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selfishness, hatred, jealousy, enmity, estrangement, and oppression, 
Islam aims to reform and build righteous characters for individuals and 
society. Condemnation of such vices, and commandment of righteous 
and good manners and behaviors, works to bolster the sense of belonging 
within society and strengthens the bonds between its members. 

Conclusion
1- Belonging is the status of membership by which individuals 

enjoy a sense of loyalty and sincerity in their relationship with their 
society. Islamic principles and teachings reinforce the sense of belonging 
by instituting doctrine, rules of interaction, and an ethical system that 
aims to reform individual behavior and social structures in a manner that 
would guarantee prosperity in this life and in the hereafter. Islam works 
to overcome the psychological obstacles facing individuals’ belonging 
to society.  

2- Individuals face various obstacles that constitute barriers between 
them and their society. On the individual level, four obstacles are observed 
and need to be overcome in an effort to build strong sense of belonging. 
They include polytheism, disunity and division, superiority based on 
material characteristics, and racism and land ties. These obstacles have 
been overcome by Islam as it provides human dignity, propagates a 
universal message, connects with previous divine messages and reforms 
them, and stresses piety and righteousness as the standard for judgment.  

3 - Other obstacles are faced by the collective social groupings, 
which also form psychological barriers to belonging. They include: 
previous and inherited belongings to society, social structures and 
systems, and social behavior. Islam sought to reform these collective 
institutions to reinforce the unity and solidarity of the Muslim Ummah.  

4 - Finally, psychological obstacles facing individuals’ belonging 
to society are overcome in Islam by way of the six main principles of 
Islam: unity of origin, unity of faith, unity of rights, unity of duties, unity 
of responsibility, unity of goal and objectives and discipline of souls. 
These are preserved and protected by Islamic law and legislations.
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of religion to the social behavior of advice. He says «the religion is 
(sincere) advice...»(1) The act of giving sincere advice is a psychological 
reinforcement to individuals’ sense of belonging to the community 
and concern for both personal and public affairs. In the two Ahadíth 
mentioned above, Prophet Muhammad stresses on Muslims to care for 
the affairs of the community in both hidden intention and manifest deeds.  

Prophet Muhammad stressed good manners and called on his 
followers to build strong ties, likening them to brotherhood.  

Abu Hurayrah has reported that the Prophet (may peace be upon 
him) has said: «Neither nurse mutual jealousy, nor bad competition in 
the market, nor hatred, nor enmity, nor turning your backs to each other, 
nor selling over each other, and become as fellow brothers and servants 
of Allah. A Muslim is the brother of another; does not oppress him, lets 
him down, or demeans him. The piety is here (referring to him chest 
three times, It is sufficient evil for someone to scorn his Muslim brother, 
Every Muslim is guarded securing his life, property and honor.»(2)

Prophet Muhammad sought to reform social behavior in a manner 
that would reinforce the unity of the community.  He condemned 
behaviors that form obstacles to individual belonging to the Ummah, 
such as boastfulness, the prophet says: «Shall I inform you about the 
people of Paradise? They comprise every obscure unimportant humble 
person, and if he takes Allah’s Oath that he will do that thing, Allah 
will fulfill his oath (by doing that). Shall I inform you about the people 
of the Fire? They comprise every cruel, violent, proud and conceited 
person.» The Prophet also says: «He who trailed his garment out of 
pride, Allah would not look toward him on the Day of Resurrection.»(3) 

By condemning various kinds of ill behaviors and attitudes such 
as pride, greed, cheating, boastfulness, arrogance, conceitedness, 

(1) Muslim, Sahih Muslim Translated by Siddiqui, the book of faith, Bab Din is sincerity 
and good will, number 98, 1/37-8. 

(2) Ibid. , Kitab Al-Birr wa al-Silah wa al-Adab, Bab forbiddance of nursing mutual 
jealousy, number 6205, 4/1360. 

(3) Sahih Muslim. Kitab al-Libas wa al-Zeenah, Bab it is forbidden to trial one’s garment 
out of conceit or pride, number 5193, 3/1148.
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the woman. But if any remission is made by the brother of the slain, 
then grant any reasonable demand, and compensate him with handsome 
gratitude, this is a concession and a mercy from your Lord. After this 
whoever exceeds the limits shall be in grave penalty(178) In the Law 
of Equality there is (saving of) Life to you, o ye men of understanding; 
that ye may restrain yourselves» (2:178-9)

In regards to social structures and systems, Islam introduced methods 
that regulate the affairs of the Ummah and simultaneously strengthen the 
sense of belonging between its members. One such method is the principle 
of consultation (Shura) which reinforces individuals’ participation in 
the affairs of the community. These new methods introduced by Islam, 
coupled with Islam’s protection of lives, properties, and honor, reinforce 
individual belonging to society and combatted un-Islamic social 
structures and systems that contradicted this spirit in Islam.  

c. Social behavior 
The primary sources of Islam also paid a great deal of attention to 

the behavior of individuals in society, as social behavior is a balance 
that may strengthen or hinder individuals’ sense of belonging to society. 
Good manners and social behavior strengthens ties between members of 
society and reinforce social solidarity and unity. 

In Islam, deeds are judged by the intention of their doer. This 
principle is taken from the Hadíth of Umar in which the prophet says 
«deeds are judged by intention...»(1) The purification of heart mentioned 
in this Hadíth can be achieved by removing all obstacles to sincerity 
and piety. This Hadíth deals directly with the psyche of individuals. The 
intention of individuals in committing deeds may be a psychological 
reinforcement to belonging, or a psychological hindrance to it; it is all 
based on the individual’s intention. 

Social behavior is a paramount aspect in Islam. Prophet Muhammad, 
peace be upon him, is narrated to have confined the whole aspect 

(1) Al-Bukharí, Muhammad ibn Ismaíl, Summary of Sahíh al-Bukharí, summarized by 
Imam zain-ud-din Az-Zabaidi. Riyad: Maktaba Dar-us-Salam, 1994. kitab al-Iman, 
Bab: deeds are rewarded upon intention, Hadith no. 37, P. 79.
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Prophetic Hadiths stress the unity of the Muslim Ummah as the 
ultimate goal of individual belonging and condemned any attempts to 
disrupt this unity.  

The Prophet (p.b.u.h) says: «Different evils will make their 
appearance in the near future. Anyone who tries to disrupt the affairs of 
this Ummah while they are united you should strike him with the sword 
whoever he be. (If remonstrance does not prevail with him and he does 
not desist from his disruptive activities, he is to be killed.)»(1)

«It has been narrated on the authority of Abu Huraira that the 
Messenger of Allah (may peace be upon him) said: One who defected 
from obedience (to the Amir) and separated from the main body of the 
Muslims-if he died in that state-would die the death of one belonging to 
the days of Jahiliyya (i. e. would not die as a Muslim). One who fights 
under the banner of a people who ate blind (to the cause for which they 
are fighting. i. e. do not know whether their cause is just or otherwise), 
who gets flared up with family pride, calls, (people) to fight for their. 
family honour, and supports his kith and kin (i.e. fignts not for the cause 
of Allah but for the sake of this family or tribe) -if he is killed (in this 
fight), he dies as one belonging to the days of Jhiliyya. Whoso attacks 
my Umma (indiscriminately) killing the righteous and the wicked of 
them, sparing not (even) those staunch in faith and fulfilling not his 
promise made with those who have been given a pledge of security-he 
has nothing to do with me and I.»(2)

have nothing to do with him.

The Qur’an stipulates the sacredness and equality of human life and 
its protection under Islamic penalty law. This establishes the Islamic 
social system that guarantees, at the most basic, right to life and human 
dignity. Allah says:

«O ye who believe! the law of equality is prescribed to you in cases 
of murder: the free for the free, the slave for the slave, the woman for 
(1)  Muslim, Sahih Muslim Translated by Siddiqui, Kitab al-imarah, Bab decision about 

one who tries to disrupt the unity of Muslims, number 4565, 3/1031.
(2) Muslim, Sahih Muslim Translated by Siddiqui, Kitab al-imarah, Bab instruction to stick 

to the main community of Muslims, number 4555, 3/1029-1030.
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to make them conform to Islamic principles of justice, equality, and 
human dignity. Social structures and systems that do not enjoin human 
dignity for its individuals and establish justice and equality between its 
members hinder the individuals’ sense of belonging. 

The Prophet’s first meeting with a small group of people from Yathrib 
is one of the earliest efforts of the Prophet to reform social structures and 
systems.  In the authentic Hadíth narrated on the authority of Ubadah 
ibn al-Samit that who was: «a Naqib (a person heading a group of six 
persons), on the night of Al-’Aqaba pledge: «that he says:

«Allah’s Apostle said while a group of his companions were around 
him: «Swear allegiance to me that you will: not to join anything in 
worship along with Allah, not to steal, not to commit illegal sexual 
intercourse, not to kill your children, not to accuse an innocent person 
(to spread such an accusation among people), and not to be disobedient 
(when ordered) to do good deed.»  The Prophet added: «Whoever among 
you fulfills his pledge will be rewarded by Allah. And whoever indulges 
in any one of them (except the ascription of partners to Allah) and gets 
the punishment in this world, that punishment will be expiation for that 
sin. And if one indulges in any of them, and Allah conceals his sin, it 
is up to Him to forgive or punish him (in the Hereafter).» ‘Ubada bin 
As-Samit added: «So we swore allegiance for these.» (points to Allah’s 
Apostle).»(1)

This basic allegiance represented the earliest contract between 
Muslims and their society. It clearly includes principles that enhance 
individuals’ sense of belonging by regulating their affairs, prohibiting 
vice and sin, and establishing human dignity for its members. It gives 
people the right to life against murder, aggression, and infanticide. It 
protects individual reputation from false accusations that hinder and 
deform mutual trust between members of society. It also protects and 
preserves people’s properties and builds a sense of security amongst 
individuals and within society. 

(1) Khan, Muhammad Muhsin, The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih al-Bukhari, 
Turkey: Hilal Yayinlari, 1976, The book of belief, Bab (11), number 17, 1/21-22.
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an individual’s sense of belonging. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon 
him, worked to address these obstacles by affirming that need to reform 
pre-existing belongings if they contradict or obstruct belonging to the 
Muslim Ummah.  

 Abu Hurayra, may Allah be please with him, narrated that Prophet 
Muhammad, peace be upon him to have said: People are like mines 
of gold and silver; those who were excellent in Jahiliya (during the 
days of ignorance, before Islam) are excellent In Islam, when they 
have, an understanding, and the souls are troops collected together and 
those who had a mutual familiarity amongst themselves in the store of 
prenatal existence would have affinity amongst them, (in this world 
also) and those who opposed one of them, would be at variance with 
one another.(1)

Prophet Muhammad’s message of Islam is a continuation and 
reformation of previous divine messages. Islam facilitated the 
conversion from other faiths into Islam by virtue of this affiliation with 
the monotheistic message. For example, when the Prophet went to call 
the people of Ta’if to Islam, he met a slave named Addas who was 
originally from Iraq. Addas asked the Prophet (p.b.u.h) about Prophet 
Yunus and embraced Islam because Muhammad was calling for the same 
message of oneness to which Yunus had called for.(2) Islam confirmed 
the divine origin of other faiths rather than conflicting with the followers 
of other faiths. Furthermore, the Qur’an’s stipulation and Prophetic 
example of genuine calling to Islam in peaceful and pleasant methods 
helps reinforce the methodology of reforming previous and inherited 
senses of belonging in individuals upon accepting Islam.  

b. Social structures and systems
Faced by the dominant unjust social structures and systems that 

regulated the affairs of pre-Islamic society, Prophet Muhammad, peace 
be upon him, faced the challenge of reforming these social structures 

(1) Muslim, Sahih Muslim Translated by Siddiqui, Book 32 Kitab al-birr wa-s-silat wa-
la-adab, Bab Souls are troops collected together, number 6377, 4/1386. 

(2) Muslim, Sahíh Muslim, Riyad: International Ideas Home for Publishing & Distribution, 
1998, Kitab al-Birr, Bab al-Arwahu Junud, Hadith no. 2638, p. 126.
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and universality.  Although Islam places piety and righteousness as the 
standards of judgment, other individual and collective characteristics 
such as race, sex, wealth, or color, become tools to reinforce the unity 
of the whole body of the Muslim Ummah and are not disregarded all 
together. 

In analyzing psychological obstacles to belonging facing the Muslim 
Ummah collectively, it is pertinent to refer to the example of Prophet 
Muhammad and the obstacles faced at the dawn of Islam in building 
and strengthening the Muslim Ummah.  Prophet Muhammad aimed and 
succeeded in establishing a community of believers, where individuals 
enjoyed a strong sense of belonging to this Ummah.  What were the 
psychological obstacles faced in the early phase of Islam that Prophet 
Muhammad and the early Muslims worked to overcome to achieve 
belonging and loyalty to Muslim society?  

Islam focuses on the reformation of both the individual and society.  
The goal is to purify the hearts and minds of individuals, and to regulate 
the affairs of the community, with the goal of leading a righteous 
prosperous (Falah) life that would also lead to salvation in the hereafter.  
Hence, the reformation of the individual is crucial for the prosperity of 
society as a whole, however, there are obstacles and social ills that inflict 
the collective community that Islam also aims to reform in an effort to 
achieve the objective of Man’s vicegerency on earth and salvation in the 
hereafter. 

From the vast corpus of the sayings of Prophet Muhammad, three 
main obstacles are highlighted for analysis as factors that impact 
individuals’ sense of belonging to the Ummah, namely:  previous and 
inherited belongings to society, social structures and systems, and social 
behavior

a. Previous and inherited belongings to society
At the dawn of Islam, individuals faced the obstacles of inherited 

traditions and norms from the pre-Islamic culture. Such factors were 
obstacles in the way of belonging to the newly established Muslim 
Ummah. Traditions and norms that contradict the spirit of Islam obstruct 
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before Muslims became a distinguished community. 

Allah says: «O ye people! Adore your Guardian-Lord, who created 
you and those who came before you, that ye may have the chance to 
learn righteousness» (2:21) 

Allah also says: «O mankind! reverence your Guardian-Lord, who 
created you from a single person, created, of like nature, His mate, and 
from them twain scattered (like seeds) countless men and women;- 
reverence Allah, through whom ye demand your mutual (rights), and 
(reverence) the wombs (That bore you): for Allah ever watches over 
you.» (4: 1)

Allah commands his prophet to: «Say: «O men! I am sent unto you 
all, as the Messenger of Allah, to Whom belongeth the dominion of the 
heavens and the earth: there is no god but He: it is He That giveth both 
life and death. So believe in Allah and His Messenger, the Unlettered 
Prophet, who believeth in Allah and His words: follow him that (so) ye 
may be guided.» (7: 158)

The universality of Islam, the message brought by Prophet 
Muhammad, peace be upon him, helps remove psychological obstacles 
an individual may face in his or her belonging to the faith and society.  
Referencing the universality of the message reinforces concepts of 
equality amongst all human beings «O Mankind».   Furthermore, other 
verses in the Qur’an reinforce the universality of Islam yet giving 
particular reference to the Ummah of believers especially in matters of 
Islamic legislation. Upon the establishment of the Muslim concept of 
Ummah, verses were revealed with the call: «O, you who believe» or 
«O, believers.» For example: «O ye who believe! Obey Allah, and obey 
the messenger, and make not vain your deeds!» (47: 33)

2.2 Overcoming obstacles of belonging facing the Muslim 
Ummah

The characteristics of unity and oneness of Islam is manifested in the 
lives of Muslim individuals.  The collective sense of unity in the Muslim 
Ummah is reinforced by Islamic principles that stress equality, justice, 
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honoured of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the most righteous 
of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all 
things). (49: 13)

This is confirmed by the Prophet’s saying that:

«Verily Allah does not look to your faces and your wealth but He 
looks to your heart and to your deeds.»(1) 

This criterion psychologically impacts believers and helps diminish 
superiority complexes based on wealth, power, lineage, race, sex, etc., 
building instead a balance by which to judge others based on their piety. 
It also attracts individuals who suffer from racism and discrimination 
to be part of the community of believers that is built on the bases of 
equality and justice.

d. Universality of the message
The message of Muhammad, peace be upon him, is a universal 

message to all mankind. It calls upon all people to submit to the will 
of God. This is supported by the fact that the Quran on many occasions 
calls all people to follow the religion of Islam and abandon any kind 
of following (belonging) to any local, temporary or worldly manmade 
religions. Islam is also the religion where an individual’s relationship 
with God is direct, refuting the need for any mediators, a characteristic 
that helps reinforce an individual’s belonging to the faith and community 
of believers.  

