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STANDARDS OF CIVILITY IN WESTERN TRADITION
AND THE QURAN

(COMPARATIVE STUDY)
By
Majdoleen Muhammad Ali
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Dr. Samirah Khawaldeh
Co-Supervisor
Dr. Jihad Nussirat

ABSTRACT
Why civility matters, a theme that is widely attracting the sociologists in the West

in current days. They believe that civility is in decline. Accordingly, they have to do
something to revive it so as to keep their civilization. However, what is civility?
because in the Arabic language we do not have a parallel literal meaning.

The main objective of the study is to identify the word civility and demonstrate
that civility codes, which enabled the West to change behavior and paved the way to
establish civilized peaceful societies, are actually available in the Qur'anic verses in
more comprehensive manner from more than fourteen hundreds years ago.

The study sheds light on the term civility from its first symptoms in Medieval
phase and its emergence in the Renaissance up to this day. And how the term was
correlated with various historical factors (political, intellectual and socio-economic)
that the word itself has represented a specific meaning with specific code of rules and
manners in every historical stage. Subsequently, the study illuminates the historical
conditions of the period within which the Qur'an was revealed (Al-Jahiliyyah), and how
Qur'anic verses that emphasize on knowledge changed mentalities and established
Islamic integrity, then they provided the basis of establishing the first Islamic communal
entity (Al-Madinah State). This work demonstrates the methodology that the Quran
follows so as to construct a universal civility and build up a civilized distinctive Islamic

character. The work traces the rules of modern civility in The Holy Qur'an in order to
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find common features. In addition, it analyses why civility matters so much to the West
and why it does in Islam.

The study stresses that the Qur'an is a complete system of civility rules and
manners which endeavor to establish civilized communities from its first revelation to
this day. Meaning that civility within the Qur'an standards are fix and stable(do not
affected whatever the conditions are), comprehensive (deals with all matters in Human
life) and inclusive (addresses man's relationship with Allah, oneself, the other and with
the universe as a whole).

The significance of the study emanates from the fact that it deals with civility as a
group of behaviors towards the other that was developed and improved in the West
during time age and up to this day. Thus, it does not attack the West. It also presents the
Quran as not a mere book of morals and order of severe worships on the contrary
morals and worships were designated in order to build up civilized peaceful societies.
The work provides an assessment of divinely-made project of laws of civil conducts
presented in the Qur'an and find points of meeting with human-made project of
traditions of civility in the West today, in order to validate if there are shared values
between both. The study follows the historical approach in dealing with the first chapter
(Civility in the West). While in the second chapter (Civility in Qur'an), it follows a
comparative methodology in way to find similarities and differences of civility codes
between both so as to decide which one is better to be adopted.

The study indicates that the Qur'an is the best inclusive fixed universal book that
can be adopted at any time and any place for the welfare of the human beings and for
the rest of the world. It points out to the final destination of our good deeds that make
them the most beautiful and perfect. It also implies that Muslims hold with the worships
and forget about transactions. In fact, Muslims abandoned the real purpose of their
religion and of the existence of man on Earth, which led to the decline of the Islamic

civilization.
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Introduction

I have been always looking forward to the Western world in impressive
admiration. A full equality before the law, mutual respect among their citizens
regardless of their religious, political, cultural, intellectual, and social diversity. In
addition to the peaceful interactions, violent constraint (at least within their own
societies), time accuracy, good appearance and etiquette.

It has never come to my mind that media (films and documentaries), when
tackling the medieval stage with people of dirty faces and clothes, torturing and Killing
for no reason, and disgust was everywhere, is in fact informing a historical reality and
delivering a message of how they really were. An incredible shift that anyone would
ask how did they manage to transform this miserable situations and establish a standard
of behaviors that enable them to achieve civil societies and happiness to their members.
Although, these great rules are man-made achievements apart from any divine
intervention. Furthermore, their secular societies do not impose laws of polite behaviors
upon their citizens.

