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11 Tolerance

Summary 11.1TheOriginsofIslamic Tolerance. - 11.2 Islamic Tolerance and European Intoler-
ance. - 11.3 Universal Tolerance. - 11.4 Beyond Tolerance.

In recent times, particularly since 9/11 but also earlier, many Muslim intel-
lectuals have debated the existence and eventual form of an Islamic toler-
ance. Among them: the theologian ‘Abd al-‘Azim Ibrahim Mata‘ni (d. 2008),
of al-Azhar University, who as early as 1993 published in Cairo Samahat
al-Islam f1l-da‘wa ila Allah wa-l-‘alaqat al-insaniyya manhdje wa-sira or ‘“The
Tolerance of Islam in the Appeal to God and in Human Relations, as a Method
and a Way of Life’;* the Saudi ‘Abd Allah Ibn Ibrahim al-Lahidan, of the
Imam Muhammad Ibn Sa‘id University in Riyadh, with his Samahat al-Islam
f1 mu‘amalat ghayr al-muslimin or ‘“The Tolerance of Islam in Relations with
Non-Muslims’;> Muhsin al-‘Azzazi, with Samahat al-Islam wa-nabdhi-hi li-I-
‘unf or ‘Islam’s Tolerance and Its Rejection of Violence’;* and two homon-
ymous texts, entitled Al-yusr wa-I-samahat f1 I-Islam or ‘Facilitation and
Tolerance in Islam’, one by Falih Ibn Muhammad al-Saghir® and the other by
Muhammad Ibn ‘Umar Bazmul;® and again, ‘Abd al-Wasi‘ al-Ghashimi and
Amir Fadil Sa‘d, of the Yemeni University of Judayda, with their Al-tasamuh
al-islami. Qira’at fi mu‘tayati-hi al-fikriyya wa-athari-hi al-waqi‘iyya fi
daw’ al-Kitab wa-1-Sunna or ‘Islamic Tolerance: An Interpretation of Its
Speculative Aspects and Practical Effects in the Light of the Book and the

Mata‘ni 1993.
Al-Lahidan 2014.
Al-‘Azzaz1 2015.
Al-Saghir 2016.
Bazmil s.d.
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Sunna’;® and ‘Abd al-Basit Ibn Yusuf al-Gharib with Tasamuh al-Islam ma‘a
ghayr al-muslimin or ‘Islam’s Tolerance towards Non-Muslims’.”

The authors of these various works employ the Arabic term samadha sl
for tolerance; or the related tasamuh =i, which embraces a sense of rec-
iprocity and comes to mean ‘mutual tolerance’. And if we consult the dic-
tionaries, ancient or modern, we see that the terms chosen by contempo-
rary Muslim intellectuals to denote tolerance - specifically the Arabic words
samaha and tasamuh - speak primarily of generosity and nobility of spirit,
forbearance and kindness. The modern dictionaries have added ‘simplifica-
tion’ or ‘facilitation’ (taysir _=~<3), and gloss the expression ‘the tolerance of
Islam’ (samahat al-Islam), for example, as ‘facilitation in religion’. They al-
so often employ as a synonym the term yusr, which means easiness but al-
so abundance, comfort and wealth. Clearly there is no trace in these Arabic
terms of the idea of endurance, and they have nothing to do with suffering
and affliction as is the case in Latin tolerantia: their scope touches rather
on the great Islamic value of mercy or clemency, rahma - the will to good
that, as we have seen, necessarily proceeds from the greater to the less-
er. They are not far from judiciousness or hilm, which is first and foremost
the ability to meet evil with good and not to take revenge when given the
chance. Islamic tolerance is also nourished by goodness, in spirit and in ac-
tion, what Muslims of all periods have called ihsan.

