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On Pluralism, Intolerance, and the Quran
Ali S. Asani'

“Infuse your heart with mercy, love and kindness
for your subjects...either they are your brothers
in religion or your equals in creation.”

excerpt from a letter by the Muslim Caliph Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 661)
to Malik al-Ashtar on the latter’s appointment as governor of Egypt

As a Muslim involved in teaching and scholarship on the Islamic tradition, I
have received many invitations over the past several weeks to speak about
the role that religion and religious ideas may or may not have played in the
horrific events of September 11, 2001. Non-Muslim audiences have wanted
to know how Islam, a religion whose very name signifies peace to many
Muslims, could be used to promote violence and hatred for America and the
“West”? Why, many in these audiences, wonder are some Muslims and
some governments in Muslim nations anti-American, antagonistic to
America and the “West,” willing to condone or even applaud the loss of
innocent American lives? For their part, Muslims I have spoken to have
similar concerns. Why, many of them wonder, are some Americans and
Europeans and some American and “Western” policies anti-Islamic,
antagonistic to Muslim interests, and heedless to the loss of innocent Muslim
lives? In an atmosphere rampant with stereotypes about the “other,” I have
been engaged in providing audiences with historical and religious
perspectives on the complex factors that have created such deep and
profound misunderstandings among Muslims and non-Muslims alike. While
I have participated in many public forums, this has also been a time of
reflection for me personally as, indeed, for many Muslims who are
bewildered by the bizarre and repugnant behavior of individuals who
committed these acts allegedly in the name of God.
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The paradox of a religious tradition being used to promote harmony and
tolerance on the one hand, and justify war and intolerance on the other, is
not unique to Islam. History shows us that all religions, particularly their
scriptures, have been interpreted by believers to justify a wide range of
contradictory political, social, and cultural goals. The Quran, the scripture
believed by Muslims to have been revealed by God to Muhammad, Prophet
of Islam, is no exception. With regard to the issue of peace and violence, my
contention is that the Quran essentially espouses a pluralist worldview, one
that promotes peace and harmony among nations and peoples. Through the
centuries, however, it has been subjected to anti-pluralist, or exclusivist,
interpretations in order to advance hegemonic goals, both political and
religious. It is within the framework of this dichotomy between a pluralist
Quran and anti-pluralist interpretations that we can best understand the
conflicting and contradictory uses of Quranic texts.”

First, I would like to provide some sense of how I became aware of the
Quran’s teachings on pluralism. I was born and raised in Kenya, East Africa,
in a devout Muslim family of South Asian ancestry. My ancestors had
migrated to Africa from India over 200 years before. The society in which |
grew up was a colonial one, under British rule. It was marked by racial and
religious diversity, but also by strict racial segregation. The idiom of British
imperialism in this part of Africa was racial, dividing society into three
distinct classes: the European, or “white,” ruling class; the Asian, or trading
and clerical class (in Kenya, the term “Asian” denotes a person of South
Asian ancestry); and the African, or “black,” class which mostly provided
labor. Thus, I grew up in an environment deeply aware of racial differences
as well as tensions between classes. [ was also keenly aware of religious
diversity. Among the Asians, | knew that not all followed the same religion:
there were Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, Muslims, all of whom were further divided
into subgroups, such as the Arya Samaj, the Visha Oshwal, the Shia, and the
Sunni. Among the Africans, I knew that there were many different tribes
who spoke different languages and that were on occasion antagonistic to one
another. I was also aware that some Africans were Muslims, others were
Christians of various persuasions, and still others practiced what were
termed “traditional African religions.” About the Europeans I knew very
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little, since they mostly kept to themselves and I had no occasion to interact
with them.

