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The news about Islamic countries is usually about violence. At least since WW I
and certainly since WW II, thelMiddle East has been so reported, and the Iran-Iraq war
since 1980 is now spreading to the Gulf. Terrorist acts in Europe and elsewhere are
blamed on Muslim groups, and the fighting even in Mecca on 31 July 1987 during the
Hajj itself, despite the religious injunction,1 further confirmed the linkibetween
Islam and violence.

I have argued elsewhere that Islam is not the cause of violence. Instead, like
other traditions, it can be used to justify violence. But the prime reason for the
ease by which Islam is so used is due to its action-oriented nature which encourages
believers to act against injustice,2 even by violence against other Muslims. (Seen in
our history, political assassination as jihad or holy war continues to flourish today
as explained in a clandestine book, The Absent Precept, by 'Abd al-Salam Faraj, the
27-year old engineer executed for the shooting of President Sadat of Egypt in 1981%

Despite its crucial importance for the future of our Faith, the jihad

has been neglected, maybe even ignored, by men of religion of our age. They

know, however, that jihad is the only way to reestablish and reenhance the

power and the glory of Islam, which every true believer desires wholeheartedly.

There is no doubt the idols upon earth will not be destroyed but by the sword—

and thus establish the Islamic state and restore the caliphate. This is the

command of God and each and every Muslim should, hence, do his utmost to
accomplish this precept, having recourse to force if necessary. 3

The assassination of those in high places is similarly justified to uphold the Faith.b
Against this background seemingly soaked with violence there have bgen two inter-

national conferences on Islam and nonviolence in 1986. Another is being planned at the

moment for Southeast Asian Muslims. Why does the interest in Islam and nonviolence

arise now? This article is an attempt to discuss the origins, results and problems
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[image: image2.png]of these conferences from a participant's perspective. Then. Iwwill argue that the
issue of ignorance needs to be examined if nonviolence is going to flourish on Islamic
soil, both at the practical and theoretical levels. Finally, prospects of cleansing
Islam of ignorance by the Muslims themselves are briefly suggested.

From Bali to Amman: Islam, Nonviolence and Political Struggle

Conferences on the .relationship between peace and religion in general are fairly
common. Discussions on Islam and peace, though rarer, do exist.5 However, the issue
of Islam and peace in the light of the modern age has only recently been touched. In
March 1984, the first symposium in the Islamic world on the nuclear arms race was held
in Karachi by the World Muslim Congress in cooperation with the University of Karachi.
The theme was '"The Nuclear Arms Race and Nuclear Disarmament: The Muslim Perspective."
In his introductory remarks, Dr. Inamullah Khan, Secretary General of the World Muslim
Congress, pointed out that

The peace which is sought by the Muslims is to be a peace which is just,

equitable and meaningful. The Muslim soldier does not fight for self-glory

or plunder. He defends the dignity of man and upholds the divinely inspired

code of life forithe good of all mankind. The Islamic rules relating to war

and peace, treatment of prisoners, prohibition against disfiguring or muti-

lating the bodies of the dead, prohibition against destruction of habitations,

orchards, monasteries, churches and places of worship are laid down in

detailss.. Might was never and will never be right in an Islamic system.

It is indeed important for the modern world that some Muslim thinkers clearly state
the positive relationship between Islam and peace. For Muslims, nuclear weapons are
not permittedibecause they are weapons of mass destruction and can in no way distinguish
between combatants and non-combatants nor between military targets and rice- fields or
factories. Islam unambiguously prohibits any mass annihilation and indiscriminate
destruction.

The year 1986, universallypproclaimed as the International Year of Peace, saw two

remarkable international conferences. These courageous and innovative conferences

directly raise the question of theirelationship between Islam and nonviolence. It is

interesting to note that the convenors of both conferences are non-Muslims who strongly
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potentials of Islam.