On the other hand, desperately, | look to the Muslims conditions in our area,
where violence reigns everywhere, frustration, inequality, corruption, bad manners are
manifestations of our age. | wander, how is this happening when Allah says: " Ye are
the best of peoples, evolved for mankind" (3:110).

I know and believe deep inside and many of you that the answer would be our
moving away from religion and from our Holy Book the Qur'an. | also know that the
Qur'an would have never miss any single element that could achieve happiness to all
human beings without mentioning it. However, a huge other campaign of Westerners,
secular people and even ordinary Muslims believe it is because we are sticking with

religion and refuse to separate it from all aspects of everyday life. Moreover, they give

All Rights Reserved - Library of University of Jordan - Center of Thesis Deposit



the west as a model and an experience that proved its success. In addition to examples
of Islamic terrorist movements which provoke violence and those who claims Islam and
know nothing about it except of worship. They behave aggressively, dressed in a messy
way, they represent intolerance and refuse the other. Unfortunately, "Islam is being
destructed in the name of Islam” (Al Ghazali, 1985, 27).

I have once read the term civility as an equivalent to non violence, and also as a
set of rules that requires good manners, politeness, morals and self control so as to ease
social intercourse. Civility in the west is a mindful process of self-control and self-
discipline over self desires and immediate impulses. I thought, we do not have a similar
term with the same meaning although | knew Islam is the religion of peace, good
behaviors and even etiquette. In fact Allah All-mighty is Beautiful who loves beauty.

I had to conduct a research so as discover the Western civility from the beginning
of its emergence with all its historical, political, social, economic and intellectual
dimensions so as to understand how was the term shaped, and to decide if the term was
stable over the years and what are the rules and requirements that shape civil behavior
in the west today. The former findings enable me to make a comparison of similarities
and differences between the Western experience conditions of establishing a code of
behavioral conducts and the conditions that accompanied the construction of the Islamic
behavioral laws.

Impressively, while the Westerners believe that civility (on the basis of goodness,
equality and non violence) is culture-bound, the Qur'an declares within its verses, which
addresses all human beings, that civility is universal principle that cut across
boundaries, time and space. Allah All-mighty says:

"O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and

made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise
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(each other). Verily the most honored of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the most
righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all things)"
(49:13).

Furthermore, it is of great importance for Westerners to realize that Muslim's
Holy Book has a whole set of morals and ethics that endeavor to build a positive open-
minded Islamic distinctive character. Accordingly, the moral Islamic law does not have
any shortage, it is we that do not abide by. I believe our crisis are more than individual
practices but I also know that Allah's laws in the universe have taught us that "Verily
never will Allah change the condition of a people until they change what is within
themselves™ (13:11).

However, basically, my first interest is to make an assessment of divinely-made
project of laws of civil conducts presented in the Qur'an so as to find points of meeting
with human-made project of traditions of civility in the west today, in order to validate
if there are shared values between both. This study enables the reader to decide which
of both traditions are essential for establishing civil societies free of quarrels. Besides,
they do not change under any condition or circumstances.

Finally, and to make this study almost complete, | find myself enforced to search
why do the Westerners adhere, strongly, to this code of civility manners, while it is
voluntary, in democratic societies, where one has the freedom of self-expression.
Accordingly, | have to shed light on the holy reason of all of our good actions and
behaviors, The reason that would turn them into perfect and complete civil conducts. |
just want Muslims and Westerners to recognize that Islam is not a religion of only
worship. In fact, worships are designated so as to discipline our desires and purify our
souls, and that the only message of Shari‘ah is to construct this world according to

morality and ethics.
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This research requires that | touch on concepts and ideas from different disciplines

such as (history, philosophy, literature, sociology) so as to understand the process of

civility in Europe from its beginning until it has reached this particular context today. It

also demands that | recall the experience of establishment the first Islamic state in

Madinah so as to discover and present a vivid model of Islamic civility.

