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AFGHANT ON THE DECLINE OF ISLAM:
A POSTSCRIPT *

BY

ABDUL-HADI HAIRI

Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, Montreal

The problem of the decline of Islam which had engaged Sayyid
Jamal al-Din Asadabadi, ““Afghani” (1838-1897) in his essay, “Chird
Islam Za“if Shud?’ was treated in our previous article.! There
Afghani had raised the question, but his answers, though implied
and rcasonably understood, were not very clear or concrete in the
discussion. This fact led us to a further investigation and con-
sequently to new findings while on a research visit to Iran in the
summer of 1g70.

The essay in question was reproduced in a Persian journal
entitled Tazakkur in the following manner: the first fragment
appeared on September 6, 1922, pp. 76-79; the second fragment
on September 23, 1922, pp. I05-107; and the third fragment
on October 7, 1922, pp. 138-140. At the end of this last section
the editor of the Tazakkur, Husayn Zubdah, pointed out that
in future issues, Afghani’s well-known treatise on the Naturalists
would be published. Thus beginning with the next issue the
Refutation of the Materialists® was reproduced except that it

* 1 owe many thanks to Mr. ‘Abdul-Husayn Ha%rl, Dircctor of the Department of Re-
search and Investigation, Majlis Library, Tehran, for his advice and for providing me with
the necessary sources. My siucere gratitude also goes to Dr. A. Albert Kudsi-Zadeh of the
University of Stevens Point, Wisconsin, for his continued and generous encouragement
in pursuing my research, for reading the main part of the earlier version of this article and
for his important suggestions.

1 Abdul-Hadi Hairi, “Afghani on the Decline of Islam”’, Die Welt des Islams, X111 (Lei-
den, 1971), pp. 121-25.

2 The Persian text of this work bhears a different title, viz., Naychariyyah ya Ndataralism.
It was first published in Bombay in 1881. This book has been translated into various
Islamic languages. It has also been translated into French by A. M. Goichon, entitled
Réfutation des matérialistes (Paris, 1942) and into English by Nikki R. Keddie and Hamid
Algar in Keddie, An Islamic Response to Imperialism: Political and Religious Writings
of Sayyid Jamdl ad-Din ““Afghin?”’ (Berkeley, 1968), pp. 130-74. For more details consult
A. Albert Kudsi-Zadeh, Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani: Awn Annotated Bibliography
(Leiden, 1970), pp- 3-5.
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carricd the essay title, “Chird Islam Za‘if Shud?”. Eleven years
later this essay was reproduced from the Tazakkur in a collection
of Afghani’s writings.! Then from this collection the essay again
was reproduced in Afghani’s Islam vallm bi Zamimah-yi Risalah-yi
Qazd va Qadar, edited and translated into Persian by Sayyid Hadi
Khusraw Shahi (Tehran, 1969), pp. 157-170. It was also translated
into French in Homa Pakdaman, Djamal-Ed-Din Assad Abadi dit
Afghans (Paris, 1969), pp. 268-274.

It is clear that the only source from which the essay was re-
peatedly reproduced or translated was the Tazakkur whose own
sourse is not yet known to us. Our recent findings, however, show
that the Journal did not publish the essay in its complete form.
Rather the full essay was published in Persian in a Tehran news-
paper called Habl al-Matin (May 16 & May 20, 1907), about
sixteen years before it appeared, in part, in the Tazakkur. In 1884,
namely twenty-three years before its publication in the Habl al-
Matin, an Arabic version of the essay entitled “Sunan Allah fi
al-Umam wa Tatbiquhd ‘ald al-Muslimin” was published in Paris
in Al-Urwah al-Wuthqa, edited by Afghani and Shaykh Muhammad
‘Abduh.? Thus neither of the two earlier reproducers, Zubdah and
Asadabadi, seems to have known of the publication of the essay
in a fuller form some years earlier. Even later investigators did not
notice that this was a part of the essay, an Arabic version of which
had appeared in Al-‘Urwah al-Wuthqd.

What remains to be examined is the question we raised in our
previous note as to whether the essay was a speech given or an
article written by Afghini.3 We tend to believe that it was written
because in the second part of the essay Afghani called himself the
writer. It is also quite reasonable to assume that the essay was
first written in Persian by Afghani and then translated and
paraphrased into Arabic by ‘Abduh.

Due to his being a Persian, Afghani must have naturally felt
more at home with Persian than with Arabic, although his vast
knowledge of the Arabic language was beyond question. This point

t Consult Afghani, Magdldt-i Jamaliyyah, ed. Mirzi Lutf-Allih Khan Asadabadi,
(Tehran, 1933), pp. 164-70.