When I was nine or ten years old and wondering about racial and religious
diversity, I recall asking my father, a devout Muslim, “Why didn’t Allah
make human beings all the same? Why did Allah make us all different?” In
response to my question, he quoted a verse from the Quran : “O humankind
We [God] have created you male and female, and made you into
communities and tribes, so that you may know one another. Surely the
noblest amongst you in the sight of God is the most godfearing of you. God
is All-knowing and All-Aware” (Quran 49:13). This verse from the Quran
formed the first teaching I received as a child on the subject of pluralism.
Now, many years later, as I reflect on it and its meaning, I believe it is clear
that from the perspective of the Quran, which forms the core of the Islamic
tradition, the divine purpose underlying human diversity is to foster
knowledge and understanding, to promote harmony and co-operation among
peoples. God did not create diversity for it to become a source of tensions,
divisions and polarization in society. Indeed, whether humans recognize it or
not, human diversity is a sign of divine genius. The verse also envisages a
world in which people, regardless of their differences, are united by their
devotion to God. These sentiments are, in fact, echoed in another Quranic
verse, in which God addresses humankind and affirms the principle of unity
in diversity: “Surely this community of yours is one community, and I am
your Lord; so worship me” (Quran 21:92). The emphasis on the universality
of God’s message is emphasized in the Quran’s fundamental teaching that
God has revealed His message to a/l peoples and to all cultures; not a single
people or nation has been forgotten (Quran 35:24). Although humans may
have misinterpreted that message to suit their needs in creating conflicting
traditions, all religions, at their core, have sprung from the same divine
source and inspiration.

The idea that God’s message is universal, but its manifestations plural,
provides the basic underpinning to the manner in which the Quran relates
itself and the faith that it preaches with the religious traditions that preceded
it in the Middle East, namely Judaism and Christianity. Far from denying the
validity of these predecessor traditions, the Quran repeatedly affirms their
essential truth, acknowledging that their message comes from one and the
same God, and that it (the Quran) is only the latest of God’s revelations to
affirm and confirm the revelations that preceded it. Characteristic of this
affirmative and pluralistic stance is the following command to believers:



“Say: we believe in God and what has been revealed to us and what was
revealed to Abraham, Ismail, Isaac, Jacob, and the tribes, and in what was
given to Moses, Jesus, and the prophets from their Lord. We make no
distinction between one and another among them and to Him [God] do we
submit” (Quran, 3:84).

Quranic beliefs in the truth of the Judaic and Christian traditions are also
encapsulated in another term: the ahl al-kitab or People of the Book. This is
the umbrella term in the Quran to refer to communities, or peoples, who
have received revelation in the form of scripture. It is commonly used to
refer to the Jews, Christians, and Muslims. The pluralistic nature of this term
is evident in the use of the noun Book in the singular rather than in plural,
meant to emphasize that the Jews, Christians and Muslims follow one and
the same Book, not various conflicting scriptures. The Old and New
Testaments and the Quran are seen as being plural, earthly manifestations of
the one heavenly Scripture in which God has inscribed the Divine word.
Significantly, the Quran does not claim that it abrogates the scriptures
revealed before it. On the contrary, it affirms their validity. In one verse
addressed to the Prophet Muhammad, God advises him “And if you
[Muhammad] are in doubt concerning that which We [God] reveal to you,
then question those who read the scripture [that was revealed] before you”
(Quran 10:94). Another verse addressed to the Muslim faithful says, “And
argue not with the People of the Book unless it be in a way that is better,
save with such of them as do wrong; and say we believe in that which has
been revealed to us and to you; and our God and your God is one and unto
Him we submit” (Quran 29:46).

While the concept of the People of the Book was originally coined to refer to
the major monotheistic traditions in the Arabian milieu, there were attempts
to expand the term theologically to include other groups such as the
Zoroastrians in Iran and Hindus and Buddhists in India as the Islamic
tradition spread outside the Middle East and Muslims encountered other
religious traditions. In seventeenth century India, Dara Shikoh, a prince from
the ruling Mughal dynasty, who was strongly influenced by the pluralistic
teachings within Islamic traditions of mysticism, considered the Hindu
scriptures, the Upanishads, to be the “storehouse of monotheism” and
claimed that they were the kitab maknun, or “hidden scripture,” referred to
in the Quran (Quran 56:77-80). Hence, he personally translated these
Sanskrit texts into Persian and urged that it was the duty of every faithful
Muslim to read them. Admittedly, not all Muslims were comfortable with



the broadening of the term “People of the Book” to include religious
scriptures and traditions not mentioned specifically by name in the Quran,
but the fact remains that these types of interpretations were made possible by
the pluralistic nature of the Quranic worldview.

