
Intellectual Discourse, 2001
Vol 9, No 1, 67-83

The Concept of Culture and CulturalTransformation: 
Views of Malik Bennabi

Abdulaziz Berghout.

Abstract: This article aims at contributing to an integrated understanding of
Malik Bennabi's view of culture and cultural transformation. An attempt is
made to analyze Bennabi's concepts and ideas that constitute the core of his
study of culture and its dynamic civilizing junction. The paper introduces
Bennabi's understanding of culture as a project with a pivotal educational
value. His cultural envisioning shows that ethics, aesthetics, practical
reasoning and technical skills form the nucleus of any civilizational change.
The paper highlights Bennabi's view that culture is an important social and
educational agent of change that can restore the sense of efficacy and
creativity to the Islamic society.

Among the Muslim scholars Malik Bennabi is one of the few who
have written extensively on the relationship between civilization and
cultural transformation. Bennabi believes that civilization is the result
of a cultural transformation that leads to the creation of the necessary
synthesis for the civilization construction. By his account, the function
of cultural transformation is to systematize and orient the human
civilizing energy in the form of a civilizing project that can impart the
initial historical thrust to a society. It is important to understand the
similarities between civilization and culture as well as to describe the
role of cultural transformation in any envisioning of civilizationconstruction, 

because cultural transformation is the main, agent ofchange 
that could create the living platform for any human

civilizational advancement and progress.
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Cultural Transformation and the Issue of Man
Any major cultural transformation that can impart to a society the
nascent push into world civilization, requires a change within the
human personality, in its broad sense, that includes the human spirit,
mind, behavior, social relations and style of life. In this respect,
Bennabi asserts that one should "renovate the man, conforming to the
true Islamic tradition and the methods of the new sciences.". Hence,
the renovation of man should be undertaken based on an integrative
plan that can deal with the entire surroundings and factors that
influence the real civilizing capacities of people. According to
Bennabi, cultural transformation should extend its effects beyond mere
human decorations or prestigious alterations. It should touch the
essence of the human composition and substantiate its content in the
form of a new synthesis of the human personality and life as well.

In line with this, it should be noted that Bennabi's interest in the
human factors and their role in cultural transformation is a logical
result of his analysis of the crisis of the Islamic civilization and
society. In his view, when a civilization declines, people lose all
creativity and efficacy. Thus, only a new cultural project can
transform human personality to playa new role in history and society.

Fawzia Bariun has noted that "Bennabi extrapolating from his
general observation about post-civilizational man, felt that the Muslim
of his time were simply incapable of producing another civilization.
They had already lost the intellectual, moral and psychological
elements that would have entitled them to respond actively to
history. ,,2 Accordingly, any solution that will not transform man

himself will not create the necessary formula for a new civilization.
Hence, we find Bennabi arguing that "we should change anew the
personal equation of the individual. ,,3 In other words, reconstructing

the Muslim personality should be the first task of the civilizing process
in the Muslim world. Indeed, the present Muslims face the great
dilemma of backwardness because they "no longer know how to apply
their genius to their soil and time. ,,4 Bennabi insists that this situation

would continue, "unless a total and profound change occurred in the
Muslim spirit. ,,5 Therefore, he suggests that any transformation of man

should focus on three important elements: his thought, his labor and
his wealth.
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Transfonnation of Man and Human Orientation

Bennabi suggests that the appropriate way to utilize human thought,
labor and wealth in the civilizing process is through orientation
(tawjih). He stresses that a theory and method for orienting these
elements in a social project is required. According to him, orientation6
initially means the ability "to define and clarify things,,7 as well as to
"avoid the wastage of the human vital energy and time. ,,8

Additionally, orientation denotes the ability to achieve "harmony in
the movement of a civilization, and unity in the objectives, ,,9 and it

also denotes avoidance of conflict "between efforts which stem from
the same sources and aim at similar objectives" 10

Taking into consideration the above-mentioned definitions, one may
underscore the importance of planning as an essential component of
orientation. Bennabi stresses the idea of planning as a driving-force in
the process of transforming man. By his account, our problem is not in
the realm of means or objects, "rather it is in planning and organizing
our capacities."'1 Therefore, planning as the piece de resistance of
orientation can influence the psycho-social and cultural situation of
both man and society. Additionally, orientation assists in "the pre-
definition of objectives and the determination of the practical methods
and programs to achieve them." 12 In line with this it seems that

