How to Achieve Muslim Unity
By Dr. Muhammad Haroon

Every Muslim says they want unity. The aim of this article is to show how Muslim unity can be achieved, and to show especially how Muslim unity will not be achieved.

Unity to the Muslims is desirable for many reasons, the more the Muslims are divided, the weaker they are, and if the Muslims are split up into small groups. There is the danger that the small groups wilt drift away from Islam and cease to exist. Also Islam must be a movement showing the True Religion to the whole World, and for that reason the Ummah should be as big and as widely spread as possible. And for all these reasons Muslims must seek unity.

It is best to begin by showing the way not to achieve Muslim unity. Unfortunately these methods are very widespread these days, and are the reason there is no unity.

Firstly, Muslims will never achieve unity if they are asked to all unite under one leader, in one movement, under one Caliph. As soon as one person puts himself forward as leader, a whole host of other individuals spring up who say that they are the rightful leader, and not the one claiming to be Caliph. There are busloads of people claiming to be the sole World leader for the Muslims. All they achieve is to make disunity worse. The different groups quarrel bitterly with each other, and end up fighting each other, and in places like Afghanistan this means actual war.

Unity doesn’t mean all following one centre. It means the existence of an Ummah with many centres, which accept each other’s existence, and tolerate each other. But while there are many centres, there is a real love for the Muslims among these different groups, and a love for the Ummah. Unity won’t come from the competition of different groups, but from all the different groups learning to accept and tolerate each other.

A model of how this was done in the past is the Sufi Tariqas. Each group was separate, and had its own rules of membership and beliefs. But these tariqas were all able to exist alongside each other and accept each others right to exist. And when it was necessary, all the different members of the Tariqas could come together and cooperate in, for example, military operations in defence of the Muslim Community to which they all belonged.

Secondly, Muslims will never unite because a Muslim Scholar, using his own Ijtihad, develops a single Shariah which Muslims everywhere can follow. In the Modern Age, many Muslims have thought that the Gate of ljtihad should be re-opened. And a new single Shariah developed which is “suitable for today’s needs”.

In fact the Muslim World is littered with the results of this use of Ijtihad. The trouble is that every scholar who does this fancies himself as a greater genius than any other scholar, and so you just end up with a huge quarrel between the various scholars who claim to do this. They are all merrily trying to rewrite, for example, the Shariah in relation to the life of women. What you end up with is just one huge quarrel, and the whole idea of the Shariah is undermined. All these new Shariah are just lost and forgotten as time passes.

These people who wish to reopen the Gate of ljtihad don’t realise that the Gate was closed precisely to preserve unity. - A man who claims the right to practise Ijtihad is claiming the right to know better than all the other Muslims and so to be able to develop a new Shariah, to replace the existing one.

This problem was solved in the past by having more than one School of the Shariah. There were Four Schools of Law, and if people found one of them inadequate in some way, they could turn to the other three for something more suitable. There were also methods used by the body of Ulama to develop the Shariah to cope with new situations. Above all, no one Scholar could change or develop the Shariah in any way. The final verdict on the Shariah was the ljma of the Ulama, the consensus or agreement of all the Ulama.

This traditional Shariah system made it possible to have differences over the Shariah without the need to resort to violent quarrelling, or to clam the right to dictate to the rest of the Muslims. This traditional Shariah system lasted for over a thousand years, coping all along with the many challenges that the Muslims faced. The Four Schools of Law provide the model for how to cope with disunity of the Muslims.

Thirdly, it is absolutely ridiculous to imagine that the Muslims will be brought to Unity by one sect converting all the Muslims in the World!!! Today there is no limit to the quarrelling among the sects. The most misguided of all is to attack other Muslims as Mushriks, preaching greater hatred of their fellow Muslims than of the non-Muslims! These sects are just out to build their own little empire in the Muslim Community.

In the past the problem was solved by simple toleration, within widely drawn limits. Different Muslim groups were allowed to fit themselves into the Four Schools of Law, and Muslims could be outside the Four Schools, and be regarded as a sect, but they were still regarded as Muslims.

Fourthly, Muslim unity will never be achieved by setting up an “Islamic State”, by means of an “Islamic Revolution”. Nothing ‘is more divisive of the Muslims than a bid for power by an organised group. All the other organised groups take up arms to compete for who will control the State. Many Muslims are already in positions of power in the existing states, and they fight to prevent themselves losing control of the State, and of all the benefits the State brings them.

In the past this problem was solved by the Muslim Community not taking over the State, but instead exerting its influence on the holders of power to make sure that Islam and the Shariah were respected and upheld. The real Muslim influence on the State was the body of Ulama, but these Ulama didn’t wield power directly, or as a privileged group, but acted to restrain the actual holders of power.