11.1 The Origins of Islamic Tolerance

Islamic thought invariably takes its cue from the foundational literature; and
this is the case even today for tolerance. In the Qur’an, the two Arabic terms
just considered - samaha and tasamuh - are nowhere to be found, nor in fact
is their verbal root; yet the notion of tolerance is by no means alien to the Holy
Book. Among the passages most often quoted by contemporaries in support
of their theses are: “To you be your religion and to me my religion”, from the
sura al-Kafirun ‘The Disbelievers’ (Qur’an XCIX,6); and, from the sura Yinus
‘TJonah’: “Had your Lord wished, the whole of mankind would have believed
in Him. Would you force people to have faith?” (X,99-100). Also frequently
quoted, from the sura ‘The Cow’ is the verse that says: “Let there be no com-
pulsion in religion [la ikrah f1I-din]” (11,256), brandished as an iconic decla-
ration of tolerance according to Islam,® to the extent that it appears in the
various declarations that Arab and Islamic countries have formulated since
the 1980s in response to the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Tolerance recurs regularly in the Prophetic Tradition:

A man came to the Prophet and asked him: - Messenger of God, who is
the best believer in his faith? He answered: - He who has the finest char-
acter qualities.

The man asked again: - And what is the best part of faith? He an-
swered: - Patience and tolerance [al-sabr wa-I-samaha].’

Al-Ghashimi, Sa‘d 1434/2013.

Al-Gharib s.d.

Today, but not in the past: cf. Zilio-Grandi 2008.

Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, musnad al-‘ashara al-mubashsharin bi-lI-janna, no. 19002.
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Another famous example, again from the Sunna, belongs to the already men-
tioned category of Prophetic sayings that the Tradition calls ‘holy’ (qudsi)
because, as in the Qur’an, it is God who speaks to the Prophet in the first
person. According to the story in question, God, ever the Most Merciful of
the merciful, promised the Prophet He would welcome all obedient mono-
theists into paradise and, once that was done, that he would also bring up
out of hell the disobedient who had nevertheless showed tolerance towards
their neighbours. He will command the angels: “Be tolerant with this serv-
ant of Mine as he has been tolerant with My servants”.*®

Again according to the Tradition, when the ancient jurist Ibn Jurayj
(d. 150/767) saw a naked man washing his genitals and anus in the ritual
ablution basin, he told him: “Go ahead with your ablutions, religion is tol-
erance, and the Prophet used to say ‘be tolerant towards others that they
may be tolerant towards you’”.** The Prophet’s own tolerance was prover-
bial: his Companion Anas Ibn Malik testified that Muhammad was among
the most tolerant of men, and also among the best and most courageous.**

Another saying from the Tradition, important because it refers to the typ-
ical criterion of Islamic ethics of virtue, which is divine love: “God loves tol-
erance in selling, tolerance in buying and tolerance in judging”.** And last-
ly a negative example: the Prophet described one of his bitter enemies, the
apostate al-Aswad, as a man devoid of tolerance and courage.**

The accounts of the Prophet’s life dedicated to tolerance, not infrequent-
ly combined with courage and therefore indicating indulgence and not def-
erence, let alone cowardice, are numerous, and they all allude to a practical
tolerance, which is in the last resort the ability to live with others without
creating complications. As in the following story reported by a Companion:

While I was walking with the Prophet who was wearing a Najrani outer
garment with a thick hem, a Bedouin came upon the Prophet and pulled
his garment so violently that I could see the impress of the hem of the
garment on his shoulder, caused by the violence of his pull. Then the
Bedouin said: - Order for me something from God’s fortune which you
have. The Prophet turned to him and smiled, then ordered that a gift be
given to him.**

Tolerant behaviour is therefore a cornerstone of Islamic ethics according to
both the Qur’an and the Prophetic Tradition, and contemporary authors con-
tinually remind us of this: whatever their doctrinal standpoint, the method
they all share is a continual reference back to the foundational texts, the
Qur’an and Sunna, however variously explained and interpreted. In so do-
ing, of course, the authors confine their investigations to accounts of the ear-
ly Islamic community, ignoring later history. And here we should remember

10 Al-Isfara’ini, Mustakhraj, no. 329.

11 ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musnad, kitab al-tahara, no. 233.

12 Al-Tabari, Tahdhib al-athar, no. 125.

13 Al-Hakim al-Nisabiri, Al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, no. 2275.
14 Al-Tabarani, al-Mu‘jam al-awsat, no. 4193.

