified a debate in progress on two of the 

fundamental concerns which exercised Muslim reformers: the perplexing problems of 

westernization and Muslim revival and the extent to which it was necessary for Muslims to 

follow the West's ways in order to achieve progress. 

3.11 Asad's Emphasis on the Qur'an and Sunnah  

He exposed adherence to the teachings of the Qur'an and the Sunnah without which he 

thought Islam and Muslim Civilization could not survive. He says in Islam at the Crossroads: 

"Many reform proposals have been advanced during the last decades, and many spiritual 

doctors have tried to devise a patent medicine for the sick body of Islam. But, until now, all 

has been in vain, because all those clever doctors―at least all those who get a hearing 

today―have invariably forgotten to prescribe, along with their medicines, tonics and elixirs, 

the natural diet on which the early development of the patient had been based. This diet, the 

one which the body of Islam, sound or sick, can positively accept and assimilate, in the 
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Sunnah of our Prophet Muhammad." "The Sunnah", he emphasizes is the key to the 

understanding of the Islamic rise more than thirteen centuries ago; and why should it not be a 

key to the understanding of our present degeneration? Observance of Sunnah is synonymous 

with Islamic existence and progress. Neglect of the Sunnah is synonymous with a 

decomposition of and decay of Islam. The Sunnah is the iron framework building, and if you 

remove the framework can you be surprised if it breaks down like a house of cards? The 

salience of the Sunnah for Muslims is stressed in many places in Islam at the Crossroads. 

One such example is: "The term Sunnah is used in its widest meaning, namely, the example 

of the Prophet has set before us in his attitudes, actions and sayings. His wonderful life was a 

living illustration and explanation of the Quran, and we can do no greater justice to the Holy 

Book than by following him who was the means of revelation. "He was receptive to the 

Muslims being open to the world, but insisted on their maintaining their spiritual and cultural 

identity." A Muslim must live with his head held high, "he writes in his book." This does not 

mean that Muslim should seclude themselves from the voices coming from without. One may 

at all times receive new, positive influence from a foreign civilization without necessarily 

abandoning his own. An example of this kind was the European Renaissance. There we have 

seen how reading Europe accepted Arab influences in the matter and method of learning. But 

it never invited the out ward appearance and the spirit of Arabian Culture, and never 

sacrificed its own intellectual and aesthetic independence. It used Arab influences only as a 

fertilizer upon its own soil, just as the Arabs had used Hellenistic influences in their time. In 

both cases, the result was a spiritual enrichment, a strong, new growth of an indigenous 

civilization, full of self-confidence and pride in itself. No civilization can prosper, or even 

exist, after having lost this pride and the connection with its past. Asad was always steadfast 

in his beliefs. But in fairness to him, it should be mentioned that, while he held steadfastly to 

his beliefs, his views mellowed with time. In a later edition of Islam at the Crossroads, he 

softened his occasional astringent stance on several issues he had raised some four decades 

earlier. Islam at the Crossroads contributed to the breaking up of the ice of anomie and 

malaise prevalent in the Muslim world at the time it received great critical acclaim and was 

commercial success, which cannot be said of all of Asad's books. But it can safely be said 

that it is one of Asad's works on which his fame will rest. Iqbal―who outshone all other 

Muslim thinkers of the twentieth century―called it an eye-opener. It is perhaps Asad's most 

widely read and translated book. Its immaculate Arabic version done by 'Umar Farrukh (d. 
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1987), a prominent Lebanese scholar and introduced by eminent Mustafa al-Khalidi, had a 

wider readership than the original, which itself has been reprinted fourteen times. 

Interestingly like Citizen Kane, which was a young Orson Welles' seminal screen 

masterpiece, Islam at the Crossroads catapulted Asad to great fame at the start of his 

productive career; and like the classic film, the brilliant critique of the westernization 

movement was an act that was hard for its author to follow. But other writing themes and 

achievements beckoned the young Asad. 