Allah says: «When My servants ask thee concerning Me, I am indeed 
close (to them): I listen to the prayer of every suppliant when he calleth 
on Me: Let them also, with a will, Listen to My call, and believe in Me: 
That they may walk in the right way.» (2: 186)

The universality of Islam is evidenced in number of verses in the 
Qur’an which start with the universal call: «O people» or «O, mankind,» 
particularly the Qur’anic verses revealed during the Meccan phase(2) 

(1) Muslim, Sahih Muslim Translated by Siddiqui, Book 32 Kitab al-birr,  Bab  it is 
forbidden to perpetrate atrocity upon a Muslim, Number 6221, 4/1362.

(2) Al-Shayi’, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Rahman, al-Makkí wa al-Madaní fí al-Quran, 
Riyad: Markiz tafsír al-Quran, 1997, p. 33,
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Islam stands on the main principle of the belief in the oneness of God 
and the unity of the community of believers, one of the characteristics 
that distinguish it from other faiths. The dignity bestowed upon Man 
by God is conditioned with exercising virtue and piety.  The Muslim 
society, from an Islamic perspective, is established on principles of 
dignity, equality, justice, and achieving public benefits. The Muslim 
Ummah is to be manifested as one whole integrated unit in terms of 
faith, loyalty, and solidarity.  The main principle of Islam, Tawhid, is 
manifested in the unity  in both faith and life.  

In the Qur’an Allah describes this Ummah as «one Ummah.» In 
various verses, including Surat Al-Anbiyaa’  «The Prophets», where 
Allah commands members of this one Ummah to be pious and worship 
Him: «Verily, this brotherhood of yours is a single brotherhood, 
and I am your Lord and Cherisher: therefore serve Me (and no 
other)» (21:92). The same emphasis is seen in Surat Al-Mu’minun 
«The Believers,». «And verily this Brotherhood of yours is a single 
Brotherhood, and I am your Lord and Cherisher: therefore fear Me 
(and no other)» (23:52)

This clearly indicates that the unity of the Muslim Ummah has 
been the mission of the Prophets throughout history and that it is a 
characteristic of the community of the Believers. Unity of belief and 
faith in itself yields unity of the whole community of believers. 

c. Piety and good deeds are the balance and measure of preference 
above others
Islam’s main sources stress that Man’s status amongst other 

individuals is judged by the level of piety and leading a righteous 
life.  Worldly and material characteristics, such as wealth, lineage, 
appearance, etc. do not constitute preference of one over another.  This 
principle in Islam reinforces belonging to the Ummah because it allows 
for competition amongst individuals based on characteristics in which 
they have free will to act upon.  

Allah says: «O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a 
male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may 
know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). Verily the most 
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draws Muslims’ attention to the fact that they belong to one whole 
unified nation (Ummah), which follows Allah’s law. This unity creates 
a sense of belonging to a society which enjoins oneness of emotions, 
attitudes, and behaviors which ascribe to Allah’s commands.  

Allah says: «And hold fast, all together, by the rope which Allah 
(stretches out for you), and be not divided among yourselves; and 
remember with gratitude Allah’s favor on you; for ye were enemies and 
He joined your hearts in love, so that by His Grace, ye became brethren; 
and ye were on the brink of the pit of Fire, and He saved you from it. 
Thus doth Allah make His Signs clear to you: That ye may be guided.» 
(3:103)

In this context Man is asked to recognize the higher Divine force 
that created him and out of Divine’s mercy he was dignified and became 
God’s vicegerent on earth.

Allah says: «Behold, thy Lord said to the angels: «I will create a 
vicegerent on earth.» They said: «Wilt Thou place therein one who will 
make mischief therein and shed blood?- whilst we do celebrate Thy 
praises and glorify Thy holy (name)?» He said: «I know what ye know 
not.» (2: 30)

 Man, therefore, should follow and apply his Creator’s law in 
this life. Willingly adhering to God’s law constitutes Islam. Islam’s 
teachings provide spiritual motivation that shape Man’s behavior and 
values.  This is also the criterion by which Islam ordered us to compare 
between individuals in order to test their level of belonging. The unity 
of believers is mercy from Allah, which is translated in their behavior 
towards society in a manner that ascribes to Allah’s law. 

Muslims are seen as one body, as the Prophet says:

«The similitude of believers in regard to mutual love, affection, 
fellow-feeling is that of one body; when any limb of it aches, the whole 
body aches, because of sleeplessness and fever.»(1) 

(1) Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim translated into English by Abdul Hamid Siddiqui, 
 Book 32 Kitab al-Birr was-silah wal-adab, Bab: There should be mutual fellow-
feeling and love and the will to help each other amongst the believers, Number 6258, 
4/1368. 
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submitters. It also concentrates on individuals, and on the societies in 
which individuals live.  It aims to systemize, organize, and discipline 
the live of individuals on earth as a means to lead a good life and earn 
salvation in the hereafter. 

In Islam, the human being is the most dignified and honored creature 
on earth.(1) The Qur’an clearly states in various verses this raised status 
in order to reassure Man of his real status amongst all other creatures 
of God. Misunderstanding or ignorance of Man’s status may lead him 
to claim belonging to any of the powers which are created for Man’s 
service,(2) such as planets, fire, idols, etc., which affect in turn his 
belonging to the most dignified society on earth. Worship and dignifying 
of other creatures may also affect human behavior and productivity in 
society, whereas human effort would be diverted to worship of false 
deities. Allah says:»We have honored the sons of Adam; provided them 
with transport on land and sea; given them for sustenance things good 
and pure; and conferred on them special favors, above a great part of 
our creation» (17:70)(3)

And He the all-Mighty says:

«We have indeed created man in the best of moulds» (95:4)

The preservation of dignity of Man on earth is one of purposes 
maqasid of Islam. The combined factors of life, dignity, and oneness 
ultimately lead human beings to free themselves from any form of 
slavery, whether to their lusts or to other creatures.  Man’s life on earth 
is to test this dignity, upon which he shall be judged and rewarded or 
punished accordingly in the hereafter. 

b. Unity is characteristic, division is condemned  
Islam’s teachings and principles of belonging to the Ummah help 

overcome obstacles that arise from disunity and division. The Qur’an 

(1) Ibn Kathír, Ismaíl ibn Umar, Tafsír al-Quran al-Azím, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1994, 3/65..
(2) al-Shanqíñí, Adhwa al-Bayan fí Èdhah al-Quran bi al-Quran, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 

1995. 6/58, Verse 43 of Chapter 25. 
(3) In this paper all translations of Qur’anic verses are quoted from: Abdullah Yusuf Ali, 

The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an, Maryland, USA: Amana publications, 2004.  
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form, develop, and modify the behavior of individuals and regulate the 
relationship between individuals and society.  

2.1 Overcoming Obstacles of Belonging Facing Individuals
This section discusses the main methods of overcoming obstacles 

in the way of individual’s belonging to society. Such obstacles may 
include polytheism, disunity, divisions, and the issue of the historicity 
of Islam and its place amongst previous divine messages. Other inner 
factors that play a role in developing belonging include racism and land 
ties. These obstacles generate an inner conflict inside human beings. 
Islam provides remedies to overcome these obstacles. Islam stresses the 
honor and dignity of all mankind, hence attracts various mentalities that 
struggled with polytheism’s lack of human status.  Aspects of divisions 
and disunity in the community are treated in Islam by the principle of 
unity of the origin of mankind and by describing them as one whole 
nation (Ummah). An obstacle to belonging may be visible in followers 
of previous divine messages. This was remedied by Islam’s connection 
to all divine messages and signifying the unity of all their origins. Islam 
also provides inner peace in encouraging piety and asserting that all 
deeds will be fairly judged by Allah. Finally, the universality of Islam is 
also a strong factor that enhances individual’s belonging.  

Islamic principles that help individuals overcome obstacles in 
the way of their belonging to society include: Honor and dignity as 
the real status of Man, unity of faith and life and shunning divisions, 
righteousness as the measure of preference and competition amongst 
individuals, and the universality of the message. The above factors are 
evidenced in Islam as follows: 

a. Honor and Dignity as the Real Status of Man on Earth 
Prophet Muhammad’s message is built on the principle of Tawhid, 

of the oneness of God the Creator of the universe, to whom belongs 
the earth and heavens and all creatures. It is a call for all mankind to 
submit to the will of God.(1) Hence, it is the religion of submission and 

(1) Al-Jurjaní, al-Tarífat, 1/39, Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Arabí, 1405 A.H. Ibn Ashúr, al-
Tahrír wa al-Tanwír, 1/267.
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Psychology studies the conditions and circumstances that affect 
the behavior and feelings of both individuals and society. Hence, 
psychology is directly related to the study of belonging and the factors 
that influence individuals’ relationship to society.  In considering 
the obstacles facing the nafs, this study finds that the formation, 
development, and modification of individual behavior to overcome 
psychological obstacles to belonging are not easy tasks. They require 
faith, patience and motivation. In Islam, the principle of reward and 
punishment plays a major role in the task of overcoming obstacles. This 
task is denoted in Islam as «jihad al-nafs,» that is struggling against 
one’s self. This struggle is manifested through patience and obedience 
of Allah’s commands. Allah states in the Qur’an in a verse revealed 
during the Meccan period before physical Jihad was prescribed: (1) «and 
those who strive in Our (cause), We will certainly guide them to our 
Paths: For verily Allah is with those who do right» (Qur’an 29:69). 
This is a clear indication of the importance of jihad al-nafs, a means 
to overcoming psychological obstacles revealed in the early stages of 
the Islamic message.

2. Islam, Mankind, and the Construction of Belonging 
through Faith

The difficulty in measuring the level of individuals’ belonging to 
society stems from the nature of researching an aspect that is hidden, 
unseen, innate, or immeasurable. This is because it is by instinct that 
humans feel the need to have a sense of belonging, in order to recognize 
themselves and enjoy an identity. The level of individual’s belonging 
to society is not stable, it may increase, decrease, or be completely 
diminished based on factors that impact this feeling. A relationship in 
which society, faith, or family do not warrant the individual adequate 
status of human dignity may hinder the individual’s sense of belonging. 
Belonging is a natural instinct that may be fostered and developed to 
reach various stages. This is observed in people who share the same 
place but differ in their behaviors and attitudes towards their society.  
Islam fosters the sense of  belonging through rulings and teachings that 

(1) Ibn Ashúr, Muhammad al-Tahir, al-Tahrír wa al-Tanwír, Beirut: Muassasat al-Taríkh 
al-Arabí, 2000, 20/206-7.
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from mixing their lineage by ascribing themselves to any other blood 
relationship than their original and real ones(1). It is narrated that the 
Prophet has strongly condemned this deed by saying «there is upon him 
the curse of Allah»(2). It also indicates that it is of the forbidden deeds(3). 
In this text the verb in question is not used in the same context as it is 
commonly used. The Arab usage of the verb is in the context of lineage 
and tribal belonging as mentioned above. The two main characteristics 
that define belonging in Islam, that is divinity and universality, were not 
known in non-Muslim or pre-Islamic societies.

b. Psychology (nafsí)
«Psychology simply cannot be defined; indeed, it cannot even be 

easily characterized . . . Psychology is what scientists and philosophers 
of various persuasions have created to . . . understand

the minds and behaviors of various organisms from the most 
primitive to the most complex ...»(4).

From the Islamic point of view, these definitions are inadequate in 
describing the best methods for studying human mentality or behavior.  
An «Islamic» perspective of Man and the exploration of the ‘self’ or 
psyche are considered in light of the Islamic main sources, Quran and 
Sunnah. The Qur’an clearly describes Man as a creature of three main 
elements, body, spirit (rúh) and self (nafs), which constitutes the mind, 
heart, sense and instincts.(5) In this description, Man is a combination of 
two main components: material and moral, and the objective is to seek 
balance between these two characteristics.(6)

(1) Muslim, Muslim Ibn al-Hajjaj. Sahih Muslim, translated by abdul-Hamid Siddiqui. 
Beirut: Dar al-Arabia, n.d,  Book 7 Kitab al-Hajj, Eminence of Medina, Number 3163, 
2/688.

(2) Ibn Abd al-Barr, Yúsuf ibn Abd Allah, al-Istidhkar, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyyah, 
2000, 2/74

(3) Ibn Battal, Ali ibn Khalaf. Sharh Sahíh al-Bukharí, Riyad: Maktabat al-Rushd, 2003, 
6/104

(4) Reber, A.S. (Editor) Dictionary of Psychology, London: Reber, Third Ed. 1995, p.617.
(5) Al-Zayn, Samíh Atif. Ilm al-Nafs: marifat al-nafs al-Insaniyyah fí al-Kitab wa 

al-Sunnah, Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnaní, 1991, 1/127-8. 
(6) Najatí, Muhammad Uthman, Madkhal ila Ilm al-Nafs al-Islamí, Egypt: Dar al-

Shurúq, 2001. p.104,
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and their ties with their principles and firm bases.»(1) This definition 
focuses, in a general way, on the foundations which determine to 
individuals the meaning and style of life. These foundations are also 
responsible for giving the principles and values of the ties to which 
individuals associate with. Of the definitions which connect this term 
with Islam is that of Jamalul-Layl’s, where he suggests that belonging 
is «the Muslim’s pride and appreciation of the religion of Islam, then the 
love of and the connection with his country»(2). This definition suggests 
two elements for belonging: the religion of Islam, and the love of one’s 
country, that constitute emotional and psychological aspects of belonging. 
A third definition is more specific, this is suggested by Badran, it states: 
«the true and real membership of religion and land is in thought which 
is reformed to actions, membership of a religion comes by commitment 
to its teaching, membership to the land and its nation comes by sacrifice 
for its sake, this sacrifice springs out of love»(3) According to Badran, 
its main elements are thought and behavior, pride, continuous giving and 
working for public benefit.(4) Here, we notice that these elements are 
closely related to the inner aspect of individuals: the psyche. However, 
in his book on the subject, Sayf ul-Dawlah states that giving a definition 
for this term has brought difficulties to researchers in the field. This is 
because belonging is a social phenomenon and suggesting a definition 
for it is a risk in itself. It first requires an exploration of the elements of 
the individual’s personality. This personality has two aspects, one that 
constitutes it and is shared by all individuals in the group, while the 
other distinguishes the individual from others.(5)

In this context, we find that the most used expression for this state 
of belonging is rarely used in the textual sources of Islam. The verb 
(intama’) appears in the aHadíth when the Prophet warned Muslims 
(1) Al-Olaymat, Jalílah Ihyasat. al-Intima wa al-Wala: Qadhiyyat bina’ ma’nawí wa 

sulúkí, p. 11, Jordanian Armed Forces Press, Amman, 1st ed.,1989.
(2) Jamalul-Layl, Yúsif ibn Abd Allah. al-Intima, al-Wala, wa al-Bara min Manzúr 

Islamí, Riyad: Maktabat Jull al-Marifah, 1st ed., 2003. P. 109.
(3) Badran, Umar Sulayman. Hakadha Yakún al-Intima lil Watan, 1st ed., 1989, p. 15.
(4) Ibid., p. 15.
(5) Sayf al-Dawlah, Izmat. al-Shabab al-Arabí: mushkilat al-intima, Cairo: Dar al-Maqif 

al-Arabí, Egypt, n.d., p. 20.
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name derived from it means ascription and attribution(1). Among the 
interesting meanings is wasal and ittasal this is when a person connects, 
joints, unites, combines self with something(2). Arabs say: wasala ilå 
baní fulån if he intama.(3) The basic meaning of intima’ as it is used 
here denotes a state of membership.(4) 

From this linguistic discourse of the meanings and implications of 
this term, we notice that this state of membership is sought by individuals 
in order to rise and increase something that could be material or moral, 
and to gain a higher self esteem and pride that give them strength and 
power. The sense of ascription is very important as it is a noticed 
common behavior of individuals to ask about the place, nation, lineage, 
and faith to which others belong. This is the search for connections 
and associations between individuals themselves, and between them and 
social groupings.  

 Moreover, belonging to the Muslim Ummah has been one of 
the main concerns of Islam. It is considered a matter of faith, and 
has its unique features and characteristics that distinguish it in Islam 
from any other kind of belonging known in other faiths, societies, or 
groupings. Emotions, attitudes and environmental factors play a crucial 
role in determining whether belonging to the Muslim Ummah has been 
successfully achieved or not.

