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TOLERANCE IN ISLAM (1)

In this paper an attempt is made to point out the kind of
social morality and relationships which Islam puts in front of us.
Since the relationships among people of different races, religions
and cultures within a society or country form the social and human
values and civilisation of that society or country, in order to und-
erstand a culture or civilisation we should examine and reuognise
them within social relationships, that is to say, through the trea-
tment of other religions, races and cultures.

Islam is originally-a religion which is telerant towards other
religions, colour, cultures and nationalities. Te start with the Koran
there are numerous verses which expicitly express the Islamic out-

look and its attitude towards other religions, races and cultures.

::Gdf;»}::-:.l;wo.;e . :ﬂ!sﬁ’of S1Y»

“There is no obligation in religion; certainly the straight way
is shown against the misleading one™.

There is nothing wrong with relion, but the error is in the
intentions of those who misuse it for their own limited interest and
thus mislead the followers of a religion or turn the people of one
religion against another religion or people. Otherwise the Koran
stresses , on this princple , that every revealed religion should be

recognised and respected on mutual ground.

1— this paper was read at International Seminar on Religion, Morality and Law, New

Jelli, 1972.
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“Your religion is yours and my religion is mine ..."”
When the Koran attacks Christians and Jews it attacks and
criticises the class of people who use religion for their selfish and

limited ends.
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“Those who accumulate gold and silver will be punished
severely ...”

All comments about the Koran say that this verse was parti-
cularly criticising the selfishness of Ahbar and Rohban (Christian
and Jewish priests). The religion that the Koran opposes not only
fails to fulfil its social and human responsibilties but aesc hinders

and binds its adherents by its selfish attitudes.

The ruling interests teach love, humanity, peace and moral
laws , but in practice violate peace and morality by their selfish
interest. Moral laws and teachings are, in fact, used as a veil to
cover such selfish and inhuman interests. The Koran indeed revolts
against these ruling interests rather than against religions.

The action of people towards others is the only way of unde-
rstanding what a religion is, rather than theological, abstract and
metaphysical arguments regarding the existence of God, etc., for
the existence of God is manifested through the action of man. The

porphet Mohammad himself practised Islam rather than oreached
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ti. His own attitude towards religions, races and nationalities
might be a guide-line. He chose, for example, persons as his advi-
sers from different nationalities and religions.Salman al - Farsi
was from persia, Sohayb from Byzantium,and Bilal from Ethiopia.
The prophet chose peoplepurely for their character and quality,
regardless of their nationality and verbal dogma. It is recorded in
a Hadith that the prophet Mehammad has said :

«eudl Jal Lo Olodun
“Salman is from my household.”

Naser-Khosrove, persian poet and thinker (6th century A.H.),

writing on this matter, says :

0 g obobut Osrcadldrl 555 Ldaan Js8s s Ol dady

“Have you heard the story how Salman, according to the
prophet’s statement, became a member of the family of the prophet
though with the pahlavi language?””

From this example we may draw two conclusions. Firstly,
Islam sets man’s actions and qualities above all forms of religious
and national affiliation. Secondly, Islam opposes and breaks class
barriers, so that a common man could be regarded as a member
of the prophet’s family. Thus Islam becomes the religion of com-
mon people where the human qualities and actions of a person, or

his merits, must be put above all heredity or class distinction.
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"0 people, we created you male and female. We brought you
together as tribes and nations in order that you might know each
other. Certainly the most respected among you by Allah is the one
who is most prolific and selfless.””

The superiority of a person‘lies not in his race and religion,
but in his relationship with other pegp'e, or in his setting the moral
or social interest above his individual.and limited interest. This
is what we call in Islamtaava. The prophet says:

(S e o g 2 S

“There is no preference of Arab to non-Arab except by piety
or tagva.”’