15 E.g. Al-Bukhari, Sahih, kitab fard al-khumus, bab ma kana al-nabi [...] yuti al-mu’allafat
qulubu-hum [...] min al-khumus, no. 3149; on the authority of Anas Ibn Malik. English Transla-
tion on https://sunnah.com/bukhar-i:3149.
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that the exclusive focus on origins, a remarkable peculiarity from a compar-
ative point of view, is actually quite unsurprising, in the case of tolerance
as in other cases: the idea that ‘true Islam’ is the ‘original Islam’ goes be-
yond the so-called Salafist doctrine, which insists on the good example of
the ancestors, or salaf, the first three generations of Muslims, as the best
embodiment of the religion. It has, on the contrary, always been present in
Islamic thought on man and the world. Hence the absence of a historical
perspective in Muslim theological thinking: history has its importance, but
it concerns historians, and not theologians or preachers. From a theologi-
cal perspective, history is merely a sequence of cases that conform or fail
to conform to the Islam of the origins. Investigating individual dynasties,
or governments, or even individuals in the light of their obedience or diso-
bedience to fundamental criteria, might well prove useless, or at least re-
dundant, for the edification of the mass of Muslims.

11.2 Islamic Tolerance and European Intolerance

Apart from the temporal limitation deriving by the exclusive use of founda-
tional literature, most contemporary Islamic works on tolerance share the
same intent, which is apologetic and defensive, not infrequently accompa-
nied by accusations against European countries and the United States. A
good example of this line is offered by the Egyptian ‘Abd al-‘Azim Ibrahim
Mata‘ni. His book The Tolerance of Islam in the Appeal to God and in Human
Relations seeks precisely to respond to those in Europe who accuse Islam
of being

a bloodthirsty, terrorist and violent religion, which disallows liberty and
for which the only alternative to conversion is death [...], a creed that has
trained its followers in aggression, so that Islam has become the enemy
of humanity and human civilisations and should therefore be defeated
or eliminated altogether.*®

But the strange thing is, the author continues, becoming quite heated, that
Europe, while describing Islam in such a scathing manner, forgets or pre-
tends to forget the blood it has shed everywhere throughout history and
even in modern times: Mata‘'ni then enumerates the Crusader expeditions,
Zionism, communism, the Balkan wars and the violence perpetrated against
the Bosnians. “Shamelessly amnesiac”, Europe accuses Islam of being the
religion of terrorism and violence, of “confiscating liberties” if not of “total
inhumanity”,*” he writes, and notes that some of his own compatriots, Arabs
and Muslims of Egypt, side with these European beliefs and air them in the
media. In response to these attacks, the author is at pains to illustrate for
a good portion of his book that, on the contrary, the call to Islam involves
non-violent methods and that the religion allows little or no space for coer-
cion and killing. He also strongly emphasises the importance of patience
and forgiveness, as well as Islam’s fundamental conformity to tolerance and
mercy towards all mankind and not just towards believers. He concludes

16 Mata‘ni 1993, 3.
17 Mata'ni 1993, 3-4.
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that relations between Muslims and others have, from the beginning, been
those of peace and not war:

Any killing that took place between Muslims and non-Muslims during the
Prophetic era, the period to which we have limited this study, was caused
by the belligerence of non-Muslims towards Muslims, and not simply by
their unbelief[...], as those who claim that the relationship between Mus-
lims and non-Muslims is one of war and not peace, would like to believe.*®

11.3 Universal Tolerance

Of a different orientation is the work by the Yemenis ‘Abd al-Wasi‘ al-Ghashimi
and Amir Fadil Sa‘d, published in Kuwait in 2013 under the title Islamic
Tolerance: An Interpretation of Its Speculative Aspects and Practical Effects
in the Light of the Qur’an and the Sunna, referred to above.

The authors’ intention is no longer defensive but instead proactive and
dynamic - to promote Islamic tolerance, to illuminate its rational princi-
ples and not only its traditional ones, with the concrete aim of building a
shared humanitarianism, the heritage of all beyond or despite the confes-
sional perspectives of each. The book’s structure is also less traditional and
more rational: to be sure, these authors also continually invoke the Qur’an
and Sunna as keystones, but their discourse often proceeds autonomously,
with quotations from diverse theologians and philosophers, medieval and
also contemporary, both Muslim and non-Muslim.