3.12 Contribution in the field of Hadith and its Implementation 

After Islam at the Crossroads, Asad focused his attention on one of the earliest and most 

enduring of his concerns as a reformer: "to make real the voice of the Prophet of Islam―real, 

as if he were speaking directly to us and for us: and it is in the hadith that his voice can be 

most clearly heard." Like other Islamic reformers, he thought that knowledge of the traditions 

of the Prophet―which complement and amplify the Qur'an―was necessary for "a new 

understanding and a direct appreciation of the true teachings of Islam." In fact, he had been 

preoccupied with the Prophet's Sunnah, or way of life, from his Madinah days. Toward this 

end, and with the encouragement of Iqbal, he attempted a task that until then had never been 

undertaken in English. This was the translation of, and commentary on, the Prophet's 

authentic traditions as carefully and critically compiled in the ninth century―over a period of 

sixteen years―by the greatest traditionist al-Bukhari (d. 870). Between 1935 and 1938, Asad 

published the first five of forty projected installments of al-Bukhari's celebrated work under 

the title, Sahih al-Bukhdri: The Early Years of Islam. But due to his internment during the 

second World War, the destruction of the manuscripts of his annotated rendering in the chaos 

that followed the creation of two nation-states, India and Pakistan, and the press of other 

intellectual activities, he was unable to complete the publication of this work, esteemed by 

many Muslim to be second only to the Qur'an in importance. Years later he described the sad 

scene of the end of his loving effort to make the Prophet's voice heard and understood in 

English. "With my own eyes I saw a few scattered leaves of those manuscripts floating down 

the river Ravi [now in Indian Punjab] in the midst of torn Arabic books―the remnants of my 

library―and all manner of debris, and with those poor, floating pieces of paper vanished 

beyond recall more than ten years of intensive labour. But the years spent on this undertaking 

were not spent in vain; on the contrary they were, as Asad himself recognized, a preparation 

for a greater task that was awaiting him. The book contains the historical passages normally 
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found in Vol. I, Book 1 ("How Revelation Began"), and Vol. V, Book 57, ("The Merits of the 

Prophet's Companions") and book 59 (al-Maghazi: Military Campaign). However, Asad 

committed the last 29 sections of Book 57 to a new book called "How Islam Began". This 

was a part of his attempt to re-order al-Bukhari's material according either to subject matter 

(i.e. personalities) or chronology or both, an approach that ran his into objections. After all, 

Sahih al-Bukhari, had been read and re-read and even committed to memory by so many 

Muslims since its collection in the third century A.H. Equally important were Asad's detailed 

and extensive notes―an ideal way to make the ahadith come alive. It is the very 

thoroughness and lucidity of this commentary which one later finds again in Asad's The 

Message of the Qur'an. Typical for instance, is Asad's treatment of conflicting reports on 

'Umar ibn al-Khattab's reversion to Islam. He reconciles these reports by suggesting that 

'Umar's reversion "was probably not the result of one single experience." With his extensive 

notes on parts of the Sunnah, Asad followed up his views-first expressed in Islam at the 

Crossroads that not Fiqh but the Qur'an and the Sunnah must be refocused on the 

centerpieces of Islam. With his work on the Sahih, by giving the entire corpus of hadith a 

fresh credibility and respectability, Asad countered the dangerous tend to turn Islam into 

merely some form by a vague and amorphous deism. It was a major effort indeed. Ever since, 

indiscriminate assaults on the Sunnah, as mounted by Goldziher and later by Schacht, look 

somewhat inept.  

3.13 On Islamic Polity 

The Principals of State and Government in Islam, A book of 107 pages only has become an 

essential foundation of further efforts to rejuvenate Islamic jurisprudence and to develop a 

much needed Islamic theory of state. Originally, research on this book was prompted by the 

need to develop an Islamic constitution for the new Islamic Republic of Pakistan: to base a 

society not on race or nationality but solely on the "ideology" of the Qur'an and the Sunnah. 

The book, therefore, reflects some of the intoxicating awareness that the Muslim world might 

have, now again, "a free choice of destiny." Asad was aware that Islamic history could not 

provide models that could be copied directly. The confederation of Madinah was set up under 

very peculiar circumstances; it was also unique in so far as it was being ruled over by a 

messenger of God. Islamic history has ever since been characterized pretty much by 

despotism. The ideas of Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092) and al-Mawardi (d. 1058) could not serve 

as the blue-prints of an Islamic community in the industrial age. Asad therefore keenly felt 
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the need to make a clear distinction between the relatively small set of divine norms 

governing state and government, found in the Qur'an and Sunnah which alone deserve the 

name of the Shariah. As for fiqh, i.e. enormous body of rules derived from the Qur'an and the 

