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ABSTRACT

Author tfkitah Jafar

Modem Qur’anic Exegesis: A Comparative Study of the Methods 

of Muhammad ‘Abduh and Muhammad RasKid Rida 

Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, Montreal, 

Quebec, Canada 

Master of Arts

Title

Department

Degree

This thesis is an attempt to analyze and compare the methods of exegesis of 
‘Abduh and Rida. The analysis focuses . on their works of Qur’inic exegesis, especially 
their joint project Ta&ir al-Manar. Their school of exegesis and principles of exegesis 
are a reflection of the socio-political setting in which they found themselves. They 

provide an antithesis to the schools and principles of exegesis favoured by traditional 
exegetes. ‘Abduh and Rida accused traditional exegetes of deviating from the guidance 
of the Qur’an by allowing their exegesis to develop into an intellectual exercise in 
grammar, theology, jurisprudence or even philosophical dispute. In the views of ‘Abduh 
and Ridi, traditional exegetes tended to treat the Qur’an as a justification of their 
position in debate, a tendency that should be reversed. Both men tried to reformulate the 
approach of Qur’inic hermeneutics which they regarded as being applicable to social 
issues. Due to the differences in their respective intellectual backgrounds, experiences 
and attitudes towards different schools of thought, they applied different methods of 
interpretation. ‘Abduh was consistent in his modernist call to go “back to the Qur’an,” 
for which he extracted guidance from the Qur’an through his own perception. As a 
consequence he limited the use of the intertextual approach to hadith and philological 
analysis in his commentaries. Ri4a, on the other hand, extended their use in his 
interpretation. Rida also favoured the use of scientific knowledge in exegesis which 

‘Abduh rejected due to its relativity. Rida’s interpretation was also characterized by the 

extensive use of the opinions of earlier exegetes, which ‘Abduh tended to neglect.
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RESUME

Auteur

Titre

Ddpartement : 

Dipldme

Iftitah Jafar

L’exlglse Qur’anique moderae: Une ltude comparative des 

mdthodes de Muhammad ‘Abduh et de Muhammad Rashid Rida 

Institut des Etudes islamiques, University McGill, Montreal, 

Quebec, Canada 

Maltrise ks Arts

Ce mlmoire tentera d’analyser et de comparer les mlthodes d’exlglse de ‘Abduh 

et Rida. L’analyse se concentre sur leurs travaux d'exlg&se Qur’anique, en particulier 

leur projet commun, le Tafsir al-Manar. Leur Icole et leurs principes d’exdg&se sont une 

rdflexion de l’environnement sociopolitique dans lequel ils se retrouvaient. Ces auteurs 

on apportd une antithfese aux Icoles et aux principes d’exdghse favorisls par les experts 

traditionnels. ‘Abduh et Rida ont accusd ces demiers de ddvier de la voie du Qur’in en 

permettant que leur exdg&se se transforme en un exercice intellectuel de grammaire, de 

thdologie, de jurisprudence et m£me de dispute philosophique. Selon le point de vue de 

‘Abduh et de Ritfc les experts traditionnels ont tendance k traiter le Qur’an comme une 

justification de leur position dans un d£bat, une tendance pouvant Stre reversle. Les deux 

hommes ont tentl de reformuler 1’approche hermlneutique Qur’anique qui est considlrle 

comme Itant applicable dans les questions sociales. Tenant compte des differences de 

leur formations intellectuelles, experiences et attitudes respectives k regard des 

difflrentes Icoles de pensde, ils appliquent une interpretation alternative. ‘Abduh fut 

consistant dans son appel modemiste au “retour au Qur’in” duquel il a extrait une ligne 

de conduite du Livre Saint k travers sa propre perception. Par consequent, il a limitl 

1'usage de I’approche intertextuelle de haditb ainsi que de 1’analyse philosophique dans

rv
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ses commentaires. Pour sa part, Rida a dtendu leur usage dans son interpretation. Ce 

dernier a aussi favorisd 1’utilisation des connaissances scientifiques dans son exdgfese que 

'Abduh a rejetd en raison de leur relativitd. L’interpretation de Ri4a fat aussi caractdrisde 

par l’usage dtendu des opinions des experts precedents, ce que 'Abduh avait tendance k 

ndgliger.
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INTRODUCTION

The Qur’an introduces itself as a guidance which encourages man to realize the

nature of his existence. The man who would reflect upon God’s guidance should therefore

have a thorough understanding of the Qur’an. The effort of interpreting the meaning of

this guidance according to man’s ability is called tafslrox hermeneutics.1 Muslims feel the

need to interpret the Qur’an because of the variety of its wording, for while there are clear

and detailed verses in it, there are also ambiguous and general ones. On this subject, ‘Abd

Allah Diraz remarks:

If you read the Qur’an, its meanings will be clear to you. However, if you 
read it again you will find other meanings which are different from the 
previous ones. Qur’anic verses have the appearance of a diamond, each of 
whose angles reflects light differently so that it is possible that, if you ask 
other people to look at it, they will find more than what you have seen.2

Mohammed Arkoun, a contemporary Algerian thinker, supports Diraz’s view. He 

argues that the Qur’an contains an unlimited possibility of meanings. The impression that 

it has upon our thoughts stands at the level of absolute existence. Therefore its verses are

1 Hermeneutics refers to the principles, the presuppositions, and in some cases, also to the rules that 
govern or condition the act of interpretation. According to Michael Fishbone, when it is applied to the text, 
distinction may be made between explicatio, whose avowed task is to explain the philological or historical 
setting, and interpntaUo, which always involves a more far-reaching retrieval of the document by and for 
later generations. For more information on the differences between explicatio and interpretatio, see Michael 
Fishbane, “Hermeneutics,” in Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought: Original Essays on Critical 
Concepts, Movements, and Beliefs, ed. Arthur A. Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1987): 353-4.

2 ‘Abd Allah Diriz, al-Naba ’ al- ‘Azim  (Cairo: Dir al-’Uriiba, 1960), 25. The translation is mine.
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always open to new interpretation, it can never be restricted to a single interpretation.3 

Similarly, Ja'far al-Sldiq, the sixth Shff imam states: “The Book of God contains four 

things: the announced expression ( ‘ibira), the allusion (ishara), the hidden meaning related 

to the supra sensible worlds (Jata’iQ, and the spiritual truth (jbaqlqa).”4 According to him, 

the announced expression is meant for the common people ( ‘awamm), the allusion for the 

elite (khawass), the hidden meaning for the friends of God (awliya) and the spiritual truth 

for the Prophets (anbiya ).5

The variety of possible interpretations of the Qur’anic verses shows the need for a 

similar variety of approaches. Qur’anic exegetes formed schools and formulated principles 

of exegesis and methods of interpretation which often reflected the socio-political 

environment of their eras.6 Hassan Hanafi expressed his scepticism about whether there 

can be exegesis of the Qur’an without political afterthoughts or at least political 

implication.7

‘Abduh and Ridi, who are generally considered to be Muslim reformists, developed 

a new school of exegesis whose principles are reflected in their Tafsir al-Qur’an al-

1 See Mohammed Arkoun, '‘Algeria,” in The Politics o f Mamie Revivalism, ed. Shireea T. Hunter 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988): 171-86.

4 Sayyid Hossein Nasr, ideals and Reality o f Islam (Boston: Beacon Press, 1972), 59.

s See Nasr, Ideals, 59.

6 According to Wilfred Cantwell Smith, every theologian, jurist, mystic, heresiarch, nationalist, 
agitator, philosopher, has tended over the centuries, and across the Muslim world, to incorporate an 
interpretation of the Qur’in  or (more usually) of individual parts of it into his system: sometimes in a 
distinctive way, slightly or markedly. See his What is Scripture? A  Comparative Approach (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1993), 71.

1 See Stefan Wild, The Qur'an as Text (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), x.
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Hakim} This tafsir is considered to have been one of the most important modem 

exegetical works. The first part of this book is based on ‘Abduh’s lectures at al-Azhar, 

while the second is entirely written by Rida. The work is also known by the title Tafsir al- 

Manar, because the al-Manar journal published parts of it on a periodical basis between 

1898 and 1935;9 the first volume was published in its present form in 1927.10 It introduces 

itself as the only exegetical work that relies on both valid traditional narratives and 

rational views in explaining God’s laws.

‘Abduh and Ri(Ja brought different backgrounds and interests to the writing of this 

work of exegesis. ‘Abduh, for instance, was known as a pioneer amongst the Muslim 

modernists at the turn of the century. His interest in the Western liberal tradition 

contributed to his fresh approach to the sources. Rida, on the other hand, was a well- 

known reformist scholar, revered for his contribution to both modem exegesis and the 

modernization of education. However, they both found themselves targets of criticism,11

I It consists of twelve volumes, four of them written with the approval of Muhammad ‘Abduh and 
the rest written by Rashid Rida. The former interpreted the Qur’an from Surat al-Fatiha until Surat al-Nisa’, 
verse 125 and the latter continued this interpretation until Surat Yusufr verse 52. Basically, Rashid Rida’s 
commentary is until verse 101; however, the Journal of ti-M anv published only until verse 52. Later, 
Bahjat al-Bayfir completed the interpretation of this Sura and published it separately in the name of Rashid 
Rida. See Husayn al-Dhahabl, al-Tafslr wa al-Mufassirm, vol. 3 (Beirut: Dir Ifcya’ al-Turath al-’Arabl, 
1976), 243.

9 See Assad Nimer Busool, “Shaykh Muhammad Rashid Rida’s Relations with Jamil al-DIn al- 
Afghihi and Muhammad ‘Abduh,” The Muslim WorId6A (1976): 272-86.

10 See J. J. G. Jansen, The Interpretation o f the Koran In Modem Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 
24. ct  Charles C. Adams, Mam and Modernism in Egypt (Oxford: Oxford Universoity Press, 1968), 272.

II ‘Abduh, for instance, was accused of befog a free thinker holding heterodox ideas because of his 
rational approach in interpreting the Qur’an See Elie Kedourie, Afghani and ‘Abduh: An Essay 00 
Religious Unbelief and Political Activism in Modem Mam (New york: The Humanities Press, 1966), 14. 
Al-Mubtasib cynically asserts that ‘Abduh’s commentaries and those of his follower’s are only an effort to
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and were considered controversial figures.12 This thesis investigates and compares the 

methods of ‘Abduh and Rida as reflected in Tafsir al-Manar.

Before comparing their methods, however, this thesis will first of all try to 

describe, in brief, their position as modem exegetes. The discussion will deal with their 

respective intellectual backgrounds, their reformist ideas and their assessments of the 

traditional exegetes. Attention will also be paid to the question of who was the real author 

of Tafsir al-Manar, a problem which still remains unanswered. Moreover, this thesis will 

try to determine why ‘Abduh and Rida became the objects criticism and it will therefore 

examine the views of various scholars on ‘Abduh and Ridi.

This project of research is significant for several reasons. First, there are no works 

which focus on a comparison of the exegetical methods of ‘Abduh and Rida. The 

literature on ‘Abduh and Ridi as modem exegetes is still limited.13 Jomier tried to analyze 

critically the method of exegesis used by the authors in their Tafsir al-Manar}4 J. J. G. 

Jansen has compared the commentaries of ‘Abduh with those of some traditional exegetes 

such as al-Zamakhshari and al-Baydawi.15 Jane I. Smith has briefly discussed the

reconcile Islam and western civilization. See his Ittijih it al-Tafilr Q al- ‘A$r al-Hadlth (Beirut: Dir al-Fikr, 
1973), 210.

12 Charles C. Adams for example claims that 'Abduh’s theological doctrines can be regarded as AU  
al-Smna’s thoughts. Meanwhile, ‘Abd al-Riziq argues that ‘Abduh was influenced by the Mu'tazila. An 
Interesting discussion on this issue can be seen in Harun Nastion, Muhammad \Abduh dan Teologi 
Mu‘tazilah (Jakarta: Universitas Indonesia Press, 1987), 3.

11 Works on ‘Abduh mostly deal with his capacity as a modem thinker, philosopher, and m ulff. 
Meanwhile the works on Ri(Ja mostly focus on his position as reformer, mujtaUdand politician.

MSee his Le Commentate du Manat (Paris: O. P. Maisonneuve & Cie, 1954).

15 See his The Interpretation o f the Koran in Modem Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill hi 1974).
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characteristics of Tafsir al-Manar and the criticism directed at it.16 In his survey of the 

schools and the principles of exegesis, al-Dhahabl studied both ‘Abduh and Rida.17 ‘Abd 

Allah Mahmud Shihata has made an effort as well to extract ‘Abduh’s principles of 

exegesis.18 Ignaz Goldziher has surveyed ‘Abduh’s principles of exegesis and his rational 

approach.19 ‘Abd al>Ghaffar ‘Abd al-Rahim focuses his study on various scholars’ 

assessments of ‘Abduh’s method and those who developed ‘Abduh’s school of exegesis.20 

The most recent study on Tafsir al-Manar, done by the Indonesian scholar and exegete M. 

Quraish Shihab, focuses on the criticism of ‘Abduh’s rational approach.21 It is clear, 

however, that the similarities and differences between the methods of ‘Abduh and Rida 

are still largely unexplored.

The second reason justifying examination of this subject is that until now there 

have not yet appeared any works that sufficiently explain the figures who played such an 

important role in producing Ta&Ir al-Manar. Jomier, for instance, argues that the

16 See her A Historical and Semantic Study o f the Term ‘Islam’ as seen in a Sequence o f Qur’an 
Commentaries (Missoula: University of Montana in 1982).

17 See his al-Tafslr wa al-Mufassirun, vol. 3 (Dir al-D)ya' al-Turath al-‘Arabii, 1976).

11 See his Manhaj al-hnam Muhammad \Abduh S  Tafsir al-Qur’an ai-Kafim (Cairo: Ma|ba‘at al- 
Jimi'a, 1983).

19 See his Madhabib al-Ta&k ai-Islamlya, trans. ‘Abd al-HaQm. al-Najj« (Beirut: Dir al-Iqra’,
1983).

20 See his al-Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh wa Manhajuh 3  al-TaBSr (Cairo: al-Markaz al-‘Arabl li al- 
Thaqifa wa al-‘Ulum, 1980).

21 See his StudiK ritis Tafsir al-Manar Karya Muhammad Abduh and M. Rasyid Ridha (Bandung: 
Pustaka Hidayah, 1994).
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commentary is the work of a group of scholars associated with the periodical al-Manar?1 

Ibn ‘Ashur sees it as the work of three individuals: Jamal al-Din al-Afgham (d. 1897) who 

held ideas on modernity; ‘Abduh who directly interpreted the Qur’an based on al- 

Afgharii’s ideas; and Rida, ‘Abduh’s friend and disciple, who developed his teacher’s 

interpretative approach.23 The appearance of Rida’s name on the title page of every 

volume of this commentary may give the impression that he is its primary author. 

However, as Mahmud Shiliata notes, there are many scholars who claim that the work is 

that of ‘Abduh, including the famous Orientalist Ignaz Goldziher, who declares this to be 

the case in his monumental work Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung;24 This 

thesis intends to clarify this issue by presenting the various arguments in an objective 

fashion.

The third reason for comparing ‘Abduh’s method of exegesis with Rida’s is that it 

enables one to evaluate their contributions and avoid false evaluation. There are two 

groups of scholars who contribute to this discussion; the first one claims that ‘Abduh and 

Rida shared the same methods because they were both modernists, and both followers of

22 See O. P. Jomicr, Le Commentain duManir (Paris: G. P. Maisonneuve & Cie., 1954), 25. See 
also Montgomery Watt, B ell's Introduction to the Qur’in  (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1970), 
170.

23 Ibn ‘Ashur, si Tafilr wa Rijiluh (Cairo: Majma* al-Bul}uth al-Islimiya, 1970), 167-68.

24 This book has been translated into Arabic twice; the first translation, by ‘All Hasan ‘Abd al- 
Qadir, entitled al-Madhihib tl-IsJunlya S  TaHur al-Qur’ut, published in Cairo in 1944. See J. J. G. Jansen, 
The Interpretation, 5. The second translation, by ‘Abd al-HaOm al-Najjar, entitled Madbabib al-TaMr at- 
fs/AS, published in Cairo in 1955. Unlike the former which consists of a part of the book, the latter 
presents explanation in the footnotes, either in confirmation or in correction to I. Goldziher’s work. As for 
I. Goldziher's mistake in his claim that ‘Abduh IS the the author of TaOSr al-Manar, it has been mentioned 
by al-Najjar in the preface of his translation. See Ignaz Goldziher, Madbabib, 4. CL Shibita, Manbaj, 195.
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the Salafiya movement. Moreover, they were friends, the former a teacher, the latter a 

disciple, and both wrote in the same work of exegesis; as a follower, Rida merely 

continued ‘Abduh’s commentary. The second group insists that they were different 

because they had different intellectual backgrounds and experiences which influenced their 

approach to interpreting the Qur’an. This thesis will carefully trace the similarities and 

differences between their methods.

The most important sources for our study is Tafsir al-Manar itself as well as other 

books and articles written by ‘Abduh and Rida. We will also rely on books and articles 

written on these two authors. In analyzing these writings, we take a comparative approach 

based on the principles of comparative exegesis (\al-tafsir al-muqaran), as well as a 

hermeneutical approach based on the theories of hermeneutics.

The present thesis consists of three chapters. The first chapter pertains to 

‘Abduh’s position as a modem exegete. The first part of this chapter portrays his 

environment, his family background, his education, his relationship with al-Afgham, his 

contact with Western thinkers and his experience of living in Western countries. The 

second part presents ‘Abduh’s ideas on reformation as reflected in his Qur’anic exegesis 

and his other scholarly works. Finally, the discussion will turn to the question of 

‘Abduh’s reaction to traditional exegetes and the extent to which he condemns them.

The second chapter looks at the development of Rashid Rida as a modem exegete. 

