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responsibility for one’s state 1S a coping
mechanism, and the flip side of denying
responsibility 1s to deny to oneself the power and
ability to change things. Conspiracy theories are
born out of the sense of helplessness. This does
not mean that the powertul few do not sit behind
doors to unjustly deprive the “have-nots” o1
conspire to veil the truth and mislead the
common people, but that conspiracies are never
more than a sideshow in the real scheme of
things. People who try can always understand
the real strengths and weaknesses of the tyrants
and can do something about it.

What we have witnessed in the Arab World 1n
the last few months 1s the rejection of the
conspiracy theory mentality of their parents by
the young Muslims. It was impossible to argue
with a conspiracy theorist generation, because
every fact could be explained as a game of
perceptions or design of the powerful enemies
who never fail. These young Muslims have
simply ended the argument and shown that “Yes,
we can’. The greatest powers in the world who
backed these dictators could do nothing when
people believed in their rights, agreed on them,
and cooperated with each other 1n raising their
voIce.

These young Muslims have simply proved yet
again the truth of Allah’s words:
“Indeed, Allah does not change the
state of a people unless they change
what1s within themselves.” [13:11]

(Concluded; Courtesy: “Al-Jumuah ™)
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hadith of the Prophet 22 1s central to all Islamic

understanding of the 1ssue: “If you see an evil,
change 1t with your hand; if you are not able,
then with your tongue; and 1f you are not able,
then with your heart. And that 1s the weakest of

faith.”

One important point often missed about this
hadith 1s the 1ssue of capacity: The condition of
moving from the best level of response to a
lesser one 1s “if you cannot’ --- that 1s, you are
supposed to try your best and only if are
genuinely incapable, then you are excused. But
what would happen if the majority of Muslims
adopted an attitude of general pessimism and
helplessness --- when “cannot do” becomes the
norm? In the hands of people who have learned
helplessness, pessimism and conspiracy
mentalities as a means to cope with the deluge of
oppression and sin, this hadith can be and has
been used, against 1ts clear intention, to justity
lack of action and speaking out.

The ongoing uprisings in the Middle East have
reminded us once again that private words and
feelings in the heart against the injustices of the
rulers or the powertul or widespread social 1lls
are not enough. To hate injustice in your heart 1s
the weakest of faith, and when too many people
have the weakest of faith for too long, faith
begins to disappear from the society. When too
many people live on licenses, human
psychology kicks in, and the abnormal becomes
normal, and the courageous voice of a few who
object to these 1lls and 1njustices become
tantamount to suicidal recklessness. Anyone
who speaks out becomes a criminal not only 1n
the eyes of the tyrant, but in the eyes of the
oppressed as well, because they are too afraid to
stir the pot. When this goes on, the tyrant gets
bolder and bolder and the 1njustice deeper and
deeper until right becomes indistinguishable 1n
the eyes of the people from wrong. The Prophet
# said, “By the one in Whose hands rests my

soul, all of you must enjoin what 1s good and
forbid what 1s wrong, else I fear that Allah will
send you a punishment from Him such that you
will pray to Him but you will not be answered.”
(/irmithi) Another narration has 1t that 1f you
stop fulfilling this obligation, Allah will make
yvour hearts alike --- meaning the hearts of those

who watch and accept tyranny and corruption,
but do not object, will become dark like those of
the tyrants and the corrupt.

The Mother of the Fanaticism of the Few Is
the Apathy of the Many

Speaking truth to power, we can be proud, 1s not
new 1n the Muslim world. But so far, it has been
minority that spoke truth to power and paid
heavily for it, often with their own freedom and
life 1tself. Extremism and fanaticism 1s an
attitude toward life that 1s born out of, or greatly
aggravated by, the feeling of being cornered,
having no options, and being left alone out of
participation in authority and responsibility.

But the apathy of the many, we have justlearned,
can be challenged, with God’s help, by the wise,
patient and courageous action of the few. When
these few courageous people are joined by the
many, the mightiest tyrants are brought to their
knees. Change starts small. If a few believers,
starting with one person and one family, starts
with changing what 1s within them, the good
example can catch on, just like bad examples
catch on.