Belonging is defined as «the process of connection with the 
foundations from which individuals are provided with the nectar of life 

(1) Ibn Manzúr, Muhammad ibn Makram, Lisan al-Arab, Beirut, Dar Sadir, 3rd ed., 1994, 
15/342. See also:
 - Al-Jawharí,Isma’il ibn Hammad, al-Sihah fí al-Lughah, ed. Ahmad Abd al-Ghafur 

Attar, Beirut: Dar al-’Ilm li-al-Malayin, 1990, 6/2425 
 - Ibn al-Athír, Majd al-Din abu al-Sa’adat, al-Nihayah fí Gharíb al-hadíth wa 

al-Athar,. Tahir al-Zawi & Mahmud al-Tanaji, Beirut: al-Maktabah al-’Ilmiyyah, 
1979, 5/121 Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, pp. 611-2.

(2) Al-Zamakhsharí, Abu al-Qasim Mahmud ibn 'Umar ibn Ahmad. al-Faiq fí Gharíb al-
hadíth wa al-Athar, ed. Ali Muhammad al-Bijawi & Muhammad abu al-Fadl Ibrahim, 
Lebanon: Dar al-Ma’rifah, 2nd ed, n.d, 4/64. 

(3) Ibn Manzúr, Lisan al-Arab, 11/726. 
(4) Wehr. p. 1002.
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obstacles that affect individuals’ emotions, values, behaviors, and 
relationship with society. It analyzes the Quranic verses and Prophetic 
ahadíth which deal with the question of belonging, classifies and 
categorizes the psychological obstacles of  belonging as dealt with 
in Quran and Sunnah. Among these obstacles are: polytheism, self 
sufficiency from others, pride, greed, cheating, boastfulness, arrogance, 
conceitedness, selfishness, hatred, racism, discrimination, racism and 
other behaviors which have a negative effect on individuals if they 
do not follow the divine guidance in dealing with such issues. These 
obstacles alienate individuals away from society, thereby weakening or 
even eliminating belongingness. Such obstacles threaten the unity of 
community and spread various kinds of sins, disorder, disassociation, 
hostility and mistrust. 

Therefore, this paper aims to provide an Islamic perspective 
and solutions to the psychological obstacles that impact individuals’ 
belonging to society.  It is also a message to Muslims to protect and 
preserve their identity to strengthen their belonging to the Ummah.  
The paper utilized the method of theoretical investigation of the 
textual sources of Islam that deal with the concept of community and 
belonging.

1. Definitions of the Main Terms:
In discussing the central points and psychological obstacles to 

Muslim individuals’ belonging to society; it is necessary to provide the 
definitions of the main concepts that appear throughout this study.

a. Belonging (intima’):
In Arabic the word intama’ has various meanings that are relative to 

this study. It means to rise(1), and to increase(2). It has the same meaning 
as the verbs aza and nasaba which mean to ascribe or to attribute. The 
(1) Al-Azharí, Abu Mansur Muhammad ibn Ahmad, Tahdhíb al-Lughah, Beirut: Dar Ihya 

al-Turath al-Arabí, 2001. 15/371-2.
(2) Wehr, Hans, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J Milton Cowan, NW: 

Spoken Language Service Inc., 1976, p. 1001.
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          .    

.       

Abstract
This paper discusses the Islamic methods and teachings that help 

individuals in overcoming psychological obstacles to belonging. It 
studies the Qur’anic and prophetic method of instilling and enhancing 
belonging in the hearts and lives of Muslims. Islam achieves that by 
focusing on the inner psychological obstacles that may face individuals, 
and methods suggested by both the Quran and the Sunnah of the Prophet 
to overcome them. Islam aims to reinforce good and loyal belonging 
to society; build strong bonds among citizens who embrace ethical 
character and sound human behavior. The universality of the message 
of Islam, and the focus on building unity and solidarity in the Muslim 
Ummah are methods to overcome individual psychological obstacles. 
This paper refers to the Qur’anic and Prophetic guidance in recognizing 
and eliminating factors that hinder belonging in society.  In our modern 
societies, this guidance is urgently needed to be studied, understood, 
and applied in order to reproduce good individual Muslims and build 
strong Muslim societies, as well as to present the values of the Islamic 
message to the whole world. It is, therefore, considered as one of the 
means of calling others to Islam by good and wise words and ideal 
model of behavior. 

Introduction
The importance of the topic stems from the fact that the characteristic 

of individual belonging to society has become an urgent contemporary 
concern as manifestations of alienation have started to appear in Muslim 
societies. In various activities of our daily life we are witnessing various 
kinds of psychological and social behaviors that contradict the concept 
of belonging (intima’) to society. This study discusses the psychological 
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the same responsibilities in safeguarding equality and justice for all 
mankind. This understanding is supported by the explicit meaning of the 
Quranic verses, as discussed in this work, and by the Prophetic attitude 
towards respectful and equal treatment to all Muslims regardless of their 
sex, nationality, wealth and social status. Furthermore, it is supported 
by the implications of the concept of Riayah, which is applicable to all 
Muslims in all walks of life. Extending this interpretation of Qawamah 
to the Muslim family will strengthen the bonds of the marital relationship 
and further assures both spouses that their rights will be observed. 
Moreover, the right of children to live in stable families will not be 
jeopardized. 

In this paper I have attempted to look at the concept of Qawamah from 
the perspective of a Muslim female thinker, who works with Converted 
Muslim women and Muslim youth of both genders. It is vital to review 
the interpretations held of the concept of Qawamah and to try to develop 
a wider understanding of the role of such vivid concepts in bringing 
Muslim youth back into their Ummah to play their role in preaching 
Islam as a call of justice for all, and to achieve the establishment of a 
better understanding of belonging to the Muslim Ummah.
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accordance with the universal interpretation of the concept. However, 
the Quran as Qutb(1) and Kamali note sets out many general and specific 
rulings intended to root out the evil ideas and practices in the treatment 
of women and other vulnerable groups in the Muslim community.(2) By 
this specific ruling concerning the relationship between men and women, 
the Quran highlights an extra awareness of the rights of women in Islam 
over men from the perspective of qawamah.

  This understanding, gives a positive implementation of the concept 
of Qawamah in the realm of humanity. Transforming the relationship 
of slavery between husband and wife into a compassionate one, since 
they were created equal from a single soul keeps the ties of the family 
strong. Similarly, setting the limits of the concept in Shariah so as to 
secure justice and fairness is the only assurance that keeps the family 
flourishing in the Muslim community, and the achievement of justice for 
all mankind, regardless of their sex, nationality, religion, and colour. . 

Conclusion
The narrowly held interpretation of the concept creates the impression 

that Islam contradicts itself when it comes to women’s legal rights 
in general and more specifically their rights under Family Law. This 
problematic standing affects the image of Muslim women, their social 
role in Islam and most importantly undermines the sense of equality 
between men and women in the juridical rulings of Islamic Law. This 
imposed impression is the obstical which hiders women -in the present 
time- who live upon freedom and justice achieved by modern world to 
consider Islam or Muslims to belong to. 

The proposed interpretation of the concept of Qawamah accords with 
the wording of the text and its Maqasid. This in turn nullifies the alleged 
contradiction in Islamic discourse on the issues of women because this 
interpretation keeps men and women equal and implies that both share 
(1) Qutb, In the Shade of the Qur’an, (4:325)
(2) Mohamad Hashim Kamali, Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence, Islamic Text Society, 

UK, 1991.p. 32.  
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Surat al-Nisa’, as has been expressed by the Muslim theologians of 
the past and the Muslim reformers of the present time, reflects upon some 
widespread traditions which were imposed on women in pre-Islamic 
cultures. The Quran does not intend, by adding the concept of Qawamah 
(in accordance with the current interpretation) to give legal approval to 
these practices.  Surat al-Nisa’ explicitly declares the Quranic rejection 
of the attitudes underlying such practices. Moreover, the Quran issues 
many rulings for the improvement of the position of women. In this 
context comes the utterance of the concept of qawamah. I assume the 
concept comes to affirm the rejection of the cultural practices of the time 
and to establish new rights for women by forming a new foundation for 
the relationship between men and women. This understanding may be 
supported by implementing the concept universally, as discussed earlier. 
Instead of the former ill-treatment and abuse of the social and financial 
rights of women by their male spouses or guardians, the Quran instructs 
Muslim men to discharge their universal role by observing justice in 
their treatment of women. 

  The above interpretation probably finds support from Islamic law 
itself, which ruled in the first place that men bear the obligation of 
providing for the maintenance of women. The bedrock of these laws is the 
Quran and the authentic Sunnah.(1) With this presumption, the concept of 
Qawamah comes to displace the cultural authority of men over women 
and states the basis on which Islam perceives the essence of a new kind 
of relationship. On the one hand, instead of taking unwarranted financial 
advantage of being a woman’s husband or guardian, a man is alerted by 
the Quran to the fact that he must not seize such financial profits, while, 
on the other hand, a man is primarily entrusted with the duty of looking 
after women fairly and providing for them. 

  The point to make here is the Quranic emphasis on repeating 
the concept of Qawamah in the case of women. There is no doubt that 
women were as entitled as anyone else to receive fair treatment, in 
(1) For details on this point see : 

 - Zaydan, AbdulKarim Al-Mufassal Fi ‘Ahkam Al-Mar’ah Wa Bayt Al-Muslim 
fi Al-Shari`ah Al-Islamiyyah,  Beirut : Mu’assaat al-Risalah, 1993, vol.10, p. 
170-172. 

o b e i k a n . c o m



428

She argues that this concept is the practical implementation of the 
real limits of qawamah. She concludes that bearing in mind the concept 
of ri`ayah prevents us from misunderstanding and misusing the concept 
of qawamah.(1) 

Presumably, the dominating ideas of some reformers such as 
`Abduh and Qutb (who hold the previous interpretation of the concept 
of qawamah, which gives precedence to men over women in the 
household)(2) hinders Hiba Izzat . She remarks earlier in re-establishing 
the relationship of marriage, by completely implementing the universal 
meaning of Qawamah as presented by the Quran itself. In accordance 
with Hiba Izzat’s representation, shura is the key factor which keeps the 
family in harmony. 

3. The possibility of a different interpretation for Qawamah
Reviewing the implications of a previously held interpretation is a 

major requirement in reforming Islamic thought. However the apparent 
conflict with the maqasid of the Shariah and with the social practice of 
the Prophet regarding the treatment of women highlights the need for a 
different interpretation of the concept which will influence positively in 
reviewing some rulings in Islamic Law. 

The contextual usage of qawwamon in the Quran, in verse 134 of 
al-Nisa’ and verse 8 of ‘al-Ma’idah’ proposes a universal task for 
Muslims (men and women), which is to behave justly in the world. 
However, it may be assumed that taking this interpretation should not 
exclude verse 34 of al-Nisa’ «‘al-rijal qawwamon `ala al-nisa’.»

[34 : ]   $  #  "  ! 
The reason for this assumption is that the absence of any explicit 

or implied Quranic evidence suggesting otherwise. When the Quran 
says al-rijal (men) in general, it is unacceptable to restrict the word to 
meaning ‘husband’ or ‘guardian’ for no reason.(3)

(1) Ibid.
(2) Qutb, In The Shade of Qur’an, vol. iii, surah 4, pp. 131-132.
(3) Ibn Hazm, `Ali Ibn Ahmad al-Zahiri. Al-Ihkam fi ‘Usul Al-Ahkam, Tahqiq Ahmad 

Shakir, Dar Al-Hadith, 1404AH vol. 8, p. 309. 
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  The Prophet was stressing the rights of women by reminding Muslim 
men that they are entrusted by God to treat their women perfectly. They 
are not to have control or unlimited authority over them, as had been the 
case before Islam; because free men in the Arab Peninsula used to have 
unlimited authority as the owners of their slaves. This interpretation is 
accompanied by other Prophetic sayings which place women in positions 
of responsibility to look after their children, families and households.

  Nevertheless, the manifest intentions of the Quran and the example 
of the Prophet to change the position of these groups, enshrined in many 
rulings, succeeded in establishing many rights for slaves, orphans and 
women which had not existed in Jahiliyyah. Notwithstanding the devout 
efforts of the Muslim theologians and jurists, the unjust hidden attitudes 
inherited from Jahiliyyah are still obvious in some interpretations of 
the Islamic text. The failure to escape such contradictory interpretations 
was formerly and still is justified on the grounds of the apparent support 
of some existent Prophetic sayings. Nonetheless, the reliance on Aurf 
(tradition) is always enough to hold back the proposed changes, but in 
former days the chance of finding new interpretations was remote.  

Alri’ayah (looking after)

Heba Izat Raouf implements the concept of ri`ayah (looking after) 
which is stated in the Prophetic tradition.(1) That says:

            »

              

«.   

«Every one of you is a guardian and responsible for what is in his 
custody. The ruler is a guardian of his subjects and responsible for them; 
a husband is a guardian of his family and he is responsible for it; a lady 
is a guardian of her husband’s house and is responsible for it.»(2)

(1) Bearing in mind the previous interpretation that men are more appropriate for decision-
making. 

(2) Al-Bukhari, Sahih Al-Bukhari Translated into English by Muhammad Muhsin Khan 
Ibid., Hadith number (2409), vol. 3, p. 340.
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Islamic law (on the level of theory and practice) interacts with socio-
historical changes.(1) 

Apparently, these conclusions underline two factors which are 
responsible for the imperfect interpretations of the Prophetic will. 
Firstly, reading the Islamic text isolated from many other relevant 
texts is in itself a grave mistake. It encourages a narrow and partial 
reading to conceal a holistic and broad reading of the Islamic text. This 
would probably present Islam as promulgating misleading concepts and 
allowing unacceptable rulings. The contradictory images represented in 
religion can be explained in these terms but I believe they should be 
totally rejected as applying to the perfect religion of God as expressed in 
the Quran.  Secondly, construing the text literally should not allow one 
to ignore or be naïve about the noble metaphorical meanings which lie 
within it. God Himself talks in allegories and coins numerous similitudes 
for mankind in order to prompt reflection and deeper thinking. The 
style of the Arabic language allows great play for the metaphorical 
use of words. This enriches the language and enriches the meanings 
of the words in various contexts. However, the preference or otherwise 
for the metaphorical meaning rests upon other factors.(2) Taking into 
consideration these two factors raises the possibility of making a wholly 
different interpretation, including a more balanced one. 

Moreover, many pieces of textual evidence which declare explicitly 
that al-Nisa’ shaqa’iq al-rijal (that «women are siblings to men»).(3) 
This implies that men and women occupy the same position and enjoy 
the same rights. 

(1) The legal opinion of participating in politics for example is being advanced from 
nomination to electing. Moreover, the acceptance of women to play more active role in 
political sphere is expanded by Fuqaha’ to issue the fatwa that gives women the chance 
to be elected to the presidency of their countries as long as Khilafat is being occupied 
by a man. See  for more details:
 - Al-Buti, Mohhamad Sa`id, Al-Mar’ah Bayn Tughyan Al-Nidham Al-Gharbi wa-

Lata’if Al-Tashri al-Rabbani, Beirut: Dar Al-Fikr, 1996.  
(2) Fino, Dua’ «The influence of the concepts of qawamah and Wilayah, ‘Muslim Scholars’ 

Methodology in Interpreting the Islamic Text’,  chapter  one.
(3) Al-Jarud, Ábdullah Al-Barudi, Al-Muntaqa,  Mu’asasat Al-Kitab Al-Thaqafiyyah, 

1988, (1:33), Hadith number (88).
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The apparent conclusion is that the commentators of the past used as 
sources narrations which were not authoritative. In addition, they used 
authentic narrations to support the detailed explanation presented by the 
people of the book. In other words, the narrations of the people of the 
book were witnessed and they were given precedence over the Quranic 
verses and the Prophetic traditions. This is in stark contrast with what 
Muslims have been instructed. The Quran says:

[48 : ]  Z   Y  X  W  V  U  T  S  R   Q     P  O 
   «And to you We have revealed the Book, forth the truth, confirming
 the Scriptures which had already been revealed before it and superseding
them» (5:48).

The other point which may be made in this regard is that evidence 
of the way in which women were created does not stand in support of 
the superiority claimed by men over women as it did in the eyes of the 
`Ulama’of the past. It does not sustain the idea that women need men 
to compensate for their own psychological defects owing to the moment 
when they were alleged to have been created. But it still does not nullify 
the psychological differences between the two sexes. Nevertheless, 
being both created from nafs wahidah generates feelings of mutual 
comfort between them. This in turn transforms the foundation for a 
compassionate relationship between them, as described by the Quran.