With such a universalist perspective, it goes without saying that the Quran
does not deny the salvific value of the Judaic or the Christian traditions.
Salvation, according to the Quran, will be granted to any person who
submits to the one God, to anyone who is a submitter to Divine Will (the
literal meaning of the word muslim). Indeed, Islamic scripture regards
Abraham, the patriarch, and all the other prophets of the Judaeo-Christian
tradition, including Moses and Jesus, as being muslim in the true sense of the
word. Typically, the third chapter of the Quran contains the following
verses: “Some of the People of the Book are a nation upstanding: they recite
the Signs of God all night long, and they prostrate themselves in adoration.
They believe in God and the Last Day; they enjoin what is right and forbid
what is wrong and they hasten to do good works. They are in the ranks of the
righteous.” (Quran 3:113-114). Repeatedly, the Quran declares that on the
Day of Judgment all human beings will be judged on their moral
performance, irrespective of their formal religious affiliation.’

The Quran’s endorsement of religiously and culturally plural societies and
the recognition of the salvific value of other monotheistic religions greatly
affected the treatment of religious minorities in Muslim lands throughout
history. While there have been instances when religious minorities were
grudgingly tolerated in Muslim societies, rather than being respected in the
true spirit of pluralism, the Quranic endorsement of a pluralistic ethos
explains why violent forms of anti-Semitism generated by exclusivist
Christian theology in medieval and modern Europe, and the associated harsh
treatment of Jewish populations culminating eventually in the Holocaust,
never occurred in regions under Muslim rule.

From the earliest periods of Muslim history we have examples of a great
deal of respect for the rights of non-Muslims under Muslim rule. For
instance, the fourth Caliph Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 661) instructed his governor
in Egypt to show mercy, love and kindness for all subjects under his rule,
including non-Muslims whom he declared to be “your equals in creation.”
Such tolerance is later reflected in the policies of the Arab dynasties of
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Spain, the Fatimids in North Africa, and the Turkish Ottomans in the Middle
East granting maximum individual and group autonomy to those adhering to
a religious tradition other than Islam. We can also cite the example of the
Mughal Emperor Akbar (d. 1605), who -- much to the dismay of the
religious right wing of his time -- promoted tolerance among the various
traditions that compose the Indian religious landscape.

How can a scripture that celebrates pluralism be the source of the intolerance
and hatred that a few contemporary Muslim groups show towards the West?
How can a scripture that declares “Let there be no compulsion in religion”
be invoked by those who wish to forcibly enforce their religious views onto
others, Muslim and non-Muslim alike? How can a scripture that instructs
Muslims to regard the People of the Book as among the righteous be used to
declare that Christians and Jews are infidels? The answers to these questions
can be traced to the emergence of an unfortunate mode of Quranic
interpretation that is exclusivist in nature.

A complex and intricately connected set of factors have given rise to this
exclusivist discourse. Here I would briefly like to mention two: the doctrine
of supersession and the religious legitimation of political hegemony.
Supersession is the idea that Islam, as the latest of the monotheistic
revelations, supersedes all revelations that preceded it. It postulates that
since Islam is the successor to the Judaic and Christian traditions, it is the
latest and most complete form of revelation. Moreover, since Muhammad
was the last of approximately 124,000 prophets sent to humanity by God, he
was, therefore, the bearer of the God’s revelation in its most perfect form.
According to this doctrine, the Quranic revelation superseded, or abrogated,
all preceding scriptures. As God’s last revelation, the Quran alone had
validity until the end of time. Thus, the possibility of attaining salvation
through religions other than Islam, if admitted at all, was at best limited.

Such exclusivist conceptions were helpful in fostering a sense of communal
identity among adherents of a new religious community, eventually
becoming an important means of forging solidarity among various Arab
tribes who had previously been engaged in petty rivalries and wars. In the
eighth and ninth centuries, this social and political solidarity became the
backbone of the early Arab Muslim empire, for it provided “an effective
basis for aggression against those who did not share this solidarity with the