Conspiracy Theories Are Out, People Power
Is In

Islam began as a movement of change and
reform. It brought about the greatest
transfiguration in human history. The Prophet

# was a commander, a political leader, a just

warrior, as much as he was a teacher who taught
manners, purification and worship. His disciples
not only spoke truth to power, they toppled
unjust rulers and mighty empires. They were
leaders of people and generals of armies by day
and worshippers who wept profusely at night.
Their legacy can be appreciated neither by
tyrannical kings and dictators nor by salaried
and institutionalized scholars.

For a long time, the sincere and oppressed
Muslims have been losing to the tyrants and
their sense of optimism and ability was at 1ts
lowest. Instead of the “can do” and “Labbayka

Allahumma’ (Here we come, O our Lord!)

attitude of early Muslims, many had embraced
the “cannot do because X, Y or Z powers will
never let 1t happen™ attitude. Refusing to take
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Accepting Tyranny Is a Sign of Inner
Corruption

Allah says in the Quran, of the people of
Pharaoh:
“He took his people lightly (or made
fools of his people) and they obeyed.
They indeed were a wicked people.”
[43:54]

The Pharaoh’s action 1s described by Allah as
“istikhfaf’, which means to “take someone
lightly” or *to incite, excite or entertain
someone to cause him to deviate from his
judgement and intelligence” or “to make a tool
of someone”. What 1s remarkable 1s that Allah
does not blame the Pharaoh for this action in the
verse, but the people who allowed themselves to
be taken lightly. They did so because they were
wicked themselves. This further establishes that
to oppose 1njustice and tyranny against oneself
or against someone else before one’s eyes 1s
itselt a vice for which Allah chastises people.

Caring About Public Affairs Is a Branch of
Faith

Both the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings have
shown an amazing level of solidarity and public
concern among these young people. This 1s all
the more significant given the previous level of
“political” apathy, particularly in the Arab-
Muslim world, which had reached a level of
crises. By political or public concern 1 do not
mean that every Muslim must constantly talk
about or seek power, but that Muslims must be
concerned with the weltare of all the people that
are within their sphere of influence. In the
parlance of Western political science, this 1s
often known as having a sense of civic
responsibility, but there are firm roots for it 1n
[slam. Our sense of responsibility must not be
limited to just our families, 1mmediate
neighbors or just Muslims, but everyone with
whom we share our resources, our streets, our

environment. and wealth. This means we must
care not only about the Muslim Ummah, which
1s one of the most important parts of faith, but
also about all, including non-Muslims or non-
practicing Muslims, within our society. This 1s
also strengthened by how the Prophet =

distinguished between Islam and Eman. When
defining Islam, he referred to benevolence only
to Muslims: “A Muslim 1s one from whose
hands Muslims are sate”. But, in the same
Hadith, when defining the higher status of a
believer, he said, “A believer 1s one whom
people trust with their lives and wealth.”
(Ahmad, Nasai, part of it1s recorded in Bukhari)

The Prophet 2% also said, “Eman has seventy

some branches, the highest of which 1s saying:
“There 1s no god but Allah™; the lowest 1s to
remove harm from people’s way”. (Bukhari,
Muslim, Nasai) Imagine 1f clearing up a small
stone or banana peel from people’s way 1s part of
faith, how much greater part ot faith it must be to
remove 1njustice, oppression, violence,
corruption, bribery and humiliation from the
lives of the people?

Nationalism can, indeed, become a talse god --
- as 1t did for many 1n the last century --- but just
as 1t 1s an obligation to care about our neighbors
(regardless of their religion) more than non-
neighbors, 1t 1s, by analogy, an obligation to be
concerned about those who are our neighbors in
whatever country or city we live, more so than
about others because they are within our sphere
of influence. As such, i1t 1s legitimate 1f not
required for Egyptian Muslims to care about
other Egyptians, Muslims or not. At the same
time, this senttment must not neglect the
responsibility and brotherhood to other
Muslims, for Islam 1s the strongest of all bonds.

The*“Can Do” Attitude: When Private Words
and Feelings Are Not Enough

In matters of public engagement, the following