Bennabi prefers to emphasize the precedence of orientation of the
intellectual and psychological dimensions of man. For him "such a
change which would focus mainly on the realm of ideas, is the only
way to restore the individual's ability to create civilization. ,,13

Attributing such an importance to the intellectual and psychological
aspects of man, Bennabi asserts that any. attempt to reformulate the
Muslim mind and personality demands a cultural project. Thus, any
thinking on the problem of man is a thinking on the problem of
civilization.

General Expose on the Concept of Culture

In order to fathom the position and role of cultural transformation in
the new Islamic civilizing process, we should analyze the concept of
culture and its relation with that of civilization. There are many views
regarding the concept of culture.'4 The most comprehensive classical
definition of culture, which was followed by most of the sociological
definitions, was provided by Edward B. Taylor as: "that complex
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, moral, law, custom, and
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of
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society." IS This definition concentrates more on the ingredients of

culture as such, and does not show the function of culture and its
dynamic movement in the social life of the individual and society. 16

Within this context, culture is something inherited or given to the
individual as a member of the society. It is clear that the term
"acquired" in the above quotation hides the real meaning of culture as
a process of transforming and modifying the traits and life of people.

In another definition provided by William P. Scott, culture is "the
way of life of a social group; the group's total man-made
environment, including all the material and non-material products of
group life that are transmitted from one generation to the next. ,,17

However, this definition does not tell us about the position and role of
the individual in the cultural context nor does it show the methods and
channels of the transmitting process of the values of culture from one
generation to another. It just provides a superficial description of the
act of transmission of the cultural values. An additional perspective is
provided in the following passage:

After surveying current definitions of culture, Alfred L. Kroeber and
Clyde Kluckhohn concluded that the consensus of most of social
scientists is that 'culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of
and for behavior acquired and transmitted by symbols, constituting the
distinctive achievements of human groups, including their
embodiments in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of
traditional (i.e., historically derived and selected) ideas and especially
their attached values of culture. IS

The above paragraph underlines two important elements in the
concept of culture: first, the patterns that govern the movement of
culture are such that they match certain norms, a fact which implies
the possibility of viewing it as a system and a process. 19 Secondly. the

definition underscores the significance of behavior in culture. In other
words, culture has to do with human activity and behavior, which
means that it has a function and role in the life of a group and society
as well. In many other definitions, there is a greater emphasis on the
components and channels of culture, rather than its functions and
operational patterns. For example, in some sociological definitions
culture could be defined as "the languages, norms, values, beliefs,
knowledge and symbols that make up a way of life, also it is the
understanding of how to act that people share with one another in any
stable and self reproducing group.,,20 Funhermore, according to some
anthropologists, culture is "the way of life of people or as what an
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individual needed to know to survive in a society or as what could be
learned by and individual and passed down in a society. "21

Educationally speaking, culture can be defined as "the embodiment in
the mind and life of people, of all it has achieved in thought, character
and manners enriched by the association of a common land. ,,22

Another author defined culture as "the sum total of values and
concepts that govern individual and society's behavior. ,,23

Furtherrnore, another writer has emphasized the theoretical and
historical dimensions of culture. He stated that culture is "a
development in the philosophical thoughts.. .the important historical
events and also development in conduct and behavior. ,,24 Taking into

consideration the previous definitions, one can conclude that culture is
a living human context that reflects a way of life and carries out the
function of educating the members of society as well as transforming
the human behavior and attitude in light of certain norms and 'patterns.
Hence, it is culture and cultural empowerment that influences the
movement of civilization and its achievements in the course of the
human development.

