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Concept Note
Professor Muhammad Hamidullah (1908-2002), an outstanding and internationally
renowned Islamic scholar, was born in a respected family of scholars, jurists and judges in
the erstwhile princely state of Hyderabad in India. He graduated from Jamia Nizamia, a
reputed institution of Islamic education, in 1924. He then enrolled at Osmania University,
Hyderabad and received the bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Islamic law. He proceeded
to Germany for higher studies and was awarded a D. Phil by the University of Bonn in 1933.
He received another doctorate from Sorbonne University, Paris in 1935. He returned to
Hyderabad and was appointed a lecturer in the Department of Law at Osmania University.
He taught at Osmania University from 1935 to 1948. The political uncertainty and turmoil
preceding the disintegration of the state of Hyderabad led him to leave his homeland and
settle in Paris. He worked at Centre Nationale de la Recherches Scientifique in Paris from
1954 until his retirement in 1978.
For 26 years, from 1952 to 1978, Professor Hamidullah spent 3 months in a year in Turkey,
where he was invited to teach Islamic law and other Islamic subjects at the universities of
Istanbul, Erzurum and Ankara. In 1994 he fell seriously ill, following which Sadida, his
elder brother’s grand-daughter, took him to the United States where she was staying. He
passed away in Jacksonville, Florida in 2002.

Professor Hamidullah was proficient in more than a dozen languages, including Arabic,
Persian, Turkish, Hebrew, Urdu, French, German, English, Italian, Spanish, Latin, Greek,
Russian and Chinese. In a long scholarly career spanning over six decades, he wrote nearly
100 books in seven languages and more than 1,000 papers and articles. He translated the
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Quran into French (Le Saint Coran), which was first published in 1959 and which carried a
foreword by the renowned French Orientalist Louis Massignon. Since its first publication,
millions of copies of this translation have been printed and it remains the most popular and
widely read French translation of the Quran in the world. Professor Hamidullah also
published translations of parts of the Quran in German and English. His other publications
include Al-wathaiq al-siyasiyah lil ahd al-nabawi wal khilfah al-rashidah (1983), Sahifah
Hammam ibn Munabbih (1956), Le Prophete de l’Islam (in two volumes, 1979), Muslim
Conduct of State (1979), Battlefields of the Prophet Muhammad (1979), Muhammad
Rasulullah (1979) and Introduction to Islam (1990). Professor Hamidullah discovered and
edited about a dozen rare and invaluable Islamic manuscripts. He translated Imam
Muhammad ibn Hasan al-Shaybani’s monumental work Siyar al-Kabir, into French. The
translation was published in four volumes from Ankara in 1989.
Three aspects of Professor Hamidullah’s contributions are particularly note-worthy. First,
He explicated and interpreted Islamic law in the context of time and space and in a
comparative perspective and in terms of the contemporary legal discourse. He highlighted
the rational basis of Islamic legal prescriptions, the universality of Islamic law and its
inherent dynamism and its capacity to deal with unforeseen circumstances and situations.
He pointed out that a distinctive feature of Islamic law is that all social and political
institutions must be governed by the Shariah and that the judiciary should function
independent of the government. This principle allowed sufficient autonomy to Muslim legal
scholars and jurists to pursue their scholarly interests and were thus able to advance the
frontiers of Islamic jurisprudence without let or hindrance from the powers that be.
Secondly, Professor Hamidullah convincingly showed that the foundations of international
law were laid by Muslim scholars and jurists centuries before Hugo Grotius (1583-1965)
wrote on the subject, and that Islamic international law exerted a deep and pervasive
influence on the development of international law in the West. Thirdly, while he
appreciated the contributions of European Orientalists to Islamic learning, he identified the
flaws and shortcomings of their works and cogently and effectively countered their
criticism of Islam and Islamic civilization. Professor Khurshid Ahmad has remarked that
Professor Hamidullah was the first and last Orientalist among Muslims because his
erudition and depth of learning, linguistic proficiency and analytical rigour not only
matched those of European Orientalists but also surpassed them in many respects.