This chapter begins with Rida’s intellectual background, describing his upbringing, the 

schools he attended, and the figures who influenced or shaped his way of thinking. The 

next part discusses his reformist ideas as reflected in Tafsir al-Manar and other

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

publications. Finally, the chapter examines Rida’s attitude to previous exegetes, many of 

whom Rida criticized, including ‘Abduh. Rida’s admiration for ‘Abduh did not prevent 

him from criticizing his mentor.

The third chapter discusses the similarities and differences between the methods of 

‘Abduh and Rida. This chapter tries to determine in what respects they were similar and 

on which points they differed, and the reasons behind each. The last question addressed in 

this chapter is the effect of environment, intellectual background, affiliation to a school of 

thought, and attitude towards reason on the way in which each understood the verses of 

the Qur’an.

The last section of the thesis will consist of a conclusion which will summarize the 

main ideas of our investigation and note where further study of the issues needs to be 

done.

8
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CHAPTER ONE 

MUHAMMAD ‘ABDUH AS A MODERN EXEGETE

Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905) has been hailed as a man of great breadth, 

independence, and nobility of mind. The appearance of this figure gains significance in 

relation to Islamic modernism.1 Today, ‘Abduh is identified as a thinker, theologian, 

modernist and exegete. In his own time, however, ‘Abduh’s brilliant modernist ideas were 

challenged by anti-modernist forces not only in his own country, but also in other parts of 

the Muslim world, including Indonesia. In Egypt itselfj his career would endure repeated 

upheavals as his innovative ideas were rejected by those who resisted the impending 

hegemony of modem empiricism.2 In Indonesia, traditional scholars often accused ‘Abduh 

of having “gone astray,” accelerating the disintegration of Muslim society.3 This chapter

1 John L. Esposito presents three views of Islamic reformism; (1) reform becoming an Islamic 
doctrine; (2) reform as a movement that echoes the effort to return to the Islamic doctrine and shed western 
influences; (3) the attempt to return to original principles, taking into account the demands of changing 
situations. Proponents of the first view believe that the classical Islamic model should serve as starting point 
for reform, while those who hold the second and third views claim that reformist movements began when 
Islam first came into contact with the modem West, dating from the time of the British in Mughol India, the 
Ottomans in the Middle East and the Safavis in Persia. According to them, reform arose at the end of the 
nineteenth century pioneered by Jamil al-01n al-Afghinl and propagated by Muhammad ‘Abduh. For a 
detailed explanation of the differences between these views see John L. Esposito, ed. Voices o f Resurgent 
Mam (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1983); 32.

2 This point csn be discerned from his biography. In 1879, for example, he was released from his 
position as a professor at Dir al-Ulumby Khedive Tswfiq Pasha and confined to his village, Mahallat Nap. 
The following year, he was released and appointed editor of the government journal al-WaqaT al-Mifnya. 
See Rashid Ri<ji, Tafsir tl-M anir, vol. 8,405-6. In 1888, he was allowed to return to Egypt by the Khedive 
and promoted to the position of judge at a native court. In 1890 he was elected counselor in Cairo, and in 
1899 he was appointed grand n u /ff of Egypt. See Rashid Ri<fi> Tankb al-Ustidh al-hnam al-Shaykh 
Muhammad ‘Abduh, vol 3 (Cairo: Ma|ba‘at al-Manar, 1931), 21. fit the same year (1899) he was promoted 
to be a permanent member of the Legislative Council. See Riji, Tinkh, voL 1,726.
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will assess ‘Abduh’s contributions to modem Qur’anic exegesis through an analysis of his 

intellectual background, his suggestions for modernization and his assessment of 

traditional exegesis.

A. ‘Abduh*s Intellectual Background
4

Muhammad ‘Abduh4 was the Arab world’s foremost Muslim reformist, following 

two other 19th century shaykhs, al-Afgham and Sayyid Ahmad Khan,5 publicly 

championed Western empiricism. ‘Abduh was bom into an educated family in the Nile 

Delta.6 As a boy, he learned to read and write at home; by the time he was twelve he had 

read the Qur’an so many times that he had memorized it.7 One of his biographers notes

•  ________________________________________________________________________________________
1 See for example Sirajuddin ‘Abbas’ comments in 40 Masalah Agama. ‘Abbas claims that the 

transmission of ‘Abduh's thought and the Wahhabi movement to Indonesia created disintegration in the 
Islamic community which had previously been united under the Shafil school of law (.madbbab al-Shaftl).

4 Bom in a village of the Nile Delta to a family of modest means. The same year that Muhammad 
‘AD, the founder of modem Egypt, died. ‘AH’s regime generated debate surrounding issues of modem 
change associated with ‘Abduh’s pioneering leadership as a journalist, theologian, jurist and, in the last six 
years of his life, grand m ufti of Egypt. See Kenneth Cragg, “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” in John L. Esposito, ed., 
The Oxford Encyclopedia ofthe Modem Islamic World, vol 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 11. 
According to Hourani, 'Abduh came from a family belonging to what had been the creative class of modem 
Egypt. His father, ‘Abduh Khayr Allah was perhaps of distant Turkish origin, his mother, Junainah, was 
from an Arab family that claimed descent from one of the early heroes of Islam. See Albert Hourani, Arabic 
Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 130. Haddad offers 
a portrait of ‘Abduh’s family background showing that his father had two wives. The young Muhammad 
learned early in life the difficulties of a polygamous ftmily, a subject he addressed with great conviction in 
later yean when he spoke out strongly for family reform and the rights of women. Yvonne Haddad presents 
this point hi her “Muhammad ‘Abduh: Pioneer of Islamic Reform,” in Pioneers o f Islamic Revival, ed. Ali 
Rahnema (London: Zed Books Ltd., 1994): 30-63.

5 See Aziz al-Azmeh, Warn and Modernities (London: Verso, 1993), 43.

6 See fra M. Lapidus, A History o f Mamie Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 621.

7 See Haddad, “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” 30.
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that, spared the environment of a Qur’anic school, ‘Abduh never swayed back and forth 

while reading or reciting from the holy book, as many did who had learned it by heart.8

When ‘Abduh was thirteen, his father sent him to Tanta to study at the Ahmadi 

mosque, second only to al-Azhar in its teaching of the Qur’anic sciences and methods of 

recitation (tajwld). His first experience learning by rote was unpleasant; he found 

memorizing texts, commentaries and laws as tools for understanding the Qur’an, tedious 

and unhelpful. This early experience played a major role in his commitment to the 

thorough reform of the Egyptian educational system in later years. Perplexed and 

unhappy, he fled the Tania mosque convinced that he would never become a scholar.9

He studied under his paternal uncle, a village shaykh named Darwish Khidr who 

was a follower of the Shadhifi SuB order; Khidr had memorized both the Qur’an and books 

relating to Prophetic tradition (hadlth).10 He taught ‘Abduh mysticism, logic, 

mathematics and geometry, encouraging him to enter al-Azhar and supplement his studies 

there by pursuing those subjects independently.11 Mysticism would play an important role 

in ‘Abduh’s thought, especially in the early stages of his career, in fact, his first book, 

Risalat al-Waridat about Sufism. Taking his uncle’s advice, ‘Abduh resumed his studies

* See Osman A m in, Muhammad ‘Abdub (Washington D. C.: American Council of Learned 
Societies, 1953), 3.

9 See Haddad, “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” 31.

10 See MariP ‘Abd al-gafim Mahmud, Manahij tl-M uftssmn (Cabo: Dir al-Kitab al-Mitf, 1978),
306.

11 En his study of Egyptian education, Heyworth-Dunne lists a number of logic, geometry (dandhsa) 
and mathematics (hisib) texts that were studied at al-Azhar. However; the staff may not have been qualified

11
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and found other teachers who helped facilitate his intellectual development. Shaykh 

Muhammad al-Basyum who taught him literature,12 while the liberal scholar Shaykh 

Hasan al-Tawil taught ‘Abduh disciplines not offered by al-Azhar, including lessons in Ibn 

Sina’s philosophy and Aristotle’s logic.13

The young ‘Abduh’s independent mind drew him to a fourth scholar: the activist 

al-Afghanl, a powerful influence on the development o f‘Abduh’s thought.14 Al-Afghanl’s 

career encompassed theology, philosophy, and revolutionary conspiracy. ‘Abduh was still 

at al-Azhar when al-Afghanl began encouraging him to study the works of TaftazanI (d. 

1389), whose Mu‘tazilite-oriented kalam was beyond al-Azhar’s margin of 

respectability.15 Al-Afghanl16 also guided ‘Abduh in the empirical sciences, teaching him

to teach them. See Heyworth Dunne, An Introduction to the History o f Education in Modem Egypt 
(London: Routledge, 1968), 61-5.

12 M. Quraish Shihab, Studi Kritis Tafsir al-Manar, Katya Muhammad ‘Abduh dan Muhammad 
RasyidRidhi (Bandung: Pustaka Hidayah, 1994), 13.

13 See Shihab, Studi, 13.

14 Al-Afghanl was a revolutionary inspired by an enthusiastic religious drive to advance the 
development of his community. His pioneer ideas attracted many followers; he succeeded in arousing 
community sentiment and his actions inspired a variety of revolutionary movements opposing colonialist 
and western domination. As a politician, al-Afgharil seems to have been more dependent on rhetorical 
speech than on written works. However, his work retains great value in the modem era as can be seen from 
a short article elucidating his thoughts on the backwardness of Muslims in comparison to Europeans and his 
call to revive the religious spirit which embodied the greatness of earlier generations of Muslims. See 
Nurcholish Madjid, Khazanab IntelektuaiIslam  (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 1984), 58.

15 Because of his inclination to Mu'tazifi thought, ‘Abduh was accused of trying to revive this 
school. As a consequence he was asked by Shaykh al-Layth, a leading figure who rejected Mu'tazifi 
doctrines, whether or not he was Mu'tazifi. In his response, he denied any intention to attach himself to any 
particular school Hie wanted to be a free thinker. This event almost cost him the successful completion of 
his study at al-Azhar. See Ensikiopedi Islam, vol. 3 (Jakarta: P. T. Ilchtiar Baru van Hoeve, 1993), 255.

16 ‘Abduh claims that al-Afghahl had studied European mathematics and astronomy in India. See 
his “Tarjamat Jamil al-Dln al-Afghanl,” in al-A 'm il al-Kimila li al-Imim Muhammad \Abduh, voL 2 edited 
by Muhammad ‘Imara (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-'Arablya li al-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1980), 345.
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mathematics, logic, kalam, astronomy, metaphysics (especially Ishraql Sufism),17politics 

and journalism.18 ‘Abduh became al-Afghanl’s most important student, and his most 

intimate confidant, spreading his teacher’s message throughout the Muslim world.19

After receiving the certificate of ‘Him from al-Azhar in 1877, ‘Abduh embarked on 

a career as a teacher.20 He taught various branches of Islamic science such as theology, 

logic and philosophy at al-Azhar.21 In 1878, he taught literature and Arabic history based 

on Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddima at Dar al-'Ulum.22 Besides teaching at these two 

institutions, he also offered lessons at his house in which Muslim and Christian students 

studied together.23 hi his teachings, ‘Abduh stressed the importance of critical and rational 

thought which would preclude slavish adherence to established opinion.24

As a pioneer of Muslim modernism, ‘Abduh made a significant contribution to the 

development of the modem Islamic reform movement, not only in Egypt but throughout

17 See Madjid, Khazanah, 59. Cf. ‘Abd al-Salim Kafafi and ‘Abd Allah al-Sharif, FI 'Ulum al- 
Qur’an: Dirasat wa Muhatjarat (Beirut: Dir al-Nahtfa al-‘Arabiya E al-faba'awa al-Nashr, 1972), 343.

11 See Ensiklopedi Islam, 255.

19 See Kafafi and al-Sharif, FI ‘Ulum, 343.

”  See M. M Sharif; A History o f Muslim Philosophy (Karachi: Royal Book Company, 1983), 1491. 
It is worth noting that besides teaching, 'Abduh also devoted himself in journalistic activity. At the 
beginning he acted as the editor of “The Official Journal” and then became its chief editor.

21 See Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mun'im KhafijI, “Muhammad ‘Abduh wa al-^lih al-DTnl: FI al-Dhikri 
al-Khamisa wa al-Sabln li Wafat al-Imim,” Afafallat al-Azhar 53 (1981): 293-99.

22 See Kafafi and al-Sharif FI ‘Ulum, 344.

23 He offered special topics on ethics and history of Europe; for ethics he used Ibn Miskawayh’s 
TahdhSb al-Akhliq, while for history he used F. Guizot's History o f European Civilization.

24 See Ensiklopedi Islam, 255-6.
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the Muslim world.25 Through the journal al-Manar, ‘Abduh’s modem ideas reached North 

West Africa, India, and Indonesia.26 Al-Manar’s modernism injected new life and 

enthusiasm into Indonesian Islam,27 which resulted in the foundation of the 

Muhammadiyah movement,28 the Sumatra Taw&itf9 and al-Irshad?°

25 ‘Abduh tried to encourage Muslims, particularly his compatriots, to accept modem empiricism 
and reject the moribund traditions of the past. See Malpnudul Haq, Muhammad 4Abduh: A Study o f A 
Modem Thinker o f Egypt (Aligarh: Institute of Islamic Studies, 1970), ix.

26See H. A. R. Gibb, Modem Trends in Islam (New York: Octagon Books, 197S), 36.

27 On the Manor movement in Indonesia see H. A. R. Gibb, Whither Mam ? A Survey o f the 
Modem Movement in the Muslim WorldQ j o u A qxl: Victor Gollancz, 1932), 268.

21 See David Waines, An Introduction to Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
228. Fazlur Rahman also notes the influence of ‘Abduh on the Muhammadiyah movement in his Mam and 
Modernity: Transformation o f an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984), 
82-3. However, some Indonesian writers, such as H. M. Rasyidi and Nurcholish Madjid Arbiah Lubis 
question this interpretation. Lubis presents some differences between ‘Abduh and Muhammadiyah, 
especially in theology, ffqh and education. In theology, for example, as Lubis believes, ‘Abduh stresses the 
the function of reason ('aql) while Muhammadiyah stresses the function of the Qur’an and h*dith. 
Moreover, in the discussion of flee will and predestination, ‘Abduh followed Qadariya which promotes flee 
will while Muhammadiyah followed Jabariys which stresses God’s will. For further information, See Arbiah 
Lubis, Pemiidran Muhammadiyah dan Muhammad ‘Abduh: Suatu Perbandingan (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 
1993), 163-79. C£ Karel Steenbrink, “Menangkap Kembali Masa Lampau: Kajian-kajian Sejarah oleh Para 
Dosen LAIN,” in Man Baru Mam: Memetakan Paradigma Mutakhir Mam Indonesia, ed. Mark R. 
Woodward, trans. Ihsan Ali Fauzi (Bandung: Penerbit Mizan, 1998), 174-5.

29 'Abduh’s ideas of modernization were transmitted in Indonesia through his Qur’inic 
commentary al-Manarwhich was taught in the mid-1920s. See Burhanuddin Day a, Gerakan Pembabaruan 
Pemikiran Mam: Kasus Sumatra IhawSib (Yogyakarta: P. T. Tiara Wacana, 1990), 147. This process is 
parallel to developments in the Young Sumatran Union (1918). Shaykh Ahmad Khajlb (1855-1916), for 
example, studied in Mecca, was introduced to the ideas of Muhammad ‘Abduh, and returned to raise a new 
generation of young Sumatran and Malayan scholars who in turn founded new schools, publications and 
religious missionary movements. Further explanation can be found in Lapidus, A History, 764.

20Al-ksbad (Jam Tyat al-Mam wa al-bshad al- ‘Arablya, Arab Association of Islam and Guidance) 
was founded in Jakarta in 1913 by a group of Arab traders. The organization’s founders chafed at the 
deference demanded of them by Arabs in Indonesia who claimed the status of Sayyid, or decent from the 
Prophet Muhammad. They formed al-Lrshadto promote equality and educational advancement within the 
Arab community. Their religious leader wu Sheikh Alpnad Surkati, bom in Sudan hi 1872. Surkati had 
taught in Mecca, where he was impressed by the writings of Muhammad ‘Abduh. He was recruited by the 
Indonesian Arab community and arrived in Jakarta in 1911. From 1913 until his death hi 1943 he served ss 
the spiritual leader of al-Irsbad See Deliar Noer, The Modernist Muslim Movement in Indonesia 1900-1942
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‘Abduh. lived in a community both, influenced and challenged by the social and 

economic development of 19th century Europe. Sayyid Qutb states that ‘Abduh grew up 

in a strict society where rational inquiry was discouraged, among scholars who regularly

community relied primarily on interpretations of earlier religious scholars, whose thought 

may have been influenced by superstition or even heresy. During this same period, the era 

of Enlightenment was transforming Europe as scientific inquiry contributed to astonishing 

technological progress. At this time, Orientalists began to apply a more critical approach 

to Islamic doctrines.32

Europe's technological superiority first made itself felt in the Muslim world with 

the arrival of Napoleon’s expedition in Egypt in 1798. Less than a century later, that 

influence was apparent at al-Azhar, where the professors could be classified in different 

categories. The first group followed taqBd (blind acceptance),33 teaching students the 

opinions of traditional scholars34 without encouraging them to evaluate those teachings, 

perform comparative studies or engage in critical analysis.35 The second group of

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 62*69; John R. Bowen, Muslims Through Discourse: Religion and 
Ritual in Gayo Society (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 61.

31 Sayyid Qutb, Khs?i’is al-Ta?awwur al-lslim i waMuqawwimituh (Beirut: Dir al-Shuruq, 1980),
19.

32 ‘Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqid, Abqarial-lflah wa al-Ta'Sm, al-Ustidh Muhammad ‘Abduh (Cairo: 
al-Fajjala, n. d.), 110.