It would be useful to look at some other contemporary attempts to
link the concepts of culture and civilization.25 Wittfogel defines
civilization as "the totality of cultural conditions, ideas and beliefs of a
given country. "26 Toynbee has conceived civilization as a "kind of
culture found in cities. ,,27

Bennabi's Cultural Envisioning

Bennabi constructed his own view of culture with reference to his
general framework and tools of analysis.28 He classified the Western
views concerning the concept of culture into two different
philosophical stances: that of the liberal Western societies29 and that of
the socialist Western societies.3O According to the former, culture is
related more to the problems of man. Accordingly, man is the center
of any conceptual analysis of culture; it all revolves around the
philosophy of man as a central being whose activities constitute the
core of culture. Whereas in the latter stance, culture pertains more to
the issues and problems of the society, and its central theme is
society.31 It has a functional relationship with the life and movement of
a socjety.32

According to Bennabi these two stance~ did not provide any content
of culture that can be taught and transmitted among the members of
society. He argues that viewing culture as a philosophy of man on one
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side and as a philosophy of society on the other, may lead to conflict
and social instability.33 On one side we have the view which focuses
on man and on the opposite side we have the view that takes the
society as its centre. Therefore, as Bennabi puts it, in order to avoid
disharmony in the development of society, we should look at the
educational and ethical dimensions of culture.34 In other words, one
should conceive of cult1]re as a dynamic human milieu that provides
educational and ethical training for the betterment and refinement of
the individual and society. Accordingly, Bennabi defines culture as:

The total sum of ethical characteristics and social values attained by the
individual since his birth, as a primary resource within the
environment in which he was born.. culture is the living environment
and milieu in which man acquires and formulates his habits and
personality. 3S

This living reality contains "external elements, such as measures,
tunes, motions and internal elements, such as; tastes, customs and
traditions. ,,36 Indeed, culture is the product of the living environment,

including the psychological, social, physical and religious
environment. The latter, is considered as a womb for the cultural
values.37 Thus, one can, in the first general attempt, consider culture
as an environment consisting of colours, sounds, forms, styles,
motions, amiable things, pictures, and ideas spreading every where. It
is the ambiance in which man is being formulated and fashioned to
undertake a civilizing mission.38

Eventually, the concentration on the socio-environmental approach
may lead to the view that cultural values are of general influence on
the different categories of society. In fact, every member of the society
is involved in a social advantage with the system of the cultural values.
Bennabi argues that people do not only learn culture but also breath it
as values and norms from their broad environment.39 "Culture is not a
phenomenon stemming from school. Rather, it is a phenomenon which
is acquired from the living human environment. ,,40 Bennabi further

argues that this living environment is quite powerful and effective in
generating a civilizing movement that can change the human
personality and influence human life. Culture is not only related to the
issues of the individual but to a wide range of issues pertinent to the
society. Hence, as Bennabi asserts, culture combines both the
considerations of the individual and the considerations of the society.
This integrative approach makes his concept of culture more dynamic
and effective in serving the needs of the individual as well as that of
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the society. In fact, Bennabi's integrative envisioning of culture and
cultural transformation reflects the comprehensiveness of culture and
its global impact on the entire life of people. By his account, culture
concerns the whole society, the children who have not yet reached the
school age. It contains the entire society and plays a pivotal role in
solving the problems of its members.41 Indeed, culture, "interferes in
the affairs of the individuals and in the construction of the society as
well as it deals with the problems of both the leaders and the
masses. »42 If one looks deeper into the previous envisioning of culture,

one can see Bennabi's strong emphasis on the notion of social
education. His focus on culture as a living social environment, which
involves all categories of the society, implies the notion of social
education.

According to him, if culture is of a communal nature and has a
civilizational function, then it has to manifest itself in the form of a
social education that creates the atmosphere for every member to play
his role in the development of his society.43 This envisioning of culture
aspires towards providing social education that teaches every
individual the way of living with other individuals in order to be a
civilized people. In fact, Bennabi argues that social education is
nothing but culture as such.44 Providing more explanation to the notionof social education Bennabi argues that: .