Sunnah, it was essentially man-made notwithstanding the fact that its ultimate sources were 

rooted in Revelation. "An Islamic state", Asad posits in The Principles of State and 

Government of Islam, is not a goal or an end in itself but only a means the goal being the 

growth of a community of people who stand up for equity and justice, for right and against 

wrong or, to put it more precisely, a community of people who work for the creation and 

maintenance of such social conditions as would enable the greatest possible number of 

human beings to live, morally as well as physically, in accordance with the natural Law of 

God, Islam. Asad held that modern and future Muslims had considerable flexibility to deal 

creatively through ijtihad, independent thinking with an ever-changing world and its 

attendant challenges. But he believed that it was incumbent upon them when carrying out 

ijtihad to be bound at all times by the two fundamental sources of Islamic law: the Qur'an and 

the Sunnah. He believed that in all matters which were clearly enjoined by the Shari'ah, 

sovereignty belonged to God alone, but in most other areas, such as the form of the political 

system to be adopted, God in His Wisdom gave the believers the right, and imposed on them 

the duty, to exercise their reason to arrive at the appropriate decision for their time by mutual 

consultation. Asad laid great emphasis on the Quranic principle of consultation; he gave no 

quarter to totalitarian systems of government, which he thought were pernicious and anti-

Islamic.  

3.14 The Road to Mecca  

The Road to Mecca, revealed the gems of literary talent in the secret casket of Asad's genius. 

In this book, published in 1954, Asad offers us nearly 380 enthralling pages which revolve 

around the only love that captivated him for life: Islam. His story is "simply", he says, "the 

story of a European's discovery of Islam and of his integration within the Muslim 

community". He wrote it in response to those of his Western colleagues in New York who 

had been baffled by his reversion to Islam and identification with the Muslims. "Serving as 

Pakistan's Minister Plenipotentiary to the United Nations, I was naturally in the public eye 

and encountered a great deal of curiosity among my European and American friends and 

acquaintances. At first they assumed that mine was the case of a European 'expert' employed 

by an Eastern government for a specific purpose, and that I had conveniently adapted myself 
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to the ways of the nation which I was serving; but when my activities at the United Nation 

made it obvious that I identified myself not merely 'functionally' but also emotionally and 

intellectually with the political and cultural aims of the Muslim World in general, they 

became somewhat perplexed. But what a rich story and how marvelously told, it covers 

Asad's life from his beginning in Lvov in 1900 to his last desert journey in Arabia in 1932. It 

treats of vast themes: a journey in space and in spirit, an exploration of vast geographical 

distance and of the deep interior recesses of a man's psyche. The Road to Mecca gives us a 

rounded portrait of a restless man in search of adventure and truth. It is part spiritual 

autobiography, part summary of the author's intuitive insights into Islam and the Arabs, part 

an impressive travelogue. Spiced with a virtuosity of literary technique, a perfect prose style 

fashioned for the purpose, and a European storyteller's urbane sensibility and infused with a 

genuine sympathy for the world it describes, The Road to Mecca often eclipses the classic 

travel books on Arabia: those of Charles Doughty, Richard Burton, T.E. Lawrence, Freya 

Stark and Wilfrid Ihesiger. Punctuated with abundant adventure, moments of contemplation, 

colorful narrative, brilliant description and lively anecdote, The Road to Mecca tells a story 

that on all counts is gripping but which necessarily suffers in a skeletal condensing. It tells of 

the upbringing of Muhammad Asad in his homeland as Leopold Weiss, an Austrian Jew who 

was descended of orthodox rabbis, of his University days in Veinna; of musings on the 

human condition in the West; of wonderings across central Europe in search of a fulfilling 

life; of gate crashing into the world of journalism in Berlin; of his extensive travels all over 

the middle East, of soul stirring visits to Jerusalem and Cairo; of working as a correspondent 

for one of the most prestigious German newspapers; of falling in love with Islam and the 

Arabs; of momentous reversion to the Muslim faith and becoming Muhammad Asad; of 

sojourning in Arabia for six years and being the guest of king 'Abd al-'Aziz , the monarch 

who coalesced once-warring tribes into a unified, peaceful Kingdom; of living like an Arab, 

wearing only Arab dress, speaking only Arabic; dreaming dreams in Arabic; of traveling with 

the Bedouin; of studying Islam's scripture and history in the holy cities of Makkah and 