Glenn D. Paige, a professor of political Science at the University of Hawaii who
has a keen interest in "nonviolent or non-killing political science", has argued
vehemently that for those interested in peace, nonviolence has to be taken seriously.8
With such strong commitment, he ventured into the seemingly impossible world of
relating Islam to nonviolence.

The first international conference on the subject was held in a peaceful Hindu
ashram called Canti Dasa on the beachfront of Bali, Indonesia. From February 14-19,
1986, seventeen academicians, social activists, and concerned non-Muslims joined forces
to penetrate deep into the fascinating relationship between Islam and nonviolence.9

This seminar was exploratory in nature. Among other things, it confirmed beyond
doubt that for Muslims, Islam is definitely a repertoire of solutions for social ills,
such as violence and inequality, that are still waiting to be fully resolved. More
important, it has encouraged some participants to look into the significance of non-
violence. One participant asked: "The question is not 'what can Islam do for
nonviolence?' but, 'what can nonviolence do for Islam?'"10

Nevertheless, this seminarirevealed a lack of knowledge both about Islam as well
as nonviolence. Consequently, some of the participants failed to.see that nonviolence
is indeedna form of fighting and that to fight against injustice using nonviolent
actions is not contradictory.

Another significant problem that emerged is how nonviolence is to be approached
by Muslims since the terms "violence" and "nonviolence" are.not Qur'anicvterms. Hence,
Professor Hassan Hanafi, from the University of Cairo, proposed the term "coercion"
(iEEEEW as a semantic compromise. But there are at least two problems here. First,
if a term such as "nuclear weapon" cannot beifound in Al Qur'an, can it be discussed
seriously? Should Muslims be left out of the discourse for world peace which is

taking place now simply because of the absence of a word? Second, judging from a
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Based on Sharp's typology, for example, nonviolent coercion forms a class of non-
violent actions with numerous significant cases.11

One oriticism voiced at the Bali seminar was that no one there could be qualified
as an "Islamic Scholar". Do we need these scholars to pass judgment on how'Islamic are
~€p§’1dessnsuggested or conclusions reached? Perhaps one of the problems facing Islam
to&ay is that it cannot transcend the prison of religious discourse imposed by many
religious scholars. For issues:isuch as nonviolence what is needed is not any kind of
petrified textual exegesis. Rather, it is inspiration from the Words of God and the
Traditions of the Prophet that ordinary Muslims should embrace.

Ralph Crow, an American professor of Public Administration now at the University
of Jordan, had been teaching at the American University of Beirut for thirty-five years.
Violent atrocities in Beirut forced him to abandon his home, his teaching position, and
the city he loved. Being a Quaker his commitment to pacifism urges him to rely on non-
violence. But being a teacher of politics and public affairs, political struggle
necessarily constitutes. his choice of subject. Thus with his initiative, the
second international conference on nonviolence and Islam was born with the title:
"Nonviolent Rolitical Struggle" under the auspices of a unique organization called‘the
"Arab Thought Forum" (ATF) based in Amman, Jordan. The chaitman of ATF is His Royal
Highness Hassan bin Talal, the Crown Prince of Jordan (which helps explain the police
cars leading the participants' bus everywhere it went).

According to Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, the Secretary General of ATF and a famous
Arab scholar himself, ATF is a forum which concerns itself with new attémpts to "maxi~-
mize rational discourse® among Arabs and between them and others. Realizing the limit
of rationality, another objective of ATF is to underscore the significance of compassion
among human beings. It was indeed challenging and significant that ATF decided to host

such an international conference on Islam and nonviolence.
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November 16, 1986, with over 50 scholars, journalists, and activists from Norway, the
United States, England, India, the Philippines, Thailand, as well as from the West
Bank, otherdArab countties,and_Jordan itself. It was indeed exciting to meet prominent
personalities in the field of peace/nonviolence and Islamic studies. I recall the
captivating presentation on "The Role ofiPower in Nonviolent Struggle" by Dr. Gene