community of believers.”* It is within this context that political concepts
such as dar al-islam (territories under Muslim suzeranity) and dar al-harb
(territories under non-Muslim control) became prominent, although they
have no real basis in the Quran. In the same vein, the notion of jihad was
reinterpreted to justify imperial goals. Literally, this term, which is fraught
with definitional ambiguities, means “struggle” in the Arabic language. It
was initially interpreted at the time of the Prophet Muhammad to be an
ethical and moral struggle against an individual’s base instincts, or a
defensive struggle by the early Muslims against religious persecution :
“Leave is given to those who fight because they are wronged — surely God is
able to help them — who were expelled from their habitations without right,
except that they say “Our Lord is God.” (Quran 22:39-40) “And fight
(struggle) in the way of God with those who fight with you, but aggress not:
God loves not the aggressors.” (Quran 2:190). Under the influence of the
political realities of later centuries, which witnessed an expansion of Arab
rule, what was clearly a reference in the Quran to a moral struggle, or an
armed struggle in the face of provocation and aggression, came to be
interpreted as a general military offensive against nonbelievers and as a
means of legitimizing political dominion.’

To be sure, the religious justification for promoting imperialistic interests
had to be sought in the Quran, the very text that forbade compulsion in
religious matters and contained verses of an ecumenical nature recognizing
not only the authenticity of other monotheistic traditions, but the essential
equality of all prophets sent by God. For this purpose, as Abdulaziz
Sachedina has so ably demonstrated, several Muslim exegetes devised
terminological and methodological strategies to mold the exegesis of the
sacred text to provide a convincing prop for absolutist ends. The principal
means by which the exclusivists were able to promote their view was
through the declaration that the many verses calling for pluralism,
commanding Muslims to build bridges of understanding with non-Muslims,
had been abrogated by other verses that call for fighting the infidel. The
verses in question were revealed after war broke out in the seventh century
between the small, beleaguered Muslim community and its powerful pagan
Arab, Christian, and Jewish adversaries. Typical of these verses is the
following: “Then when the sacred months are drawn away, slay the idolators
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wherever you find them, and take them, and confine them, and lie in wait for
them at every place of ambush. But if they repent and perform the prayer
and pay zakat [the alms tax], let them go their way. Surely God is forgiving
and merciful” (Quran 9:5). Another verse, revealed when certain Jewish and
Christian groups betrayed the Muslim cause and joined in the military
assault by the pagan Arabs against the Prophet Muhammad and the Muslim
community, cautioned against taking Jews and Christians as close political
allies (Quran 5:51). It 1s only by completely disregarding the original
historical contexts of revelation of such verses and using them to engage in a
large-scale abrogation of contradictory verses that the exclusivist Muslim
exegetes have been able to counteract the pluralist ethos that so thoroughly
pervades the Quran.

Historically, exclusivist interpretations of the Quran have been used to
justify dominion over other Muslims, specifically those whose interpretation
of the faith and religious practices were perceived as deviating from the
norms established by exclusivists. During the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, several areas of the Muslim world witnessed the rise of
movements which, in response to what was perceived a general moral laxity
and decline, attempted to “purify” Islam. The leaders of these movements
targeted a whole range of practices and beliefs among fellow Muslims
which, in their eyes, constituted evidence of religious backsliding. In
particular, Sufi forms of Islam were attacked as not deriving from
“authentic” Islam. In certain cases, these attacks took on a military character
and “jihads” were launched against fellow Muslims with the intention of
forcibly imposing upon them those interpretations of Islam favored by the
exclusivists.

The most dramatic and influential of these movements was the so-called
Wahhabi movement in Arabia. Named after the reformer, Abd al-Wahhab,
who died in 1791, this puritanical movement acquired an explosive energy
after its founder allied himself with a petty Arab chieftain, Muhammad Ibn
Saud. Abd al-Wahhab was influenced in his thought by the writings of a
controversial fourteenth century thinker, Ibn Taiymiyyah (d. 1328), whose
exclusivist and literalist interpretations of the Quran led him to declare that
the descendants of the Mongols were infidels, notwithstanding their public
profession of belief in Islam. To propagate their particular brand of Islam,
the Wahhabis attacked fellow Muslims whose practices they considered “un-
Islamic.” Targetting in particular popular expressions of Sufi practice as
well as Shii Muslims, the Wahhabis steadily expanded their power over



Central and Western Arabia until they were able to effect the political
unification of the peninsula into the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Once
established, the Wahhabi authorities instituted a religious police force,
which, among its other functions, compels Muslims to perform ritual prayer
at the appropriate times of the day in direct contradication to the Quran’s
commandment, “Let there be no compulsion in religion.” Not surprisingly,
this movement considered Jews and Christians to be infidels. To this day,
Saudi Arabia’s state version of Islam is founded on an exclusivist
interpretation of the Quran, intolerant of both interreligious and
intrareligious plurality. Through the use of millions of petrodollars, the
Saudis’ exclusivist interpretation of Islam has been exported all over the
Muslim world, much to the dismay of the pluralists.