Madinah; of going on pilgrimage; of encounters with people belonging to every stratum of 

society-the simple man in the street, the sophisticated intellectual, the shrewd merchant and 

the powerful head of state; of going on a hazardous secret mission to Italian-occupied 

Cyrenaica to contact and assist 'Umar al-Mukhtar (hanged by the Italians in 1931), the 

warrior―hero of the country's freedom movement. And, throughout, there are two motifs 
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which are embroidered on every panel of this wonderfully crafted tapestry: a deep faith in 

God and an overwhelming love for the Arabian Prophet. Above all, The Road to Mecca tells 

a human story of a modern man's restlessness and loneliness, passions and ambitions, joys 

and sorrows, anxiety and commitment, vision and humanness. Its author comes out as 

brilliant, exciting, lively, full of penetrating observation, immense charm, and tremendous 

zest for life and deeply held religious beliefs. Significantly, he triumphantly achieves his 

purpose in writing. Resigning as Pakistan's ambassador to the United Nations in order to 

devote himself to writing this book, he became an ambassador of Islam to the West and to 

many alienated intellectuals and youths in Muslim lands. 

This book is interesting at any point of entry. Like any classic, The Road to Mecca has 

passages which never lose their flavor despite repeated reading. The book covers Asad's life 

till the point of his departure from Arabia to India in 1932. His readers were left with a thirst 

for the remainder of his autobiography. He did start working on a sequel, Homecoming of the 

Heart, which promised to unfold the rest of his active and fruitful life, but it was unfinished 

at the time of his death. 

3.15 This Law of Ours and Other Essays (1987)  

It seems to be the latest book of Asad. In fact, however, it consists in part some of his oldest 

writings. It is a collection of some of the essays that were first published in 1946 and 1947 in 

his "one man journal", Arafat―a Monthly Critique of Muslim Thought―which appeared for 

just a few years from Lahore. In the meantime, Asad had developed an intellectual affinity to 

Ibn Hazm of Cordova (d. 1064) who, like himself, had battled against all that goes beyond 

Qur'an and Sunnah. Asad's struggle to delineate the boundaries between Shari'ah and Fiqh 

appears in an intensed form in this book. Asad derives home the point that the "real" Shari'ah 

must be identified (and possible codified). Backed by Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn 

Hazm, he takes the uncompromising stand that nothing merely based on ijma or qiyas 

qualifies to be reckoned as a divine norm. On the basis of the Qur'an and Sunnah alone, a 

new ijtihad was needed in order to develop a modern fiqh, responsive to contemporary issues. 

This modern fiqh should be much simpler than the highly complex traditional one; Asad 

hastened to add, of course, no results of the new ijtihad could be admitted as forming part of 

the Shari'ah either; otherwise modern fuqaha would repeat the mistake of their ancestors: to 

petrify their jurisprudence. This Law of Ours is of particular interest to Pakistani Muslims, 

especially its chapter What do we mean by Pakistan? of which a sub-section is entitled 



252 
 

"Evasion and self-deception." It includes seven moving radio-addresses given by Asad to his 

Pakistani fellow citizens. He looked beyond official declarations of Islamism when he stated: 

"Neither the mere fact of having a Muslim majority, nor the mere holding of governmental 

key positions by Muslims, nor even the functioning of the personal laws of the Shari'ah can 

justify us in describing any Muslim state as an "Islamic State". He made it clear that neither 

the introduction of Zakat, nor outlawing riba, nor prescribing hijab or administering hudud 

punishments in and by themselves will do the trick of turning a country into an Islamic one. 

For that, so Asad felt, there is only one way: to bring about "a community that really lives 

according to the tenets of Islam" and presently "there is not a single community of this kind 

in sight." It is an observation such as these that we encounter for the first time Muhammad 