31 TaqBd can be defined as "the acceptance of the pronouncement of a muftahid without 
understanding its basis, and those who practice it are incapable of that understanding." ‘Abd al-Hanud Bin 
Badis presents this definition in Afabidi’ aI-U$ul(Algiers: al-Mu’assasa al-Wafaniya Ii al*Kitab, 1988), SI.

neglected the role of reason in understanding God’s doctrines.31 At that time, the Islamic

34 al-‘Aqqad, Abqari al-Iflab, 110.

IS
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professors applied tajdld (renewal), using reason and common sense to interpret the 

texts.36

The importance of certain figures in shaping ‘Abduh’s career must be 

acknowledged. According to John Obert Voll, ‘Abduh was inspired by al-Afgham37 to 

reject the passive reception of ideas and scientific theories in favour of positive ownership 

and application. ‘Abduh, internalizing this advice, spent his life as an active member of 

society, attempting to find solutions to its social problems. H. A. R. Gibb argues that 

‘Abduh was deeply influenced by the work and thought of Ibn Khaldun,38 appreciating the 

historian’s philosophic approach to politics; ‘Abduh, however, embraced the Islamic faith 

with more tenacity.39

With regard to revelation, ‘Abduh applied al-Ghazali’s acceptance of philosophy to 

his approach to modem science. However, ‘Abduh went beyond al-Ghazafi, 

acknowledging the capacity of reason to illuminate basic truths.40 ‘Abduh accepted the 

Mu‘tazifi view that reason had the capacity to show, a priori, what is good and therefore,

39 ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Shibita, Mania/ al-Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh S  Ta/sSr al-Qur’in  al~ 
Karim (Cairo: Mafba'a JImi'a, 1984), 33.

39 al-'Aqqad, Abqan, 110.

37 See John Obert Voll, Islam: Continuity and Change in tie  Modem World (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 1994), 9$.

31 See Gibb, Modem, 128. Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) is known for his famous work Muqaddima in 
which he undertakes a systematic study of history, the growth of population, man’s relation to his 
environment, economic theories, governing labour and management and sociology. See B. K. Narayan, Pan- 
Islamism: Background and Prospects (New Delhi: S. Chand & Company Ltd., 1982), 66.

39 See Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture o f Mam: Conscience and History in A Wodd 
Civilization, voL 3 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 275.

40 See Hodgson, The Venture, vol. 3,275.
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incumbent on man. On the grounds of purification of faith, ‘Abduh was indebted to 

classical authorities such as Ibn Taymiya (d. 1328 AD) and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya (d. 

1350 AD).41 Concerning the theory of sociology ‘Abduh borrowed from Ibn Khaldun who 

he acknowledged as the founder of sociology.42

To broaden his scientific insight and experience ‘Abduh traveled to Paris to master 

French, observe a new social system and contact European thinkers like Herbert Spencer.43 

Marshall G. S. Hodgson explains that:

He was influenced by many modem European thinkers and by none more than Comte, 
whose positivism had exalted scientific objectivism even in the analysis of human culture, 
yet who called for a new religious system to meet a persisting human need, provided it be 
consistent with science. But ‘Abduh was convinced it was Islam which could provide that 
religious system.44

His attention focused on two areas, religion and science, ‘Abduh was able to 

concentrate his effort on one of his primary objectives: freeing religious thought from the 

shackles of taqBd, which hindered the development of religion. ‘Abduh wanted to see a 

return to the methods of “pious forefathers” (al-salaf al-salih) who derived Islamic 

teachings directly from the principal source, i. e. the Qur’an,45 and weighed them on the

41 See Shibita, Manhaj, 57. Ibn Taymiya, for example, vehemently opposed innovation (bid's) in 
Islam, such as saint-worship, and called for a return to the true suona.

« ‘Abduh usually quotes Ibn Khaldun’s opinion in his Qur’anic commentary.

43 'Abd al-‘A|I Muframmad Ahmad, al-Fikr al-SiyssT U al-Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh (Cairo: al- 
Hay’a al-Mipiyali al-Kitab, 1978), 85.

44 Hodgson, The Venture, voL 3,275.

43 c£ Riga, Tarikh, vol 1, 11; Hourani, A History, 308; Ahmad Amin, Mb Zu'am i' al-Ipiah: 
Muhammad ‘Abduh (Cairo: Mu’assasat al-Khiniji, 1960), 88.
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scale of human reason.46 In basic terms, ‘Abduh attempted to reconcile secular (purely 

scientific) with purely religious thought.47 For him religion and science were flip sides of 

the same coin. A second important goal for ‘Abduh was the improvement of the Arabic 

style used in government administration, mass media, translation and correspondence.48

I would like to underline that, whatever ‘Abduh’s intentions, his scholarship 

betrays neither blind imitation nor adoption of Western precepts. Had this been the case, 

‘Abduh would have simply been replacing traditional taqfiidwith, a new Western paradigm. 

In ‘Abduh’s opinion, Islam should serve to remedy the negative facets of Western 

civilization, allowing new kind of civilization, supportive of Islamic teachings, to 

emerge. In his effort to rehabilitate Islamic theology, “‘Abduh tries to blend a high esteem 

for the Islamic past with a healthy respect for Western science.”49

‘Abduh’s claims that a return to the original Islamic sources would enable the 

Muslim community (umma) to examine and reconstruct its philosophy and a modem 

vision of history forms a basic principle of his thought. The only true Islam, he argues, is 

that conceived by the early Muslims because they directly studied Islam through the

46 cf. Hourani, Arabic Thought, 308.

47 See Hodgson, The Venture, voL 3,275.

*  See Mahmud, Manahij, 308; Amin, Mia Zu'ami", 89. la a close scrutiny of ‘Abduh’s works, ai- 
Tanal)i argues that ‘Abduh’s thought carries the added dimension to elaborate on pure Islamic doctrines and 
relate them to the contemporary period. See Tahir al-Tsna& Mudhakidrat al-Ustidb al-hnam Muhammad 
‘Abduh (Cairo: Dir al-Hilal, n. d.), 81. Alpnad, on the other hand, claims that ‘Abduh aimed to strengthen 
the mental and spiritual fabric of Muslim life by liberating it fiom the paralysis which had come to dominate 
Islamic thought following the social upheavals of the 19th century. See his al-FUcral-Siyad, 99.

49 See Edward I. Jurji, The Great Religions o f the World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1946), 192.
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Qur'an and hadlth according to the Prophet and his Companions. M. Lahbabi states that 

‘Abduh’s Islamic reformism can be seen either50 as a movement of purification, or a 

struggle to reopen the “gate” of ijtihad (independent reasoning)51 Adopting ijtihad a& a 

basic principle, “this salaSya sought to interpret Islam in a novel way and adapt to the 

new conditions created by the encounter with the West.” As Issa J. Boullata observes, 

‘Abduh argued that Islam has fundamentals (usul) and branches {furSy. the former relate 

to doctrine, ritual and ethics and are immutable; the latter refer to social relations that 

can be modified to meet changing circumstances.52 Ijtihad deals mainly with the latter 

branch of Islamic discourse. ‘Abduh also insisted that the Islamic message precludes all 

sectarian and religious differences from rupturing the umma.

50 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 140-41. See also IbnUm Abu Rabl‘, “Islam and the Search for Social 
Order in Modem Egypt: An Intellectual Biography of Sheikh ‘Abd al-HaGm Mahmud,” Ph. D. dissertation, 
Temple University, 1987, 57. ‘Abduh and other late 19th century reformers argued that the restriction of 
ijtibadbad been disastrous and that the doors must be thrown wide open. 18th century reformers had laid 
the ground work, calling for ijtihad to restore early legal sources; from the late 19th century, however, 
ijtihad clearly meant an interpretation of the sources in line with modem circumstances. Esposito presents 
this point in his Mam and Politics (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1984), 45, 216. Cf. James P. 
Piscatori, Mam in a World o f Nation-States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 8.

31 According to John L. Esposito, the Gate of Ijtihad remained closed until the nineteenth century 
when Islam ic modernists, notably Afghani, ‘Abduh and Iqbal insisted that freeing Islamic knowledge from 
its “dogmatic slumber" was a precondition to its adaptation to the requirements of life in the modem world. 
See John L. Esposito, Mam, the Straight Path (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 142; Ozay Mehmet, 
Mamie Identity and Development: Studies o f the Mamie Periphery (London: Routledge, 1990), 61. For 
another perspectives on traditional ijtihad see Wael B. Hallaq “Was the Gate of ijtihad Closed?," Middle 
East Studies 16 (1984): 3-41. Hallaq himself claims that in fact the gate of ijtihad was never dosed.

52 See Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought {Albany: State University 
of New Press, 1990), 22,67. See also Muhammad al-Nuwayhi, Nafywa Thawra S  al-Fikr al-Dlm (Beirut: Dor 
al-Adab, 1983), 146-8. CL Patrick Bannerman, Mam in Perspective: A  Guide to Mamie Society, Politics 
and Law{Umdon: Routledge, 1988), 132.
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‘Abduh launched his ideas on modernization in the journal al-‘Urwa al-Wuthqa 

(The Firmest Bond),33 published in collaboration with al-Afghanl in Paris between March 

and October 1884.54 The journal consistently promoted the cause of Islamic unity in the 

face of European domination.53 ‘Abduh insisted that Muslims could achieve this unity 

only by adhering to Islam’s true principles and abandoning innovations grafted onto the 

religion over time. ‘Abduh and al-Afghani called on ‘ulama’io edit out the fabricated oral 

reports (al-ahadlth al-mawdu‘a), which facilitated scriptural distortions, and to discredit 

fatalism among Muslims, which obstructed the exercise of free will critical to the success 

of any revival.56

B. ‘Abduh’s Concept of Modernization

Muslim modernists embarked on the path of religious reform and modernism to 

persuade Muslims of the viability of Islamic teachings in relation to reason, science, 

modem civilization and certain Western precepts, to encourage Muslims to uphold Islamic

53 The name of this journal is derived from Qur’an, 2:56 and 31:22. As Burhanuddin Daya argues, 
its name is based on a secret organization established not long before, which aimed at community awareness 
and unified the public opinion throughout the Islamic world. Its principal is that Islam serves as a strong 
rope for the unification of Muslims, and their struggles against Western domination. See al-Afghanl and 
‘Abduh, aI-‘Urwa al-W uthqi(Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Ahfiya, 1927), 47-9, 293 and 321-3; Zald Badawi, The 
Reformers o f Egypt (London: Croom Helm, 1978), 35; Ismail Djamil, Mam dan Dunia Modem di Mesir 
(Jakarta: Pustaka Rakyat, 1947), 48, and Harun Nasution, Pembaharuan dalam Islam: Sejarah PemiJdran dan 
Gerakan (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 1987), 53. According to Nasution, members of this organization came 
from India, Egypt, Syria, and North Africa.

34 See al-Azmeh, Mam, 82. Daya suggests 1883 as the date of of al- 'Urwa al~ W uthqi % publication. 
See his Gerakan, 5.

35 Cf. Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Manar, voL 1 (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Mipiya al* ‘Amina 11 al* 
Kitab, 1976), 11,55 and 310-11.
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beliefs and practices; and finally to discourage Muslims from becoming either secularists 

or conservatives.57 By scrutinizing some of ‘Abduh’s ideas on the modernization of 

religion, education and politics, it is possible to determine the major themes of his 

thought.

1. Religious aspect

‘Abduh’s initial interest in §ufism was later abandoned. He emphasized God’s 

transcendence and rejected the mystical notion of personal communion with God. 

Nevertheless, he acknowledged the possibility of the existence of saints. To reduce the 

influence and power of certain mystical teachings as propagated by some extreme Muslim 

mystics, ‘Abduh proclaimed Islam to be unfettered by belief in the charisma of any saint. 

Therefore, Muslims do not violate any fundamental doctrine of Islam by rejecting 

charisma. For ‘Abduh, Muslims who exhibit excessive reverence for mystics and saints, 

visiting their tombs and entreating their intercession, have subjected “themselves to 

impostors and tricksters” trembling “before unusual natural phenomena.” As such people 

invariably make connections between the work of some holy man and the occurrence of 

any accident that might befall them, they do not constitute “good monotheists.”58

54 See Afghani and ‘Abduh, ai-'Urwa al-W uthqi (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-AhQya, 1927), SO. See also 
David Dean Commiua, Islamic Reform: Politic and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), 31.

17 Ibrahim Abu Bakar, “Islamic Modernism: An Outline,” Hamdard Islamicus 18 (199S): 57-81; 
Ibrahim Abu Bakar, Mamie Modernism in Malaya: The Life and Thought o f Sayyid Syeih al-Hadi 1867- 
1934(Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1994), 34.
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‘Abduh vehemently rejected the doctrine of fatalism, commonly attributed to 

Islam. For him, true Islam signified the negation of fatalism and the affirmation of free 

will. The divine, he argued, does not espouse fatalism. He claimed that sixty-four Qur’anic 

verses which explicitly maintain the primacy of free will support his argument.39 hi 

addition, the Prophet and his Companions, through their words and deeds, “testify to an 

unshakable faith in the freedom of our actions.”60 ‘Abduh explains that the term qadi 

does not imply predestination as understood by Muslim fatalists, but rather hints at “a 

principle of causation in nature, while within this framework, freedom of will still 

operates.” He elaborated this argument still further, pointing out that free will, based on 

divine commandments, is imposed on human beings because they are responsible for 

actions within their will and power to control.61

Concerning taqBd and ijtihad, ‘Abduh rejected the former, beseeching Muslim 

jurists and judges to utilize the latter.62 Citing Qur’an and hadith, he made strong 

arguments in favour of the validity of ijtihadI63 Muslims, he states, are allowed to follow 

personal opinion on a given religious issue when they are unable to find proof (daGl) of its

S9 See Amin, Min Zu'am i', 96.

60 Osman Amin, “Muhammad ‘Abduh-Islamic Modernist,” in The Contemporary Middle Bast, ed. 
and intro. Benyamin Rivlin and Joseph S. Szyliowicz (New York: Random House, 1965): 161-7.

61 Osman Amin, “Some Aspects of Religious Reform hi the Muslim Middle East," hi The Conflict 
o f Traditionalism and Modernism in the Muslim Middle East, ed. Carl Leiden (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1966), 80-100.

62 Noel J. Coulson, Conflicts and Tensions in Mamie Jurisprudence (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1969), 44-5.

63 See Bowen, Muslims, 320.
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indisputability.64 In his words, “no person in Islam has religious authority over others, nor 

has any one the right to impose doctrines or prescribe religious rulings, not even the 

caliph, a qadi, a m uftior a shaykh al-lslam."65 While it remains true that Islamic principles 

requires Muslims both to advise others and to call them to perform good deeds and avoid 

bad ones. There is no compulsion to follow such actions; even Muslim is responsible for 

his or her own decision to implement, or not to implement, this advice.66 If Muslims 

exerted themselves to follow the path of ijtihad avoid taqlid, ' Abduh believed that all 

their problems would be solved.67 For 'Abduh the gates of ijtihad*1were wide open to all 

questions raised by the new conditions of life.”68 Inevitably, perhaps, contemporary 

Muslim traditionalists opposed 'Abduh’s stance on taqlid and ijtihad, reaffirming the 

centrality of taqlid and insisting that the gates of ijtihad were closed.69

In the eyes of traditionalists, Muslim modernists were neither eligible nor qualified 

to reopen the gates of ijtihad hi direct contrast to their opinions, 'Abduh considered

64 See Muhammad ‘Abduh, al-Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh (Beirut: Dir al-‘Ilm li al-Maliyin, 1983),
69.

65 Issa J. Boullata, Treads, 77. See ‘Abduh, al-Imaa, 6. Cf. Muhammad ‘Imira, al-Islim wa al-SuIfa 
al-DMya (Beirut: al-Mu'assasa al-‘Arabiya li al-Dirisat wa al-Nashr, 1980), 37*9.

“  See ‘Imira, al-lslam, 37*9; Boullata, Treads, 77. For reference in the Qur’an, see 3:104,110 and
2:40.

67 Bassam Tibi regards these efforts as central to the arguments of ‘Abduh’s modernism. See his 
The Crisis o f Modern Islam: A  Pre-Industrial Culture in the SdeatiSc-Tecbnolopcal Age, trans. Judith von 
Sivers (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1988), 137.

“  Amin, “Muhammad ‘Abduh," 161; Osman Amin, “The Modernist Movement in Egypt," in Islam 
and the West, ed. Richard N. Frye, (S’Gravenhage: Mouton and Co., 19S7): 165-78.

69 It is important to note that the controversy over the closing and/or reopening of the gates of 
ijtihad'His a sumii dilemma; the shl‘a neither declared nor assumed that the gates of ijtibedv/m  closed.
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ijtihad to be the inviolable right of all Muslims, not one belonging exclusively to the 

earliest generations of Muslims. Iqbal went even further by declaring ijtihad to be 

compulsory for Muslims. Taha J. al-Alwanl even argues that taqlid can be considered an 

act of impiety as, arguably, the Qur’an and the Prophet reject it.70 Islam itself freed man’s 

mind from rigidity and taqlid?1 According to ‘Abduh, Islam “attributed folly and levity to 

those who accept blindly the words of their predecessors.”72

In short, ‘Abduh, like other Muslim modernists, opposed taqlid, holding it 

responsible for stunted development of a dynamic, liberal and progressive Islam. Harun 

Nasution,73 an Indonesian modem thinker who claims to be a student of ‘Abduh, relates 

the practice of taqlid to the backwardness of Muslims. Nasution asserts that the 

backwardness of Muslims in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries led modernists, like 

‘Abduh, to attribute this state of inertia to the practice of taqlidI74

‘Abduh holds reason in high esteem.73 According to him, the importance of reason 

to each individual mirrors the importance of a Prophet to his community.76 Reason is the

70 See Greg Noaker, 11 Ijtihad A Key to the Renewal of ‘Critical Faith1," Hamdard Islamicus 58 
(1995): 116-25.

71 See Muhammad Tayyib al-Najjir, “al-lslam Yul)arrir al-Fikr al-Insinl min al-Jumud wa al- 
Taqlid,” Majallat al-Azhar 2(1981): 232-40.