In Western legal history, the celebrated Dutch legal scholar Hugo Grotius is considered the
founder of international law. Professor Hamidullah has pointed out that the foundations of
international law were laid, eight centuries before Grotius, by Muslim legal scholars and
jurists, notably by Imam Zayd ibn Ali (d. 120 AH), Imam Abu Hanifah (d. 150 AH) and
Muhammad ibn Hasan al-Shaybani (d. 189 AH). The earliest treatise on Islamic
international law was Zayd ibn Ali’s Kitab al-Majmu,’ which unfortunately did not survive
the vicissitudes of time. Abu Hanifah wrote Kitab al-Siyar, one of the earliest works on the
subject, which too did not survive the ravages of time. However, large parts of this treatise
as well as Abu Hanifah’s lecture notes on the subject were incorporated by his disciples.
Fortunately, some of these works are extant. The most comprehensive work on Islamic
international law is Al-Shaybani’s Al-Siyar al-Kabir. The complete text of this monumental
work is preserved in Al-Sarakhsi’s voluminous commentary, al-Mabsut. Al-Shaybani also
wrote a shorter treatise on Islamic international law, called Al-Siyar al-Saghir.
In his doctoral thesis Die Neutralitat im Islamischen Volkerrecht, which was submitted to
the University of Bonn in 1933 and which was published from Bonn and Leipzig in 1935,
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Professor Hamidullah offered a cogent refutation of the claim that international law
originated in Europe in the 16th century. He demonstrated, in this book and subsequently in
The Muslim Conduct of State (1979), that international law was first conceived and
enunciated by Muslim legal scholars and jurists in the 7th century CE.
Islamic international law recognised, for the first time in legal history, that all nations,
regardless of the distinctions of class or creed, developed a body of rights and obligations.
Islamic international law, which forms an integral part of Islamic jurisprudence, deals with
wide-ranging issues, including rules and regulations related to war and peace, ethics of
war, rights of prisoners of war and asylum seekers, political, diplomatic and commercial
relations between Muslim and non-Muslim states, neutrality, conflict of laws, immunity,
rebellion and civil war, treaties, territorial jurisdiction and the rights of non-Muslim
subjects of Islamic state. The provisions of Islamic international law which deal with the
ethics of war are particularly important. The Prophet instructed Muslim soldiers sent to
fight the Byzantine army not to harm unarmed civilians and unresisting inhabitants and
not to destroy the means of their subsistence, including their palm trees and orchards.

Professor Hamidullah points out that the earliest writers on international law, such as
Francisco de Vitoria (1480-1546), Baltasar de Ayala (1548-1584), Francisco Suarez (15481617), Alberico Gentili (1552-1608) and Pierre Bello, were Spanish and Italian and were
the product of an intellectual and cultural milieu which was deeply influenced by Islamic
civilization. Hugo Grotius’ book De Jure Belli ac Pacis was written in Paris, where libraries
were filled with books on Islamic sciences. Grotius acknowledged that he was deeply
influenced by his Spanish predecessor De Vitoria, who was indebted to prominent Spanish
writers on international law, notably King Alfonso X of Castile. King Alfonso’s treatise Las
Siete Partidas, written in 1263, clearly testifies to the influence of Islamic law. The fact that
Grotius was quite familiar with Islamic law is attested by his amazement and appreciative
reference to the issue of postliminium in Islamic law.
The Austrian Orientalist Joseph Hammer von Purgstall (1774-1856) was greatly impressed
by Al-Shaybani’s Al-Siyar al-Kabir and described its author as the Hugo Grotius of the
Islamic world. A German legal scholar Hans Kruse said that when we compare the views of
al-Shaybani and Hugo Grotius, it becomes evident that even after eight centuries European
law did not attain the lofty heights of humanism, which is a distinctive feature of Islamic
law. Kruse, who held al-Shaybani in great esteem, founded the Shaybani Society of
International Law in 1955. Christopher Weeramantry, a former judge and vice-president of
the International Court of Justice at The Hague, describes al-Shaybani as the author of the
most detailed early treatise on international law. He adds that al-Shaybani was the
precursor for the development of modern international law and that Hugo Grotius’ work on
international law was in all probability influenced by earlier Islamic legal scholars,
particularly al-Shaybani.

A significant component of international law deals with the status and treatment of
refugees, displaced persons and asylum seekers. The United Nations Refugee Agency
(UNHCR), in collaboration with Naif Arab University and the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation, sponsored a comparative study of Islamic influences on international refugee
law in 2009. The study noted that the Islamic tradition of providing protection and
generosity towards people fleeing persecution has had a far greater influence on
international refugee law than any other historical source. The study, The Right to Asylum
Between Islamic Shari’ah and International Refugee Law: A Comparative Study, shows that
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Islamic law and tradition respect refugees and asylum seekers, including non-Muslims,
forbid forcing them to change their beliefs, seek to reunite them with their families and
guarantees the protection of their lives and property.