* Cf. Afghant & “Abduh, AI-<Urwak al-Wuthgd (Cairo, 1957), pp. 128-34.

3 Hairi, op. cit., p. 121.
¢ Afghani, ““Illat-i Za*f-i Islam”, Habl al-Matin, May zo, 1907.
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is supported by a report, though an overstatement, given by
Rashid Rida. According to him, ‘Abduh had said to Shakib Arslan
the following:

“The thought in AI-*Urwah al-Wuthga belonged to the Sayyid and I did not have any
part in it, [but] the phraseology was entirely mine without the Sayyid’s share in any single
word.” t

Rashid Rida seems to have believed in the genuincness of the
statement ascribed to ‘Abduh, because he again stresses this point
by relating the popularity and cffectiveness of the Journal to the
fact that it contained Jamal al-Din’s thoughts, al-afkdr al- Jamaliy-
yah, and ‘Abduh’s expression, al-<tbardt al-<Abdiyyah.?

This report, though quoted to support our point, cannot be
accepted in its entirety. It is reasonable to hold that ‘Abduh under-
took the task of phraseology only because of his mastery of the
Arabic language. Our collation of the two texts suggests that
although the subject matter touched upon by both authors were
of the same nature, the Arabic writer, ‘Abduh, was not strictly
limited only to phraseology as it is held by Rashid Rida. To ‘Abdub
we shall attribute some of the thoughts found only in the Arabic
version. The Persian text is longer, almost twice as long as the
Arabic one; nevertheless, in the Arabic version, a number of
Qur’anic verses are quoted but are absent in the Persian text.? On
the other hand, there are quotations from the Qur’an and hadith
which do not appear in the Arabic version.* There are other
differences in the two texts which indicate the authors’ different
sources of information. For example, the Muslim population is
estimated at ““more than than 300 millions” in the Persian text,?
and “‘some 400 millions” in the Arabic text.® It is to be noted that
the first part of the Persian essay (which has so far been known
as a complete one) is closer to the Arabic translation, but the
second part is more of a paraphrase and commentary than a transla-
tion. The Arabic paraphraser, ‘Abduh, at one point addresses his
audience as yd ahl al-Qur’dn. This address is not noted by the

! Sayyid Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tae’vikh al-Ustddh al-Imam al-Shaykh Muhammad
¢Abduh (Cairo, 1931), 1, p. 28¢.

t Jbid., 1, p. 304.

3 Al-*Urwah al-Wuthqd, p. 128.

4 Magalat-i Jamaliyyah, pp. 166-67,

5 Ibid., p. 168.

8 Al-“Urwah al-Wuthqd, p. 129.
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Persian writer.! Both writers, however, conclude their discussions
with the same verse of the Qur’an.

At this point another question needs to be raised: would it be
logical to apply the story of this essay to all of the articles published
in Al-Urwah al-Wuthga? In other words, should we assume that
the whole contents of this periodical were ‘Abduh’s paraphrasesand
translations of Afghani’s Persian articles ? If so, then where are the
original articles?

As for the subject matter of the Persian text, Afghani in the
second part of the essay gives concrete answers to the problem of
the decline of Islam, keeping the pious approach that he had in
the first part. The reason for the backwardness of the Muslims as
he asserts here, should be sought in the Qur’an. The strength and
glory of Muslims vanished because they divorced religion and the
Divine Tradition, lost their Islamic characteristics, and did not
fulfill their covenant with God. Afghani also touches upon some
political matters by questioning the lack of diplomatic relations
amongst the Islamic countries, but this question is also approached
with pietism which served one of his principal points: rcligious
brothers from various lands should think of one another. Finally
Afghani expresscs the hope for the restoration of the past glory
under the leadership of the ‘ulamd and because of God’s kindness
to the faithful. In sum, in this essay Afghani appears as a pious
defender of Islam. This fact strongly questions the theory which
establishes him as merely a political figure whose cause in
defense of Islam was political.?

It is worth noting that the Persian version of the essay was
published during the Persian Constitutional Revolution, in which
the “ulamd were playing the most effective role. By then the
Persian people had been enjoying a constitutional form of govern-
ment since one year. The fact that the ‘wlamd had a leading part
in the Revolution seems to have inspired the newspaper editor
to publish Afghani’s essay at that particular time, because, as it is
apparent from the text, Afghani urges the ‘wlamd to take steps
toward the improvement of the Muslim condition.