Of the most important literatures | reviewed are:

1-

Civility a Cultural History (2009), is a book written by Benet Davetian.
Davetian is one of the most contemporary writers that is very much
interested in cultural studies; mainly the study of civility. | relied to some
extent on this book for historical confirmations. This book discusses the
genealogy of Western courtesy and civility from the Middle Ages as
courtly manners, the Renaissance as secular civility to the Enlightenment
period and the French revolution, in England and finally the American
experience of democracy and the informal civility. Then it tackles
multifaceted anatomy of civility; there is a chapter that makes comparison
between France, England and America. Finally the book tackles the
decreasing aspects of civility and how to achieve a resurgence of its
values.

Another important book that | depended on in my research thesis is
Civility: Manners, Morals and the Etiquette of Democracy by Stephen L.
Carter [Ney York: 2009]. The book emphasizes the need to be civil in
order to live happily and peacefully. The examples the book gives are very
much similar to the Islamic values such as respecting others, loving
neighbors, forgiving, even one controls his own anger is a sacrifice and

many others morals as well as ethics but the difference is that the writer
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considers them as divine Christian and Jewish morals. It provides
generally standards of civility and addresses the American democratic
experience precisely as a reflection of civility. In his opinion "the basis of
principles of civility -generosity and trust- should apply as fully in the
market and in politics as in every other human activity"(173). He also
believe that civility rules of self-discipline could only save democratic
societies, which guaranty the freedom of self-expression over self-control,
because as he puts it "The real freedom is to commit yourself to less
freedom™ (93)

In The civilizing process by Norbert Elias [USA:2000) which has become
the standard reference for students of civility”. This book, which I rely
heavily upon in my thesis, is constituted of two volumes. The first one
traces the change of behavior in the secular upper classes. It starts from the
symptoms of initially refined behavior in the middle ages which first
called courtesy. The writer provides excerpts from all over Europe
concerning various courtly precepts such as table manners, sleeping,
eating, spitting, women and men relationships and others taken from
various poems, epics, in addition to ecclesiastical literature throughout
centuries, of course starting from the Middle Ages, so as to prove the unity
of behavior around Europe, and what characteristics they conveyed. In the
second volume he studies thoroughly feudalization, the state formation and
how did the West establish their civilization. He answered the question of
why people changed their behavior from eating with their fingers,
urinating and defecating in the street or even at the dinner table, spit

wherever they want, to a sudden care of appearance and he connects this
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change with the transformation from the same period in the degree of
violence and immediate impulses. Elias's first concerns was to associate
the change of the social structure with the structure of affects for, as he
puts it:" it was the structure of society that required and generated a
specific standard of emotional control"(169). He is convinced that people
recognized that if they wanted the project of the nation-state to survive,
they had to cooperate by controlling their impulses which led to a
turnover to a set of rules for expression concerning every aspects of their
life.

Civility today, the requirements or rules of civil conduct which aim is
connecting effectively with others, prescriptions | searched a lot for in
Qur'an verses, and the answer of why people of a precise community
should follow civility, are topics covered in Choosing Civility: The twenty
five rules of considerate conduct [New York:2002] by P. M. Forni, the
cofounder of the John Hopkins Civility Project.

In Jacques revel's The Uses of Civility (1989), who illuminates why
Erasmus's work De Civilitate Morum Purilium (On Civility in Boys)
(1530) where the term civility was first mentioned, is innovative. In fact,
in almost all of the books that I refer to in this thesis agree on the same
view. Mainly, Elias's The Civilizing Process. Furthermore, he
demonstrates why there had been an evolution of manners between the
period of 1500-1800. Then he concludes that civility addressed different
audiences with specific group of manners whether in every stage of history

or even in the same period.
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Reproduced from:

http://web5.bucknell.edu/Collections_and_Borrowing/Special_Collections_University

Archives/Images_for_classes/medievalhouse/index.html. Retrieved 2014 April 28
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