It is a nimble but at the same time a rigorous work, reviewing the etymol-
ogy and definitions of tolerance (tasamuh), its religious bases, its legal reg-
ulation, its practical aspects and real-life applications, as well as its effects
on individuals and communities. The authors also make a point of insisting
on the tolerance always shown by Muslim thinkers for the philosophical ide-
as of others. As prerequisites for this all-too-rare perspective, the authors
identify on the one hand humanity, that is, the fact of being human, with the
characteristics that necessarily predispose us to humanitarianism, and on
the other hand “the fullest self-realisation of man”.*

Alongside the familiar “Let there be no compulsion in religion” (Qur’an
11,256), al-Ghashimi and Sa‘d quote a passage from the sura al-Hujurat ‘“The
Dwellings”: “O mankind, We have made you [...] races and tribes, that you
may know one another, but the noblest among you in the sight of God is the
most godfearing of you” (XLIX,13); in their commentary on this verse, they
highlight that the reference is to people in general (cf. ya ayyuha al-nas),
and not to Muslims alone. Inserting themselves neatly into the field of con-
temporary religious pluralism,?’ and in particular into the sphere of inter-
religious dialogue, they also draw attention to the well-known verse that
calls other monotheists - ‘the people of the Book’ - to “a common word

18 Mata'ni 1993, 167.
19 Al-Ghashimi, Sa‘d 1434/2013, 31-6.

20 Al-Ghashimi, Sa‘d 1434/2013, 34-5. It might be opportune here to add a further terminologi-
cal note: when Arab authors speak of ‘pluralism’, they employ the expression ta‘addudiyya, which
does not, in itself, mean the belief that reality is formed by equally valid first principles, but
rather, simply, plurality, multiplicity, the fact of being many and diverse; moreover, ta‘addudiyya
can even mean increase and growth, without any value content.

Maestri, testi e fonti d’Oriente | Masters, Texts and Sources of the East4 | 113
The Virtues of the Good Muslim, 109-116



Zilio-Grandi
11. Tolerance

[kalima sawa’ ¢'s~ %X ] between us and you” (Qur’an III,64);** and they add
that it is precisely that crucial Islamic trait which is tolerance that has in-
spired many Western thinkers and writers. They point among others to the
example of the German Enlightenment scholar Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
(d. 1781) who, struck by the rationality of Islam and in particular of its tol-
erance, is said to have devoted himself to promoting that faith.?

Thanks not least to its speculative content and use of non-Islamic sourc-
es, al-Ghashimi and Sa‘d’s work marks a successful departure from the re-
stricted classical reading of Islamic tolerance as forbearance and facilita-
tion, to the recognition of the dignity and rights of all, an interpretation of
tolerance more common in Western thought.

11.4 Beyond Tolerance

The Tradition, or Sunna, records that in 390 CE the Prophet Muhammad,
well before the Prophetic vision that occurred in 610 marking the begin-
ning of the Qur’anic revelation, signed, together with some notables of his
powerful tribe the Quraysh, a pact called the ‘alliance of virtues’ or ‘of the
virtuous’ (hilf al-fudil Js-=d)l als) with the aim of healing the hatred and vi-
olence stirred up by previous intertribal conflicts. In memory of this ancient
accord, the Forum for Promoting Peace in Muslim Societies, based in Abu
Dhabi, in 2018 hosted a conference in Washington entitled ‘Alliance of Virtue
for the Common Good’, attended by more than four hundred delegates rep-
resenting the three Abrahamic religions. Largely responsible for this initi-
ative was a prominent figure in the contemporary Islamic world, Abdallah
Bin Bayyah (‘Abd Allah Ibn Mahfuz Ibn Bayya), born in Mauritania in 1935.