The debate between the contemporary Muslim `Ulama’ reviewing 
this issue and other relevant matters sheds light on the importance of 
initiating a pure understanding of the Islamic text, free from biased 
judgments about women in Islam in general. 

The consideration of these circumstances and conditions helps 
later Muslim generations to form a more precise and comprehensive 
understanding of those rulings. Moreover, it assists contemporary jurists 
in reviewing previous interpretations of those narrations and shedding 
light on possible new ones. This allows us to deduce rulings which are 
more flexible and suitable for a changing world.

The appearance of new interpretations and new fatawa (legal 
opinions) supporting of women’s participation in politics shows that 
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«Whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day should not harm his 
neighbor. And I command you to take care of the women, for they are 
created from a rib and the most crooked portion of the rib is its upper 
part; if you try to straighten it, you will break it and if you leave it, it 
will remain crooked, so I command you to take care of the women.» (1)  

Thus, it is not the authentic narrations which state that the woman 
was created from the rib of the man. Moreover, the literal meaning does 
not in this case nullify the possibility of the metaphorical meaning. 
Overall, the Prophetic saying describes the general character of women. 
That is, women cannot maintain a constant response over time, due to 
their fluctuating moods. This metaphorical understanding is supported 
by the explanation in another authentic version of this narration; it says:

«.     »

«She would not keep her mood.» (2)

Nevertheless, the `Ulama’ associated the understanding of this 
narration with the narration of the people of the book. For example, 
Al-Qurtubi reflects upon the narration that because of this, `Ulama’ 
conclude that women have unpredictable qualities.(3) Ibn Kathir for 
his part suggests that secluding women and restricting them to their 
houses is the legal effect. He refers to a saying by Ibn `Abbas: man was 
created from the soil of the earth; as a result all his desires converge 
on looking for a living from it, whereas woman was created from man, 
and thus it is suggested that she is fond of him (!) Hence, she should 
be secluded.(4) Regardless of the degree of authenticity of the reference 
made to Ibn `Abbas, it comes as his personal opinion and thus is not 
binding. This status of the `Ulama’s personal opinions was established 
by the companions of the Prophet.  
(1) Al-Bukhari,  Sahih Al-Bukhari Translated into English by Muhammad Muhsin 

Khan, Riyad: Darussalam,1997 Kitab al-Nikah, Bab al-Wasat Ninnisa’ Hadith no. 
1858, p. 897-898.

(2) Muslim, Sahih Muslim Riyad: International Ideas Home for Publication 1998, Kitab 
al-Rada’, Bab al-Wasiyatu Binnisa’ Hadith no.1468, p. 585.

(3) Al-Qurtubi, Ibid. (2:1092).
(4) Al-Bayhaqi, Abu Bakr, Ahmad ibn al-Hasain. Shu`ab  Al-Iman,  Tahqiq Mohammad 

Basyuni, Beirut: Dar Al-Kutub Al-`Ilmiyyah, 1410, vol.6, p. 165.
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The conclusion to be drawn here is that verse 34 of al-Nisa’ has no 
authentic instance limiting its broader meaning to a narrow interpretation 
of the permissibility of beating women. However, the existence of such 
weak narrations determined the commentators on the Quran to abandon 
the contextual meaning of the verse. This does not allow much focus on 
the relationship between the Quranic verses which constitutes the unity of 
the Surah. Moreover, it ignores the position of this verse in the light of the 
maqasid of the Quran  and the practice of the Prophet with regard to women.

  Going back to the very beginning of creation, in accordance with 
the Quran  (as has been mentioned previously) mankind was created 
from nafs wahidah (a single soul) and khalaq minha zawjaha (and from 
it, or from the same substance, her mate was created), and then wabatha 
minhuma rijalan kathiran wa nisa’a (that from the two of them spread 
abroad so many men and women)» (4:1). 

  The disagreement in this regard is about the exact meaning of the 
verse as regards women. In the past the `Ulama’ tried to clarify whether 
the first woman was created independently from the same substance as 
man or whether she was created from his rib. The Quran is satisfied 
by giving the above-mentioned declaration with no further details. 
However, the thirst for details attracted the `Ulama’ of the past to fill 
the gaps of the story by referring to the narrations of the people of the 
book. Although there is well-known disagreement about this kind of 
reference, the commentators of the past relied on such narrations, leaving 
later generations of Muslim readers to struggle. For example, Al-tabari, 
Al-Qurtubi, and Ibn Kathir rely on the narrations which describe Adam 
as sleeping when God took out his left rib and created Eve.(1) Later on, 
this narration was interlined with the authentic narration related by Abu 
Hurayrah; it says:

             »

               

«.        

(1) Al-Tabari, Tafsir,  vol. 4, p. 255. See also :
 - Al-Qurtubi, Tafsir vol. 1, p. 301.
 - Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, vol. 1, p.  449.
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Hiba Izzat has a similar approach: she associates Qawamah with 
Khilafah (vicegerency). She highlights the fact that men and women 
have been honoured by God with this position on earth, making 
reference to the Quranic usage of the word insan which is mushtarak (a 
homonym). However, the Quran adds other precepts to ensure unity and 
loyalty between men and women, for example, wilayah (protection), 
which makes Muslim men and women responsible for protecting each 
other from evil by putting men and women on an equal footing under 
the umbrella of sisterhood/brotherhood which supersedes all other ties 
in the Muslim community. 

She argues that any discussion of the interpretation of Qawamah 
should not be limited to verse 34 of the al-Nisa’. The concept must 
be viewed in the light of all its uses in the Quranic text. She concludes 
«that Qawamah is one of the general qualities of believers in the Muslim 
community and is associated with their responsibility to bearing witness 
on behalf of mankind. Accordingly, Qawamah means standing up for 
religion and being committed to justice.(1)   

  It is thus logical to conclude that as regards these Quranic verses 
Qawamah (standing both for God’s religion and for justice) is the 
ultimate definition of the trusteeship conferred by God upon man. In 
other words, Qawamah is in itself a positive perception in the Quran. It 
is an instruction to Muslims by God to be respectful, whereby they are 
instructed to hold to justice. By doing so they qualify themselves to play 
their role as witnesses on behalf of mankind and to be the vicegerents of 
God on earth. This means that their mission is to ensure that individual/
collective rights and freedoms are not abused, resulting in a loss of 
justice, and to guarantee equal treatment to all people, regardless of 
their differences. To sum up, the Quran presents a positive image of 
qawamah, associating it with one of the major maqasid of Shari’ah 
namely al-`adl (justice). Moreover, the Quran  does not make in this 
regard the slightest reference to any particular sex or nationality. In this 
instruction all Muslims are addressed equally. 

(1) Hiba Raouf Izzat. Al-Qawamah bayn al-Sultah al-Abawiyyah wal-Idarah al-
Shariyyah: http://www.islamonline.net/iol-arabic/dowalia/mafaheem-19.asp (2003)
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bilqist is the ideal expression for such occasions in the Quran in 
emphasizing equality and justice. Rida explains that verse 134 of al-
Nisa’ comes after the command to adhere to justice as far as specific 
groups are concerned, namely, orphans and women. However, verse 134 
draws attention to the need to hold fast to this precious principle (i.e., 
Justice) in all paths of life. In other words, Rida interprets qawwam 
in its broader meaning. That is, it is an obligation upon every single 
Muslim to be qawwam. This means that the position of qawamah in this 
sense is not qualified with respect to certain entities or a certain sex. It 
is a duty upon individuals to observe justice in their attitudes towards 
others, regardless of their religion, sex, status and wealth.(1) This 
qawamah is the general and the collective covenant that God took from 
the believers; to act with justice in all spheres of life. The observance of 
this covenant must be carried out with sincerity and the pure intention of 
pleasing God.(2) Absence of this maqsid (purpose) affects human welfare 
therefore under this interpretation of qawamah, Muslims are instructed 
to be the guardians of justice on earth.  

Sayyid Qutb explains that the addressing of or the covenant with 
the Muslim community in the two verses(3) reinforces the status which 
God had previously assigned them. He makes reference to the verse 
which describes the Muslim community as «the best community ever 
raised for mankind,»(4) but, according to him, Muslims are to achieve 
this status through the process of education. The condition for fulfilling 
the duties of this role of Qawamah (trusteeship) over mankind is that 
they must uphold absolute justice. «It is a standard of justice which 
requires the community to deal directly with God, disregarding every 
emotion, prejudice or interest, including what is often called community 
or national interest.»(5) 

(1) Ibid., vol.5, p. 367.
(2) Ibid., vol. 6, page 228, and vol. 5, p. 6.
(3) Verse 134 of surah al-Nisa’, and verse 8 in ‘al-Ma’idah’
(4) Qutb, Sayyed. In the Shade of Qur’an, Fi Zilal Al-Qur’an, translated and edited by 

Adil Salahi and Ashur Shamis, Markfield, Licenseter, UK: The Islamic Foundation, 
2001 volume : iii, Surah 4, p. 340. vol. 4.

(5) Ibid., vol. 2, page 852.
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would help to clear up the ambiguity surrounding the exact meaning of 
qawamah. In both of these verses (verse 134 and verse 8) God instructs 
the believers to be qawwamin bilqist. According to the jurists, this 
conveys the command that Muslims must hold fast to fairness as one 
of their moral values and must deliver justice and truth whether in the 
capacity of witnesses or judges, solely for the sake of pleasing God.(1) 
In accordance with this interpretation both verses are applied only to a 
specific situation, which is the judicial tribunal.

However, Ibn Ashur draws a distinction between the two verses 
based on the differences in the order of the words. He says that this 
difference is associated with the differing contexts of the two chapters, 
serving two different purposes. The verse in the chapter ‘al-Nesa’ 
comes after rulings regarding the rights of people in general and specific 
rulings regarding the relationship between men and women. The prior 
concern is justice and next comes ‘bearing witness to the truth and 
standing up for the truth’. However, in the verse from ‘al-Ma’idah’, 
the word comes after God’s reminder that man has a covenant with Him. 
Thus, the first to mention after qawwamin is Allah. The effect is to 
prompt man to fulfill his covenant. Ibn Ashur suggests that the different 
structures of the two verses imply two things: the first is the obligation 
of upholding justice and bearing witness in order to do justice The 
second is the obligation of acting as God’s vicegerent upon earth and 
bearing witness for His sake.(2)   

Rida interprets qawwamun as ‘excessive efforts in standing up for 
something or doing something’ therefore here, al-qiyyam bilshay’ 
means to produce something perfectly. Because of this he adds that God 
instructs believers to perform prayers and many other things using the 
verb derived from this word ‘aqam’.(3) He concludes that qawwamon 
(1) Al-Tabari, Ibn Jarir, Jami’ Al- Bayan An Ta’wil Ay Al-Qur’an, Damascus: Dar Al-

Fikr, 1999,  vol. 3, p. 124. See also :
 - Ibn Kathir, Imad Al-Din Abi Al-Fida Isma’il, Tafsir AlQur’an Al-Adhim, Dar Al-

Khayr, first edittion, 1990,  vol.1, p. 566.
(2) Ibn Ashur, Al-Tahrir wa- Al-Tanwir, vol. 4, p.134ff. 
(3) Rida, Muhammad Rashid, Tafsir Al-Qua’an Al-Hakim, Al-Manar, Dar Al-Kutub Al-

Ilmiyyah, first Edition, 1999, vol. 5, p. 367. 
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  [8 : ]    ~   }  |        {  z  y  x 
«Believers, be steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing witness to 

the truth in all equity» (5:8).

The Quran uses different forms of Qama, the root verb of the word 
qawwamon.  Most often the meaning is to perform or to stand in prayer 
or to devote oneself to religion. In other places it conveys the advent 
of the Day of Judgment and standing as witness of that day. The word 
aqwam is used to refer to the right path. However, the verbal noun is 
maqam, which is used to show the position, the status or the abode of 
the believers and the non-believers. From the same verb two different 
forms are derived, qayyim and Qayyam. While the former means al-
mustaqim (the straight), its origin comes from the latter (qayyum).(1) 
The latter is one of the Glorious Names of God. As Al-Qurtubi says, 
the ultimate meaning of this name goes back to the meaning of al-
qayyim as the one who protects everything, sustains it, manages it and 
distributes from it as He wills.(2)

Ibn Ashur defines qawwam as a person who stands accountable and 
responsible for his concerns; someone who is willing to make amends. 
In accordance with this, Arabic has the forms qawwam, qayyim, qa’im, 
and qayyum. All of these words are derived from the metaphorical sense 
of the word rather than the literal meaning. This is because anyone who 
cares for a matter makes the utmost efforts to deal with it. Accordingly 
such a person is called al-qayyim.(3)  

As the above verses illustrate, the word qawwam in its singular 
masculine form does not appear in the Quran but only in its plural form. 
Therefore, it is important to determine the exact meaning of this form 
of the word and for this clarification from the textual evidence. Because 
of the similarity between verse 134 of the chapter on «al-Nisa’» and 
verse 8 of ‘al-Mai’dah, it might be possible to find evidence which 
(1) Qurtubi, Abu Abdillah Muhammad ibn Ahmad Al-Ansari. Tafsir, Al-Jami’liahkam 

Al-Qur’an, Beirut: Dar Al-Kutub Al-Ilmiyyah, first Edition 2000, vol.8, p. 134.
(2) Qurtubi, Tafsir, Ibid., (3:164). 
(3) Ibn Ashur. Muhammad Al-Tahir. Al-Tahrir wa Al-Tanwir, Tunis: Dar Sahnun, vol. 3, 

p. 38. 
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«According to Arabic lexicography it is extracted from qama ala ashay 
yaqomu qiyama, (which metaphorically means to keep somebody/
something and to observe its interests). And from this meaning of the 
word, al-qayyim  (the person who looks after the state of something/
somebody) is to act as the guardian. Al-qawam is derived from the 
verbal pattern fa’al, which is used for emphasis. In accordance with 
this pattern, qawwam means the excessive observance of something or 
someone by considering their interests; that is by putting the utmost 
efforts in this cause». Al-Baghawi adds that the phrase also means ‘to 
manage’ and to ‘discipline’.(1)

The Quranic use of the word 
The importance of the Quranic use of the Arabic words should not 

be forgotten. Specifying a restricted set of meanings of a word and 
stripping away the other possibilities is in accordance with Arab usage. 
This in turn lifts the language of the holy book to a superior rank and 
raises its status as a book of guidance. Accordingly, the usage of the 
Quran and the selectivity of the Arabic words used must be observed 
in interpreting its verses. However, the reader must rely on the analysis 
of the text and the contextual function of the word when considering 
qawamah, like any other word in the Quran. 

Qawamah occurs twice in surat al-Nisa’ and once in surat al-
Maidah:

 L.  -  ,  +  *  )    (  '  &  %  $  #  "  !M
.[34 : ]

 «Men shall take full care of women with the bounties with which
 God has favoured some of them more abundantly than others, and with
what they may spend of their own wealth» (4:34).

.[135 : ]    )  (  '  &  %  $  #  " 
«Believers! Be ever steadfast in upholding equity, bearing witness 

to the truth for the sake of God» (4:135).
(1) Wazaratu Al-Awqaf wa- Al-Shu’n Al-Islamiyyah,  Al-Mawsu’ah al-Fiqhiyyah, 

Kuwait: Dar Al-Salasil.  Second edition, 1404-1427, Vol. 34, p. 75.
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to isolation, a real lack of social reform (a duty upon every Muslim 
community) and poverty due to insufficient and/or malignant male 
practices. I have firsthand knowledge of an American Muslim woman 
who was murdered by her husband because she showered without his 
permission and he felt he had the right to discipline her until she passed 
from this world; all due to the perceived concept of qawama. May Allah 
have mercy upon her soul.» 