Fifthly, Muslim unity will never be achieved if the State in Muslim lands tries to run the life of society in all its aspects, and seeks to provide privileges to any particular section of the population. This produces struggle for command of the State. It is the real reason for the rise of attempts to set up an “Islamic State”, when groups of Muslims seek to make themselves the privileged group. And it is the source of vicious nationalism. The citizens of one of these States regard themselves as the only people deserving of a good life, and regard Muslims from all other countries as hated rivals.
This is the secret of the way, in the Gulf, the Arab citizens of places like Dubai or Kuwait are treated as a privileged elite, while all other Muslims are regarded as inferior beggars. Thus in Saudi Arabia the Saudi nationals are the elite, while the Pakistanis who actually do all the hard work are regarded with contempt.

This granting of privileges by the State to the chosen few is the root of the problem of nationalism dividing the Muslims. These tiny states, such as Kuwait or Bahrain, are not, in themselves, the cause of divisive nationalism. What causes this is the State in those countries taking such great control over the economy and society that it can give an easy life to any of its citizens it chooses.

In the past the solution to this problem was to have a small State, which concerned itself almost entirely with military and police affairs, and collecting the taxes needed to pay for those things. As a result, although there were many governments in the Muslim World, there was no nationalism, and Muslims were free to move about the Muslim World completely freely. Because a Muslim could go anywhere in the Ummah, Muslim unity really meant something. The true homeland was the Ummah. Enlarged states, which dominate society, put an end to this.
In general any attempt to pursue Muslim unity via the State will be a disaster. If, for example, you look at the actual effects of the Iranian Revolution, you can see that it just added one more rivalry to the host of rivalries that tear up the unity of the Muslim World. 
Immediately the Muslims are divided into those who are for, and those who are against, Iran and its revolution. 
Sixthly, Muslims will never achieve unity if the Muslims become very strict in enforcing good behaviour, or some idea of the “correct” Islam. In Saudi Arabia we have a regime which has a huge, strict police force to uphold this idea of the Shariah, and which also regards many Muslims as Mushriks, and tries to stop them doing the things that are “incorrect”, All this strictness, of course, just produces a lot of hypocrites, and everybody knows that in Saudi Arabia you can do all the forbidden things, if you know a member of the royal family, or the chief of police! But more important, it drives Muslims away from Islam, and certainly away from anything that is like the Saudi version of Islam. What you end up with is a police state and what is in fact anti-Pakistani racism, as the only people who actually get their heads cut off are Pakistanis. In the past the Muslims avoided this kind of intolerant police state. Supervision of morals wasn’t in the hands of a huge police force but was enforced in a kind and understanding way, by the Muhtasib, a fine old gentleman. The slogan was religion is easy. The public opinion of the Community was the setter of the standards. For example when coffee arrived in the Muslim World, the Ulama condemned it as forbidden, as something similar to alcohol. But the Community accepted it, and so the Ulama gave way! The basis of this approach is the idea that the Muslim who is not very good, who is lax, is still a Muslim, and it is more important to keep the Community together than to just please a lot of people who would like to be police, And, of course in traditional Islam, no Muslim was defined as a Mushrik. And Sufism was not only tolerated, but formed the basis of most institutions in this society. This kept Muslim society happy, preserved Muslim unity, and generated an atmosphere of liberty in the Muslim World. The Saudis, as soon as they conquered Arabia began to suppress Sufism, label ordinary Muslims Mushriks, and to divide the Muslims down the middle. Traditional Islam did all it could to prevent Muslims being turned against Muslims. These are, then, a few of the ways not to achieve Muslim unity, and we have seen that, in every case, these mistakes were avoided in the past.

This tells us then how to achieve unity. The path to unity lies in a return to traditional Islam, and to the beliefs and practices of Ahle Sunnah in particular. This is no accident. Traditional Islam concentrated, for over one thousand years, on keeping the Ummah together. The Ummah was regarded as a holy thing, and preserving it and its unity was regarded as the key to everything else. And everything was interpreted so as to lead to unity. And for that reason Traditional Islam produced the Four Schools of Law, the closure of the gate of Ijtihad the tolerance of Sufism and all the other features which we have seen that make for unity . If we desire unity we must study traditional Islam and there we will find everything we need to produce Islamic Unity from the political theory, to the theory of the Shariah, to theology and to the penal system. All Muslims call for unity. If they mean it, they must return to traditional Islam, and that means the beliefs and practices of Ahle Sunnat. In so short an article as this we have only had space to touch on a few of the more important features of traditional Islam. The, way forward is to produce

Ulama who can carry out the study of traditional Islam and compare it with modern conditions of disunity, and draw up, then, a list of practical proposals. The path to unity can be found by careful study of the past! 

In conclusion, though, we can look at what is the key mistake that causes disunity, and what is the key to achieving unity.