72 Adams, Islam, 132.

73 He is a graduate of the Institute of Islamic Studies at McGill University who has become a light
house of Islamic learning in Indonesia and even South East Asia. He was considered by his disciples as a 
neo-Mu'tazili who brought ‘Abdubism to Indonesia. As a reflection of his efforts to modernize Islamic 
thought in Indonesia, he was regarded as the founder of the Haruni school

74 See Harun Nasution, “The Place of Reason hi 'Abduh’s Theology: Its Impact on his Theological 
System and Views,” Ph. D. dissertation, McGill University, Montreal Canada, 1968,60.
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foundation of life which serves as a mark of distinction for people. In his Risalat al- 

TawbldJ7 'Abduh states that reason gives people the capacity to discern the divine 

attributes, discriminate between good and evil, and undertake good deeds and avoid bad 

ones. However, as a theologian, 'Abduh believed that it was sinful to subject the divine to 

the application of human reason. ‘Abduh based this view on the hadlth which states: 

"Think about the creation, but do not think about the Creator.”78 God’s own descriptions 

of Himself in the Qur’an support this position; according to Ismail Raji al-Faruqi, “The 

Qur’an expresses God’s inconceptualizability in the most emphatic manner.”79

'Abduh’s stance on the power of reason resembles that of the Mu'tazila. P. J. 

Stewart remarks that:

By using the expression the Divine Unity (tawbld) in the title of his book, ‘Abduh was 
deliberately recalling the Mu'tazilites, for that was the term that they used to sum up their 
doctrine. It is clear that he was in fact a latter-day Mu‘tazilite, for in the first edition of his 
Epistle he stated that the Koran is created and not eternal. He was obliged to remove this 
statement from the later editions, but there seems to be no doubt that his view did not

751 think ‘Abduh’s assertion is reasonable since the Qur’an itself strongly encourages Muslims to 
use their intellect ( ‘aql) appropriately. The word ‘aql can be found in 45 verses. Many other words that 
suggest thiniring activities: na?ara, tadabbara, tafakkara, faqiha, tadbakkara and fabima. All of these verbs 
have as their predicate words like ulu al-albab, ulu al-abqar, ulu al-nuba and ayat al-kawmya which motivate 
or even require people to use their brain effectively. See Harun Nasution, Akal dan Wahyu da/am Mam 
(Jakarta: Penerbit Universitas Indonesia, 1986), 39-51.

76 See Muhammad ‘Abduh, Risalat al-Taw/pd(Cairo: Dir al-Manir, 1366 A. H.), 127.

77 One of ‘Abduh’s most important works, it is the principal explanation of his basic theology. It 
was translated into French by B. Michel andM. Abdel Raziq, Paris, 1925, was later translated into English 
by Ishaq Musaad and Kenneth Cragg, as The Theology o f Unity, London: Amo Press, 1980. hi this book, 
‘Abduh stresses the need to purge Islam of its superstition, to correct Muslim conceptions of the articles of 
faith, and eliminate eirors that crept into Islam on account of textual misinterpretations. See Caesar E. 
Farah, Islam: Beb'ds and Observances (New York: Barron’s Educational Series, Inc., 1994), 231.

71 See Annemmarie Schimmel, Deciphering the Signs o f God: A Phenomenological Approach to 
Mam (Albany: State University ofNew York Press, 1994), 220.

79 See Kenneth Cragg, “Tadabbur al-Qur'avr. Reading and Meaning,” in The Quest o f an Mamie 
Humanism, ed. A. H. Green (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984): 185-200.
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change. He also shared the Mu'tazilite view on such matters as free will and the role of 
reason in religion.*0

The high value that ‘Abduh placed on the human intellect ( ‘a q lf1 is apparent in 

his treatment of the term furqan which appears in Qur’an 3: 4. As Rashid RidI notes, 

‘Abduh interprets this word to signify the reason by which man may distinguish truth 

from falsehood. J. J. G. Jansen argues that ‘Abduh would seem to have replaced 

revelation with reason. He points out that “an obvious implication of this stance would be 

that if one wishes to know why he should not kill, or not ask for interest on capital, it is 

sufficient for him to use his intellect; there is no need for him to consult Scripture.”83

‘Abduh disagreed with Western critics who viewed Islam as a philosophy at odds 

with reason, science and modem civilization.84 ‘Abduh also rejected the view that Islam

10 P. J. Stewart, Unfolding Islam (London: Garnet Publishing Ltd., 1995), 194. He argues that like 
the Mu‘tazila [the Mu'taziOs], the majority of the modernists emphasize the high place of reason in their 
scale of values and try to show the perfect compatibility of true Islam with the findings of a mind free from 
the scourge of ignorance, prejudice and superstitions. Like the Mu’tazila, the modernists think that Islam 
upholds the principles of free will (Jkhtiyii), as opposed to that predestination (jabi), since it has been 
obvious to both groups that Muslims first conceive of their capacity to determine their destiny. See Hamid 
Enayat, Modem Mamie Political Thought (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982), 8.

11 The word 'aql was used to denote practical intelligence in the era of ignorance (jahiBya); in the 
modem psychological sense it is used to explain problem-solving capacity. People with ty/have the ability 
to solve problems, a kind of wisdom appreciated by Arabs in the time of ignorance. See Tosihiko Izutsu, 
God and Man in tbs Qur'an (Tokyo: Institute of Cultural and Linguistic Studies, 1964), 141.

12 See J. J. G. Jansen, The Interpretation o f the Koran in Modem Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 
21. Other exegetes claim the word fdrqm as one of the names of the Qur’in. Ahmad Mutfafa al-Maraghl is 
one of the followers of 'Abduh’s school of exegesis who accepts ‘Abduh’s rational interpretation of iluqan.

13 See Jansen, The Interpretation, 23.

04 'Abduh responded to western critics like Ernest Renan (1823-1892) and Sir William Muir (d. 
1905) who criticized certain Islamic teachings. “In his lecture on ‘Islam and Science,’ given at the Sorbonne 
in 1883, Renan maintained that T»l«m and Science . . .  were incompatible with one another.” Hourani 
presents this point in his Arabic Thought, 120. Renan and Muir “contended that social and economic
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has traditionally been hostile to reason and science. He maintained that “Islam is pre

eminently a religion of reason;”85 and that “Islam and reason were totally compatible if 

Islam was properly understood.”86 hi the event that reason and tradition contradict each 

other, ‘Abduh suggests that the right of decision should rest with reason. He says that 

“very few people oppose this principle, and only people who are of no account .’,87 In line 

with ‘Abduh’s philosophy, ‘Abd al-Rahlm treats reason as a requirement incumbent upon 

all Muslims which encourages them to think critically.88 For ‘Abduh, Islam persistently 

encourages people to use reason to study the governing laws of nature in order to know 

their Creator, God.89 He further explained that Islam encourages Muslims to seek and 

spread knowledge; the Prophet of Islam urged Muslims to seek knowledge, even if they 

have to go to China.90 ‘Abduh claimed that Islam emphasized the importance of 

knowledge and noted that, within two centuries of its emergence, “the Muslims were 

already excelling in all the branches of human knowledge."91

civilization. This, in turn, was alleged to stem from the inferiority of Islam as a religion which was seen as a 
‘Beduin’ phenomenon alien to 'reason* and tolerance.” Rahman, Islam, 215.

15 Adams, Mam, 128.

“  Andrew Rippin and Ian Knappert, eds., Textual Sources for the Study o f Mam (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1986), 31.

17 Muhammad 'Abduh, al-Mam wa ai-Nafrauya ma'a aJ-'Ilm wa ai-Madanlya (Cairo: Dir al- 
Manir, 1373 A. H.), 56. See also Ignaz Goldziher, Introduction to Mamie Theology and Law, trans. Andras 
and Ruth Hamori (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 110.

“  See ‘Abd al-GhafSr ‘Abd al-Rablm, al-Imim Muhammad ‘Abduh wa Manhajuh S  al-TiMr 
(Cairo: al-Markaz al-'Arabl li al-Thaqafa wa al-'Ulum, 1980), 242.

19 Adams, M an, 128.

90 This is a well-known Ijadlth. See Mehmet, Mamie Identity, 61.
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2. Social and economic

‘Abduh was also concerned with social and economic issues. His belief that 

Muslims were allowed to eat animals slaughtered by Christians contributed to interfaith 

dialogue.92 He bases this belief on two arguments: the Qur’anic verse that says: “And the 

food of those who have been vouchsafed revelation is lawful to you . . .”93 and the 

acknowledgment that modem Christians are ablal-kitab who share a status similar to that 

accorded to Christians during the time of the Prophet.

‘Abduh argued that it was admissible to accrue dividends from a savings bank.94 

He also devoted a great deal of attention to women’s emancipation, arguing for women’s 

right to a full education and calling for restrictions on polygamy. He criticized the 

polygamous family environment as ill adapted to the raising of children. These 

convictions may have stemmed from his personal experience as the only educated child in 

a polygamous family.

3. Political aspects

Unlike al-Afgham, ‘Abduh was both pragmatic and practical in his political 

thought. Initially influenced by the pan-Islamism al-Afgham advocated and by Egyptian 

nationalism, he deleted both ideologies from his modernist program, following the thiee-

91 Amin. “The Modernist,” 172; and “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” 16S.

92 See Charles C. Adams, “Muhammad ‘Abduh and the Transvaal Fatwa," in The Macdonald 
Presentation Volume (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1933): 13-29.

93 Qur’in 5: 5. All Qur’anic translations used hi this thesis are based on Muhammad Asad, The 
Message o f the Qur’in  (Gibraltar Dir al-Andalua, 1980).

99 See Goldziher, Introduction, 235.
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year exile imposed on him after his involvement in the ‘Urabi revolt against the British in 

1882. ‘Abduh cautioned al-Afghanl that “this political method would not result in any 

good, for establishment of a just and reformed Muslim government did not depend alone 

on the removal of the hindrances occasioned by foreigners.”95

‘Abduh adopted a conciliatory and participatory attitude towards British 

administrators in Egypt following his return from exile. He “became the close friend and 

adviser of Mustafa Pasha Fahmi, Prime Minister from 1895 to 1908, and also the friend 

and confidant of Lord Cromer.”96 He cooperated with both British administrators and the 

Egyptian ruling class in the hopes that Egyptians could accrue certain benefits from this 

leadership. In his words, “What Egypt needed was a period of genuine national education; 

every political and social problem should be seen in the light of this need. If constitutional 

government hindered the process it was bad or at least premature; if autocratic rule, or 

even foreign rule, helped it, it was to be tolerated.”97 ‘Abduh revered the law, lauding its 

impartiality and supremacy: “Reverence for the laws of the country is one of the essentials 

for its prosperity...  .”98

4. Educational aspect

‘Abduh emphasized the importance of education in freeing Muslims from 

intellectual, moral and social decadence and from backwardness. He wrote: “Those who

95 Adams, Islam, 63.

96 Adams, Islam, 64.

91 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 157-8.
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really desire good for the country should turn their attention essentially to education. For 

it is by reforming education that one will most easily realize all other reforms.”99 ‘Abduh 

was confident that the advancement of education and the sciences lay behind the West’s 

ascendancy in power, progress and wealth. He said: <(We see no reason for their progress to 

wealth and power except the advancement of education and the sciences among them. Our 

first duty then is to endeavour with all our might and mind to spread these sciences in our 

country.”100 He firmly held that improvement in education was the first step in the long 

process towards the realization of duty incumbent upon all Muslim nations; education 

would reform individual character, thoughts and deeds.101 He considered the 

impoverishment of Muslims the consequence of poor education which left them ill 

prepared to manage their national resources efficiently. He wrote that, “True poverty is 

lack of education and inability to use material advantages.”102

‘Abduh clearly believed that Islam “required its adherents to pursue all branches of 

learning and science with their utmost endeavours.”103 He demanded Muslims study not 

only Arabic and Islamic studies (to defend their religion) but also “the modem sciences

91 Adams, Islam, SO.

99 Amin, “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” 162.

100 Adams, Islam, 135.

101 Adams, Islam, 49; Sami Abdullah Kaloti, **1110 Reformation of Islam and the Impact of Jamil al- 
Din al-Afghanl and Muhammad ‘Abduh on Islamic Education,” Ph. D. dissertation., Marquette University, 
1974,111-2.

102 Adams, Islam, SO.

103 H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: An Historical Survey (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1970), 126.
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and the histoiy and religion of Europe in order to learn the reason for the progress of the 

West.”104 He argued that “the Qur’an commands men to engage in scientific studies, and 

that our first duty is to endeavour with our might and mind to spread sciences in our 

country”105

In practical terms, * Abduh struggled to reform and modernize Muslim education in 

his own country, especially at al-Azhar. He “tried to introduce a broader and more 

philosophical conception of religious education.” He felt that if al-Azhar, the oldest and 

greatest center of Islamic higher learning in Egypt and the Muslim world, could be 

reformed, then Islam could be reformed as well.106 His suggestions for reform included 

widening al-Azhar’s curriculum to incorporate modem sciences within its Islamic 

syllabus. His ultimate goal was to develop al-Azhar into an educational system 

comparable to any European university in its administration, methods of instruction and 

academic courses. Its prestige and influence would enable a reconstructed al-Azhar to lead 

the way in a reform of Islam in Egypt, as well as in other Muslim countries. “Thus the 

Azhar would become a ‘lighthouse* and means of guidance to all the Muslim world.” 

‘Abduh also planned to aid the Egyptian government in the establishment of an Egyptian 

university, a project which came to completion after his death; this university later 

became “Cairo University.”107

104 Gibb, Modern, 39.

105 Gibb, Modem, 44.

106 C£ Amin, ABaZtt‘u n i\ IS.
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C. ‘Abduh’s Views of Traditional Exegesis

Many writers, including Ignaz Goldziher and Joseph Schacht, attribute Tafsir al- 

Manar to ‘Abduh.108 Rashid Rida attended ‘Abduh’s lectures at al-Azhar and took notes. 

Later he elaborated on these notes and showed them to ‘Abduh, who revised them. After a 

final correction of the entire text, Rida began to publish it in the journal which he edited, 

al-Manar. In 1927, he published these works of exegesis in book form. The methodology 

of this work was based on ‘Abduh’s method of exegesis.

Other scholars argue that as Rida not only contributed to the work’s composition 

but even suggested the idea of interpreting the Qur’an to ‘Abduh in the first place, he 

deserves to be regarded as its author. Believing that a new interpretation of the Qur’an 

was needed in light of modem developments, Rida approached ‘Abduh and asked him to 

write a commentary. Reluctant in the beginning, ‘Abduh finally agreed to the project. 

Jane McAuliffe points out that Tafsir al-Manar is largely Rida’s work in the sense that 

Rida was solely responsible for almost eight suras or two-thirds of the total published,109 

covering Surat al-Nisa’ (4): 126 to Surat Yusuf (12): 52,110 while ‘Abduh interpreted only

107 See Shihab, Staff,16-17.

IM Adams, Islam, 111; Joseph Schacht, “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” in The Encyclopaedia o f Mam, vol. 
3, ed. M. Th. Houtsma et aL, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1913): 678-80. More recent examples of attributing this 
work to ‘Abduh include G. H. A. Juynbol, The Authenticity o f Tradition Literature: Discussions in Modem 
Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969), 21; and Jansen, Interpretation, Chapter 2 of this book is entitled 
“Muhammad ‘Abduh’s Koran Interpretation.” The most recent work on this topic is M. Quraish Shihab’s 
Studi Kritis Tafar al-Manar, Kazya Muhammad Abduh andM RasyidRidhi(A Critical Study of Tafsfr al- 
Manar, the Work of Muhammad ‘Abduh and M. Rashid Rida).

109 Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur’anic Christians: An Analysis o f Classical and Modem Exegesis 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 79.
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to Surat al-Nisa’ (4): 12S. According to Jomier, Tafsir al-Manar is the outcome of a team 

effort by scholars associated with the periodical al-Manar.m  Ibn ‘Ashur argues that three 

figures played an important role in producing Tafsir al-Manar: al-Afgham, ‘Abduh and 

Rida. Al-Afghanl spread the concept of modernization, while ‘Abduh applied it in his 

interpretation, and Rida developed this approach.112

In his own interpretations of the Qur’an, al-Afghanl rejected the philosophical 

approach, regarding it as too speculative.113 He also employed critical methods of exegesis 

to differentiate between esoteric and exoteric verses. He suggested that obscure verses 

(al-ayat al-mutashabihat) should be understood based on clear verses (al-ayat al- 

muhkamaf). Although al-Afgham did not define what he regarded as the characteristics of 

proper exegesis,114 he inspired ‘Abduh to interpret the Qur’an on rational grounds, paying 

special attention to what its verses revealed about social matters. According to Nurcholish

110 There are some discrepancies about this number that may be derived from different editions of 
the work or simple typographical errors. Jane Smith, for example, claims that the commentary ends with 12: 
25, presumably an accidental transposition of the Arabic numbers. See her An Historical and Semantic 
Study, 187. Jansen in his Interpretation, 24, states that the tafilrm ds with 12:107. This would be in line 
with Jomier's report in Le Commentaire, xvi on its publication history in the journal al-Manar that 
commentary covering the beginning ofju z’l'i up to 12:107 was published in the first three numbers of vol. 
35 of the journal. According to Ahmad Sharabi& Rashid Riiji completed the taMrXo 12: 101 before his 
death. At this point Shaykh Muhammad Bahjat al-Bayjir undertook completion of the rest of Surat Yusuf 
through 12: 111. According to M. Quraish Shihab, the interpretation of the rest of Surat Yusuf was 
completed by al-Bayfir and published in a separate book under the name of Rashid RirJL

111 See O. P. J. Jomier, Le Commentaire Coranique du Manor (Paris: G. P. Maisonneuve & Cie., 
1954), 25; W. Montgomery Watt, B ell's Introduction to the Qur'an (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1970), 170.