Tagva means, as Mcnajjid points out in his remarkable work
¢~ MYlaeiadl»  the avoidance of doing evil and, instead, doing
every good for onesel!f and the whole of society. This was the
belief and action of the prophet and his Companions. Those who
changed their attitudes to the rights of people and put their own
interest above the common interest were regarded as unbelievers
who had turned away from the path of the prophet or Islam. |bn-
Hanif, for example, was sent by Hazrat All to Basra as governor,
and, hearing that |bn-Hanif had accepted the invitation of one of
the rich men, Ali wrote to him:
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"] could not imagine that you would be present at a dinner
from which the poor and needy are driven off and to which only
the rich are invited!"”

Again, Ali is recorded as saying that :

J,Ja— [ -8
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“No one is a man of riches unless he upholds the rights of

others:”

All this means that tolerance, morality, justice, unity (tohid)
law, etc., are not abstract words in Islam . They must be given
practical meaning within the dynamics of human relationships.

Although other religions and cultures could see only an
opportunity in Islamic tolerance, and despotic Kings and Khalifs,
in order to maintain their position and interest, suppressed fre-
edom of thought, nevertheless Is'lam continued to preserve its
originality and tolerance.

iaT o md J S St IS 290

**Congratulate those of my people who listen to others’ words
and select best parts of them.”

This principle of toierance has influenced all aspects of

literature , philosophy and science for many centuries . Islamic

thinkers and scientists translated books from Greek, Syriac,
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Pah'avi and Sanskrit into Arabic, and people read and benefited
from these books. Ibn-Rabban Tabari, Biruni and Razi, for example
who were Muslems, used Indian books on medicine. They freque-
ntly refer to Charak, which is the name of one of these Indian
books. Biruni translated the book patanjal on Indian mysticism
for Muslems and, above all, he worte Mal - Alhend , which is
regarded as one of the most unbiased critical books ever witten
about Indian religion, culture and.society. Tolerance or broadmin-
dedness among Muslem scholars and society was such that Chris-
tian and Jewish intellectuals and schoelars felt themselves morec
at home among Muslems then among peeople of other religions .
lbn Maymoon ( Maimenides ) , for example, who was a Jew and
could not live and carry on his scientific works among prejudiced
Christans, finally took shelter in the court of the Islamic khalifs so

that he could wriie his books.
Islam, in spite of the historical fact that it is a progressive

religion, dees not, unlike some other religions, attempt to teach
the people that Mohammad is superior to Moses or Christ and
other founders of religions. The Koran regards all prophets as
being equally important. The idea of the superiority of one prophet
over another iserroneous. If one is regarded as superior, then
the others must be inferior, and this assumption has been one of
the sources of division and war amng the people. Naser-Khosrove

criticising prejudice, writes:
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“Waht is your superiority to a Christian?
Cast out this fancy and wishful hope,
You regad yourse!f as a believer because you believe

in Mohammad,

He is regard as heathen because he believes in Christ!

They are prophetsand fellow-men;
Why do you in vain regard the Christian as your

enemy?”’

Islamic poets and scholars have always defended and res-
pected learned men of other religions. When/Abu-lshag Sabi, a
Sabaean scholar, died , Sayyid Rady, one of the greatest Shia
scholars, wrote an clegy upon his death. The people objected to
Sayvid Rady’'s action. Sayyid Rady, answering the people, said,
“l mourn a scholar’s death.”

Tolerance has its mystical idiom also. Molana Jal - Aldin
Roomi, criticising man’s enslavement by selfish materialism, which

he regards as the cauce of enmity among men, writes:

M\if_.i:g-.;dw}n'l._.!wy &&J#‘tﬁﬁ&sﬁn
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“"When the colourlessness became enslaved by colour,

Moses fell in war with Moses.
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But when this colour is cast out
Then even Moses and pharaoh make friendship.”

In spite of the insistence on tolerance in Islam, Islamic toler-
ance is not passive acceptance. It is twofold-it equates tolerance
with justice, and if injustice takes on an organised form, Islam
becomes intolerant. And who should not be intolerant of injustice?
And justice implies that others should be regarded as one regards

oneself, which must form the basis of morality and law.

Department of persian,