Accordingly, social education (culture) is by no means a set of rules
and theoretical concepts which have no authority on real life, that is on
the realm of persons ideas and objects. It is not also the product of the
self-styled intellectuals and encyclopedic scholars who may know all
the vocabulary of dictionaries, without being aware of what it would
mean in the realm of reality and facts.45

Social education or culture according to this view should be able to
modify the human reality and to construct the civilizing relations
among people. In line with this analysis, education can be defined as
the "general process by which a social group, whether an entire
society or just a family, transmits attitudes, beliefs, behavior and skills
to its members,,46 Additionally, education should aspire for the
"integration of professional skills and character development, the
development of a well-rounded personality, the need to master science
and technology education, the need to master more than one
language. ,'47

Indeed, this is the comprehensive meaning and role which Bennabi
attributes to the concept of social education. By his account, any
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education that excludes from its projects and methods the issue of man
as the central object of change and cultural transformation will not
generate a civilizing process. In a broad sense, Bennabi provides a
wide meaning to the concept of social education by relating it to the
three realms of society: that of persons, objects and ideas. He states
that:

Likewise every verity which does not affect the social trinity of
persons, ideas and objects is a dead verity. Similarly, every word,
which does not contain an embryo of a specific activity, is but a
void, indeed, dead word buried in a cemetery called 'dictionary.'
Even the notion of social education shares in such a universal
destiny if it is not converted in the realm of reality into efficient
methods for changing man and teaching him how to live with his
co.,brothers, how to generate with them the means and forces that
would improve the conditions of human existence and how to build
together with them the network of relations that would enable the
society to carry out its concerted action in history .48

In a nutshell, culture is an important social and educational channel
that contributes to the civilizing process of the human personality andthe 

social reality. It allows the people to reform their civilization
through "its transforming function" which pushes every member ofthe 

society to change himself with reference to the way of life of his
society. Additionally, one should view the concept of culture as a
social project that aspires to construct a relationship between leaders
and masses as well as to formulate a link between the realm of ideas
and that of objects.

Bennabi's Educational Envisioning and the Cultural Project

Having established such a significant and distinctive view of culture, it
is only pertinent to ask about Bennabi's educational project. In what
way does culture contribute to the formation of the human personality
and the style of life in a society?

In Bennabi' s view, one should take into consideration the age and
stage of the evolution of the society and its civilization. For instance,
the age and phase of development of the present Muslim society is
totally different from the age and phase of the development of Western
society. In the Western world, people are living at a particular stage of
action, which characterizes their life with certain values and features.
Therefore, their definition and orientation of culture will be related
more to their own context. For them, civilized culture is something
that exists in reality; they breathe it in their daily activities and it
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constitutes a part of their life and development. On the contrary, the
concept of civilized culture in the Muslim world is very different from
that of the West. For the Muslim society, it is a question of creating a
social reality, which does not exist yet. It is a matter of planning to
construct a civilized culture that is still at the theoretical level. Bennabi
argues that one should imagine a definition of culture not only from a
theoretical point of view but also one should add to it a practical and
educational point of view.49 According to him, culture should provide
a social education to the different categories of the Muslim society.
Therefore, we should imagine it as an educationai project, which
consists of four basic elements: the ethical constitution to reconstruct
the social relations, the aesthetic sense to formulate the social
awareness, the practical reasoning to determine all sorts of social
action and the technical art suitable for every category of the society
or technique in its broad sense.5o Hence, reviving the Muslim
civilization and reconstructing the Muslim society requires a cultural
project that can educate people and provide the necessary social
training for their efficacy and creativity.
The Ethical Order

First of all, any cultural transformation demands an ethical order.
Bennabi argues that ethics and values represent the central theme of
the cultural project.51 Therefore, his analysis of ethics is not of a
philosophical or epistemological nature, rather he focuses on the social
functions.52 Ethics and values should be able to introduce to the
society a complete system of social values that may consolidate and
unite the different categories of people under a general order and
system of life.53

According to Bennabi, the role of an ethical system is to
"incorporate and activate the material elements once they are
integrated in a given time and space ,,54Ethics is meant to guide the
relations and activities within the realm of persons, "without which the
two realms of ideas and objects would not work systematically. ,,55 One
should also note the driving force of values, particularly when they
are derived from a sacred source. According to Bennabi, ethics
represent principles and rules of divine nature.56 In this regard, he
argues that these morals are given by Allah (SWT) at the moment
when a civilization commenced its initial stage of development. This is
why the Prophet (SAS) has mentioned the importance of morals and
virtues: "I have been sent as prophet of God to take moral virtues to the
height of their perfection. ,,57
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The holy Qur'an mentions the social importance of morals in the
following verse:

[For] if thou hardest expended all that is on earth, thou couldst not
have brought their hearts together (by thyself): but Allah did bring
them together. Verily, He is Almighty, Wise. (8:63).