«More recently, I speak with Muslim women, old and young, who 
have been so dejected and dismayed by this detrimental preaching of 
the concept of qawama that they turn to the liberal/modern West for 
their freedom and rights; feminism contrasting Islam. No longer is the 
hijab seen as a mode of humbleness and taqwa, but is viewed as male 
domination and honor. Society has too many dangers for the participation 
of our women and if she participates to a minimal limit she is considered 
on the edge of rebellion. Again, this causes her to turn away from the 
Ummah. She is subject to the dictates or preferences of her husband 
and if she would just submit then she will find a soft hearted male, 
who does not oppress her; placing her position to chance and not her 
God given right. And worse yet, those Muslims, male or female, who 
do not feel that the concept of qawama institutes any of these above 
discussed issues, fail tremendously in providing Islamic injunctions 
to the contrary or cause these practices to lessen or dissolve. These 
practices and interpretations hold firm in Islamic rulings, fatawa, and 
in common understandings causing much harm, deepening stereotypes 
and disheartening our women. Our women, whom Allah has commanded 
all men to stand up for their rights, to defend their dignity and their 
God given role as full-fledged honorable partners in social reform and 
participation. «Al rejaalu qawamoona ‘ala annisa’»
C. The Islamic concepts which propose to form and strengthen 

the idea of belonging to the Muslim Ummah: al-qawameh 
(maintaining a just authority), and al riayyah (looking after).
1. The Concept of Qawamah in the Arabic language 
Al-Mawsu’a Al-Fiqhiyah defines Alqawamah as follows: 
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and the female was to be identified in his shadow until after nearly two 
years of personal reading of the Qur’an, which guided me toward social 
activism; the Qur’anic injunctions of forbidding evil and establishing 
the good. It was then I became influenced by a primarily Arab Muslim 
community. I never had an inkling that a woman’s role was to take on 
an interior environment (homemaker first) nor that a man’s role take on 
an exterior social personification, which is what the immersing into a 
primarily Arab Muslim community began to impose upon me.» 

«At first, the concept, as interpreted and practiced by this primarily 
Arab Muslim community was rather easily adaptable for me, as well 
as accepted due to the fact that I was reared in a semi-dysfunctional 
American society. Prior to knowing Islam, I was an adventurer, a spiritual 
seeker and the ills of society have always had me wanting to bring 
change and reform to better our environment. Homemaking was not on 
my top to-do list. So this initial focus on homemaking was a needed 
venue for me to bring about balance and I did little contemplation as 
to why «Islam»/Muslims were instituting these practices until I began 
leading dars deen  (class on faith issues) for English speaking Muslim 
women. The investigations I did into the status and role of Muslim 
women left me confused and to say the least, argumentative. Practically 
every aspect of a woman’s life, as was suggested, would be regulated 
by her husband or nearest male relative; her ambition to education, 
work, wealth, social involvement to name a few; all in the name of 
qawama. A somewhat intense peer pressure began unfolding for me. 
Some to a lesser extreme while others, what I thought, quite radical; 
from ‘a woman’s voice is aoura’ (something that needs to be masked 
or hidden) to ‘a woman must absolutely obey her husband’ (basically 
cannot make decisions or commitments without the distinct permission 
from her husband or nearest male relative). I was told that it is wrong 
for me to speak publically or teach that a woman should be educated 
or earn her own wealth unless at her husband’s approval. I bought 
into it for a while but eventually I became so disenfranchised. Just 
when will these men speak up, rise up, pay up? Too many issues not 
being addressed because of these practices, such as depression due 
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«This portrays how much culture, ignorance, and self serving 
interests played into the interpretation of Islam». 

2 - Marie Martin wrote: «If you are interested in how Qawamah 
has applied to me personally I have a couple of instances that stick out 
in my mind - When we first moved to Jordan we did not have a car 
and my husband would not let me ride in a taxi alone or with only my 
children.  He explained to me that not all taxi drivers are nice people 
and my not having Arabic might encourage them to do something that 
they would not normally have tried doing.  He also told me that there 
was no way he was going to make a call to my father telling him that 
something (that he - my husband - could have prevented) happened 
to his daughter.  At the time it seemed unreasonable to me, but in 
retrospect I can see the wisdom.  I have, sadly, heard stories about 
the abuses committed by taxi drivers against women and children in 
this country.  At the time we moved here I was under the illusion that 
because this was a Muslim country all would be practicing their Islam.  
Whenever I wanted to go somewhere he would drive me himself, using 
one of his brother’s cars, or he would have my father-in-law drive me.  
Alhumdulillah we were able to buy a car after some time and I had it 
whenever I wanted it - until he got his own car and we didn’t have to 
share anymore.»

«The second instance happened years ago when I was interested in 
attending a women’s health club/fitness center and my husband told me 
that I couldn’t go, his reasoning was that I did not know these women 
and they might be the type to talk about other women to their husbands/
brothers/fathers.  I understood that and accepted it.  But he made it very 
easy for me, because whatever equipment I wanted he bought for me, 
Alhumdulillah».

Karen Danielson wrote: «Since coming into the fold of Islam, some 
28years ago, through the reading of the meaning of the Qur’an, my 
experiences with the concept of qawama have been multi-layered and at 
some stages, quite difficult. It has never been my personal understanding 
that the Qur’an has laid two distinct or differing paths for the lives of 
Muslims based on gender. Nor did I ever find that the standard was male 
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became part and parcel with my attaining Jennah. Even before I married, 
I strove to marry for my deen (faith) and when I was presented with 
someone who had a degree in Shariah, I accepted. In my naïveté and 
trust, I believed I would learn the true Islam, and subsequently, live it 
too, because this man was a student of Shariah. Little did I realize how 
much culture and (sorry to say) ignorance played into the interpretation 
of Islam by my now ex-husband.» 

«However, I could not reconcile or understand the idea that Allah 
subhana wa Ta’ala had given women all of these wonderful rights in 
Islam and yet, somehow my husband had the authority to override those 
rights according to his whim or judgment. Was it the right to work outside 
of the home? Or the right to further my education? Or some other right? 
Ultimately, he had control over them all. I now believe, unfortunately, 
that by denying a person from these rights, whether having a job or 
studying, was a way to control, to keep one ignorant, or even isolate one 
to keep them away from any outside influence which might instigate the 
questioning of that dominance.» 

«Even though, I was never prohibited from attending any Islamic 
lessons or Arabic classes. However, if any of those classes posed a threat 
to him, I’m sure that he would have forbid my attendance. Likewise, any 
other studies beyond Islamic studies were not even up for discussion. 
Did he know that all of the classes would instill the same teachings he 
was living by? Was not advocating any kind of further education on my 
part a way of psychological dominance? In asking this question, I mean, 
was this his way of making me feel inferior and unable to survive or 
make decisions without him? This would lead to a wife’s lack of self 
confidence and low self esteem (or even the loss of one’s identity) which 
also provides the husband with more authority, control and domineering 
attitudes.»

«In looking back and assessing those years, I can clearly see how 
many comments made in ‘jest’ actually played into his thinking. «If a 
woman says turn right, you turn left,» «I bought you,» (in regards to 
Mahr) or even the idea of «letting your wife study and then using that 
education to usurp the authority of her husband.» 
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interpretations that keeps circulating(1)) apparently shapes the status of 
Muslim women within all spheres of life, according to many Muslim 
preachers (duaa) in the media in the present time.(2)

However, I propose a different interpretation of the concept. The legal 
implications of the concept must not be applied to the specifications of the 
realm of marriage.  Taking this concept out of its context and generalizing 
its affects to many other issues in the past creates unsteadiness and forms 
the basis for conjecturing an unjust relationship between men and women 
in Islam. This in turn contradicts the ultimate maqasid of Shariah, and 
makes Islamic attitudes toward women, youth, and vulnerable groups an 
unwelcome source for respectful life, that does not offer equal rights for 
its followers.

Living upon the stereotyping held interpretation:
By reading some essays wrote by some converted American ladies 

explain how the concept of Qawamah been introduced to them, and I put 
it here to speak as self-experiences:

1 -  Um Sajdeh wrote: «After becoming Muslim in 1982, I obviously 
didn’t know enough Arabic to understand the meaning of qiwama. At the 
same time, I was always attending classes on Islam, both in Arabic and 
English. We were always taught that we had to obey our husbands and 
in turn that obedience would help us gain blessings which would be 
in our account towards attaining our highest goal of heaven. With this 
understanding I worked and strived to maintain my household, raise my 
family, and submit myself to my husband within the bounds of Islam 
that I was taught.  This was my indoctrination. It was not an initial 
teaching but an ongoing theme throughout all the classes that I attended 
whenever husband/wife relationships were discussed. If I disobeyed my 
husband, I was in a way disobeying Allah; and if I was disobeying 
Allah then obviously, I was a bad Muslima. So the equation was clear: 
obeying one’s husband = obeying Allah= Jennah. Obeying one’s husband 

(1) This is observed in satalite chanals everytime the issue of women, and the relation of 
husband and wife in Islam discussed.

(2) See for example Jordan Times, Nermeen Murad, Preaching on the airwaves, Tuesday, 
January 25th, 2011
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managing the affairs of their families and playing a more active role in 
public affairs. (Evidently the Quranic concept of Qawamah does not apply 
to particular social matters). But this only succeeded by suppressing the 
textual evidence and its context, in which Qawamah implies a universal 
message for all believers to safeguard equality, fairness and justice. This 
universal task accords with the mission of vicegerency (khilphah). 
Qawamah for women and orphans is consistent with this understanding: 
to instruct believers to be vigilant in ensuring that these two vulnerable 
groups will not suffer miscarriages of justice or ill-treatment. Moreover, 
the interpretations of the Prophetic narrations were affected by the 
prejudiced, inherited image of women before Islam. In accordance with 
this readiness, the great jurists such as Al-Shafie» and Ibn Taymiyyah put 
married women in a similar position to that of slaves in Jahiliyyah. This 
kind of analogy clearly has no basis in evidence when the Maqasid of the 
Quran  on women and slaves and the Maqasid behind marriage in Islam 
are recalled.»(1) 

B. The held interpretation of the concept of Qawamah affects the 
belonging of women to Islam and to Muslim Ummah
  The implication of the traditional interpretation of the concept of 

Qawamah causes great confusion over the position of Islam towards 
women. It affects the consistency of the religion in this regard. On the one 
hand, it presents Quranic verses which declare a woman a full legal entity 
equal to her male siblings and enjoying the same status and rights in the 
sight of God while on the other hand the believer is unexpectedly faced 
with many contradictory views attributed to the Quran which amount to 
casting a shadow over the brightness of this picture and withdrawing 
entirely or partially the rights which it preserves. In the first place, the 
interpretation of some Prophetic sayings and example are problematic as 
far as the issues of women in Islamic discourse are concerned. 

   It is important to shed light on the interpretation of the concept 
of Qawamah in Islam, and to highlight what its limits seem to be in 
the Islamic text, since the function of Qawamah (according to current 

(1) Ibd, p.292.
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which involve the social status of women, allowing the withdrawal of 
their legal rights which the Quranic wordings had preserved.  

  There was strong evidence of the held stereotyping interpretation 
of concept of Qawamah as a core justification for giving Muslim women 
inferior status to men.(1) Reviewing the actual meanings and implications 
of these two major concepts in this regard was essential. This work has 
attempted to overcome individual and cultural assumptions so as to 
approach the Quran objectively. Thus, it was decided to use several ancillary 
skills, mainly, Quranic ‘science’, the science of Hadith, the principles of 
Islamic jurisprudence and most importantly tracing the Quranic usage of 
many key words in the Quranic text and the practical interpretation of the 
Prophet and His Companions in pursuit of this objectivity.

  Seeking to clarify the exact meaning and implications of the Quranic 
words is not a unique approach. It was the Muslim theologians of the past 
who drew attention to its importance. The Quran clarifies the ambiguity 
surrounding many of its verses by other detailed verses on the same issue 
there or elsewhere. The language of the Quran has been dealt with by 
the jurists, primarily, because they relied upon the cultural use of the 
language and paid little attention to the fact that the Quran selected from 
the language those words which express its universal message. This in 
turn makes the language of the Quran superior to Arabic. Furthermore, 
imposing a cultural usage of the Arabic words without bearing this factor 
in mind hides the Quranic purposes and implementation of these concepts. 
In other words, the Quranic usage of the words gives place to the cultural 
usage of these concepts which is not intended by the text. This defect of 
reading the words of the Quran without admitting their peculiarity results 
in confusion in implementing these concepts in Muslim life.  

The concept of Qawamah was taken by people to stand firm as the 
moral, social and legal justification for the unequal status of Muslim 
women and their husbands in marriage. The jurists and commentators 
make reference to verse 34:4 and to different Prophetic narrations which 
imply the intellectual defects of the women as a whole and accordingly 
their lack of competence which entitles men to act on women’s behalf, 

(1) Ibid., p.291.
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interpretations of fundamental concepts ascribed to the Islamic texts, 
which have been accepted, although not discussed, to a certain level by 
Muslims in the past. These do not seem to suit the Muslims of our own 
day nor acknowledge the changed times. In addition, relying on these 
traditional interpretations lead to the establishment of a contradictory 
image of Islam as a religion and amounted to a marked contrast with the 
wording of the text. Moreover, the existence of many other defects in 
Islamic jurisprudence, together with the sectarian attitudes of the followers 
of the Schools of Islamic Law and the claimed closure of the gate of 
ijtihad, leaves Muslims to live in intolerable historical disagreement upon 
many issues, including the issue of women. 

  Seeking the Maqasid of the shariah, as presented clearly by Al-
Shatibi seems to be the only hope for reformers at the present time. 
Reviewing the rulings of Islamic law and assisting them to conform to 
the essence and the expressed or implicit purposes of shariah is an urgent 
task. The interpretations of the jurists of the past are not binding, provided 
they have no absolute evidence in the main sources of Islam or so long 
as the maqasid of Shariah can be established by them. The text is sacred 
but the interpretations of the text are open to ijtihad.»(1) 

  Islam offers itself as a religion which takes equality and justice as 
deep-seated maqasid in its main text. Indeed, the present study rests on 
this assumption in reviewing the Quranic position concerning women by 
referring to these embodied maqasid. Evidently, changing the inherited 
and traditional image of the women in Jahiliyyah was and will be a 
difficult process; however Islam undertakes this purpose in gradual steps, 
like its handling of other cultural issues, for example, the issue of slaves 
in the new Islamic community. However, the seeds of a new image, a 
new position and status for women are scattered throughout the Quran 
and the practice of the Prophet. Unfortunately, the partial readings of 
the Muslim theologians and jurists of the past were followed without 
being reviewed in accordance with the ultimate maqasid of the Quran. In 
addition, the traditional image of women in pre-Islamic days crept into the 
interpretation of the Quran and prevented reflection upon those maqasid 

(1) Ibid, p.290.

o b e i k a n . c o m



409

is not merely a series of ritual acts, but presents a comprehensive corpus 
of laws to govern human activities, so that no act falls outside the Islamic 
legal system. This assumption does not reject the human contribution, 
the authentic resources in Islam deal with the basic principles governing 
humankind, acknowledging that there are no boundaries of time and 
place. This preserves space for people to make a bridge between the 
heavenly basis of the Maqasid for conduct and the requirements of 
varying circumstances.  

A. The Held Interpretation of the Concept of Qawamah: A call 
for proper understanding
  In my PhD thesis(1) I tackled the issue of Qawamah as forming the 

status of women in Arab societies. The purpose behind the research was 
to review previously held interpretations of the major concepts Qawamah 
and Wilayah which form women’s image in Islam and to examine the 
possibility of introducing a different interpretation. In concluding my 
research, I sum up the results and outline the benefits of the methodology, 
perspective and the possible implications, which say:

  «Muslim jurists (Fuqaha’) rest on the methods presented under the 
banner of the science of Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) as the justification 
for the interpretations which they reach of the main sources of Islam, the 
Quran and the Sunnah. However, the nature of the Arabic language and 
the existence of different approaches to these jurists in interpreting the 
text reflect the manifold disagreements upon many rulings in different 
areas of Islamic Law. There is no evidence that either Muslim theologians 
or the great jurists of the Four Sunni Schools of Islamic Law claimed the 
infallibility or the finality of their views.  

Historically, Islamic jurisprudence presents a record of the huge and 
respectful efforts of Muslim jurists, moderate scholars and reformers 
stress the need to review many of the rulings reached by these methods. 
This need is urgent for two fundamental reasons: the finding of traditional 

(1)  Fino, Dua’ «The influence of the concepts of qawamah and wilayah in the formation of 
the status of Muslim women. A thesis submitted, for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, 
at Theology Department, University of Birmingham, UK, June 2004.
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Globalization. The threat on the cultural boundaries of Muslim countries 
leaves little choice for the youth but to question their own legacy, 
regardless of its historical origins.  It is important to stress here that the 
space controlled by science, technology and intellects must be saturated 
with Muslim thinkers in order to re-establish the Islamic vision and 
mission to re-define what the true meaning of «Ummah» is. The qualities 
needed to revive the true meaning of belonging to the Muslim Ummah are 
dependent upon the uncovering of the historical legacy of Islamic thought 
which is suitable for such challenging, contemporary times.