112 See Ibn ‘Ashur, al-Ta&Lr wa RijSuh (Cairo: Majma* al-Buhuth al-Islimlya, 1970), 167-8.

113 See Olaf H. Schumann, Pemikiran Keagamaan datam Tantangan (Jakarta: Penerbit PT. 
Gramedia Widia Sarana Indonesia, 1993), 256-7.

114 See Schumann, Pemikiran, 257.
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Majid, al-Afgham was a revolutionary politician who expressed his ideas only in outline, 

while his most famous student, ‘Abduh, enunciated them.113

The first part of Tafsir al-Manar (the first four suras), featuring ‘Abduh’s 

interpretation, and Rida’s editorial work, should be attributed to both Rida and ‘Abduh. 

Suras five to twelve deserve to be regarded as Rida’s alone, however. Rida acknowledges 

his debt to ‘Abduh in the title of each volume, called Tafsir al-Qur’im al-Haldm li al- 

Ustadh Muhammad ‘Abduh,, He marks his own efforts with the sentence which follows,

“written by Muhammad Rashid Ridi.” Rida’s tribute to his mentor is both a signal of
*

appreciation and a statement of fact. However, the overall body of the published work 

compels me to concur with Jomier’s thesis that Ritja’s contributions form the basis of the 

work.116

‘Abduh concludes that modem traditional exegesis offers little more than an 

elaborate repetition of the various opinions of the classical exegetes, and that these 

essentially dated interpretations tend to alienate people from the aims of revelation.117 

Moreover, some works of exegesis focus only on the literal meaning of words, structure 

and other philological aspects of the Qur’anic verses, offering nothing more than practical 

exercises in language; these works, ‘Abduh claims are not really exegesis at all.118 Other

115 See Madjid, Khazanab, 59,

116 See McAuliffe, Qur’m ic Christians, 79.

U7 See Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh, Fitilfa al-Kitib (Cairo: Kitib al-Xahir, 1382 A. H.), 13.

u* For ‘Abduh, the relevance of this kind of exegesis is limited; God will not ask these points in the 
hereafter, nor are they beneficial to society, hi ‘Abduh’s view, people needed guidance to lead them 
towards happiness in this world and the hereafter. See his Fatiha, 5 and 12.

34

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

traditional exegetes considered the Qur’an as the justification of their argument, in his 

words: “traditional exegetes treated the Qur’an as ma’mum, not as imam .” ’Abduh asserts 

that the Qur’an does not follow any beliefs and that it is the source of beliefs.119

Andrew Rippin depicts ’Abduh’s interpretative approach as an effort to remedy 

these problems. According to him, ‘Abduh argued that Qur’anic commentary needed to be 

made accessible to the common person. The efforts of the past, he claimed were of little 

relevance to the needs and questions of his day. His commentary therefore dispensed with 

theological speculation, detailed grammatical discussions and obtuse scholarship 

characteristic of past commentaries.120

For ’Abduh, traditional exegesis did not impinge on the practical life of the 

community. Qur’anic commentators who interpreted the Holy Book in light of their 

contemporary reality usually failed to transcend the demands of growth and development, 

adaptation and change. Thus, an ideal blue-print through the ages is characterized by its 

flexibility.121 ’Abduh interpreted the Qur’an in modernist terms as an effort to make Islam 

compatible with modem Western empiricism. As Nikki R. Keddie points out, the Qur’an,

119 “al-Qur’ia l i  ysttabi’u al-'sqids wa inauni tu'khadhu al-tqlda min al-Qur‘in. ” Hussyn al- 
Dhahabl, al-Ta/mr wa al-Mufassirm, vol. 3 (Cairo: Dir al-Kutub al-Hatfitha, 1968), 222. Cf. Mahmud 
Shaltut, “al-Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh wa Tadqatuh & al-Tafsir,” al-RIsSah 576 (1944): 581-83.

130 Andrew Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices, voL 2 (London: Routledge, 
1995), 88.

131 See Barbara F. Stowasser, “Religious Ideology, Women, and the Family: The Islamic Paradigm,” 
in The Islamic Impulse, ed. Barbara F. Stowasser (London: Croom Helm, 1987): 262-96.
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like many other prophetic scriptures, possesses the potential for reform along humanistic 

lines.122

Despite ‘Abduh criticism of traditional works of exegesis he appreciated some of 

them, such as al-ZamakhsharTs al-Kashshaf, which he regarded as a sound text for 

students due to its careful analysis of language. ‘Abduh cited this work in answer to 

Rida’s request for an example of a good commentary.123 ‘Abduh also referred to al- 

Tabari’s Jam 1 al-Bayan and al-Qurtubi’s al-Jatw 'li Ahkam al-Qur’an as reliable student 

texts. ‘Abduh appreciated these works because their authors avoided taqlid and tried to 

illuminate Islamic doctrines without getting entangled in controversial or divisive issues, 

helping engineer a more scientific approach to Islamic discourse. As he regarded the 

Qur’an as a work revealed not only to a particular generation of illiterate Arabs, but to 

every generation thereafter as well, he did not accept any Qur’anic interpretations as the 

final word in Scriptural content. ‘Abduh believed it was compulsory for every Muslim to 

understand the Qur’anic verses to the best of his or her ability. ‘Abduh’s perspective 

resulted in two revolutionary concepts in Qur’anic exegesis: an emphasis on modem 

scientific reasoning in understanding the Qur’anic verses and a reorientation, by placing 

more emphasis on Qur’anic relevance to social issues.

Ricja credits ‘Abduh with enlarging the concept of interpretation narrowed by the 

excessive emphasis of traditional exegetes on words, structures, rhetoric and narratives. 

‘Abduh himself insisted on the need to simplify and modernize Qur’anic interpretation. As

122 Sec Nikki R. Keddie, “Siyyid Jamal al-Dfaj al-AfghinI,” in Pioneers, 11-29.
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‘Abduh based his work on independent judgment, he read and interpreted the Qur’an 

directly, without grounding his thought in certain exegetical books. He refers to exegetical 

works only when faced with unusual words. ‘1 do not read other books when I teach, but 

sometimes I refer to exegetical books if there are strange structures or strange 

sentences.”124 Rida added that ‘Abduh sometimes referred to Tafsir al-Jalalayn in search 

of a definition for a strange word or sentence.

D. Scholars’ Views of ‘Abduh’s Method of Interpretation

In his preface and introduction to Tafsir al-Manar}2* ‘Abduh outlines the areas 

that should be taken into account or excluded when writing tafsir. His practical approach 

to the Qur’an is evident: “The tafsir at which we aim is to understand the Book as a path 

which guides people to that which will give them happiness in this life and the next, for 

this is its highest aim, and all other endeavours are subordinate to this or a means of 

attaining it.”126 The concept of the Qur’an as a source of guidance is not new, the Qur’an 

itself states this repeatedly. ‘Abduh was the first mufassir, however, to subordinate all 

other considerations to the question of guidance. This may be seen as a turning point in 

the history of tafsir}21 His tafsir also represents one of the first conscious attempts to

123 See al>‘Adawt, Rashid Rida tl-Lmim al-Mufahid (Cairo: Maktabat Mip, 1964), 91.

124 See al-Kafafi and al-Shaflf, FI *Ulma, 349; al-Rumi, Mtnhaj, 30.

123 The preface (Fatihat al-Ta/su) is by Rashid Rida, and the introduction (.Muqaddimat al-Tafsii) is 
based on Muhammad ‘Abduh’s lectures; the aims set out in them are essentially the same.

126 Rida, TaSBr, voL 1,17.

127 See Kate Zebiri, Mahmud Shaltut and Islamic Modernism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 135.
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popularize tafsir and appeal to a wider audience.128 To achieve this, ‘Abduh avoided, as 

much as possible, the use of technical terms in his tafsir. ‘Abduh also paid close attention 

to the interpretation of obscure verses, especially those relating to the unseen, “using the 

old technique of bi-la kayf, of recognition that anthropomorphism and other dubious 

expressions must be received without attempt to envisage what they can really mean.”129

‘Abduh’s exegetical approach has not, of course, escaped scholarly criticism. Al- 

Dhahabi, the most objective of ‘Abduh’s critics, evaluated both the strengths and 

weaknesses of ‘Abduh’s thought. He argues that while ‘Abduh made a significant 

contribution to Qur’anic exegesis, the bulk of which is irreproachable, a portion of his 

work remains open to dispute.130 Any criticism of ‘Abduh must, however, take into 

consideration ‘Abduh’s position as a modernist with a social agenda.

Mahmoud Ayoub states that “ ‘Abduh’s interpretation is a modem swim tafsir 

[which] appeared in the 19th century as a reaction to the challenge of western technology, 

science and education. It was rational and apologetic; its primary aim was to present Islam 

to Muslims and defend it against the western secular and missionary onslaughts.”131 

Ayoub compares ‘Abduh to Sayyid Qutb; Qutb, he believes, represents a more confident

12t See Zebiri, Mahmud, 135.

129 See Hodgson, The Venture, vol. 3,275-6. An example of this interpretation will be presented in 
Chapter Three.

130 A detailed MUBwntnt o f1 Abduh’s exegetical approach can be found in al-Dhahabl, al-Tafsur, 
vol. 2, 41.

ut Malpnoud Ayoub, The Qur'an audits Interpreters, voL 1 (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1984), 39.
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return to the Qur’an, free of ‘Abduh’s apologetics.1321 would argue that ‘Abduh played an 

integral role in the development of contemporary exegesis. ‘Abduh’s influence continues 

to manifest itself in the wide appeal of his work for both Sunni and Shi‘ite youth.

Ahmad von Denffer’s claim that ‘Abduh’s commentary on the Qur’an represents 

an effort to harmonize contemporary scientific and social developments with the teachings 

of the Qur’an is misleading. In his criticism, von Denffer disagrees with ‘Abduh’s 

interpretation of Sura 2:276, where he identifies the jinn as microbes causing diseases.133 

This verse deals with the Day of Resurrection and does not discuss jinn; however, ‘Abduh 

relates it to jinn. ‘Abduh says that the jinn are said to represent the activity of microbes; 

for the etymological meaning of this word is ‘that Which is hidden’. Thus it is permissible 

to say that the living bodies, whose existence today has been made known by the 

microscope and are called microbes, may possibly be a species of jinn. It has been proven 

that the microbes are the cause of most diseases.134

Al-Muhtasib asserts that ‘Abduh’s interpretation is simply an effort to reconcile 

Islam with Western civilization.135 Hamid Algar,136 a professor in Persian and Islamic

132 See Ayoub, The Qur'an, vol. 1,39.

131 See Ahmad von Denffer, ‘UlOrn aJ-Qur’ih: An Introduction to the Sciences o f the Qwr’ah 
(Leicester The Islamic Foundation, 1994), 39.

134 See Ritfi, Ta&nr, vol. 2,335.

133 See al-Mul}tasib, Ittijabat al-Tafstrfl al-Asr al-Hadith, voL I (Beirut: Dir al-Fikr, 1973), 210.

136 Originally from Britain, Hamid Algar currently heads the department of Middle Eastern Studies
at the University of California, Berkeley. A devout Muslim who follows the Naqshabandiya §ufi order and 
a leading intellectual, he has written many books about Islam. In one of these books he sharply criticized 
Muslim modernists, including 'Abduh. See Hamid Algar, M uzi Malkum Khan: A Study in the History o f 
Iranian Modernism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), ix.
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Studies at the University of California, told the journal Gatra, that ‘Abduh was a 

rationalist who tried to interpret the miracles of the Qur’an in a scientific way.137 Algar 

illustrates his point with ‘Abduh’s discussion of the Qur’anic ababil (the birds that the 

classical exegetes identified with those mentioned in Sura 105 that halted Abraha’s army 

as it attacked Mecca). According to ’Abduh, the tale depicting birds which bear stones 

from hell is symbolic, referring to deadly diseases which ravaged the aggressors.

Algar says that ’Abduh was a thinker sympathetic to British colonialism,138 a 

claim difficult to reconcile with ’Abduh’s repeated entreaties to Muslims to strive against 

Britain. Algar’s views are supported by Maryam Jameelah, however,139 who accuses 

’Abduh of having brought disaster upon the Muslim community by reconciling Islamic 

doctrines with British imperialism and opening Egypt to Westernization.140 Algar’s 

criticism of ‘Abduh is best understood in light of his personal background: a devout 

Muslim, Algar is a follower of the Naqshabandiya Sufi order and betrays inclinations to 

the esoteric qualities of his new faith.141

117 See Hamid Algar's interview in Gain, no. 4126 August 1995,99.

I3> See Hamid Algar’s interview in Gatra, no. 4126 August 1995,99

119 Originally Margaret Marcus, Maryam Jameelah, was a Jewish-American woman who moved to 
Pakistan after converting to Islam and became a militant follower of Jama 'at-e-Islam, led by Abu al-A‘Ii al- 
Mawdudi. She wrote a book entitled Islam and Modernism, in which she analyzed and criticized the 
opinions of Muslim reformers. See Madjid, Khazanab, 75.

140 Maryam Jameelah, Mam and Modernism (Lahore: Muhammad Yusuf Khan, 1968), 70.

141 See Madjid, Khazanah, 76.
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Although Rida appreciated and defended his mentor’s thought, he criticized 

‘Abduh for never mastering the science of prophetic tradition {‘ilm  al-hadlth),142 

especially 'ilm  al-jarh wa al-ta4(fil. 143 As a result, Rida often adds parallel passages or 

gives brief excerpts of the traditional position; in some cases, he goes so far as to say that 

his master was simply mistaken about certain issue.144 At other times, he acknowledges 

that he does not possess documentary evidence of the opinion of his mentor on particular 

verses and hence offers his own explanations.145 On these occasions, he presumes that his 

master’s commentary would have been in agreement with his own.145

142 The science of htuEth, dealing with Islamic traditions, their transmission and criticism, can be 
considered a branch of Islamic thought. It has been developed more fully than other Muslim fields, such as 
those dealing with philosophy, physics and mathematics. The science of Islamic tradition, hadith, is an 
original field devised and formulated by Muslims. Nobody can refute this statement or question its validity. 
‘Abdullah Kanoun presents this view in his article “Haditb. Its Scientific and Religious Value,” in al-Azhar, 
Academy o f Mamie Research, the third conference of the Academy of Islamic Research, 1966:25-35.

143 Rida, TaMr, vol. 2,46.

144 R ite TaMr, vol. 2,48; 8,222. cf. Shfoata, Manhaj, 50.

145 R ite TaMr, voL 4,139,458.

146 R ite TaMr, voL 3,318-19; 4,221.
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CHAPTER TWO 

MUHAMMAD RASHID RIDA AS A MODERN EXEGETE •  •

Rida (1865-1935) occupies a special place in modem Arabic and Islamic thought. 

He was an indefatigable writer on the religious, social and literary problems of the time, 

whose views carried weight with friend and foe alike.1 He was an expert in Qur’anic 

exegesis, prophetic tradition, literature and history.2 In the first field, Rida built his 

reputation by continuing Muhammad ‘Abduh’s Qur’an commentary after the latter’s 

death in 1905. The emphasis throughout Rida’s work is on the rationality of the holy text 

and its compatibility with modem ideas. A consistent attempt is made to identify broad, 

universal principles from the literal script.3 This chapter focuses on Ritia’s career as a 

modem exegete, reflecting on his intellectual background, his modernist thought and his 

impressions of other exegetes.

A. Rida’s Intellectual Background

Rida was a Syro-Egyptian Islamic thinker who epitomized the conservative and 

rationalist reformer in the course of his intellectual career.4 He was bom in the Ottoman

1 See A. L. Tibswi, “From RasKid Rida to Lloyd George,” in Islamic Perspectives: Studies in 
Honour o f Sayyid Abu al-A 'la MawdurB, ed. Khurshid Ahmad and Zafar Ishhaq Ansari (Leicester The 
Islamic Foundation, 1980): 335-42.

2 See Mani* ‘Abd al-HaQm Malpnud, Manabij al-Mufassinn (Cairo: Dir al-Kitlb al-Mifri, 1978),
315.

3 See P. J. Stewart, Unfolding Mam (Reading: Garnet Publishing Ltd., 1995), 195.

4 See Juan Ricardo Cole, "Rashid Rida on the Baha’i Faith: A Utilitarian Theory of the Spread of 
Religion,” Arabic Studies Quarterly5 (1983): 276-85
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Empire, in 1865, in the village of al-Qalamun,5 near Tripoli, in what is now Lebanon.6 He 

came from a family of devout Muslim shaykhs, many of whose members had mastered the 

Islamic sciences.7 Rida, however, rarely used the title sbaykb, preferring, instead, that of 

Sayyid. Reared in an educated family which appreciated knowledge and an environment 

conducive to learning, Rida was thus set on the road to intellectual development. His 

parents taught him to recite the Qur’an and helped him to memorize it. hi the mean-time, 

he also learned to write and acquired basic mathematical skills at a traditional school in 

his village.8

When Rida was still young, his parents sent him to Tripoli, Lebanon to study at al- 

Madrasa al-Rushdiya,9 a Turkish government school.10 This school offered instruction in 

Arabic grammar, theology, Islamic law (GqH), mathematics, geography and Turkish.11 

However, Rida lost interest in the school as the instructors spoke only in Turkish and its

s A beautiful village, about three miles from Tripoli, Lebanon. Eliezer Tauber, “Rashid Ridi as Pan- 
Arabist before World War I,” The Muslim World65 (1957): 102-10.