If you look at the six ways we have listed in which unity was harmed, we can see that in every case the mistaken people thought that unity should be achieved by beginning from the centre.

These mistaken plans always began with a leader, a leading group or sect, a party or political movement, a government or a state. Their idea was that first the centre should. Organise itself, and then all the Muslims would be gathered in around the centre. They start from a group of people who think they should be the leaders. And the Muslims are looked down on as a lot of lost sheep, who need to be rounded up and put behind a fence.

The obvious reply is the Hadith which says that if someone wants to be a leader, for that reason he is not fit to lead. The aim of these people cannot be unity because the main result of their activities Will be their own power and importance.

The key to success in uniting the Muslims must be to begin, not from the centre, but from the Community.

To unite the Muslims you must love the Ummah, and you must love the Muslims. And you don’t go beyond what the Community itself will tolerate. The model here is the example of coffee referred to above. And you stress above all freedom and tolerance.
Firstly you build up the Community, drawing it together. Only at the end does the Community begin to influence the centre. And then the centre, whether it be communal leadership or a government, won’t lead, but will reflect the influence of the Muslim Community that has been built.

The aim isn’t a central leadership or government. The aim is a large Community of Muslims, actually existing, and acting as a unified people.

When we describe the achievement of unity in this way, we suddenly find that the path to unity is, today, the famous 1912 Four-Point Plan of Imam Ahmad Raza,mujaddid-e-deen-o-millat.

In the 1912 Plan the whole aim is to begin from the bottom, and slowly build up the Community as an island in society. Imam Ahmad Raza aimed to do this by developing an - Islamic economy, which

would draw the Muslims together into a unified group. He aimed to make this unified group independent of a central state, with its leaders being Ulama and Awliya, and with its own independent Islamic culture. This is the actual building of Muslim Unity
And, of course, Imam Ahmad Raza would have taken for granted that this Muslim island would follow the teachings of the Ulama of Ahle Sunnat. This Muslim island would be under a loosely organised group of Ulama and Awliya. There would be no rigid central leadership hierarchy. This Muslim island would be following the Four Schools of Law, not some scholar practising ljtihad. The Muslim island would be one of all the Muslims, not just the achievement of one sect. The island would be built quite independently of government or state, but would, in time, as it grew in power, influence any government or state. The Muslim island would be above all a free community, in which the people ran their own affairs, not dependent on central state control. And, of course, there would be no despising the Muslims as Mushriks on lmam Ahmad Raza’s Muslim island.

But, above all, the 1912 Plan would mean that the ordinary Muslims themselves, in their millions, would be the ones who built up the unified Muslim Community. This 1912 Plan depends on the self-action of the Muslims, and on the self-action o the Community as a whole, and the leaders have no role to play except to publicise the basic ideas (but the ordinary people. can publicize these ideas just as well!).

What else is Muslim Unity but a community of Muslims that draws together, and grows bigger and bigger, and more and more aware of itself as Muslim? And what else is that but the 1912 Plan?

We have looked at various ways of building Islamic Unity, and we have concluded that the only one which will work will be the 1912 Plan of Imam Ahmad Raza. The obvious comment to make is that the mistaken plans we have looked at have claimed to be plans for Islamic unity, but in fact have only been plans to get power and wealth by those who propose them! These people who want to lead and dominate may talk of unity, but their real aim is power and dominance.

But one thing is clear. If those people really did wish to build Islamic unity, then eventually they’ll be forced to follow the Raza Plan. That’s the only one Plan that will work.

The reader might ask: How long will it take to built unity by this Plan of Raza’s? The reply is that some results would come quite quickly. But the other obvious reply is that there will never come a time when it isn’t important to build unity. As time passes there are always new challenges to the unity of the Muslims. A thousand years ago it might have been the Ishmailis. In the last few years it has been the Wahhabis. But the future will hold many surprises. And traditional Islam itself grew and developed as a series of different threats of unity appeared. The history of Ahle Sunnat wal Jamaat is the history of the different challenges of unity.
The real point is not how long it will take, but that the Muslim must have an attitude that will lead back to unity, no matter what happens.

Today the Ummah is sadly disunited. But we must not get downhearted. If the Ummah was to achieve some kind of unity, that would be an enormous prize. If imam Raza’s Plan was to succeed over most of the Muslim World, what you would have would be, an Ummah that glittered more brightly than the U.S.A., in all parts of the World! In a short time the whole World would be won over to Islam!!

In a way, it is all very simple. To unify the Muslims into one Ummah we must love the Muslims, love the Ummah, and do what is needed to build a unified Ummah. The ulama of Ahle Sunnat, and especially Imam Ahmad Raza, knew the way and have taught us the way today! And the basis of it all is the greatest love and respect for our beautiful Prophet (Sall Allahu Alaihi wasallam).
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