Objectives and methodology
This paper is an attempt to implement the different interpretations of 

the major concepts in Islam. This has been discussed in previous research; 
where instead of the generally held interpretations of the concept that 
is repeatedly mentioned to justify and to maintain the claimed inferior 
status of Muslim women that underestimates them, and may hinder their 
belonging to their nation, other interpretation shows otherwise. I will 
do this by examining the generally held interpretations of the textual 
evidence from three core areas:

1 - The language of the text that is the superiority of the Quranic 
language to the Arabic. In principle the Quran does not use all the Arabic 
words, nor does it use all the potential meanings of the words within it. 
Being selective and choosing one of several possible meanings, as the 
Quran itself does, is a key task in interpreting it.

2 - The authenticity of the Prophetic sayings and practices is a 
fundamental assumption in this work. Counting on the Prophetic Tradition 
as the second main source of Islamic discourse gives authenticity to 
the narrations under scrutiny. If we adhere to what is authentically the 
Prophetic text then we cannot be accused of putting our own interests 
first and we can concentrate on the exact and practical interpretation of 
the Quran as presented by the Prophet Himself. 

3 - The context of what is revealed and the Prophet’s actions.

In this research I will assume that Islam is a divine legislation, which 
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Introduction
This paper aims to develop a better understanding of belonging to a 

Muslim ummah by depending on the implication of contextual concepts 
that exist in Islamic texts. The interpretation of these concepts from this 
scope tends to help the Muslim individual to view his role in the big 
picture, which extends beyond regional boundaries. With this knowledge 
in mind, a Muslim can hope to re-establish a strong alliance within his 
Muslim ummah again. The role of the Muslim Ulama can be paved among 
ordinary Muslims by preaching for a better and wider understanding of 
these key concepts: to initiate new and practical projects which can 
reinstate the pride of being a Muslim. To fulfill this objective they need to 
convey these contextual concepts to the younger generation of Muslims 
and nurture their growth with these «new» concepts. Currently, this young 
generation is being targeted by an immoral industry, and they have begun 
to display a lack of confidence and ignominy with regard to their Islamic 
heritage. In other words, they don’t trust their traditional sources or the 
presentation of Islam in their own regions. This condition is attributed 
to various differing factors, internally and externally, in which a deeper 
exploration into this research is needed.      

  This article also finds that, a «need» to belong to some nation is 
relatively recent and it may be directly attributed to the outcomes of 
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Last but not least, the testimony of Ali Shariati sums it all:

«[Iqbal] is a man of religion and a man of this world, a man of faith 
and knowledge, a man of intellect and emotions, a man of philosophy 
and literature, a man of God and people. A devotee during the night and 
a lion during the day.»(1)

Iqbal is a figure much needed in these times when the image of Islam 
is so often confused, to put it mildly, even in the eyes of its followers. 
His thought and literature can play a positive and an enriching role in the 
education of our young generations.

(1) Khan, Ahmed S., «Gabriel’s Wing: Dr. Annemarie Schimmel’s Masterpiece on Iqbal.» 
Online http://www.angelfire.com/zine2/tribute911/Gabriel.pdf  Accessed 20/12/2010
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culture, and thereby recreating its whole past as a living operative factor, 
in my present consciousness.»(1)

Conclusion 
As philosopher and poet Iqbal uses a universal language; even when 

he addresses fellow Muslims he stresses the international and universal 
openness of the faith, which is mercy for the whole world, not a narrow 
ideology that seeks dominion. For this kind of discourse, a discourse 
of combined love and rationality, Iqbal has been admired by Muslim 
and Western scholars alike: Reynold A. Nicholson, Arthur J. Arberry, 
Annemarie Schimmel, Nadwi, Ali Shariati and many others, all and each 
served his thought one way or another. It is significant how they justify 
this admiration: Nadwi, for instance, writes, 

«I admire Iqbal particularly as a champion of human equality and 
brotherhood, as envisaged in Islam, and a believer in the essential 
nobility of the Muslim. I also admired him as a fearless critic of Western 
materialistic civilization and a valiant fighter against narrow nationalism 
and crude parochialism.»(2)

Viewed objectively, Iqbal, far from advocating a «clash of civilizations», 
was on the contrary intent on obviating it by promoting instead harmony 
and mutual respect between the East and the West whose compatibility 
rather than opposition he endeavoured to foreground.(3) Arberry too, who 
translated into English Iqbal’s Rumuz-e-Bekhudi (The Mysteries of 
Selflessness) and other works, honestly recognizes the same, saying in 
his preface to the epic,

«This group of poems has as its main themes the ideal community, 
Islamic ethical and social principles and the relationship between the 
individual and society. Although he is true throughout to Islam, Iqbal 
recognises also the positive analogous aspects of other religions.»(4)

(1) Iqbal, «Presidential Address.» 
(2) Nadvi, p. 12.
(3) Dharampal.
(4) Arberry, Arthur J., «Introduction» to The Mysteries of Selflessness ( Rumuz-i-

Bekhudi). Online:
 http://www.allamaiqbal.com/poet/poetry/persian/poet_introrumuz.html. Accessed 

22/12/2010.
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«As qaum is no law or religion, it was of no use calling upon people 
to follow and to adhere to it. A group, whether it be a tribe or a race, a 
band of dacoits or a company of businessmen, the dweller of a city or the 
inhabitants of country, as a geographical unit is a mere group either of 
men or of both men and women.»(1)

Islam on the other hand is a social order that definitely rejects the 
claims of racial and geographical factors to dictate and circumscribe 
people’s loyalties. Iqbal stresses the fact that the exaggerated emphasis 
laid in this age on territorial nationalism and aggressive patriotism is 
mischievous because it militates against the international outlook of 
Islam and disrupts the essential solidarity of mankind. Iqbal looks upon 
geographical and racial groupings as, at best, a temporary and makeshift 
political organization and, at worst, as responsible for all sorts of political 
evils, oppressions and conflicts.(2) 

«Now Brotherhood has been so cut to shreds
That in the stead of the community [nation]
The Country has been given pride of place
In men’s allegiance and constructive work;
The Country is the darling of their hearts,
And wide humanity is whittled down
Into dismembered tribes.»(3)

Iqbal had to make it clear to the Muslim community of India that 
in propagating this cultural nationalism on the bases of Islam they were 
not replacing one idol with another. A community which is inspired by 
feelings of ill-will towards other communities is low and ignoble; he 
further explains:

«I entertain the highest respect for the customs, laws, religious and 
social institutions of other communities… Yet I love the communal group, 
which is the source of my life and my behaviour; and which has formed 
me what I am by giving me its religion, its literature, its thought, its 

(1) Iqbal, «Islam and Nationalism.» 
(2) Schimmel, p. 137.
(3) Iqbal, The Mysteries of Selflessness.
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what he considered as decadence and decline in the East and the rise and 
expansion of the West.(1) The mission is the struggle to revive a dormant 
spirit and reconnect it with its history. To the Iqbal of The Reconstruction 
lectures, history is very much alive, more real and true than the present. 
Revisiting the past, reliving the past is a Qur’anic methodology of 
acquiring true knowledge: memory is a dynamic element in the making 
of who we are. If contemporary Muslims cannot identify with their 
problematic and contrary situations, like those Iqbal found himself in, 
there is the historical reality, the fourth dimension of time; spatial not 
linear, where one feels at home. His utopia is a world where the past is 
synchronized with the future: «I keep before my eyes that glorious period, 
and I see tomorrow in the mirror of yesterday»(2)

For Iqbal, to follow the route of revival does not imply remoteness, 
and it is not at the expense of the «extension of contacts» one critic 
proposes.(3) It is not an either/or point: the making of Iqbal’s legacy is 
his ability to extend his contact, to construct an East/West dialogue on 
egalitarian terms; he was not an imitator, a taker, and at the same time 
he was humble enough to proclaim his indebtedness to those Western 
cultural and intellectual icons, - certainly the greatest sign of maturity 
and freedom from the anxiety of influence. The very broad scope of his 
epistemological achievement testifies to that. Muzheruddin Siddiqi writes,

«His dynamism and humanism were both essentially modern but they 
were reinforced by the culture of early Islam. At the philosophic level he 
admitted that modern Western culture was essentially an extension and 
farther development of Islamic Culture.»(4)

In order for the individual to belong to any entity, culture or group, 
that individual must find a rationale behind it all. Faith always transcends 
logic and extends beyond it; yet there are always rationales that come 
with it and make possible some common discourse. In his article entitled 
«Islam and Nationalism» Iqbal explains,   

(1) Bhatti, p. 2.
(2) Quoted in Beg, 188.
(3) Ibid., p. 9.
(4) Siddiqi, p. 11.
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Iqbal was a great lover of past traditions and his ‘credo’ was 
justifiable, since the perpetual life of a nation depends on clinging fast 
to national traditions. About this he metaphorically writes: 

«Yea, it is true, I keep my eyes on ancient times,
And tell the assembly the old story.»(1)

In stipulating these principles, Muhammad Iqbal represents a school of 
thought that is well entrenched in modern Islamic history. In the nineteenth 
century it was revived by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and its torch has since 
been upheld by a chain of thinkers and activists of whom Iqbal is a pivotal 
link. For, while the others have been thinking and working for an Islamic 
state, he was the one to bring such a state into reality (at least as he saw 
it then), staunchly believing that it is absolutely necessary for the survival 
and preservation of the Muslim identity of his people. In his Jawid Nama 
Iqbal imagines a meeting with Jamal al-Din al Afghani and complains to 
him that the Umma suffers from this confusion of its priorities:

«In the heart of a nation that once transformed the world
I have seen a conflict between religion and country.»(2)

And later in the same epical poem and under «Afghani: Religion and 
Country,» he writes,

«A grass-blade is of the earth, and yet rises from the earth;
alas, if the pure soul should die in the dust!
Although man sprang out of water and clay
from water and clay rose-like drew colour and sap,
alas, if he wanders forever in water and clay,
alas, if he soars not higher than this station!»(3)

Yet, this complaint is not passive; the melancholy which is associated 
with loss of power is however only a passing moment in Iqbal’s mood. 
It is replaced by a sense of mission. Iqbal, like Afghani, inherits a sense 
of history in which memories of past Islamic glory are confronted with 

(1) Quoted in Beg, p.188.

(2) Iqbal, Jawid Nama, lines 1025-1026

(3) Ibid., lines 1043-49
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3 - It has a code, in the Muslim case the Qur’an, and a centre, 
Mecca. «Al-Kaaba in his poetry is the ultimate symbol of unity: in 
prayer as well as in pilgrimage, two acts that externalize the deep, 
profound inner experience of coming very close to God»(1)

4. It applies itself to the acquisition of scientific knowledge in order 
to harness the forces of nature. Iqbal himself is described as «combin[ing] 
in his teachings the spirituality of the East and the dynamism of the West 
and this to him is true Islam,»(2) but of course the ‘dynamism’ of the West 
is based on principles borrowed from the medieval Islamic civilization 
as Iqbal elucidates in his seminal lectures published under the title of 
The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam.(3) Dynamism is an 
essential feature of the Islamic faith:

«If a Muslim is an unbeliever,
He is subject of his destiny,
But if he is a true believer
He himself is God’s destiny.»(4)

He also says :

«God is displeased with the soulless body,
The living God is God of the living.»(5)

5 - It maintains traditions which are a factor of stability. Tradition is 
part of the national heritage, of a community’s distinctive culture; but to 
continue to inherit it generation after generation without re-examining 
its verities is a mistake: «If to follow tradition had been a virtue, the 
Prophet [peace be upon him] would have also walked in the footsteps 
of his ancestors.»(6)

(1) Schimmel, p. 162.
(2) Shahid, p. 25.
(3) Published in Lahore by Shaikh Muhammad Ashraf, 1951.
(4) From The Wings of Gabriel, quoted in Saiyidain, K.G., Iqbal’s Educational Philosophy, 

Lahore: Muhammad Ashraf, 5the edition, 1960, p. 198.
(5) From The Wings of Gabriel quoted in Beg, p. 148.
(6) Maitre, pp. 15-16.
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To the Community, and they to him.»(1)

This community is a vision based on historical reality of the 
‘perfect society’ which fulfils the following primary conditions: 

1 - It has a spiritual basis provided by the principle of 
monotheism:

«There is no god but God: this is the soul
And body of our pure Community,
The pitch that keeps our instrument in tune,
The very substance of our mysteries,
The knotted thread that binds our scattered thoughts.»(2)

The new culture finds the foundation of world-unity in the principles 
of Tawhid. Islam, as a polity is only a practical means of making this 
principle a living factor in the intellectual and emotional life of mankind; 
it demands loyalty to God, not to thrones.(3)

2 - It is centred on a leader or a prophet; that is to say, for Muslims, 
around Muhammad (peace be upon him). Iqbal, aware of ‘ideal’ men 
constructed by Western philosophers such as Emerson and Nietzsche, 
presents the Prophet as the Perfect Man: «Muhammad is the preface to 
the book of the universe; all the worlds are slaves and he is the Master.»(4) 
Iqbal further elaborates,

«Prophethood is the basis of our organization, our religion and our 
law. It creates unity in our diversity and makes us into a well-knit 
community, which is meant to bring a message of peace for mankind.  If 
we let go our hold of this unifying, life-giving conception, it will be our 
death as a nation; for, it is this centre that has given us a dynamic unity 
of outlook and purpose.»(5)

(1)  Ibid.
(2)  Ibid.
(3)  Maitre, p. 15.
(4)  Iqbal, Muhammad, The Secrets of the Self (Asrar-i-Khudi), translated by Reynold A. 

Nicholson, Lahore: Muhammad Ashraf, revised edition 1940, reprinted 1975, p. 36.
(5)  Iqbal, The Mysteries of Selflessness.
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 - Belonging: faith first
Iqbal’s answer to the fundamental question: what is it that man 

should belong to? Geographical space? Community, small or large? 
One’s tribe? Or one’s ego? is best explicated in his epical poem Rumuz-
e-Bekhudi (Mysteries of Selflessness) which he begins with these lines 
addressing the Muslim:

«You, who were made by God to be the Seal
Of all the peoples dwelling upon earth,
That all beginnings might in you find end;
Whose saints were prophet like, whose wounded hearts 
Wove into unity the souls of men;
Why are you fallen now so far astray.»(1)

He addresses Muslims, merging together what they were in the 
past in the early history of Islam, what they are now, ‘fallen’ from that 
phenomenal historical achievement and what they should be in their 
immediate future. Iqbal chose to pour his communication in verse, the 
form that addresses the heart and the mind; after all it is a message of 
faith rather than cold philosophy.

«Lay love’s foundation-stone in your own soul,
 And to the Prophet pledge anew your troth.»(2)

To pledge loyalty to the Prophet (peace be upon him) is paramount; 
Iqbal yearns to belong to a community that elevates him to the rank 
of «Kinsman to Omar, aye, and Abu Dharr». The crux holding the 
community together and unifying its ranks is not material, it is the mercy 
that God has sent to the universe:

«The link that binds the individual 
To the Society is Mercy;
His truest Self in the Community alone
Achieves fulfillment. …
The individual a Mirror holds 

(1)  Iqbal, The Mysteries of Selflessness.
(2)  Ibid.
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This may sound contradictory, coming from the mind that struggled 
for the establishment of a homeland for his people, for a geographical 
space that they can call their own; but his action did not belie his word: 
to him geography is indivisibly bound to faith because there one has the 
freedom to live that faith. It is clear that he objects to secular patriotism 
mainly because it upsets the logical hierarchy of human loyalties. For him 
«Islam is only an effort to realize the spiritual in a human organization.»(1) 
Naturally, he endeavors to assimilate his contemporary situation of 
Muslim-Hindu conflict in the sub-continent with the experience of 
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him):

«Our Master, fleeing from his fatherland,
Resolved the knot of Muslim nationhood.
His wisdom founded one Community—
The world its parish—on the sacred charge
To civilize, …
Why fled he, then, from his ancestral home?
Supposest thou he ran before his foes?
The chroniclers, ill understanding what
The Flight portends, have hid the truth from us
Flight is the law that rules the Muslim’s life,
And is a cause of his stability
Its meaning is,to leap from shallowness,
To quit the dew, the ocean to subdue.»(2)

According to Iqbal, Muhammad’s message «restored the full status 
of citizenship to those who had been deprived of their human rights on 
grounds of race, colour, sex or social and economic circumstances.»(3) It 
was a living affirmation of faith in social democracy in its true sense; i.e., 
justice and equality, rather than in the Western use and abuse of the term.

(1) Khatana, Manzoor H., Iqbal And Foundation of Pakistan Nationalism. (Lahore, 
1992), p. 110.