Asad, expressing bitter feelings about the ground realities of the world of Islam. Asad was 

too cautious and scrupulous a thinker to propose a programme of reform built on the Shari'ah 

without constant refinement and attention to recalcitrant, practical detail and without voicing 

his views vigorously. "Simply talking about the need for a 're-birth' of faith is not much better 

than bragging about our glorious past and extolling the greatness of our predecessors", he 

says in This Law of Ours and Other Essays. "Our faith cannot be born unless we understand 

what it implies and to what practical goals it will lead us. It will not do us the least good if we 

are glibly assured that the socio-economic programme of Islam is better than that of 

socialism, communism, capitalism, fascism, and God knows what other 'isms' ... We ought 

rather to be shown in unmistakable terms, what alternative proposals the Shari'ah makes for 

our society is, what views it puts forward with regard to individual property and communal 

good, labour and production, capital and profit, employer and employee, the state and 

individual, what its practical measures are for the prevention of man's exploitation by man for 

an abolition of ignorance and poverty; for obtaining food, clothing and shelter for every man, 

woman and child ... In another place, he returns to a central theme, the harmonious 

interaction between body and soul and between faith and deeds, which was one of the main 

reasons he was attracted to Islam: "this religion of ours would not be God's Message to man if 

its foremost goal were not man's growth towards God: but our bodies and our souls are so 

intertwined that we cannot achieve the ultimate well-being of the one without taking the other 

fully into account. Specious sermonizing about 'faiths' and 'sacrifice ' and 'surrender to God's 

Will' cannot lead to the establishment of true Islam on earth unless we are shown how to gain 

faith through a better insight into God's plan, how to elevate our spirit by living a righteous 
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life, and how to surrender ourselves to God by doing His Will as individuals and as a 

community, so that we might really become 'the best community that has ever been brought 

forth for [the good of] mankind' (Surah 3: 110)."  

3.17 Asad's Views on Leading Muslim Reformers 

Asad highlighted the necessity of a dynamic approach to solving the problems of the Muslims 

by using ijtihad based on the two ultimate authorities in Islam, the Qur'an and the 

authenticated traditions of the Prophet. He argued passionately that following this rugged 

path was the only way to ensure a successful revival in the Muslim world. In his insistence on 

the recourse to independent thinking, he drew inspiration from such luminaries of the 

classical, medieval and modern periods as the second Caliph 'Umar Ibn Al-Khattab (d. 644), 

Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), Fakhr Al-Din Al-Razi (d. 1210), Taqi Al-Din Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328), 

Ibn Al-Qayyim Al-Jawziyyah (d. 1350), Jamal Al-Din Al-Afghani (d. 1897) and Muhammad 

'Abduh (d. 1905). He was deeply respectful of the achievements of the great scholars of the 

past, but was critical of blind deference to individual opinions which according to Islamic 

principles cannot be regarded as infallible. He thought that all qualified Muslims were 

entitled and enjoined to exercise their judgment on a wide range of societal issues that arise in 

every age and had not been determined by divine revelation or authentic prophetic traditions. 

In support of his position, Asad would frequently cite the prophetic tradition that, if one 

exercised his judgment and was right, God would reward him doubly, but if he turned out to 

be wrong, God would still give him a reward. Today, many distinguished scholars endorse 

the concept of ijtihad enthusiastically. 

3.18 Asad’s thinking about Western Secularism and Materialism 

Asad's disenchantment with secularism and materialism was the child of his very intimate, 

personal experience of the west. This disappointment was deeply felt, searchingly scrutinized 

and trenchantly expressed. The impact of his devastating iconoclastic critique of these trends 

reoriented many away from defeatism to pride in their Muslim identity and heritage. Asad's 

cautionary and trailblazing examination of the debilitating effects of secular and materialistic 

thought on society has led to the appearance of several excellent studies on the subject. Also, 

the predictions Asad made some sixty-five years ago on the effect of this thought on Muslims 

have not been wide of the mark. Apart from very brief period when he was part of a team, 

Asad always worked on his own. Though he held several leaders of modern Islamic reform 

movements in high esteem, he was too independent a thinker not to question their intellectual 
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and political currency: he did not grind anybody's ideological or political axe. He never 

belonged to any organized movement, nor did he wish to form a socio-political organization 

to promote his reformist ideas. Part of this aversion of his was because Asad had little 

sympathy for the intolerance that often accompanies group partisanship; probably, he also felt 

that the consuming demands of organizational efforts had detrimental effects on creative 

writing. But because he was, and remained an intellectual and never became an activist or a 

founder of a party, he did not leave any disciples who could carry on and develop his thought. 