L Ibid., p. 133.
2 Cf. Keddie, op. cit., p. go.
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Afghani considers the ‘wlamd’s participation in building a
movement for reforms as the only solution to all the difficulties in
which the Islamic people had been involved. Thercfore the editor
of the Habl al-Matin, in a footnote, ascribes the political success
of the ‘ulamd and the Persian Muslims in the Revolution to the
result of Afghani’s exhortation. The ecditor points out that “the
action taken by the ‘ulama shows that how kind God is to the
Muslims and, as it was predicted by this philosopher [Afghani], the
movement of the Muslims [under the leadership of the “wamad)
astonished the mind of the wise men of the world”.?

As a matter of fact one of the important tactics of Afghani in his
anti-imperialist activities was to cncourage, and at times antagonise,
the religious leaders, simply because he had found them the most
influential amongst the Muslims especially in Iran.? The best
example of Afghani’s appeal to the ‘ulamd against foreign en-
croachments in Iran was his several letters concerning the Tobacco
Concession.®

Afghani’s correspondence with Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba’i
is another good cxample of the special tactics used by him. While
in London, Afghidni had correspondence with Tabataba’i in Samar-
ra>. Afghani seems to have seen him as a potential leader for
conducting a serious campaign against the tyrannical governments,

1 Habl al-Matin, May zo, 1907.

3 Concerning the power, authority, and activities of the “wlamd in modern Iran as well as
their cffective role in power politics there appeared several studies during the last decade.
Cf. Hamid Algar, Religion and State itn Iran 1785-1906: The Role of the Ulama in the Qajar
Period (Berkeley, 1969); ‘Allamah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’l and others,
Bahthi darbarah-yi Marvja“iyyat va Riahaniyyat (Tehran, 1962); an outlinc of this study
has been examined in Ann K. S. Lambton, ‘A Reconsideration of the Position of the Marja®
al-Taqlid and the Religious Institution”, Studia Islamica, XX (Paris, 1964), pp. 114-35.
See also Nikki R. Keddie, “The Roots of the ‘Ulama’s Power in Modern Tran”, Studia
Islamica, XX1X (Paris, 1969), pp. 31-53, and “The Origins of the Religious-Radical Al-
liance in Iran”, Past & Present: A Journal of Historical Studies, 34 (Oxford, 1966), pp.
70-80. These two articles are also thought provoking: F. R. C. Bagley, “Religion and the
State in Iran”, Islamic Studies, X (Islamabad, 1971), pp. 1-22; Charles V. Gallagher,
“Contemporary Islam: The Plateau of Particularism: Problems of Religion and Nationalism
in Iran”, American Universities Field Staff Report Service (New York, July, 1966).

3 For detailed trcatments of the Tobacco movement which can be safely considered as
a turning point in the history of modern Iran, consult the following: Ibrahim Taymiri,
Qardrddd-i 1890 Régie: Tahrim-1 Tanbdiki: Avvalin Mugavamat-i Manfi dar Ivan (Tehran,
1949); Ann K, S. Lambton, ‘“The Tobacco Régie: Prelude to Revolution”, Studia Islamica,
XXII (Paris, 1965), pp. 119-53 and XXIII (Paris, 1966), pp. 71-9o; Nikki R. Keddie,
Religion and Rebellion in Ivan: The Tobacco Protest of 1891-1892 (Loudon, 1966).
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because in one of his letters Afghani wrote to Tabataba’ as
follows:

“The wimmah has fixed its eyes oun the huge number of the people whom you rose to help
and secure from [their] critical condition. Who is more deserving than you for this duty?
You are a wise man, intelligent by nature, high-aspiring with a high lineage. I would like
to inform you that the stability of the “ulamd in the Iranian cities has exalted Islam, has
strengthened its position, and has elucidated its proof. All the Europcauns have been standing
in awe of such a great power which had often been thought to have completely vanished.
They [now] have become certain that there is an cffectiveness in this religion by which
[the Muslims] do not fear from the might of the tyrants; may God give them the reward
of Islam.”t

These words no doubt had their influence on Tabdtaba’i, because
upon his return to Tehran in 1894 this liberal mujtahid undertook
his long effective campanig against the arbitrary rule of the Qajar
Shihs. He finally took part in the Persian Constitutional Revolution
of 1906 as a most influential leader.? Needless to say, Afghani
neither wrote about much nor particularly fought for a modern
constitutional regime. On the contrary, following his Pan Islamic
policy, which seems to have been his ultimate line, he ecven at a
time turned against the Turkish constitutionalists.?* However, due
to his serious fight for political and social reforms partly by encour-
aging the ruling class and the ‘ulamd, he can be considered, as we
have discussed it elsewhere,? as one of the important factors leading
to the Persian Revolution.