In recent times, the exclusivist views have also been heavily promoted by
the so-called findamentalist groups in the Muslim world.® The reasons for
the rise of such groups are complex. Broadly speaking, these movements
are a reaction against modernity, westernization, economic deprivation,
global domination by western powers (particularly the United States), and
support by such powers for repressive regimes in predominantly Muslim
lands. The failure of borrowed ideologies, such as capitalism, communism,
or socialism, to deliver economic and social justice in many Muslim
countries has created exclusivist groups seeking a “pure” and “authentic”
language in which to criticize the failed modern Muslim state, a state which
has marginalized, or displaced, traditional religious authorities in a bid to
maximize political power. The search for a solution to the myriad of
political, social, and economic problems confronting Muslims has led these
exclusivist groups to use Islam as a political ideology for the state: “Islam is
the solution.” The commitment of such groups to understand Islam in a
“pure” monolithic form, to engage in revisionist history, and to read
religious texts in an exclusivist manner that denies any plurality of
interpretations, has unleashed a struggle in the Muslim world between them
and those who uphold the pluralist teachings of the Quran. An important
dimension of the struggle between the exclusivists and the pluralists is the
debate over the role and status of women in Muslim societies, for
exclusivists tend to be anti-egalitarian in their interpretations of gender roles.

For Muslims to participate in a multireligious and multicultural world of the
twenty-first century, it is essential that they fully embrace Quranic teachings

® Although I recognize that the term “fundamentalist” is academically not an accurate term to describe these
groups, nevertheless I use it here because of its broad acceptance in popular discourse.



on pluralism. Exclusivist interpretations of the Quran that are premised on
the hegemony of Islam over non-Islam and promote the use of a rhetoric of
hate and violence to attain such goals are outdated in a global society in
which relations between different peoples are best fostered on the basis of
equality and mutual respect -- a basic principle underlying the Quranic
worldview. Since in several key Muslim nations, the exclusivist message has
been propagated by madrasas, or religious schools, sponsored by exclusivist
groups or the state itself, a key to the outcome of the struggle between
pluralism and exclusivism in the Islamic tradition lies in the re-education of
Muslim peoples about the pluralism which lies at the heart of the Quran.
Without this pluralist education, they will continue to rely on the monolithic
interpretations of scholars and demagogues to access the Quran. Only by
raising levels of religious literacy in the Islamic world will Muslims become
aware of the centrality of Quranic teachings concerning “religious and
cultural pluralism as a divinely ordained principle of coexistence among
human societies.”’

As a pluralist Muslim who is American, I am struck by the resonance
between the pluralism espoused in the Quran and that in the constitution and
civic culture of the United States. Contrary to what some may claim, one can
be fully American and Muslim simultaneously. While it is true that there are
certain American foreign policies relating to Muslim peoples and nations --
including partisanship for illiberal Israeli policies and support for an
intolerant Saudi state, as well as exclusivist Muslim groups -- that I believe
call for critical inquiry and for reappraisal, I also believe that my questioning
of these U.S. policies must be coupled with my challenging of intolerant and
textually dubious exclusivist interpretations within my religious tradition.
For in the end, a struggle against the flaws of the “other” -- whether that
other is “the West” or “Islam” -- is worthwhile only if it is coupled with a
struggle against the flaws within one’s own traditions. In the necessary
work of struggling (jihad) against such errors, one should not lose sight of
how much there is to be proud of in those traditions. As one who is proud
both of Islam and of my adopted country, and is inspired by the consonance
of their pluralism, I close with words from the Quran that also resonate in
the American collective consciousness: “In God We Trust” (Quran 7: 89).
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