For the reasons just mentioned, Asad kept aloof from affiliating with the mainstream 

movements working for the common goal of Islamic activists: the resurgence of Islam. He, 

however, knew and respected the leaders of the major Islamic organizations and maintained 

amicable personal relation with them. He paid tribute to them when the occasion called for it 

but also spoke up in their defence or cried in lamentation whenever misfortune touched any 

of them. For example, though he disagreed with "certain points" of the Jama'at-e-Islami's 

programme, he thought of it as "a positive, legitimate movement." He considered the 

Jama'at's founder, Sayyid Abu 'l-A'la Mawdudi (d. 1979) "not only a great Islamic scholar but 

also dear personal friend of many years standing." He adds: "Although―as is clear from his 

and my writings―we did not concur on all points, our goal and objective was always the 

same: a deepening of the Islamic faith and Muslim culture." He also had great affection and 

admiration for Hasan Al-Banna, who launched in the late 1920's the Arab world's most 

powerful Islamic movement, Al Ikhwan Al-Muslimun. He considered Al-Banna "truly the 

greatest spiritual guide of our time, although his thoughts and his programme have often been 

deliberately misrepresented, in the Muslim world as well as in the West." Asad denounced 

strongly the execution of the gifted writer and Qur'an commentator Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) by 

Egyptian President Jamal 'Abd al-Nasir (d. 1970) whose "mindless and ferocious persecution 

of the Brotherhood" was behind this heinous act, which violated the lowest standards of 

decency and justice and stunned the entire Muslim World. "I mourned his death as did every 

believing Muslim..."  

3.19 Let Us Sum Up 

Asad has emerged as one of the most influential writers of 20th century Islamic literature in 

English. Likewise, his readership is across all the major continents of the world. His writings 

have covered large areas: travel and autobiography, Sunnah and Shari'ah, jurisprudence and 

Qur'anic exegesis, secularism and Westernization, political theory and constitutional law. 
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While posterity shall definitely reexamine his position on such varied issues and re-consider 

their relevance to their situations, it shall very much study the methodology Asad adopted for 

studying the basic sources of Islam―Qur'an and Sunnah, and also the Islamic history, culture 

and civilization. It is worthwhile to study the views of the contemporary scholars and thinkers 

on Asad and his contributions. Hence, a separate chapter is devoted to such opinions in this 

work. Asad's magnum opus, The Message of the Qur'an, too is worth a detailed study in order 

to appreciate how a leading figure of 20thcentury looks at the last revealed message which 

continues to be the ultimate source of Divine guidance for all those truth seekers who are 

sincere in their search. Asad in his formative years had been under the influence of western 

ideas and western sciences, including philosophy, history of art, chemistry and physics. He 

was particularly influenced by the then emerging psychoanalysis. He had been exposed to the 

writings of German literary genius Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926) whose penetrating, 

spiritualistic lyricism seems to have greatly influenced Asad's writing in German and English. 

Surprisingly, Asad never acknowledged it nor showed any ineptness to Rilke or Rilkian 

mannerism. He had been taught Hebrew and learned Talmud and its Exegesis. This would 

have tremendously helped him to learn Arabic (also a Semitic language) and the Qur'an 

(which is the upholder of the essence of earlier versions of Revealed Books) and its Exegesis. 

While Asad in his early years seems to be very virulent in attacking the Western civilization 

and praises Arabs profusely, his later attitude-mellowing down his criticism of the West and 

being critical of the Muslims' (Arabs included). Ideas, however, great they may be, cannot be 

totally divorced from the personality who propounds them. Asad's ideas too have been and 

continue to be subjected to thorough studies more and more today, his personality too is 

equally approached for better understanding. Asad is quite right in emphasizing the crucial 

importance of Islam's basic sources―the Qur'an and Sunnah―in the resurgence of Islam and 

the need for fresh ijtihad. But he seems to belittle the importance of the tradition, which has 

been one of the most important medium of conserving and preserving and the development of 

Islamic culture and civilization up to this day.  

3.20 Check Your Progress 

 Give an account of the Asad’s journey towards Islam. 

 Elaborate the contents of his basic books after reversion. 

 Explain his views on Ijtihad? 
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3.21 Suggested Readings 

 Muhammad Asad, Road to Makkah 

 Muhammad Asad, Islam at Crossroads  

 Murad Hofman, Muhammad Asad: Europe’s Gift to Islam 

 

 

 

 

 

 