Sharp, theifamous authorvof the:celebrated The Politics of Nonviolent Action. The

father of modern peace research, Prof. Johan Galtung, offered a critical analysis of
several case studies of failures of nonviolent action iniEurope. Mr. Narayan Desai,
Director of the Institute of Total Revolution in India, moved everyone emotionally by
sharing with them the tale of his life as a child with Mahatma Gandhi. The notion of
ahimsa, or Gandhi's "nonviolence", shone through his committed presentation and gentle
smile. There are many others from whom I have learned a great deal. Unfortunately, a
few invited guests could not attend. Among them were Dr. Abdurrahman Wahid, Chairman
of the Nahdatul Ulama from Indonesia; Mr. Adam Curle from Quaker Peace & Service,
London; Dr. Thomas Smerling from Washington, D.C. whose:paper titled "Prospects for a
Nonviolent Movement in the West Bank and Gaza" was extremely constructive; and

Dr. Mubarak Awad who is doing a most difficult job in the world of violence as the
Director of the Palestine Center for the Study of Nonviolence in Jerusalem.

The Amman conference focused on three major areas: violence/nonviolence, Islam/
nonviolence, and the practicality of nonviolent struggle. Hassan Hanafi's "Dialectics
of Violence and Nonviolence' clearly points out that it is important to dig deeper into
violence to rediscover nonviolence, since the cases of nonviolent actioné differ. For
a Gandhian disciple such as Narayan Desai, the spirituality of nonviolent action is
of extreme importance. But Gene Sharp's "Role of Power in Nonviolent Struggle" shows
clearly that a non-spiritual approach can also be used. For him, if obedience is the

basis ofypower, then systematic disobedience by the people — nonviolent action - can

render power baseless. Adam Curle, in his paper, "The Use of Nonviolence Against
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Oppression and Aggression", .read in absentia, noted that if it is known .that ngnviolent
resistance is so organized as to make occupation of territory impossibly difficult,
aggression may be brevented. My paper, "Exploring Myths on Nonviolence', argued that
beside the prevalent culture of violence there is widespread skepticism of the poten-
tialities and practicality of nonviolence because of myths and other causes.

The problems of Islam and nonviolence were discussed by Khalid Kishtainy, an
Iraqiy. living in London, in his "Violence and Nonviolence in Arab History", with
numerous examples. Among other things, he points out that the spread of Islam in
Arabia did not:succeed through the use of force. Instead, 'The Prophet applied skill-
~ful diplomacy and superb propaganda work in winning the tribes and villages. The bulk
of Arabia was secured with peaceful negotiations and treaties, and not with the sword."12
A word of wisdom from Mahmoud Ayoub, Professor of Religious Studies at the University
of Toronto, sounds prophetic: '"What the Muslims achieved through conquest, we have

lost. What the Muslims achieved through piety, we can still maintain.” While

Kishtainy's arguments referred to injunctions from the Holy Qur'an, the Hadiths

(Traditions of the Prophet), and Arab history, the paper, "Converging Paradigmatic

Nonviolence in the Middle East", by Dr. Abdul Aziz Said, presented Sufi teachings.

After reports on the Philippines, Brazil, and the United States were shared by
Alfredo Lagmay, Creuza Maciel Tyson, and Dr. Brady Tyson respectively, the conference
turned to the problems of the practicality of nonviolence.

One ofithe most impressive and perhaps disturbing aspects of the Amman conference
was thestark reality confronting the discussion on nonviolence. As a Muslim and non-
violent protagonist, I found it extremely difficult to discuss the theoretical side of
nonviolence because sitting right there it was almost impossible to condemn the
Palestinians' violence with a clear conscience. In fact, what is mostly needed may be
an understanding of people who are forced to use violence as an act of despair in pro-

test against injustice.13 Participants were constantly reminded of the everyday

atrocities facing thelPalestinians and other victims of violence in the Middle East by