1 Muhammad Naziim al-Islam Kirmani, 7'drikh-i Bidari-yi Iraniyan (Tchran, 1953),
PP- 49-50.

2 The constitutional activities of Tabatabi’ have formed a considerable part of the
histories written on the Persian Revolution. Amongst other references the following sources
are highly recommended: A. K. S. Lambton, “Dustic”, iv-Iran, The FEucyclopedia of
Islam, new edition, 11, pp. 649-57; Edward G. Browne, The Persian Revolution of 1905-1909
(Cambridge, 1910); Niazim al-Islam, op. cit.; Ahmad Kasravi, Tarikh-i Mashratah-vyi
Iran (Tehran, 1951); Mahdi Malik-Zadah, Tdrikh-i Ingilab-i Mashritiyyat-i Iran, seven
volumes (Tehran, 1949-53). On the background to the Revolution consult Nikki R, Keddie,
“Iranian Politics 1900-1905: Background to Revolution”, Middle Lastern Studies, V
(London, 1969), pp. 3-3I, 151-67, 234-50.

3 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal, 1964), p. 267.

¢ Abdul-Hadi Hairi, ‘““The Constitutional Theory in Iran”, a paper read in the Fifty-
fourth Annual Meeting of The Middle West Branch of The American Oriental Society
and The Midwest Section of The Socicty of Biblical Literature, held in Toronto, Canada,
on October 7-9, 1971.
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Translation of the Essay:

In truth your Lord destroyed not the township tyrannously while their folk were doing
right (11 ; 117).

Why did Muslims become abject ? Why did the religion of Tslam
become weak? Why are the infidels [so] predominant? Where is
this disturbance and [this] ill-founded [state of affairs] from? The
solution to these problems should be asked from the Glorious Quran,
in the verse that reads: “God changes not what is in a people, until
they change what is in themselves”. (13:11) The meaning of the
verse is that God, exalted, will not bring down any people from
their high glory and dignity. He will not take [any people’s] in-
dependence and freedom to [throw them] into the depth of dis-
asterous slavery unless after they have deviated from the Divine
Traditions which are based upon wisdom. God will not take the
affluence (ni‘mat) He has given to a people unless they change
their condition.

What were our past affluences? First, our supremacy; all the
kings on Earth were shuddering [with fear] by [hearing] the names
of our venerable ancestors (ajddd-i givam) and humbled themselves
in their presence. Iurthermore, [we had] security, tranquility,
liberty, and grandeur. No one had the power to be aggressive
toward us and no one was courageous [enough] to [even] think
about standing against us. We used to import captives from Asia
Minor and Europe, and slave boys and girls (ghuldm va kaniz) from
Ethiopia. We usea to turn upside down the Indian idols and destroy
idol temples. We used to have great learned men, powerful kings and
numerous and well-equipped armies (‘asdkir-i jarrdr). We were
enjoying wealth and power and needed not foreigners. We our-
selves fulfilled our needs of life. In sum, we had sound equipments
and enjoyed perfectly all of God’s given affluences.

Everything, however, is lost and instead poverty, distress,
abjectness (zillat), adversity (nakbat), indigence (ihtiyaj), and
servitude grew amongst us. Why? Because we changed our con-
ditions (hdlat-i khudrd) and kept ourselves aloof from the Divine
Tradition.

First, we did not follow the wisdom which has been the guide to
happiness and darkened it with ignorance. Second, in [our] talks
we did not habituate ourselves to honesty which is an integral part
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of the Islamic religion. Lying and false accusation became our
habit and our second nature (‘ddat va malikah). Our healthy mind
changed to evil and wickedness. We replaced [our] unity and
collaboration by discord and hypocrisy, magnanimity and justice
by ruthlessness and oppression, zeal and fervency by indisposition
(Risdlat) and debility, chastity and modesty by impudence and
immodesty. Philanthropy and patriotism (mellat parasti) gave their
places to stinginess and jealousy, alliance (¢#i/aq) to discord, unity
to diversity, and compassion to ruthlessness. Therc remained no
shameful action that we did not perform, no corruption that we
did create, no calamity to which we did not give birth, and no sin
and unlawful thing that we did not commit. In brief, we became a
miscellany of wicked characters, a source of obscenities and a
center of ugly practices [to the extent that] we turned from the
truth and became followers of falsehood.