(2) Iqbal, The Mysteries of Selflessness.
(3) Schimmel, 135
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is the religion of Islam alone which sustains a nation in its true cultural 
or political sense. It is for this reason that the Quran openly declares 
that any system other than that of Islam must be deprecated and rejected 
(Quran, 3, 84).(1) In his Presidential Address at the Muslim Conference 
in Lahore in 1932, Iqbal stated unequivocally that he was opposed to 
the concept of nationalism as presented by Europe, for he detected in it 
the menace of materialism and atheism which, in his opinion, would be 
hazardous for humanity. There is healthy, productive patriotism and there 
is mischievous, destructive patriotism. Patriotism as an uncompromising 
political ideology which believes in «My country – right or wrong» and 
denies the wider claims of the world community and the internationalism 
for which Islam stands is not acceptable at all.(2) Nobody can deny the 
great love Iqbal carried for India, yet as Brutus said: «I loved Caesar, but 
I loved Rome more!» Iqbal loved India but he loved Islam more:

«Speak again of the Indians and of India—
one blade of her grass no garden can outmatch;
speak of her in whose mosques the tumult has died,
of her in whose temples the fire is quenched,
of her for whose sake I gave my blood,
whose memory I have nursed in my soul.
From my grief you may guess at her grief;
alas, for the beloved who knows no more the lover!»(3)

Iqbal continues to say in that presidential address, «Patriotism is 
a perfectly natural virtue which has a place in the moral life of man. 
Nevertheless, what really matters most to man is his faith, his culture, 
his historical traditions. These are the things which in my view are 
worth living for and dying for»(4)

(1) Iqbal, Muhammad, «Islam and Nationalism,» n.d. Online:
 http://www.koranselskab.dk/profiler/iqbal/nationalism.htm Accessed 14/12/2010. Henceforth, 

Iqbal, «Islam and Nationalism.»
(2) Schimmel, 141.
(3) Iqbal, Javid Nama, lines 3321-28.
(4) Iqbal, Muhammad, «Presidential Address» delivered at the annual session of the All-

India Muslim Conference (Lahore, 21st March 1932). Online http://www.koranselskab.
dk/profiler/iqbal/address2.htm  Accessed 16/12/2010. Henceforth, «Presidential 
Address.»
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«Thy wings are overlaid with the dust of colour and race –
Bird of the sanctuary, shed clean thy wings before soaring high!»(1)

The narrowness of race and geography is replaced by the openness 
of faith: 

«I am a rose from the Paradise of Kashmir
My heart comes from the sacred land of Hijaz
And my voice from Shiraz.»(2)

Islam is vehemently opposed to the idea of racial superiority which 
is the greatest obstacle in the way of international unity, cooperation and 
peace.(3) Instead, the term proposed by Iqbal is some kind of ‘cultural 
nationalism’; that is, our sense of belonging issues basically out of our 
culture, Iqbal understood culture in this more recent definition of the term:

«[Culture] is a foundation for human growth. It is about values, 
beliefs, ways of living, identity and expression. As such, it is fundamental 
to everyone’s living experience. It is not, as many policymakers believe, 
a ‘soft’ issue, but the bedrock of quality of life. And in the context of 
assisting with the process of the adaptation by and to refugees and asylum 
seekers – and other migrants – culture is rooted right at the heart of the 
process. Not an end, or an outcome, or a by-product, but a starting point, 
a rationale, and a means by which it can be achieved.»(4)

However, culture in this sense is just another name for the faith 
which Muslim community professes as «din-i-qayyim», to quote Iqbal, 
in which term lies concealed a remarkable Quranic point, namely, that it 
is this religion alone in which is vested the responsibility of sustaining the 
present and future life of a group of people which surrenders its individual 
and social life to its system. In other words, according to the Quran, it 

(1) Quoted in Maitre, p. 18. 
(2) Quoted in Shahid, p. 87.
(3) Quoted in Maitre, p. 18. 
(4) Gould, Helen G, A Sense of Belonging: Arts and Culture in the Integration of 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers. London: Creative Exchange, the Network for Culture 
and Development, 2005. Online:

 http://cultureartsrefugees.creativexchange.org/files/SenseofBelonging.pdf. Accessed 
5/12/2010.
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by their colonizers, and to reawaken the Umma, proclaiming to the world 
that Islam is the liberating force that supersedes all these narrow and 
earth-bound ties:

«The man of love takes his guidance from God
He is kind to the infidel and the faithful alike.»(1)

So, religion is not a dividing force; it simply reshuffles and rearranges 
man’s affiliations. At the same time Iqbal distinguishes between one’s 
love for one’s country and native land, which he believes to be a natural 
instinct and requires no impressions to nourish it, and the bigoted 
nationalism which he envisioned as irreligious and territorial. He rejects 
the latter as ‘Western politics’ «based on what is ultimately not a rational 
choice or any kind of choice by man; one’s race is not a matter of will.»(2) 
He writes,

«The main endeavour of Islam as a religion has been to solve this 
very problem (of race) and if modern Asia wishes to avoid the fate of 
Europe there is no other remedy but to assimilate the ideals of Islam.»(3)

Islam does not tolerate any divorce between the moral and the 
religious on one hand and the political and patriotic on the other. 

In his critique of European nationalism Iqbal was ahead of his 
time: almost a century has passed after he first expressed his views, and 
one cannot help reflecting on the way political conceptions are being 
transformed. The newly emerging phenomenon is the common grounds on 
which vast nations of great diversity are being melted in their melting pots: 
Europe, forgetting or attempting to forget its scars, and the United States 
with its multiple ethnicities and races; two examples that demonstrate the 
tremendous shift in the nature of the principles of nationhood and identity. 
Political principles are replacing blood and racial ties, - ties of «mere dust 
and water» to borrow Iqbal’s phrase.(4) 

(1) Vahid, p. 38.
(2) Schimmel, Annemarie. Gabriel’s Wing: A Study into the Religious Ideas of Sir 

Muhammad Iqbal, Leiden: Brill, 1963, p.196. Henceforth, Schimmel.
(3) Quoted in Schimmel, p. 197.
(4) Schimmel, p. 164.
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and to elevate the moral and intellectual level of mankind have, in their 
hunger for dominion and imperial possessions, shed the blood of millions 
and reduced millions to servitude simply in order to pander the greed and 
avarice of their own particular groups.»(1)

 The emptiness and falsehood of those labels, such as democracy, 
nationalism, etc., the modern idols of Lat and Uzza, as Iqbal calls them,(2) 
which he witnessed firsthand, opened his eyes to the reality and truth 
both of Europe and Islam. That the spirit of Europe is antithetical to 
that of Islam became crystal clear. In his Javid Nama and in the form 
of a message from Jamal al-Din al-Afghani to Communist Russa, Iqbal 
writes:

«The goal of the Qur’an is something else, the custom and principle 
of Muslims is something else. You have laid the basis for a new departure. 
You have rejected the old way of life. Like the Muslims, you have 
demolished despotism. Take lesson from our history, if you are to light a 
new torch. You have given a short shrift to false gods. Now pass beyond 
‘no’ to a ‘yes.’ O you who yearn for a new world order! Seek a stable 
basis for it.»(3)

The dawning of this truth brings with it the requirement of taking 
action. 

‘‘This our world’, they asked of me,
«Is’t congenial to thee?»
«Nay», I answered; and they cried, 
«Break and strew it far and wide!»(4)

Whether ‘They’ here refers to people of the West or of the East makes 
no difference; both worlds need revision and enlightenment though the 
predicaments from which they suffer are very different. Consequently, 
Iqbal took up this not so imaginary challenge and throughout his remaining 
life he struggled to ‘upset’ the alien trends imposed upon Muslim nations 
(1) Sherwani, Latif Ahmed, ed., Speeches, Writings and Statements of Iqbal, Lahore: Iqbal 

Academy, 1977, pp. 249-50.
(2) Quoted in Nadvi, p. 47.
(3) Iqbal, Javid Nama, quoted in Siddiqi, p. 59
(4) Iqbal, Persian Psalms.
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transform his thought in that short period. In addition to the first-hand 
experience of Europe, other factors contributed to this evolution; such 
as certain Western scholars, Muslim scholars, and gaining more insight 
into the sciences of Islam. Iqbal reached his ultimate destination not 
only geographically but also spiritually and intellectually, anchoring his 
roaming ship at the rock of Islam.

On one level, given that as a cosmopolitan poet and philosopher 
he transcended spatiotemporal constraints, it is not surprising that from 
a political perspective he denounced the narrow, parochial notions of 
the nation-state and nationalism, dismissing them as antithetical to 
the broader mandate of the Muslim community or umma. On another 
level, from a Muslim perspective, Iqbal considered that the modern 
Western separation of politics from religion and ethics had left Europe 
deprived of a sound source of knowledge and inspiration. Furthermore, 
inspired by the Islamic vision of a universal fraternity, he felt the need 
to vociferously criticize Western political developments.(1)

 - The cultural force of Islam
When Iqbal returned to India after three years in England and 

Germany he showed a strong inclination towards Pan-Islamism, 
repudiated his earlier Sufi pantheism and Indian nationalism and became 
more interested in Islam as a cultural force.(2) Iqbal moved away from the 
European type of nationalism as its incompatibility with the broad human 
outlook of Islam unfolded itself to him. In a historic broadcast on All 
India Radio, Lahore, on January 1st, 1935, Iqbal declaimed:

«…The tyranny of imperialism struts abroad, covering its face in 
the masks of democracy, nationalism, communism, fascism and heaven 
knows what else besides. Under these masks, in every corner of the earth, 
the spirit of freedom and the dignity of man are being trampled underfoot 
in a way of which not even the darkest period of human history presents a 
parallel. The rulers whose duty it was to protect and cherish those ideals 
which go to form a higher humanity, to prevent man’s oppression of man 

(1) Dharampal.
(2) Siddiqi, p. 7.
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teach us to harbour grudges between us Indians we all are; India, our 
motherland;» a tone echoed by the Arab nationalist poet, Fakhri al-
Barudi:

...    ...   

   ...   

  ...   

Arab land is my homeland... from Damascus to Baghdad
No border separates us…and no religion divides us
The language of dhad [Arabic] unites us…with Ghassanids and 
Adnanids

Iqbal’s conception of unity is transformed into an emphasis on 
the universal brotherhood imbued by the faith rather than by ethnic 
origin. Indian nationalism does not automatically signify acceptance of 
Hindu domination, some critics of Iqbal comment, but for him setting 
it first on his priority list creates a tremendous ethical dilemma, for 
the nationalism the West introduced into the east was the one that 
dominated Europe in that particular epoch: it was crude nationalism, 
devoid of human values and built on bonds of race, colour, superiority 
of blood, and detestation and marginalization of the Other; it was the 
cause of two world wars waged by Europe against itself, dragging the 
whole world with it to a universal suicide attempt. Iqbal expresses his 
view of Europe in his Payam Ishk («The Message of Love») and how 
it has been plundering his country:

«O dwellers of the West! God’s earth is not a shop;
The gold which you believe to be pure will turn 
out to be spurious.
Your civilization is going to commit suicide
with its own dagger.»(1)

As Nadwi’s statement quoted above indicates, to experience the 
West was an eye-opening process, and in the case of Iqbal it helped to 

(1) Quoted in Maitre, p. 31.
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Some critics blatantly suggest that a fundamental in Iqbal’s thought 
is his rejection of the West, but what does the word ‘rejection’ actually 
stand for here? If we understand Iqbal correctly, it is his keen sense of 
belonging to a culture that is ontologically different from the West; it is 
Europe’s Other. Like his historical predecessors, he had to be consciously 
selective in his dealing with the Western matter. He was not hindered by 
the colonial situation as those critics say. Avicenna and Averroes before 
him were not colonized, yet still, they did not appropriate the Classical 
heritage wholesale. When such critics say, «Iqbal continues a tradition 
of looking upon Goethe in the context of ‘wisdom’»(1) one cannot but 
agree with them. To him, as well as to his precursors of great scholars, 
civilization is by nature nomadic, following and seeking pasture; 
Europeans relied on Islamic civilization in the past, and there is no shame 
in Muslims’ learning from it in the present. Still, by gazing on the other, 
one discovers his own identity.

 - Territorial nationalism
Iqbal’s earlier spiritual and intellectual roaming landed him first 

on the modern concept of nationalism, a nineteenth, early twentieth-
century European paradigm which came to the East with the advent of 
colonialism. Secular nationalism was very much in vogue in Europe 
when Iqbal travelled there in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
In fact he went there filled with Indian nationalism acquired no doubt 
under colonial British influence. The poetry Iqbal wrote for India 
prior to his actual taste of the West was noted for its nationalistic 
and pantheistic flavor. He seemed to champion the cause of Indian 
nationalism.(2) This nationalist phase of his intellectual development is 
poetically documented in his anthem glorifying India, his homeland, 
which begins with these words: «Of all the world, our Hindustan is 
the best; we are its nightingales of mirth, and it is our garden abode.»(3) 
And in which he significantly continues to say: «Religion does not 

(1) Bhatti, pp. 9,10.
(2) Siddiqi, Muzheruddin, The Image of the West in Iqbal, Lahore: Bazm-i-Iqbal, 1964, 

p. 19. Henceforth, Siddiqi. 
(3) Shahid, p. 69.

o b e i k a n . c o m



388

«an eighteenth-century mind [such as Goethe’s] could breach the 
doctrinal walls erected between the West and Islam and see hidden 
elements of kinship between himself and the Orient.»(1)

Goethe is famous as well for the Qur’anic diction he employed in his 
poetry; for instance, the lines

God’s is the East!
God’s is the West!
Northern and Southern lands
Repose in the peace of His hands,(2)

are paraphrasing the Qur’anic verse:

[115 : ]   q  p  o  n  ml  k  j  i  h   gf  e  d  
«To Allah belong the East and the West: Whithersoever you turn, 

there is the presence of Allah. For Allah is all-Pervading, all-
Knowing.» [Al-Baqarah: 115] 

However, not all Western figures rece ive Iqbal’s respect: Bergson is 
judged as a negative influence on the minds of young men:

If you had not lost your own self,
You would not have been a follower of Bergson.(3)

Reciprocally, Iqbal intended to introduce to the West glimpses of 
the religious thought of the East. So he decided to write his doctoral 
dissertation (presented at Munich University) on «The Development of 
the Metaphysics in Persia,» a topic about which he had this to say:

«…My knowledge of Arabic and Persian and my acquaintance with 
European philosophy (the study of which I began 12 years ago) suggest 
to me that I might make a contribution to the knowledge in the West, of 
some branch of [Islamic] Philosophy …»(4)

(1) Said, p. 118.
(2) Quoted in Said, p. 167.
(3) uoted in Beg, Abdulla Anwar, The Poet of the East , 2nd edition, Lahore: Khawar 

Publishing Cooperative Society, 1961, p. 197.
(4) Shibli, Siddiq, «Iqbal’s Doctoral Thesis». Online: http://www.allamaiqbal.com/publications/

journals/review/apr89/3.htm. Accessed 5/1/2011.
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Iqbal’s soul was discovering itself. He also benefited from his 
acquaintance with Western thought in the establishment of a trans-
cultural discourse, most obviously in his reception of Goethe, whose 
«Muhammad’s Hymn» he first adapted then included in his own Javid 
Nama. He attributes his great reception of Goethe, in whom he has found 
a kindred spirit, to the latter’s universality;(1) it is the universality that 
enabled Goethe to harbor the greatest affection for the Orient in general 
and Islam in particular. Some observer finds that Goethe’s West-Eastern 
Divan bears testimony to the fact that the West, being dissatisfied with its 
own spiritual life, is turning to the bosom of the East for spiritual warmth,(2) 
which confirms Iqbal’s opinion. Iqbal initiates a dialogue of civilizations 
and a cultural reciprocity with the profound mind of the German poet who 
is not abashed to declare his testimony to the universality of Islam:

    
    

     
.     

«Stupid that everyone in his case
Is praising his particular opinion!
If Islam means submission to God,
We all live and die in Islam.» (3)

Iqbal’s respect for Goethe can also be attributed to the latter’s deep 
love for Islam and the beautiful poetry he wrote in praise of Prophet 
Muhammad (peace be upon him), all documented in Abd al-Rahman 
Sidqi’s The Orient and Islam in Goethe’s Literature (in Arabic). Edward 
Said elucidates how

(1) Dharampal-Frick, Gita, «The Contours of Muhammad Iqbal’s Cosmopolitan Engagement 
with the West: Shades of Judicious Criticism and Constructive Emulation.» Lecture 
presented at the Symposium on Muhammad Iqbal’s Approach to Modenity and Islam 
(Beirut: the Orient Institute, 9 November, 2010). Online http://www.orient-institut.org/
Library/Files/ConferenceIqbal.pdf. Accessed 6/12/2010. Henceforth, Dharampal.