It is obvious that ethics is related to the movement of a society and
its civilization. It has a transforming function in the course of socialevolution, 

as well as an interfering one in the concerted action of the
society .58 Bennabi argues that a society can never carry out aconcerted 

action without the existence of a network of relations59 thatlays 
down the basis for the integration of its various psycho-temporalelements. 

Every social relationship is in its essence a cultural valueembodied 
in the ethical rules as well as in the order peculiar to thatsociety.60The 

Aesthetic Sense

Bennabi argues that if the ethical order is a crucial element in the
educational project of culture, we should be aware that it is not the
only element. In fact, there is another important element which holds
an important position in the cultural project, that is the aesthetic sense.He 

argues that the aesthetic elements in our environment, which
consist of colors, sounds, smells, movements, and pictures reveal to
man his ideas and mould them in a special shape of aesthetic sense.61He 

emphasized that "ideas are meaningful images, built by aesthetic
interplay of colours, voices, smells and forms. ,,62 Accordingly, theaesthetic 

sense, in which the ideas of the individual are moulded,
inspires the human soul to practice the values of benediction and
charity in all his activities, attitudes and habits. 63 It is perhaps

necessary to point out the way in which Bennabi used the concept ofaesthetics 
in his method.

In fact, the aesthetic sense is interfused within the whole life andactivities 
of the human being: all his ideas of his reactions and

responses to the internal and external world which surrounds him. Theaesthetic 
sense affects our behavior as well as our way of approachingthings 

within our society or within the entire universe. For instance,
al-Ghazali provides a wide meaning of the concept of aesthetics.
According to him, beauty can be found in things which are notperceived 

by the senses, like character, knowledge, conduct and
qualities.64
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Indeed, the aesthetic sense as Bennabi conceives it involves in all
our movements and actions, in acts that are very simple, or in works
that are most complicated, we are touched by this sense. Bennabi
suggests a revealing example to show the importance of the aesthetic
sense in our life.65 He argues that the sense of a young pauper who is
in tatters, to evoke people's sympathy, reveals the quality of the
cultural values in his society. In other words, his condition does not so
much prove poverty as it does indicate negligence and chaos.66 It is
obvious from this example that aesthetic sense interferes in our
judgments and attitudes toward our environment, our relations and our
activities.

In all our actions and activities, we should have justifications and
motivations that could reflect to us the significance of our deeds.67
These justifications are related to the realm of ideas and this realm
appertains to the aesthetic sense. That is to say, the aesthetic sense has
an important social significance if one considers it ''as a source for our
ideas and through those ideas the entire activities of the individual are
stemmed in the society. "68 In our consciousness we act because we

feel that ideas are beneficial to us. Therefore, "it is not possible for an
ugly picture to reveal a beautiful imagination or a great value in our
soul. It leaves a bad impression in our soul. Accordingly, the society
which contain this unattractive picture must reflect this picture in its
ideas, deeds and activities. "69

Apparently, when we link the aesthetic sense to ideas as well as
relate it to the social context and our judgment, we realize the crucial
function of this sense in our entire life. Townsend has related the
aesthetic experience to the human judgment. He states that "aesthetic
judgment and aesthetic appreciation cannot be described
independently, for the analysis of judgment is itself based on the
analysis of what is involved in aesthetic experience. "70

If our ideas are derived from the tangible pictures existing in our
social environment, then, they are reflected in the soul of people who
live in it. Hence, these tangible pictures become moral pictures from
which our ideas are derived. Thus, "aesthetic sense found in our
social environment, which contains colors, sounds, smells, movement,
forms, and reveals to man his ideas. ,,71 Any form of aesthetics that
contradicts the principles 72 of the ethical constitution will not be

accepted and tolerated within the world view. When we find in our
environment such unattractive pictures, this is an indicator that we are
facing a cultural crisis. The reason behind this is that the "moral



INTELLECTUAL DISCOURSE, VOL 9, No 1, 200178]

principles 

direct the society to its goals and create the social relationsnetwork, 
while the aesthetic sense gives to all our ideas and activities

their content which is related to our world view. »73 Therefore, weshould 

reformulate our ethical system and aesthetic sense according to
our original ideal, i.e. Islam.