We did not fulfill the covenant we had with God and we cancelled
the transaction we had with creator of Mankind. Therefore, in
return we were seized by the Divine Wrath and were burnt in its
heavenly fire (b dtash-i qahr-i dsimani siakhtim). You will ask:
““Which transaction and which covenant?”’ [The answer is that],
the same transaction that God explained in this noble verse:
“Verily God has bought from the believers their lives and their
wealth . ..”” (9:111), which means that God has bought the life
and wealth of Muslims. How has He bought [them]? [The explana-
tion lies in the fact that Muslims] should sacrifice their dear lives
and wealth on the Divine Word; they should give [their lives] to
enforce the Divine Commands. In order to give currency to the
Divine Word they should not be stingy about [their] wealth,
meaning that they ought to give currency to the religion of Islam
by their blood and wealth. If there comes about a choice between a
paralysis in Islam and [an end to] the lives of Muslims, they
should definitely sacrifice themselves and should not desert the
religion.

You ought not be offended of the writer’s rough remarks or to
take them as exaggerations and poetical imagination. Sit down by
yourselves a little, make your conscience a judge; think, deliberate,
and pay a lesson paying attention (razar-i “tbrati biyafkanid) to the
situation of the Islamic peoples and Islamic governments in order
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to see the truth in our remarks. First, we direct our notice to the
Islamic kings whom we see as one another’s enemies. They do not
take lessons from the unity [existing amongst] other states. Where
are friendships and amicablerelations ? What happened to the unity
and sincerity ? These Muslim kings are keeping themselves aloof
from one another and hate one another in such a way as if they have
murdered one another’s father; peace amongst them appears to
be impossible. Why does Iran not send an ambassador to Morocco ?
Why does Morocco not dispatch a plenipotentiary to the Ottoman
[Empire] ? What happened to the friendship between Iran and
Afghanistan? After all, it is not necessary to be on such ill terms
and to be careless about one another’s [affair]. For this carelessness
the Ottoman Government is mainly responsible, because today it
is the center of attention of all Muslims in the world. It is very
remorseful that in such a dangerous situation in which Muslims
are involved, [the Ottomans] do not abandon the old habits
[hostility ?] and do not leave Iran alone.

As for the Islamic people, that is, we people, who claim to be
Muslims, do we ever worry about our [religious] brothers? Do we
think of {our] starving neighbors? Do we prefer the interests of
Muslims to ours ? Do we sacrifice our lives and wealth for defending
Islam ? Do we have respect for the cultic practice (sha‘@ir-¢ din) ? Do
we protect the territory of Islam? Do we make any effort to exalt
the Divine Word ? Have we set aside this worldly life ?

If we are believers, it should be apparent from our forehead.
Does a believer not believe that anyone who sacrifices his life for
the Divine Path he will be eternally alive and honored by God?
Does a believer not fear only from God ? Does a believer not sacrifice
his life and wealth for the exaltation of the Divine Word ? Docs a
believer not seek improvement and virtue (isldh va saldh)? I swear
to God that faith will not enter anyone’s heart unless his first action
is to forget about his life and wealth for the sake of God without
making any excuse [such as] having wife and children, because
these pretexts are the symptoms of disunity and remoteness from
God.

In spite of the decline and decadence [that we have been suffering],
our opinion is still that Islam will soon progress and will regain its
early position, because God is kind to Muslims as He says [in the
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Qur’an]: ‘... and God is merciful (d4# fadl) to the faithful”.
(3:152)

I hope this deviation [from the early position] and this decline
are accidental and provisional, and will soon disappear provided
that the distinguished “wlamd and the Islamic leaders perform their
obligatory duties by giving exhortation and being benevolent. If
the ‘uwlamd follow this principle, truth will soon triumph and
falsehood will fall; a light will shine in such a way that it will dazzle
the eyes; certain acts will be performed which will astonish the
intellects and thoughts (‘uqiil va afkdr) of the inhabitants of the
world.

These movements which we see today amongst Muslims in most
of the regions [of Islam] give tidings that the powerful position of
the Islamic people will rise and weltare and happiness will come to
them from the Heaven and Earth. Good for such learned man who
would take a manly ambition to lead these movements; it would
be [only] him who will receive the honor of this [leadership]:

“He whom God guides, he indeed is led aright, and he whom I1e leads astray, for him
you will not find a guiding friend.”” (18 : 17).