In The Muslim Conduct of State, a work of monumental scholarship, Professor Hamidullah
set out, in a systematic, well-documented and cogent style, the structure and contours of
the Islamic state, as gleaned from the principles laid down in the Quran and the Prophet’s
Sunnah, the city-state founded by the Prophet in Madinah and the precepts of the Four
Caliphs and the Prophet’s companions, and in the light of the legal principles enunciated in
the classical works of Islamic jurisprudence. The discussion on the protection of the legal,
political, social and cultural rights of the non-Muslim subjects of the Islamic state, as
mandated by Islamic law, is of particular importance and has a great contemporary
relevance. The Islamic state, as portrayed by Professor Hamidullah, appears as a humane
political institution founded on the fundamental Islamic principles of freedom of belief and
conscience, equality and social justice, security of life, honour and property, the rule of law,
kindness and compassion, and protection of human rights, including minority rights. This
provides a much-needed corrective to the distortion and misrepresentation that has
surrounded the idea of an Islamic state in present times, which are fuelled and reinforced
by the barbaric actions of some extremist and misguided Muslim groups, which are
reminiscent of the ideology of the heterodox group of khawarij in the early history of Islam.
Professor Hamidullah led an exceptionally simple and frugal life. His life and scholarly
work exemplify the selflessness and dedication of scholars, jurists and savants in the early
centuries of the Islamic era. He was extremely humble and self-effacing, courteous, kind
and generous. Though he led a life of celibacy, he was easily approachable and accessible to
scholars, researchers and young students. Deeply impressed and inspired by his exemplary
life and character and his scholarship, thousands of French men and women embraced
Islam, many of them at his hands.

In Turkey, Professor Hamidullah’s lectures were highly popular and were attended not
only by a large number of students but also teachers and members of the intelligentsia. His
lectures, his books (which were available in Turkish translation), his exceptional erudition
and proficiency in over a dozen languages and his exemplary life and personality played a
significant role in the revival of Islamic consciousness and identity, which was suppressed
by the secularist Kemalist ruling class. The resurgence of Islamic consciousness ultimately
led to the collapse of the Kemalist regime and the emergence of the Justice and
Development Party as a dominant political force in the country.

Professor Hamidullah’s monumental contributions and his life have been a beacon of light
and inspiration and a role model for three generations of Muslim scholars, researchers and
students and his legacy will continue to inspire future generations. With a view to
acknowledge the debt that the Muslim ummah owes to this great son of Islam and to
highlight the relevance of his contributions in the context of present times, the Institute of
Objective Studies proposes to hold an international conference on “The Legacy of
Muhammad Hamidullah and Its Contemporary Relevance” on February 17-18, 2017 at
New Delhi.
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The deliberations at the seminar will focus on the following themes:
(i)

(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

(vi)

(vii)

Professor Hamidullah’s French translation of the Quran and its significance in the
context of the spread of Islam in France in particular and in Europe and among
French-speaking people in different countries in general
His contribution to the Prophet’s biography in French, English and Urdu
His contribution to Islamic law in general and to Islamic international law and its
influence on Western legal history in particular in the context of the contemporary
legal discourse
His explication of the structure of the Islamic state and the protection of human
rights, including minority rights, in Pax Islamica
His considered and balanced views on Orientalism and his critique of Orientalist
writings, and their relevance in the contemporary context
His contribution to Islamic Economics in the context of contemporary researches
and current trends in the subject
His unique approach to da’wah and inter-faith dialogue and its contemporary
relevance

Tentative Outline of Programme
 Inaugural Session

 Impressions/Tributes
 Business Sessions on:


Prof Hamidullah at Jamia Nizamia and Jamia Osmania



Prof. Hamidullah and the Prophet’s Sirah










Prof Hamidullah and Islamic Manuscripts
Prof. Hamidullah and Islamic Law

Prof Hamidullah and Translations of the Quran
Prof Hamidullah and Orientalism

Human Rights in Islam and Prof. Hamidullah’s Contribution
Prof Hamidullah on Da’wah and Inter-faith Dialogue
Prof Hamidullah and Islamic Resurgence in Turkey

Prof Hamidullah’s Contribution to Islamic Economics

 Valedictory Session

*****************************************************
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