Practical Reasoning

Besides the ethical constitution and the aesthetic sense, the cultural
project needs practical reasoning. Hence, a practical human mind that
could reason logically and function orderly is needed. That is what
Bennabi called "practical reasoning" which means the capacity of
developing links between an action, its channels, ends and its
references.74 It is the ability to "control ourselves, to review the
results of our actions and to formulate logical relations between our
activities and their means on the one hand and their results on the
other hand. ,,75

Actually, it is this practical human reasoning that assists man to
utilize his ability, will and intelligence, effectively and properly. It
provides the capacity that helps in discovering the relationship
between action and its objectives, policy and its instruments, culture
and its archetypes, idea and its achievements.76 Practical reasoning
creates a mind-set which acts according to the patterns and rules of the
"logic of implementation and action. ,,77 Bennabi, in this respect,

developed another important concept to analyze the function of the
practical reasoning in the cultural project, that is the concept of
efficacy.78 According to him, a practical mind is an efficacious mind
that may grasp the essence of the human action and directs its will and
intention "towards life and one's own problems that involve creativity,
initiation and social qualification. ,,79 In fact, with this vital meaning of

efficacy "the Muslim may regain his ability to change the conditions
in which he lives and to create and move history. "so Additionally,

practical reasoning is the ability to formulate an "empirical mind-set
which could, through applied thinking, acquire skills and abilities
needed for development. ,,81 Bennabi argues that if one looks at the

present situation of the Muslim mind, one can see the lack of the
practical reasoning in many of our activities.82 In his words, "The
Muslim world has still not arrived at the technical action stage which
alone could accord to it a place in the modem world where a sense of
efficacy stands first in the scale of values. ,,83 This efficacy or practical

logic is another missing element in our culture. Therefore, any
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cultural project should teach people how to be more practical and
efficacious.
Technology and Skills
It is still difficult to be certain that the cultural project contains all the
elements required for its structure and function. In Bennabi's view, in
order to draw a comprehensive picture of the complete cultural project
we should add a fourth element, that is the technology and skills that
help in implementing our project in reality.84 This element has to do
with the realm of objects in its broad sense that includes all sorts of
techniques that a society could acquire and utilize. Techniques in his
view contain "all kinds of arts, skills, abilities and the applications of
all sciences. ,,85 In line with this, Bennabi "emphasized the importance

of technical training and vocational education for Muslims. To the
individual, this training is a means for making a living, and for the
society it is a way to preserve itself and develop continuously.,,86

In this regard, however, one finds Bariun arguing that Bennabi
"addressed his project to Muslims during the first half of this century,
a period when many countries had recently obtained their
independence. He had no need, therefore to expand his concept of
technique to a more sophisticated one. It was rather a plan for basic
technical training that he believed his audience most needed at that
time.,,87 On the contrary, when we examine Bennabi's view on this
point we can realize that he was not only aware of the training of
simple techniques, but he included all kinds of sophisticated
instruments that humanity could acquire and utilize. According to him,
a breakthrough had occurred in the realm of objects and particularly
in the technique and technology, which implies the geographical unity
of humanity and the notion of the universal civilization that spreads
the new techniques everywhere on the earth. He argues that "it is
most of all the 1echnical factor that has accelerated this movement.
Technique has abolished space. ,,88 Consequently, the Muslim society

is called to deal with its problems and issues taking into consideration
the latest discoveries in every field of science and every aspect of
life. 89 "This implies the acquisition by Muslims of professional and
technical competence in all relevant fields. »90

Indeed, these four elements of the cultural project are demanded in
any transforming process of the Muslim personality and the society. It
is not possible for the Muslim society to regain its civilization and to
construct its dynamic culture unless it reformulates its existing reality
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and life based on the teachings of Islam and the patterns of the new
human sciences. Bennabi puts it clearly that it is a matter of cultural
orientation and civilizational construction that could change totally the
spirit of backwardness and free the individual from inertia.
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