6 See Donald Malcolm Reid, “Rashid Ridi (1865-1935),” in Encyclopedia o f Modem Middle East, 
voL 3 ed. Reeva S. Simon, et al. (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1996), 1537-38.

7 See Quraish Shihab, Metode Penyusman Ta&ir yang berorientasi pada Sastera, Budaya dan 
Kcmasyarakatan (Ujungpandang: C. V. Yusgar, 1984), 33. See also Harun Nasution, Pembabaruan dalam 
Islam: Sejarab PemiJdran dan Gerakan (Jakarta: Bulan B intang, 1986), 69.

* See Muhammad Warniqah, al-Sayyid Muhammad Rashid Ridi- Islahatuh al-Ijtimalya wa al- 
Dwlya (Beirut: Dar al-Iman, 1986), 21.

9 A state primary school (madrasa ibtidiTy«). For more information about this school, see A  L. 
Tibawi, Mamie Education: Its Traditions and Modernization into the Arab National System (London: 
Headley Brothers Ltd., 1972), 66.

10 See Haifaa Jawad, “Pan-Islamism in the Middle East: Prospects and Future,” Islamic Quarterly 
10 (1990): 213-20.

11 Cf. Warniqah, al-Sayyid, 22.

43

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

alumni were destined for public office, a fate he did not relish. As a result, he spent only 

one year at this school.

In 1883, at the age of eighteen, he entered al-Madrasa al-Watanlya al-Islanuya 

(The National Islamic School). This school had been founded by the enlightened and 

moderately progressive shaykh of Tripoli, Husayn al-Jisr,12 a scholar who was sympathetic 

to the reformist agenda. At the time, it was considered (he best school in Lebanon, 

providing instruction in modem topics such as French, logic, physical education and 

psychology.13 Rida remained a student there for several years until the school was forced 

to close when authorities refused to assign it the status of a religious institution, whose 

students were thereby exempt from military service.14 Consequently, Rida moved to 

another school, al-Madrasa al-DMya (Religious School), but retained his contacts with his 

former teacher, Shaykh al-Jisr, who had been his guide during his adolescence.13 After 

studying under al-Jisr's supervision for eight years, Rida was granted the diploma of 1Sim  

in 1897.16 Furthermore, al-Jisr gave him a certificate (ifaza) in the areas of religious

12 He was a graduate of al-Azhar. He worked in the Tripoli Journal and built a school in Tripoli, he 
wrote many books, such as al-Risila al-Harwdiya. See Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 
1798-1939(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), SO.

_ 11 See Ibrahim Ahmad al-Adawi, Rashid Ridial-Imam al-Mujahid(Cairo: al-Mu’assasa al-Miplya
al-*Amma li al-Ta’Bf wa al-Anbi’ wa al-Nashr, 1964), 23.

14 See Malcolm H. Kerr, Mamie Reform: The Political and Legal Theory o f Muhammad ‘Abduh 
and Rashid Rida (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), 154. Cf. Nasution, Pembaharuan, 69.

15 See Amir Shalab Arslan, al-Sayyid Rashid Rida aw Ikha' Arbaln Sana (Damascus: Ibn Zaydin 
Press, 1937), 35-6.

16 See Shihab, Metode, 35.
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sciences, language and philosophy.17 With this certificate, Rida had gained the right to 

teach Islamic studies.18

Rida also studied under other scholars while in Tripoli. One was Mahmud Nashaba 

al-Tarabulusi (d. 1890) who had spent thirty years studying and teaching at al-Azhar. Rida 

studied al-Abadith Arbalh of al-Nawawi under him and was granted another certificate. 

He also studied SabSb al-Bukbm, Sahib al-Muslim and Sbarb al-Manbaj Fiqb al- 

Sbaff'iya}9 Another of his teachers was (Abd Ghahi al-RifiT (d. 1890),20 who introduced 

Rida to the Kitab Nayl al-Awtar by Qadi al-Shawkam.21 Al-RafH was an expert on 

prophetic tradition, mysticism, Islamic law, poetry and literature.22 Rida also studied 

under Shaykh Muhammad al-Qawuqji (d. 1887),23 who instructed him in al-AbacStb al- 

Silsila and part of al-Mujam al-Wajlz, two of his own works.

hi view of the schools that Rida’ attended, Malcolm H. Kerr has suggested that his 

formal education was probably broader and more modem than ‘Abduh’s. None of the

17 See al-Manir 9 (1927), 652.

11 See al-Manir 18 (1904), 799.

19 See al-Manir 3 (1919), 155.

20 ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Rafil bom in Tripoli in 1816. See ‘Abd Allih Nawfal, Tarijim ‘Ularni' 
Tarabulus(Tripoli: n. p., 1984), 83,86. See also al-Manir 3 (1919), 155.

21 Muhammad ibn ‘AH al-Shawkani, an expert in Islamic law and prophetic tradition (badlth).

22 One of his popular works is K itib Tarsi' al-Jawihir al-Makldya 5  Taziiyat al-Akbliq al-Manfiya. 
See Nawfal, Tarijim, 83,86. See also al-Manir 3 (1919), 155.

23 Muhammad al-Qawuqji, known as Abu al-Mahasin, was bom in Tripoli in 1809. Having finished 
his primary school in Tripoli, he went to Egypt and spent twenty years at al-Azhar. He then returned to 
Tripoli to teach and preach, educate students and write. As a prolific writer, he left several books: some of
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subjects offered in Turkish school held much appeal for him, however. By Rida’s own 

account, he considered language instruction to be superfluous, whereas ‘Abduh, by 

contrast, took pains to master French, at the age of 44. ‘Abduh once voiced the opinion 

that “no one can claim any knowledge enabling him to serve his country . . .  unless he 

knows a European language.”24 Thereafter, ‘Abduh read widely in French and traveled 

repeatedly to Europe. Rida’s only visit to the West was to Geneva in 1921, as a member of 

the Syrian-Palestinian delegation protesting the imposition of the French and British 

mandates at the League of Nations. In some ways, therefore, Rida was much more 

conservative and traditionalist than ‘Abduh.25

Under al-Jisr’s guidance, Rida acquired self-confidence and literary skills, and was 

granted his first working assignment as a writer for ‘Tripoli newspapers,” an assignment 

which earned him valuable practical experience. As a consequence, he soon acquired a 

reputation, and attracted a wide readership. Notwithstanding this success, al-Jisr 

continued to exercise his prerogative as teacher, criticizing the modernist sentiments 

expressed in Rida’s prose.

Rida also participated in intensive discussions in the field of legal theory (usid al- 

Gqh) and logic, sponsored by Muhammad al-Husayrii and Shaykh Muhammad Klmil al-

them are: RabS‘ al-Jinan S  TaMr al-Qtr’u i and Mawahib al-Rahman f i  Khasi’i? al-Qur’an. See Nawfal, 
Tarijim, S8-9.

24 Rashid Rida, TaSkb al-Ustadh al-Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh, voL 1 (Cairo: Mafba'at al-Manir, 
1931), 84.

25 See Abdelwahab El-Affendi, Turabi’s Revolution: Islam and Power in Sudan (London: Grey Seal, 
1993), 10.
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RafiT.26 Having read al-Ghazali’s Ihya’, Rida grew interested in tasawwuf and adopted 

some Sufi practices such as refraining from good food and sleeping on the ground; he even 

neglected common cleanliness of body and clothes, a practice he was unable to continue 

for long.27 During this period he joined the Naqshabandiya order but, according to his own 

account, he eventually understood the danger of this spiritual approach and left the order. 

For a short time he was a committee member for the improvement of educational 

institutions in Tripoli, where his criticism of anything that seemed negative to him did not 

please the authorities 28

Another influential figure who inspired Rida’s thought was Jamal al-Din al- 

Afghani (d. 1897) through his journal, al-'Urwa al-Wuthqa.29 Charles C. Adams explains 

how this journal inspired Ritia’s reformist vision:

26 See Shihab, Metode, 35.

27 See Zaki Badawi, The Reformers o f Egypt: A Critic o f al-Afghanl, \Abduh and Rida (Slough 
Berks: The Open Press, 1976), 47.

21 See Eliezer Tauber, “Three Approaches, One Idea: Religion and State in the Thought of ‘Abd al- 
Rahman al-Kawikibl, Najib ‘Azuri and Rashid Rida,” British Journal o f Middle Eastern Sudies 21 (1994): 
190-98.

29 'Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi described Rida’s first contact with al-Afghad’s thought through his 
Journal, al-‘Urwa al-Wuthqa. He states that Ridi came to learn of al-Afghanl through his journal by 
accident. While rummaging through his father’s papers, he came upon two issues of the journal and began 
reading them. Al-Maghribl claims that he was the one who introduced Ridi to al-'Urwa al-Wuthqa for the 
first time in Tripoli and that both of them started searching for the issues to copy them. Al-Maghribl added 
that he copied the whole issue, but his friend, Shaykh Rashid, copied only the important articles. See al- 
Maghribi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghanl: Dbikrayat wa Ahadith (Cairo: Dir al-Ma‘iri£ 1967), 112-117. Having 
read the issues, his interest sparked, Ridi eagerly sought other issues, obtaining some from his father and the 
rest from his teacher, al-Jisr. Ridi copied them all by hand and reread them time and again. Ahmad 
Sharaba?! found these copies among Ridi’s papers. Ridi was impressed in the methods used in its articles 
especially in the way the writers interpret the Qur’an. See al-Sayyid Hasan Qariin, “Min Dhikrayat Rashid 
Ridi,” MafaUat al-Azhar 6 (1991): 694-97.
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His chief concern had been orthodoxy of belief and practice; if he had any thought of 
reform, it was of a purely local character. But the reading of al-'Urwa al-Wuthqa changed 
all this. Its appeals for the reform of Islam as a whole, and the regeneration of all Muslim 
nations and the restoration of the early glory of Islam, placed a new ideal before him and 
inspired within him new desires. His first teacher, he says, had been the Ihya’ of al- 
GhaziO, which was the first book to take possession of his mind and heart. His second 
teacher was al-'Urwa al-Wuthqa, which changed the course of his life.30

As a result of reading al-'Urwa al-Wuthqa, Rida was consumed with a desire to 

attach himself to al-Afghanl. Al-Afgham, however, died soon after in Constantinople, 

frustrating Rida’s ambitions. After al-Afghanl’s death, Rida chose to associate himself 

with ‘Abduh, leaving Syria for Egypt in 1897 to fulfill this objective. In 1898, Ritla 

attended al-Azhar in Cairo to further his studies. Once in Cairo, Ri4a studied under 

‘Abduh’s supervision and remained his close colleague until the latter’s death in 1905. 

‘Abduh, for his part, loved and trusted his disciple; the latter regarded his master with 

unbridled admiration and respect, praising him as the greatest teacher of Islam in modem 

times.31

Under ‘Abduh’s tutelage, Rida gained considerable knowledge, particularly in 

Qur’anic commentary. Rida’s notes on ‘Abduh’s lectures were eventually published after 

he had elaborated upon them and submitted them to ‘Abduh for correction. Rida published

10 Charles C. Adams, Mam and Modernism in Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), 179. 
Cf. Anwar G. Chejne, “Intellectual Revival in the Arab World: An Introduction,” Mamie Studies 1 (1963): 
413-37. Ri<fi*s exposure to al-'Urwa al-Wuthqa drew him to a new understanding of Islam, which he no 
longer saw as simply a spiritual medium towards the herefater, but as a religious ideology which is both 
spiritual and temporal. Islam seeks to guide man to supremacy on earth as a deputy of God, committed to 
the establishment of love and justice. See Riifi, Tankh, voL 1, 15. Ritji’s understanding of reform was 
initially limited, therefore, to a view which saw it as a correction of erroneous beliefs and as guidance fin 
the faithful in their obedience to God.

11 See Hrair Dekmejian, Mam in Revolution: Fundamentalism in the Arab World (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1995), 55.
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‘Abduh’s lectures in the journal aI-Manar(The Lighthouse)32 after he became the editor in

new journal went on to became the leading organ of Islamic reformist thought. 

Unquestionably, it was through this journal that Rida’s writings were disseminated 

throughout the Islamic world and his standing as an influential reformer was established.35 

Thus, Rida’s ideas came to shape Muslim thought across North Africa, to Southeast 

Asia36 and particularly, in Indonesia.37

In addition to al-Jisr, al-Afgham, ’Abduh and al-Ghazlfi, Ibn Taymiya also 

inspired Rida’s thought. Ibn Taynuya’s influence on Rida’s work can be gleaned from

32 Al-Manir was regarded as one of the most influential publications in Egypt at the end of the 
nineteenth century. For information on publications in the modem Arab world, see George N. Atiyeh, ed., 
The Book in the Islamic World: The Written Word and Communication in the Middle Bast (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1995), 233-54.

13 See H. A. R. Gibb and J. H. Kramers, Shorter Encyclopaedia o f Mam (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1961), 
406. According to Quraish Shihab, al-Manir-was a weekly journal with its first edition published on March 
17th, 1898. However, Emad Eldin Shahin argues that al-Manir appeared in 1898 as a weekly and, after one 
year, as a monthly journal. See his Through Muslims Eyes: M  Rashid Rida and the West (Herndon: The 
International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1993), 8.

34 See Muhammad Abu Rayya, “al-Sayyid Rashid Ricja bi Munisabat al-Dhikra’ al-Tiai ‘a li 
Wafatih," al-Risila 584 (1944): 747-48.

15 See Assad Nimer Busool, “Shaykh Muhammad Rashid Rida’s Relationship with Jamil al-DIn al- 
Afghini and Muhammad ‘Abduh,” The Muslim World 66 (1976): 272-86.

36 See John Obert Voll, Islam: Continuity and Change in the Modem World (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 1994), 162.

37 Rida’s mnderai«t thought penetrated Indonesia through the journal al-Manir and his TaMr al- 
Manir. ha the educational institutions in Parabek and Padang Panjang, Sumatra, for example, TaMr al- 
M anir is required reading for graduate students, hi addition, graduate students also study the books of Ibn 
Taymiya (d. 1328) and Ibn Qsyyim al-Jawziya (d. 1356). See Philip Khuri Hitti, History o f the Arabs 
(London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1860), 68. CL Deliar Noer, The Modernist Muslim Movement in Indonesia 
1900-1942(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 56.

1897.33 This journal was conceived and produced along the same lines as the journal al- 

'Urwa al-Wuthqa, which had been published by al-Afgham and ’Abduh in Paris.34 The
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articles found in the journal, al-Manir. This publication was instrumental for the 

dissemination of Ibn Taymlya’s ideas in North Africa, and it fueled the Islamic nationalist 

movement led by (Abd al-Hamid bin Badis (d. 1940). Seyyed Hossein Nasr notes that the 

feature of Rida’s SalaSya movement is almost the same as that of the Wahhablya. Both 

these movements stress the preeminence of the Shan'a while rejecting Sufism, Islamic 

philosophy and theology.38 The SalaSya movement tends to be strictly Sunni, hostile to 

non-Sunni sects and opposed to the veneration of saints. Its doctrinal dogmas are, 

however, often tempered by a political flexibility.39

Basing my argument on Ritia’s intellectual background, I would like to present 

some of the points on which he differed from his mentor, ‘Abduh. Although Rida’s ideas 

are similar to ‘Abduh’s, we find some variations. The teacher was more liberal than the 

student, for instance, and did not hold to one school in either theology or law. When he 

was accused of being a follower of the Mu‘tazila school, ‘Abduh strongly protested, since 

he was open to the views of all schools in order to permit freedom of thought. Similarly, 

for ‘Abduh, moving from one school to another did not mean freedom but rather 

dependence on a new school.40 Ricli by contrast followed only one madbhab or school; he

“  See Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Plight o f Modem Man (London: Longman, 197S), 146; 
Dekmeijian, Islam, 56.

19 It is important to note that Muslim thinkers contemporary with Rida were subdivided into three 
groups. The first group was made up of those who were rigid in their adherence to the doctrines of schools 
of Islamic teachings. The second group was comprised of those who believed that Islam was not suited to 
the modem era. Members of the third group were active in the propagation of Islamic reform, envisioning a 
future in which M m is renewed through a return to the Qur’in, authentic tradition and the guidance of the 
forefathers (ai-salafal-$£lih). See aI-Maair29 (1928), 67; Warniqah, al-Sayyid, 17.
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followed the opinions of Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiya. He also was sympathetic toward 

the Wahhabi movement.

B. Rida's Concept of Modernization

The term “modernization” has been employed in a wide range of fields and 

contexts, from art to politics, from agriculture to religion.41 For our purposes it will be 

defined as “the social change whereby less developed societies acquire characteristics 

common to more developed societies.”42 A modernist can be defined as a person who 

wishes to change ideas, manners, and old institutions in order to make them more suitable 

to the new conditions which are brought by science and modem technology.43 Rahman 

defines Muslim modernists as “those who have made an articulate and conscious effort to 

reformulate Islamic values and principles in terms of modem thought or to integrate 

modem thought and institutions with Islam.”44

40 See Nasution, Panbaharvan, 76. According to Nasution the differences between ‘Abduh and 
Rida can be seen most clearly in theological issues. ‘Abduh was more liberal than Ridi in interpreting the 
anthropomorphic verses. For ‘Abduh, the verses that portray God as having a face or hands should be 
regarded as allegorical in meaning; thus, God’s throne ('arx6) means power. Ridi, on the hand, prefers the 
lexical meaning that God does have a throne, even though His throne is different from man’s. Furthermore, 
in their respective interpretations of Q. 2: 25, which speaks about the reward that God will provide in the 
hereafter, ‘Abduh advances a philosophical interpretation, i.e. that the reward will be in a spiritual form, 
while Rida claims that the reward will be material in nature.

41 See for example, Louis Kampf On Modernism,: The Prospects for Literature and Freedom 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1967), 5.