The Washington discussions resulted in a document, Alliance of Virtue for
the Common Good. The Washington Declaration (7 February 2018),>* which
proposed “a renewed alliance of virtue, global in nature, open to men and
women of all faiths, ethnicities and nationalities, dedicated to joint action
for the sustainability of peace, justice, compassion and mutual respect”.
The signatories recognised that the values shared by the three monothe-
isms are, especially in today’s world, more important than their respective
formal differences, and that it was therefore necessary to disseminate and
support the ethical convictions central to all three traditions by opposing
attempts to misrepresent or vilify different cultures and ethnicities. To this
end, the Declaration urgently called on every sector, public service, reli-
gion, business, academia, civil society, and the arts, to share responsibili-
ty for fostering international and intercultural understanding, with a view
to reconciliation that, working across denominational divides, went beyond
mere tolerance.

The Declaration expressly claimed continuity with a slightly earlier con-
ference held in Marrakesh in 2016 under the auspices of King Mohammed VI
and in cooperation with Morocco’s Ministry of Islamic Affairs. Once again,

21 Al-Ghashimi, Sa‘d 1434/2013, 33-4.

22 OnLessing’s actual attitude towards Islam and religions in general, cf. the recent study by
Jan Loop (2019, particularly 16-17).

23 The original text is on https://www.abc-usa.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Wash-
ingtonDeclaration-Final-02-12-18.pdf.
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the meeting took place at the initiative of Bin Bayyah and was global in
reach, albeit limited to the Muslim world. The proceedings centred around
the rights of religious minorities in majority-Muslim countries and their
full recognition, but also pressed for the development of an Islamic juris-
prudence certainly rooted in Tradition and its principles, but responsive to
global changes and based on the concept of citizenship (muwatana %k!s«).
On this occasion too, the work of the conference culminated with the sign-
ing of a document, The Marrakesh Declaration on the Rights of Religious
Minorities in the Muslim World, which emphasised the need to move well
beyond mere tolerance for religions and cultures other than Islam, going
also beyond the notion of respect (ihtiram a,3sl) - a more mature and com-
plex form that includes effective recognition - and rather enjoined coop-
eration (ta‘@wun ¢s\=5) which is shared action and mutual support, togeth-
er with a commitment on the part of culture, the arts, and civil society as
a whole, to work on the basis of the Family of ‘Imran sura’s ‘common word’,
kalima sawa’ (Qur’an III,64) for the necessary affirmation of the rights and
freedoms of all, without constraints, without fanatical intransigence and
without arrogance. The document closed with the uncompromising asser-
tion: “The use of religion to justify any claims that violate the rights of reli-
gious minorities in Muslim countries is inadmissible”. As was the case lat-
er in Washington with the ‘alliance of virtue’, here too reference was made
to that ancient ‘Charter (sahifa 4:~-=) of Medina’, that some today see as an
expression of protoconstitutionalism.

It is worth recalling that Bin Bayyah, promoter of both the above-men-
tioned Declarations - Marrakesh (2016) and Washington (2018) -, was
among the most convinced signatories of another pivotal document, the
Amman Message (2006),%* in which two hundred of the most respected
Muslim scholars agreed first of all on the definition of ‘Muslim’, and af-
firmed the legitimacy of the main Islamic schools of thought®® - prohibiting
their murder, anathemas (takfir _::3), the dishonouring or financial disad-
vantaging of any of their members. Evoking a well-known saying attribut-
ed to the Prophet about divine mercy being the basis of divergence - “di-
vergence in my community is Mercy”*® - the drafters of the Message also
insisted on the rightness of internal diversity. The document concludes with
a call for its decisions to be widely disseminated, via their inclusion in the
educational curricula of imams and in sermons at mosques; quoting in sup-
port a passage in the sura ‘The Women’, where it is said:

There is no good in most of their private conversations [najwa-hum] but
only in the enjoining of charity [sadaqa] or of what is known to be right
[ma‘rif], or reconciliation [islah z>u=!] between people; and whoever does
this seeking God’s pleasure, We will give him a mighty reward. (Qur’an
1V,114)

24 Cf. http://ammanmessage.com/?lang=ar; an Englishversion - notalways entirely consonant
with the Arabic one - is also available at https://ammanmessage.com/?option=com_content%20
&task=view&id=74&Itemid=42.

25 The four Sunni legal schools, and then the Ja‘fari, Zaydi, Ibadi and Zahiri.
26 In Arabic: ikhtilaf fi ummati rahma.
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