(2) Ibid.
(3) Lines quoted and translated into Arabic by Abd al-Rahman Sidqi in his Al-Sharq wa 

al-Islam fi Adab Goethe («The Orient and Islam in Goethe’s Work») (Cairo: Dar al-
Qalam, n.d.), p.25.
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And have reckoned the ecstatic mad.
…

Would that he had lived in Ahmad’s time.»(1)

Iqbal undoubtedly had in mind Nietzsche’s well-known eulogy of 
Islam. In his The Antichrist Nietzsche expresses his great admiration of 
Muslim civilization in Spain. 

«The wonderful culture of the Moors in Spain, which was fundamentally 
nearer to us and appealed more to our senses and tastes than that of 
Rome and Greece, was trampled down (I do not say by what sort of feet). 
Why? Because it had to thank noble and manly instincts for its origin - 
because it said yes to life, even to the rare and refined luxuriousness of 
Moorish life!... The crusaders later made war on something before which 
it would have been more fitting for them to have groveled in the dust - a 
civilization beside which even that of our nineteenth century seems very 
poor and very ‘senile.’ What they wanted, of course, was booty: the orient 
was rich.... Let us put aside our prejudices! The crusades were a higher 
form of piracy, nothing more!»(2) 

If Iqbal’s relation with Nietzsche was a point of contact and departure 
as Syed Abdul Vahid demonstrates in his book Iqbal: His Art and Thought 
(1959), his relation with Goethe was of a far-reaching nature. Iqbal 
established a profound dialogue with the German poet and philosopher, 
the «gifted enthusiast» of the East, as described by Edward Said many 
years later.(3) In Stray Reflections we find this acknowledgement by Iqbal:

«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.»(4)

(1) Iqbal, Muhammad, Jawid Nama, translated from the Persian by Arthur J. Arberry, lines 
2703-12, 2747. Online:

 http://www.allamaiqbal.com/works/poetry/persian/javidnama/translation/index.htm 
Accessed 5/1/2010. Henceforth, Javid Nama

(2) Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Antichrist (Ware, Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions, 2007), 
p. 160

(3) Said, Edward, Orientalism (London: Penguin Books, 2003), p. 51. Henceforth, Said.
(4) Iqbal, Muhammad, Stray Reflection: Allama Iqbal’s Note-Book (Lahore: Ghulam Ali 

& Sons, 1961), p. 2.
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universally accepted spiritual values of equality and brotherhood of man.(1)

It is ironic that his stay and study in the West dramatically contributed 
to endow him with the strongest sense of belonging. In his book Glory of 
Iqbal, the well-known scholar Abu al-Hasan Ali al-Nadwi points out the 
impact of Europe on the young Muslim students’ minds:

«Through Western philosophy and literature Muslims got acquainted 
with the mysteries of the Occident. They learnt to understand its intrinsically 
materialistic disposition and the arrogant nationalism underlying its 
collective consciousness.»(2)

If Nietzsche’s influence on Sartre, Camus and later on Jacque Derrida 
was that of estrangement and loss of centre, and on Hitler an extreme 
form of nationalism, his impact on the mind of the young Indian student 
of philosophy journeying in Germany was the opposite. Muhammad 
Iqbal found his true path after wading through the murky sea of Western 
philosophy and contrasting it with the religion of Islam; that philosophy 
made him realize the value of what he already had, of what the Muslim 
East treasured for him. Iqbal’s attitude towards Nietzsche was a mixture 
of admiration and sadness over wasted genius as we see in the section 
entitled «The Place of Nietzsche» in his Jawid Nama (translated into 
English as Pilgrimage of Eternity):

«I said to Rumi, ‘Who is this madman?’
He answered: ‘This is the German genius
Whose place is between these two worlds;
His reed-pipe contains an ancient melody.
This Hallaj without gallows and rope
Has spoken anew those ancient words;
His words are fearless, his thoughts sublime,
The Westerners are struck asunder by the sword of his speech.
His colleagues have not comprehended his ecstasy

(1) Iqbal, Javid, «Religious Philosophy of Muhammad Iqbal.» Online: http://www.allamaiqbal.
com/publications/journals/review/apr02/01-RELIGIOUS%20PHILOSOPHY%20OF%20
MUHAMMAD%20IQBAL.htm. Accessed 5/1/2011.

(2) Nadvi, Syed Abul Hasan Ali, Glory of Iqbal, translated from Urdu by Muhammad Asif 
Kidwai (Lahore: Progressive Books, 1977) p. 45. Henceforth, Nadvi.
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religious, cultural, or linguistic values.(1) Nowadays Europe is replacing 
its narrow early-twentieth-century nationalism with a very broad form 
of unity: a ‘European Union’ is born. The type of nationalism that was 
the cause of so many wars in the past century is being driven to the 
background and new unifying concepts are fore grounded. It is not a 
simple economic entity, a «common market», any more. But, is the logos 
‘European’ really free from the contamination of territorialism and race? 
Nevertheless, it is an indicative of how Europe, having discovered the 
faulty nature of the nation-state, has abandoned its earlier and narrower 
sense of nationalism, realizing that other levels of loyalties are possible; 
other more important and more human than the ties of mere blood or 
earth, albeit still secular and materialistic. 

 - Iqbal and the West
Glancing back at the journey he travelled, Iqbal acknowledges that 

he owes a great deal to some Western thinkers, especially Goethe.(2) In 
the opinion of the German writer Herman Hesse, Iqbal’s thought belongs 
to three realms of the spirit: the world of India, the world of Islam, and 
that of occidental thought; though ultimately, as Hesse reasserts, Iqbal’s 
dream is a humanity united in the name and service of Allah.(3) 

Actually it was during his stay in Europe that Iqbal passed through 
an intellectual as well as emotional revolution and became disgusted with 
pantheism, secular nationalism as well as territorial patriotism. He had 
seen the forges of secular nationalism and territorial patriotism active in 
Europe and arrived at the conclusion that the construction of human groups 
on the foundations of race, language, colour and territory or fighting as 
well as dying for it was not only inhuman and barbaric but contrary to the 

(1) Malik, Rizwan, «Allamah Muhammad Iqbal’s Concept of Muslim Nationalism in India,» 
IIAS Newsletter, no. 10. Online: http://www.iias.nl/iiasn/10/Regional/10CBCA01.html 
Accessed 16/12/2010.

(2) Bhatti, p. 3.
(3) Extracts from Hermann Hesse’s Geleitwort to Anne Marie Schimmel’s translation of 

Javid Nama, published in 1957, quoted in: Schimmel, Annemarie «Germany and Iqbal», 
in: Muhammad Iqbal und die drei Reiche des Geistes edited by Wolfgang Köhler 
(Hamburg: Dt.-Pakistan Forum, 1977), p. 60.
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‘Arrogant nationalism’, on the other hand, is the second general 
feature of Europe during that period. It is the principle on which the 
states in Europe were founded: a flag and some geographical space 
devoid of the lofty moral and spiritual values; a secular structure in the 
Machiavellian sense. In fact Iqbal accredits the narrow secular concept 
of European nationalism to Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527). In his 
infamous work The Prince, Machiavelli advises the contemporary 
ruler of Florence to unify Italy at any price, with emphasis on the 
separation between politics and morality, which leads to the employment 
of unethical, immoral and irreligious means. His motto is the now-
hackneyed cliché «the end justifies the means.» Iqbal severely attacks 
Machiavelli in his verse,

«That Floraentine, the worshipper of untruth
He wrote a book for the rulers,
And sowed the seeds of discord in our fields.
His ‘religion’ turned state into god.»(1)

Iqbal believes Machiavelli is responsible for the introduction of this 
ungodly philosophy and flagrant corruption of human nature; he blinded 
the eyes of people and wrote a new code of (mis)guidance for rulers, 
thereby sowing the seeds of war and conflict:

«His mind fashioned new patterns (of principle)!
His religion made the state into a deity.
And presented what was evil as good!
He kissed the feet of this deity.
And tested truth on the criterion of profit!»(2) 
Iqbal is clear in his mind that territorial nationalism is one thing and 

cultural nationalism another. The former, originally a Western concept, 
demands affiliation to a territory without having anything to do with the 
cultural values of the people concerned; in contrast, cultural nationalism 
defines people as a nation on the basis of their inwardly felt sharing of 

(1) Quoted in Vahid, Syed Abdul, Iqbal: His Art and Thought, London: John Murray, 
1959, p. 175. Henceforth, Vahid.

(2) Ibid.
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In his poetry, he delineates the implications of this belonging: 

«To live in company is real life.
Love does not acquire insight without company,
And without company, it does not become self-conscious.
In our assembly, there are divine manifestations, behold!»(1)

Actually, Iqbal dedicates the whole of his Rumuz-i-Bekhudi to his 
conception of the organic nature of the individual/community confluence. 
In his preface to his translation of Iqbal’s long poem, Arthur J. Arberry 
expounds this conception:

«It is obvious that the Iqbalian conception of selfhood, if developed 
in isolation from society, ends in unmitigated egoism and anarchy. But he 
was not interested merely in the individual and his self-realization; he was 
equally concerned with the evolution of an ideal society, or community 
as he preferred to call it. It is only as a member of this community that 
the individual, by the twin principles of conflict and concord, is able to 
express himself fully and ideally; it is only as an association of self-
affirming individuals that the community can come into being and perfect 
itself.»(2)

A human being according to him needs to belong, for one’s full 
humanity cannot be realized in isolation:

«When in the Congregation he is lost 
‘Tis like a drop which, seeking to expand,
Becomes an ocean.……
The individual a Mirror holds 
To the Community, and they to him;
He is jewel threaded on their cord.»(3)

(1) Iqbal, Muhammad, Persian Psalms, translated by Arthur J. Arberry and Bashir Ahmad 
Dar. Online: http://www.allamaiqbal.com/works/poetry/persian/persianpsalms/translation/

index.htm Accessed 5/12/2010. Henceforth, Persian Psalms.
(2) Iqbal, Muhammad, The Mysteries of the Selflessness: A Philosophical Poem, translated, with 

introduction and notes by Arthur J. Arberry. Online:
http://www.allamaiqbal.com/works/poetry/persian/ramuz/translation/index.htm
Accessed 5/12/2010

(3) Ibid.
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 - Europe’s nation and alienation
If we are to make generalizations about the human condition in 

twentieth-century Europe, they will have to be nation and alienation; the 
latter stands for the absence of any sense of belonging as an existential and 
philosophical crisis. It started in the West and from there spread eastward; 
a contagious phenomenon. People especially Muslims with grave national 
issues such as the loss of freedom and independence, and the spread 
of material and scientific backwardness displayed the symptoms of that 
condition, which unfortunately drove them away from looking seriously 
into their immediate problems and prevented many intellectuals from 
facing those problems and solving them. 

Modern Western thought is saturated with this theme of alienation 
and estrangement. Colin Wilson’s The Outsider (1956)(1) summarizes its 
different manifestations in the thought and literature of such prominent 
figures as Friedrich Nietzsche, Franz Kafka, Albert Camus, Jean-Paul 
Sartre, T. S. Eliot, Herman Hesse, Ernest Hemingway and T. E. Lawrence. In 
his attempt to explore the mentality of the ‘outsiders’, Wilson exposes their 
experience of dislocation and their sense of being at variance with society. 
Dostoevsky’s «insect-man», Nietzsche’s «ant-man», Eliot’s «hollow men», 
Hesse’s «steppe’s wolf-man» and Camu’s «stranger» are all manifestations 
of what Wilson describes as a needless pessimistic fallacy.

Muhammad Iqbal was the witness who saw it all. Though he was 
writing in a colonial context and with what some describe as «his sense 
of having inherited a history of loss»,(2) he visualized himself as a man 
with an unwavering sense of belonging to a body of people with an ancient 
culture, like a wave in a mighty river:

«A wave is a wave only inside the river,
Outside of it, it is nothing.»(3)

(1)  Wilson, Colin. The Outsider, London: Victor Gollancz, 1956.
(2)  Bhatti, Anil, «Iqbal and Goethe: A Note,» Goethezeit Portal, 2005. Online http://

ourbeacon.com/wp-content/uploads/admin2/2007/08/iqbal-and-goethe-by-abhatti.pdf 
Accessed 16/12/2010. Henceforth Bhatti.

(3)  Quoted in Maitre, Luce-Claude, Introduction to the Thought of Iqbal, translated by 
Mulla Abdul Majeed Dar, ([Karachi], n.d.), p. 19. Henceforth, Maitre.
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 He reexamines terms such as geographical space, nationhood, faith
 and nationalism, and relocates them within an Islamic frame. Arabic,
 Qur’anic terms become the subject of interrogation and debate;
 such as qawm and ummah, the first he recognizes as nationalist, the
 second as signifier of the Muslim community. Iqbal had the double
 vantage point of Western philosophy and Eastern intellectual and
 metaphysical traditions, something that qualifies him to play a role
 model for Muslims of today who are torn, individuals and nations,
 between allegiance to Islam on one hand and many other factors that
 destructively intervene and confuse this allegiance on the other.

The issue imposed itself upon the historical context in which 
Muhammad Iqbal found himself. As a philosopher coming to maturity 
in the first decades of the twentieth century and witnessing disastrous 
upheavals in the world; also as an Indian Muslim experiencing the 
trauma of British colonialism and the fear of Hindu hegemony, he 
conferred paramount importance not just upon the definition of one’s 
identity and sense of belonging, but also upon the discovery of the ways 
to defend and protect them. For us, a century later, the world is still 
prone to similar catastrophes, man-made or man-incurred, including 
the recent type of ‘cultural imperialism’. A new kind of hegemony is 
threatening the Muslim world, - that of globalization at the expense of 
national cultures. Anxieties keep repeating themselves and the search 
for answers continues.

This paper is mainly a literary investigation of the nature and 
development of Iqbal’s conception of ‘belongingness’, highlighting his 
comprehensive formula of how allegiance to Islam never contradicts 
other natural senses of belonging; conversely, it enhances those loyalties 
and directs them into constructive channels, and puts them in the right 
perspective. The relevance of his thought is as crucial today as it has ever 
been.
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Introduction
To choose to discuss the topic of faith and nationhood in the thought 

of Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938) at a conference on the jurisprudence 
of the sense of belonging is to present him as a prototype of the 
contemporary Muslim scholar, who has searched for, and succeeded in, 
finding the Islamic answer to such a problematic question. The confusion 
in the minds of contemporary Muslims everywhere when it comes to 
understanding this concept is still lurking there and causing conflict 
on many levels, individual, communal and national. Iqbal centered 
most of his writings and activities on this particular theme of faith and 
nationhood, the two poles of his dialectic. To disentangle this complex 
issue he needed to master Western philosophy, where the modern sense 
of nationalism was born; he studied law and the Islamic sciences to 
set his terms of reference right, and acquired five languages in order 
to access such an enormous amount of necessary knowledge. He truly 
poses as a «gateway to world culture».(1)

The result of this gigantic effort is decisive: Iqbal discovers that 
allegiance to Islam transcends all other allegiances and loyalties, whether 
to the tribe or to the country, and transforms them into healthy ones. 
Within Islam, to love one’s tribe, country, homeland, or ethnic group can 
be an act of faith, provided it does not breach Islamic law, nor turns into 
some blind herd instinct: to follow one’s group, right or wrong. Having 
achieved this, Iqbal dedicated the last thirty years of his life (after his 
return from Europe in 1908) to propagate and work for this simple yet 
huge idea.

 This paper is an analytical reading of the sense of belonging in the
 thought of Muhammad Iqbal, the founder of the state of Pakistan and
 the prominent Islamic scholar, poet and philosopher. Iqbal strenuously
 exerted himself trying to realize his dream-like project: not only of
 establishing an independent and viable homeland for his people, the
 Muslims of India, but also setting the ideological and jurisprudential
 grounds on which individuals like him can belong to this homeland.
(1) Shahid, Mohammad Haneef, ed., Tributes to Iqbal, Lahore: Sangemeel Publications, 

1977, p. 83. Henceforth, Shahid.
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Chapter 1

Faith and Nationhood in the Thought of 
Muhammad Iqbal

Samira al-Khawaldeh(1)

      :  

            

  .           

             

             

      .        

 .     –    -   

             

              

.            

            

           

            

.           

(1) PhD in Islamic  Studies at Manchester University/UK (1978), and PhD in English 
Literature at the University of Jordan (2003). Assistant Professor at the University of 
Jordan.
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