42 D. Rustow, A  World o f Nationalism: Problems o f Political Modernization (Washington D. C.: 
Brooklings, 1967), 15 and Ciril Edwin Black, The Dynamics o f Modernisation: A  Study in Comparative 
Zffirfa/y (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), 20.

43 See Nasution, Pembabaruan, 11.

44 See Fazlur Rahman, Islam (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1979), 222.
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Rida can be considered a modernist because of his influence on Islamic reformation 

in Egypt and in other Islamic countries, such as Indonesia. Juan Ricardo Cole argues that 

Rida was an Islamic thinker who combined elements of the conservative and rationalist 

reformer in the course of his intellectual career. He admired both the fundamentalist 

Wahhabis and the heterodox radical al-Afgham.43 However, even though Rida was open- 

minded, he was more systematic and categorical than ‘Abduh, and, on questions of 

orthodoxy, he recalls the intransigence of the Hanbalites.46 His ideas on reformation can 

be seen in three different areas, religious, social, and political.

1. Religious aspects

After observing the general state of Muslim countries, Rida concluded that 

Muslims were backward as a result of their diminished religion, a condition which was 

aggravated by despotic political leadership. He believed that Islamic civilization was 

founded upon the Qur’an and the moral precepts it contained. Reviving this civilization is 

only possible he believed, if Muslims returned to the Qur’an.47 However, he did not 

explain how this return to the Qur’an would be undertaken.

According to Ridi, the deterioration of Islam commenced with the rise of fatalism 

(jabr) as a popular concept. Thus, the tenets of Sufism48 weakened Islam as they de

45 See Cole, “RasHd Rida,” 276.

46 See Mohammed Arkoun, Arab Thought Delhi: S. Chand & Company Ltd., 1988), 85.

47 See Hourani, Arabic Thought, 228; Javaid Saeed, Islam and Modernization: A Comparative 
Analysis o f Pakistan, Egypt, and Turkey (London: Praeger Publishers, 1994), 130.

41 The term constitutes what we understand in our modem terminology is a mystic, while 
Sufism (or better tapawwu/f expresses what we understand as mysticism. Muslim Sufis began appearing as
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emphasized every Muslim’s duty to direct his/her life in accordance with mankind’s status 

as God’s vice-regent on earth (khaEfatm G al-ard). The Sufi had popularized the notion 

of Islam as a passive religion, hi fact, however, Islam is a dynamic religion which 

encourages its followers to exploit nature for their needs and to recognize God’s 

munificence in this bounty.49 Rida condemned the Sufi-inspired innovation. However, this 

does not mean he was anti-Ghazalian, but rather that the Sufism Rida criticized was not 

the same Sufi tradition al-Ghazali supported.30

Having analyzed Rida’s conception of Islamic reformism and his attempts to apply 

it, David Commins argues that Rida did not succeed in converting many Egyptians to his 

vision of Islam.51 Most Egyptians continued to practice their faith by following the 

examples and opinions of the conservative scholars of al-Azhar or by attending the 

ceremonies of Sufi orders and attributing miraculous powers to a given order’s living and 

dead saints.

Concerning the Islamic law, Ritja emphasizes the need for a return to its spirit and 

for better knowledge of the principles on which it is founded. He says that many people

early as the seventh century C. E., or the first century of Islam as a religion. §ufism developed and spread in 
different forms all over the Muslim world. In general, $ufism could be said to be a product of diverse forces 
working together “speculative development of the Mobammadan monotheistic idea, Christian asceticism, 
Greek and Indian Philosophies.” See Alfian, “Islamic Modernism in Indonesian Politics: The 
Muhammadiyah Movement during the Dutch Colonial Period (1912-1942),” Ph. D. dissertation, The 
University of Wisconsin, 1969,107.

49 See Musthafa Kamal et al, Afubammadiyab Sebtgti G enka Islam (Yogyakarta: P. N. 
Persatuan, 1988), 16.

50 See Mohammed M. H. Shehab Eddin, “Pan-Arabism and The Islamic Tradition,” PhD. 
dissertation, The American University, Washington, 1966,263.

51 See David Dean Commins, “Hasan al-Banna (1906-1949),” in Pioneers o f Mamie Revival, ed. All
Rahnema (London: Zed Books Ltd., 1994): 12S-53.
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know what is lawful and what is unlawful but they do not know why one particular act has 

been declared lawful and another unlawful. It is necessary to understand the logical 

underpinnings of the law prior to its application so that the purposes or general interests 

that they serve are clear. He further argued that today people know the hukm (injunction) 

without knowing the hikma (wisdom) behind it. Yet it was essentially this knowledge of 

the wisdom behind the laws which enabled the Companions of the Prophet to rule over 

vast, newly acquired territories and administer them in the best interests of the people.32

Similarly, in regard to the relationship between the Qur’an and Sqh (Islamic 

jurisprudence), Rida emphasized the Qur’an’s status as the premier or first asl 

(foundation) upon which the decisions of a school of jurisprudence should be based. He 

criticized the current tendency of rendering the opinions and rulings of the jurist as asl and 

to judge the Qur’an on their basis by means of far-fetched interpretations. This procedure 

had come in for heavy criticism and, in the eyes of many Muslim thinkers, had to be 

reversed.53

Rida also rejected fanatic loyalty to any one religious school ('madhhab) and called 

on people to be more tolerant. He insisted that people have to accept certain basic Islamic 

principles; beyond that, they should be encouraged to use reason when dealing with 

scriptural teachings of fiqh. Ricja pleaded for the use of ijtihad by stressing that Islam is 

based on reason and that Gqh is itself founded upon the basis of ijtihad Therefore, any 

person who stands in the way of ijtihad or tries to prevent it is in fact undermining the

32 See Rida, TaMr, voL 2,30.
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basis of Islam and its Shan‘a and destroying the adaptive facility which distinguishes it

from other religions.54

In reference to Rida’s point, Sayyid Ahmad Khan had previously suggested the

cultivate a spirit of inquiry and research. Life in every age evokes new problems and new 

needs. If there are no living mujtahids, how can a dead mujtahid be consulted about 

contemporary needs and problems not previously encountered. Muhammad As ad, one of 

Rida’s contemporaries, stressed the view that the ijtihad of the Companions of the 

Prophet cannot be taken as authoritative for all times, because it was limited by their 

historical experience.56

2. Social aspects

According to Rida, the improvement of society can be achieved through unity in 

community, nation, religion, law, brotherhood, citizenship, justice and language. These 

eight concepts of unity are called al-wahda al-thamamya,57 Ridi states that one of the 

causes of social decline is disintegration within the Islamic community: If Muslims want 

to play a leading role in the modem world, they have to do so as a united society.

13 See Riiji. TaMr, voL 1,71.

34 See Ri<Ja, TaMr, voL 6,420.

55 See Mazheruddin Siddiqi, Modem Reformist Thought in the Muslim World (Islamabad: Islamic 
Research Institute, 1982), 83.

36 See Muhammad Asad, The Principles o f State and Government in Islam (Berkeley: University of 
California, 1961), 20.

37 See Rashid Ridi, ai-Wahyal-Muhammadi(Cairo: al-Ma|ba‘a al-Manir, 1935), 225.

need for a living mujtahid to whom all problems could be referred.55 Muslims should
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The Islamic community however, as Rida conceived of it, had to be based 

primarily on sameness of faith, and not merely on that of nation or language. As a 

consequence, he rejected the concept of nationalism for Egypt sponsored by Mugafa 

Kamil and for the Turkey sponsored by the Young Turks. He argued that nationalism 

contradicted the doctrine of brotherhood in Islam. Brotherhood, according to Rida’s Yiew
(A

of Islamic teaching, does not recognize differences in nation, language or country. He 

states that the only nationalism that Islam recognizes is the religion itself; brotherhood 

that is based on religion should not be separated by language and government. From this, 

we see how Rida’s concept of modernism is applied in a social context, and how he 

stressed the importance of the unity of the Islamic community under the banner of faith.

Like ‘Abduh, Rida contributed to the sphere of social reform by insisting on the 

well-being of women.59 In his Huquq al-Nisa’ G al-Islam, Rida attempts to give proof that 

the Shari'a prescribed equal rights for women.60 Basing himself on Qur’an 2: 228 and 4: 

38, he insisted on the equality of the sexes. For instance, he maintained that women can 

add to the income of the household, meaning that they are allowed to work for a living.61

51 See Nasution, Pembabanm, 74. C£ Yusran Asmuni, Alina Modem dalam Mam (Surabaya: al- 
Ikhlas, 1982), 61.

39 See Hamka, TaMr al-Azbar, vol. 3 (Jakarta: Pustaka Panjimas, 1983), 192-3; Burhanuddin Day a, 
Gerakan Pembabaruan Pemikiraa Mam: Kaaos Sumatra Tbawalib (Yogyakarta: P. T. Tiara Wacana, 1990), 
208.

60 See A.G. Chejne, “Intellectual Revival,” 413-37.

61 Cf. Erwin L J. Rosenthal, “Some Reflections on the Separation of Religion and Politics in 
Modem Islam,” in Studia Semitica, vol 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971): 171-206.
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His opinion on the restriction of polygamy is further proof of this point; he states that 

Islam neither makes polygamy compulsory nor encourages men to practice it.62

Rida also contributed to better interfaith relations, according to Issa J. Boullata’s 

analysis of his interpretation of one of the doctrinal principles enunciated in the Qur’an.63 

Christianity today, Rida states, is the same as it was in the Prophet’s era; Christians are 

people of the book (ahl al-kitab). As people of the book, Christian women are eligible to 

marry Muslims, just as the food that they prepare may be eaten by Muslims. According to 

Ridi, it is only polytheist women whom Muslims are forbidden to marry, as stipulated in 

Qur’an 2: 221, which refers is to polytheist Arab women.64 Furthermore, in interpreting 

the verses which forbid Muslims to choose Jews or Christians as friends (aw liya\ Rida 

argues that this prohibition can only be applied if they fight against Muslims or intend to 

harm them.65 This opinion is based on the occasion of revelation (asbab al-nuzul) of this 

verse as recorded by al-Tabari, who stated that it was revealed at a tense moment after the

63 This point is based on ‘Abduh analysis of the Qur’anic verses 4:3 and 129 which Ridi developed 
further. For a detailed explanation of these verses, see Rida’s Huqiq al-N isi’ 5 al-Islam: N idi’ Ii al-Jins al- 
L a tlf (Cairo: Dir al-Manar, 1351 A. H.). 44.

61 See Issa J. Boullata, "Fa-stabiqu '1-khayrit. A Qur’anic Principle of Interfaith Relations,” in 
Christian-Muslim Encounters, ed. Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and Wadi Zaidan Haddad (Gainesville: The 
University Press of Florida, 1995): 43*53.

64 See M. Quraish Shihab, “Ahl al-Kitab,” in Rekonstruksi dan Renungan Religious Mam, ed. 
Muhammad Wahyuni Nafis (Jakarta: Penerbit Paramadina, 1996), 7. Regarding the issue of food, Hassan 
Hathout states that Muslims are permitted to eat the food offered by AM al-Kitab, unless specifically 
prohibited, such alcohol or pork. As for the case of marriage, he suggests that in this situation it is unlawful 
for the Muslim husband to try to exert pressure on his wife to convert to Islam, because that would 
contradict the Qur’anic injunction, “let there be no compulsion in religion" (Q. 2:256). hi fact it would be 
his Islamic duty to ensure her right of worship according to her own faith. See Hassan Hathout, Readings in 
the Muslim (Plainfield: American Trust Publications, 1995): 14*15.
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Jews had violated an agreement with the Prophet. Rida also criticized some exegetes, such 

as al-Baydawi and al-Zamakhshari, who interpreted this verse to mean a total prohibition 

against Muslims befriending Christians or Jews.66

Similarly, in the case of apostasy (riddi), Rida argues that those declared to be 

apostates should not necessarily be killed. If they abandon Islam without harming it in any 

way, they should be free; they should only be punished if they cause problems for Islam. 

This point is completely at odds with the opinion of the majority of Muslim scholars 

(Jumhural-‘ulama) who held apostasy to be punishable by death. Ridi discarded the ijm a‘ 

that was not based on a clear text of the Qur’an. He argued, “there is a text which forbids 

all compulsion in religion" and the ijm i' is, therefore, in contradiction with “a higher asl 

(the source of method).”67 hi reference to this discussion, Mayer remarks that:

Contemporary scholars have found many indications that the premodem shari'a rule that 
the apostate must be killed should not be considered a definitive interpretation of the 
Islamic sources in this area. $ubbi Mahmassanl, the Lebanese scholar, for example, 
asserted that the circumstances in which the penalty was meant to apply were extremely 
narrow. He pointed out that the Prophet never killed anyone merely for apostasy. The 
death penalty was only applied when the act of apostasy from Islam was linked to an act of 
political betrayal of the community. This being the case, Malpnassaril argued that the 
death penalty was not meant to apply to a simple change of faith but to punish acts such as 
treason, joining forces with the enemy, and sedition.61

61 See Shihab, “Ahl al-Kitab,” 7. For more information on this issue, see Shihab, Wawasan al- 
Qur'an: Tafsir Mawdhu'iatasPelbagaiPersoalaa Umat(Bandung: Penerbit Mizan, 1997), 429-32.

66 See Shihab, “Ahl al-Kitab," 7.

67 Ct  ‘Abdul Hamid A. Abu Sulayman, The Mamie Theory o f International Rotations: New 
Directions for Mamie Methodology and Thought (Herndon: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 
1987), 15.

"  For more information, it is recommended to see Ann Elizabeth Mayer, Mam and Human Rights: 
Tradition and Politics (Colorado: Westview Press, 1995), 141-160. See also §ubl}i Mafrmajirii, Ariah 
Huquq sl-lnsah (Beirut: Dir al-‘Qm li al-Malayin, 1979), 123-4. The discussion on the perspectives of fiqh
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Rida also encouraged Muslims and Christians to cooperate in fighting the 

colonialists who dominated Egypt and other Muslim countries, hi his reply to a question 

dealing with the patriotism of a non-Muslim, Rida said that Muslims are obligated to 

defend the non-Muslim who is subject to their rule and to treat him as an equal according 

to the just rules of Shari‘a. As a consequence, he is allowed to join them in defending the 

country and promoting its development.69 Rida supported his argument by pointing to the 

historical fact that the Companions of the Prophet exempted the dhimnus70 who joined 

them in war from the poll tax during ‘Umar’s caliphate.

3. Political aspects

Unlike ‘Abduh, Rida took a pro-active posture in respect to political discourse, on 

both a theoretical and practical level.71 In terms of theory, Ritja proposed several brilliant 

political formulas, especially concerning the concepts of the caliphate and the Islamic 

state.72 He was regarded as a founding theoretician of the modem notions of the Islamic

schools (.madhahib) can be seen, for example, Safia M. Safwat, “Offences and Penalties in Islamic Law,” 
Islamic Quarterlylb (1982): 137-81.

69 See John X. Donohue and John L. Esposito, eds. Mam in Transition: Muslim Perspectives 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 59; Sylvia G. Haim, ed. Arab Nationalism: An Anthology 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 76.

70 Dbimmh axe the protected people in a Muslim country, i.e. Jews and Christians. They have 
particular social, political and economic sat us. Cf. Bat Ye’or, The Dhimml: Jews and Christians under Mam, 
trans. David Maisel, et al. (London: Associated University Pressess, 1985), 28.

71 Rida also differed with ‘Abduh over key political issues. ‘Abduh can be said to have been a 
supporter of Western culture, while Rida tried desparetly to stem its impacts. They also parted company 
over the issue of the restoration of the caliphate; 'Abduh ignored it, while Rida feared that it would be 
abandoned as an institution. See Badawi, The Reformers, 120. See also Patrick Bannennan, Mam in 
Perspective: A Guide to Mamie Society, Politics and£aw(London: Routledge, 1988), 140.

71 However, Rida’s political ideas can only be understood in light of the Egyptian situation at the 
time he began to become more involved in both wtinwal and international affairs. Like his predecessors al-
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state. His political beliefs are set out comprehensively in his treatise al-Khilafa aw al

lmama al-‘UzmP published in Cairo in 1930. This treatise represents the program of the 

reformist party and is also considered an authoritative pronouncement on modernist 

attitudes to politics.74 The treatise was, in part, a reaction to the Turkish reduction of the 

Ottoman Caliphate to a purely ceremonial and spiritual office with no political 

authority.75It was also a reaction to the pressures of Western powers and the Zionist 

movement placed on Muslim Society.76

Afghani and ‘Abduh, Ridi lived in an Egypt that had been victimized by Western economic, political and 
legal penetration as well as cultural westernization since the 1860*s. Egypt, which had enjoyed relative 
autonomy under the Ottoman Empire after 1840, come under outright British military occupation in 1882, 
and faced increasing missionary activities, hi that politico-historical setting Ritfi’s school of thought 
emerged with a call for political Islamic unification in the face of western hegemony. See WaOd Mafcmoud 
‘Abdelnasser, The Islamic movement in Egypt: Perception o f International Relations 1967-81 (London: 
Kegan Paul International, 1994), 32.

73 The treatise originally was published in serial form in the journal al-Manir In his study, Rida 
reviews the theories and ideas of medieval scholars such as Mawardi and TaftizanL He analysis the 
historical role of the caliphate and finally suggests guidelines for its restoration. See Badawi, The 
Reformers, 121.

74 See Rosenthal, “Some Reflections,” Studia Semitica, vol. 2,171-206.

75 The caliphate which had functioned for 417 years under the Ottomans and which kept the 
Muslims world together, suffered a setback when the caliphate was itself abolished in 1924. This 
abolishment is a reflection of AtatOrk’s secular reform movement. However, Patrick B. Kinross argues that 
despite the abolition of the caliphate, the new Turkey was not irreligious, but needed a religion stripped of 
artificiality, whish implies nothing contrary to reason or hostile the progress. According to Kinross, 
Atatttrk’s policy is motivated by his idea to liberate and to elevate the Islamic religion from its position of 
being a tool of politics, in the way that has been traditional for centuries. Kinross further states that hi the 
Moslem world, the abolition created a certain initial dismay, especially in India where the Turkish 
Revolution had been seen as a fight by a Moslem state for its freedom, with Kemal as the ‘Sword of Islam.' 
See Lord Kinross, A tatilrk The Rebirth o f A  Nation (London: Wcidenfeld and Nicholson, 1990), 384-87. 
C£ Omit Cizre Sakallioglu, “Parameters and Strategies of Islam-State Interaction in Republican Turkey,” 
International Journal o f Middle Eastern Studies 28 (1996): 231-51.

76 See Hamid Ensyat, Modem Islamic Political Thought (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982), 
69; Donohoe and Esposito, eds., Mam, 157-96; and Nazih Ayubi, Political Mam: Religion and Politics in 
the Arab WarId(London: Routledge, 1993), 64.
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Rida believed both that Islam contains a system of belief based on universal 

characteristics and that Islam covers all aspects of life. The Qur’an and Hadith, the 

primary sources in Islam, possess a system of rules, and the best of all counsels because 

they are the product of divine wisdom, according to Rida. The fundamental premise in 

Rida’s thought is that Islamic rule, by virtue of its divine inspiration, is superior.77 By 

contrast, some thinkers, such as ’All ’Abd al-Raziq argue for the separation of “Church” 

and state. ’Abd al-Raziq, for example, maintains that Islam never claimed a worldly 

government; this was left to be freely considered by the believers.78 He further maintains 

that since the Qur’an does not mention the caliphate, it cannot form part of Islamic 

dogma. The Sunni idea of the caliphate was created in legal handbooks compiled centuries 

after the death of the Prophet.79

Rida attacked ‘Abd al-RIziq’s book, saying that “it was the latest attempt of the 

enemies of Islam to weaken and divide it from within.”80 He affirmed that Islamic law 

requires political power to maintain and apply it and that it is not possible to reform

77 See Husayn Ahmad An»fa, al-Isiim S  ’Alan Mutaghayyir waMaqBat al-Mamya Ukhri (Cairo: 
Maktabat MadbuO, 1988), 127-8.

71 See ‘AH ‘Abd al-Riziq, al-Islim wa UfB al-Hukm (Beirut: Dir Maktabat al-Hayit, 1966), 39. 
Asghar All Engineer, Mam And Its Relevance To Our Age (Kuala Lumpur Iqra\ 1987), 13. Muljamniad 
‘Imara concurs ‘Abd al-al-Riziq opinion on Islamic political system. He states that Islam as a religion has 
not specified a particular system of government for Muslim, for the logic of this religion’s suitability for all 
times and places requires that matters will always be changing by the force of evolution should be left to the 
rational human mind, to be shaped according to public interest and within the framework of the general 
precepts that this religion has dictated. Muhammad ‘Imira, al-Islim wa al-Sulfa al-Dmya (Cairo: Dir al- 
Thaqifo al-Jadlda, 1979), 76-77.

79 See ‘Abd al-Riziq, al-Islam, 152.

10 See Hourani, Arabic Thought, 189.
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Islamic law without re-establishing an Islamic state.81 'Abd al-Raziq did not attempt to 

weaken Islam, of course; his aim was most likely to differentiate between Islam in theory 

and Islam in practice. ‘Abd al-Raziq simply reproduced the ideas of European thinkers 

which were common at that time and applied them to Islam.82

One important point in Rida’s exposition of the Islamic political system involves 

the question of minorities. He advises the non-Muslims in Muslim domains to trust their 

future to a caliphal government, which would give them autonomy, in preference to a 

secular one, which would deprive them of it.83 However, Rida suggests that “consultation 

between Muslims and non-Muslims and sharing each others opinions is not prohibited. It 

may even be obligatory.”84 He therefore saw no reason to question the membership of non- 

Muslims in parliament, especially when they are not dominant in number over the 

Muslims.

According to Rida, in Islam power resides within the community and is 

legitimated through consultation (shura). The leader of the nation must be an imam or 

caliph85 who holds legislative power, but who acts as a coordinator rather than wielding

11 See Giacomo Luciani, ed. The Arab State (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 2S4.

82 See Shehab Eddin, Pan-Arabism, 272.

°  See al-Manir, 24, (1341/1342 A. H.), 259-61.

14 See al-Manir, 12, (1327 A. H.), 608-9.

85 The words imam and “caliph" both mean leader of the Muslim community, the former refers to a
ShiT leader while the latter to a Sunni leader. The Sunnis use the term imam for the leader of a congregation 
in prayer. According to Memissi, the difference between these terms in the Islamic concept of leadership is
that the first is based on a spatial conception and the second on a temporal one. For more information about 
these two terms see Fatima Memissi, Islam and Democracy: Fear o f the Modem World, trans. by Mary Xo 
Lakeland (Reading; Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1993), 23-24.
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absolute power. People retain the right to choose the caliph and to end his tenure.86 Rida 

also states that a caliph should seek the counsel of ‘ulama’, who would revise the laws of 

Islam in accordance with contemporary needs.87 Mahmud Shaltut adds that in Riga’s 

conception, the caliph should be an acknowledged expert in all areas of life, including 

military, legal, political and fiscal issues.88 Despite his appreciation for the Rightly- 

Guided Caliphs, Rida critici2ed the method of Abu Bakr’s election as it was not preceded 

by consultation with all parties concerned.

Ridi explained that the Muslim political system decayed because of the absence of 

shura (consultation). In these times, he said, the ulu al-amr(people in authority) consist of 

eminent scholars, chiefs of armies, distinguished merchants and agriculturists, leaders of 

political parties, medical doctors and lawyers in whom the nation has confidence and to 

whom it refers all difficulties. All these persons should be brought together for shura. In 

practice, Rida pointed out, the ruler has no use for ulu al-amr except to corrupt them and 

corrupt the people; he neither likes nor permits the approach of anyone except 

sycophants.89 Rida called for opposition to the despotism of the Ottoman sultan on the 

basis of the Islamic concept of deliberative consultation (shura).90

Sec Ri4i, al-Waify, 239.

17 See Era M. Lapidus, A History o f M anic Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 666.

“  See Mahmud Shaltut, tl-Mam: ‘Aqida wa Sbarl'a (Cairo: Dar al-Qalam, n. d.), 443.

"See Ridi, TaMr, vol. 5,198-9. See also Siddiqi, Modem Reformist, 118.

90 See Abd al-Aziz Duri, The Historical Formation o f the Arab Nation, trans. Lawrence I. Conrad. 
(Beckenham: Croom Helm and Center for Arab Unity Studies, 1987), 186.
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In response to Rida’s concept of shura, Mazheruddin Siddiqi argues91 that like 

‘Abduh, Rida is not very clear in his political ideology. He adheres to the institution of 

shura but he does not make clear whether his shura would be nominated by the ruler or 

elected by the people; nor does he discuss whether or not the ruler could be bound by the 

verdict of the majority of shura. Similarly, he does not explain how the ruler could be 

deposed. If he rules unjustly, who will depose him and by what method? In any case, 

however, Rida does not support ‘Abduh’s theory of a just dictator who will exercise 

unlimited authority. Ricia would enforce the condition of shura even for a just dictator.

Rida’s antipathy towards Western culture included complete rejection of Western 

political concepts. He called upon his fellow Muslims to seek inspiration from the ideas 

and practices of the first generation of Islamic rulers. He also opposed all forms of secular 

reform in the Young Turks’ program, accusing them of facilitating the Western 

eradication of Muslim identity. As a matter of principle, he opposed the Westernized 

elites in Muslim countries.92 However, Sami Zubaida argues that despite his enlightened 

orientation of thought, Rida did not succeed in transferring his ideas into the field of 

political struggle or incorporating them into the modem state.93 Although Riga’s ideas did 

not create any political organization, they did in fact inspire later political movements 

such as the Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikhwah al-Muslimw) under Hasan al-Banni’ (d. 1949)

91 See Siddiqi, Modem Reformist, 118.

92 See Godfrey H. Jansen, M ilitant Islam (London: Pan Books, 1979  ̂94.
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which “became the largest and most influential Islamic organization in the Sunni Arab 

world.”94

4. Educational aspect

Rida made significant efforts in the development of education. Like his master, 

‘Abduh, Rida exhorts Muslims to devote themselves financially to the establishment of 

schools; he called this the most excellent of all good works. He considered the founding of 

schools to be better than the founding of mosques, for the prayer of an ignorant man in a 

mosque has no value, while education in schools can eradicate ignorance. He criticized the 

prevalent governmental system of education for failing to provide adequate religious 

training.95

Like ‘Abduh, Rida believed that education was among the most important tools for 

social change.96 He tried to fight against what he saw as Muslim weakness and immorality 

by concentrating on the improvement of the education system.97 To meet students’ 

intellectual potential, Ritla propounded the modernization of education as a necessary 

step. These goals could be realized through the infusion of modem sciences into the 

curriculum, alongside religious and linguistic subjects.

91 See Sami Zubaida, Islam, the People and the State: Essays on Political Ideas and Movements in 
the Middle East (London: Routledge, 1989), 47. C£ Jacques Waardenburg, “The Rise of Islamic State 
Today,” Orient28 (1987): 200-10.

94 See Joel Beinin and Joe Stork, “On the Modernity, Historical Specificity and International 
Context of Political Islam,” in Political Mam: Essays From Middle East, ed. Joel Beinin and Joe Stork 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 6.

99 See Adams, Islam, 185-6; Saeed, Man, 131.

99 See Nasution, Pembaharuan, 75.

65

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

According to Rida, modem Western civilization is based on the promotion of 

science and technology. In order to achieve the same level of development, Muslims must 

accept Western advances in these areas. Muslim civilization was initially superior in the 

classical era; it made great strides in the advancement of the sciences. Westerners would 

later benefit from this body of knowledge developed by Muslims. By this line of 

reasoning, Muslim intellectuals apologetically claim that adopting modem Western 

sciences is, essentially, merely retaking what Muslims originally possessed. However, this 

claim is disputable because Muslims did not possess modem Western sciences since the 

time of the origins of Islam.

One of Rida’s educational project was Madrasat al-Da‘wa wa al-Irshad which he 

founded in Cairo in 1912 after failing to do so in Constantinople. This madrasa was in 

response to intense Christian missionary activities in Muslim countries, especially Egypt. 

The madrasa offered two programs: (1) a three-year program for those who strove to be 

religious guides or wished to propagate the faith among their fellow Muslims and (2) a 

six-year program for those who wanted to act as missionaries, inviting people to Islam. 

Unfortunately, however, the outbreak of the First World War forced the school to close.98

C. Rida's Views of Traditional Exegesis

hi his exegesis, Ri<ja tried to adopt and yet modify ‘Abduh’s approach to Qur’inic 

interpretation. Like ’Abduh, Rida claimed that traditional works of exegesis were nothing

97See Nasution, PembahtrvMO, 75.
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more than compilations of differing opinions which ultimately led people to deviate from 

the primary message of the revelation. Some of these works only focused on the 

expressions or the grammatical and lexical meaning of verses. Others adopted different 

sides of a given theological debate, such as that over the istinbat of jurists who practiced 

taqGdor mystical exegesis, or the fanatical positions of religious sects.99

Rida also assessed the use of traditions in that style of exegesis known as tafsurbi 

al-ma’thur. According to him, it was generally the case that the exegete’s exposition in 

tafsirs of this kind was a kind of veil, obscuring the teachings of the Qur’an, which are 

able to purify the soul and to guide reason ( ‘aql).[0° Quraish Shihab asserts that Rida was 

very cautious when quoting the hadiths of the Prophet’s Companions. Rida’s caution was 

warranted in light of the fact that many reports attributed to the Companions were 

invalid, especially those attributed to ’AG ibn Abl Talib and Ibn ‘Abbas.101

Rida did not, however, fail to realize that among those hadiths found in exegetical 

books that are attributed to the Prophet, his Companions and the Successors of the 

Companions, some were very important. Thus, what was narrated from the Prophet could 

not be overlooked, in spite the fact that some of these traditions dealt only with

* See Warnlqah, al-Sayyid, 144.

99 See Ritji, Tafslr, vol. 1,10; ‘Abd al-Majld ‘Abd il-Salim al-Mubtasib, Ittijib it al-Tafflr f f  al- 
‘Afral-HadTtb (Beirut: Dir al-Fikr, 1973), 302.

100 See Rida, TmMt, vol. 1,10. i

101 See Shihab, Metode, 57.
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etymology or their own good deeds. Rida maintains, nonetheless, that these kinds of 

traditions are few in number.102

Even while Rida appears to have been sharply critical of traditional works of 

exegesis, especially tafslr bi al-m’atbur, he was in some ways influenced by Ibn Kathir’s 

methodological approach to the Qur’an. This influence can be seen in two respects: the use 

of hadith and the effort to reconcile passages of the Qur’an that appear to be 

contradictory. Moreover, similar weight is given to the historical events which relate to 

jurisprudential issues in the Qur’an. It may be argued, therefore, that because these two 

exegetes were influenced by Ibn Taymiya (d. 727 A. H.), they were similarly inclined to 

follow the SalaSya movement.103

Like ’Abduh, Rida did not accept all prophetic traditions, even when those 

narratives could be found in al-Bukhan’s SabSb and Muslim’s SabSb. Unlike ’Abduh, 

however, Rida, in rejecting certain Prophetic traditions used arguments derived from the 

discipline of hadith sciences Qulum al-ahadTth).10* Rida’s main objections to some of the 

hadiths found in Bukhan’s SabSb, for instance, were that many of them were ambiguous 

or, often, in clear contradiction with one another, making their reconciliation impossible.

102 See Ritji, Ta&ur, vol. 1,7-8. Cf. Mahmud, Manabij, 318.

103 See ‘Abd Allah Mahmud Shihita, Manbaj al-Imam Muhammad 'Abduh S  al-Ta/xr al-Qur’an al- 
Kanm (Cairo: Matba'a Jimi‘a, 1984), 229.

104 See Shihab, Metode, 65.
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Further Rida’s attitudes towards classical exegesis can be seen in three basic types 

of classical exegesis al-Sabuni105 proposed.

1. Tafslr bi al-riwaya

This kind of tafsir stresses the explanation of the Qur’an by the Qur’an itsel£ by 

the Prophet and by the Companions of the Prophet. Al-Tabari’s Jami* al-Bayan, Ibn 

Kathir’s Tafslr al-Qur’m  al-‘Aom  and al-Qurfubi’s al-Jami‘u li Ahkam al-Qur’an are the 

examples of this tafsir. Rashid Rida accepts this tafsir and applies its principles in Tafslr 

al-Manar, According to al-Dhahabl, the sources of Rida’s tafslr are the Qur’an itselfj 

hadith and the explanation of the Prophet’s Companions and the followers of the 

Companions.106 Warnlqah acknowledges that Ridi prefers interpreting the Qur’an by the 

Qur’an to other sources in the first level, but if he does not find its interpretation in the 

Qur’an he will use hadith.107 As shown later in the third chapter, Rida employs internal 

cross-reference widely in his tafslr.

As a consequence of Rida’s careful scrutiny of the Prophet’s explanation of the 

Qur’an he used it selectively based on his hadith background. Apart from Riga's attitudes 

towards the Prophet’s explanation, Riga is also very careful in applying the explanation of 

the Companions of the Prophet and the followers of the Companions. Riga accorded Ibn 

Kathlr (d. 1373), Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya (1350) and Ibn Taymiya (d. 1328) great respect.

!05See Muhammad ‘Ah il-§abunl, al-Tibym t t  'Ulum mJ-Qut’sd (Beirut: Dir al-Irshid, 1970), 63. 

‘“ See al-Dhahabl. at-TaMr, vol 3,244.

107See Warnlqah, al-Styyid, 116.
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Riga praises them in his work and also relies on quotation from them in support of his own 

exegetical interpretations.

Despite his appreciation of al-Tabari as an expert in tafslr bi al-riwaya, Rida 

accused him of being careless in the use of hadith in his interpretation. A case in point is 

al-Tabaris’ commentary on the verse “(Zachariah) prayed: 0  Sustainer, appoint a sign for 

me!” (Q. 3: 41). In interpreting this verse al-Tabari quotes tradition narrated by al-Suddi 

and ‘Ikrimah stating that Satan made the Prophet Zachariah unable to differentiate 

between revelation and the call of Satan and was thus obliged to ask for a proof.108 Rida 

dismisses al-Tabari’s position, for he believes that it is impossible that the Prophet 

Zachariah was influenced by Satan.

2. Tafsir bi al-ra ’y

This kind of tafslr is not directly based on the transmission of knowledge by the 

predecessors, but on the use of reason and ijtihad. According to Ahmad von Denffer, this 

tafslr does not mean interpretation by mere opinion derived through ijtib id  based on 

sound sources.109 Von Denffer divides this tafslr into two kinds: (1) tafslr mabmud 

(praiseworthy), which is in agreement with the sources of tafsir, the rules of shari'a and 

the Arabic language, and (2) tafslr madhmum (blameworthy), which is done without 

proper knowledge of the sources of tafslr, sbari’a and the Arabic language.110

IMiSee Rifc Tariff, vol. 3,298-99.

I0*See Ahmad Von Denffer, ’Ulum al-Qur’m : An Introduction to Sciences o f the Qur’an 
(Leichester. The Islamic Foundation, 1994), 130.

tlOi'See Von Denffer, 'Ulum al-Qur’an, 131.
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Al-Razi’s Mafatih ai-Ghayb, al-Baydawi’s Anwar al-Tanzil wa Asrar al-Ta'w if11 

and al-Zamakhshan’s al-Kashshafzm  be categorized as belonging to the type of tafsir bi 

al-ra’y. According to ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Asim, Rida uses his own judgment in his 

commentary, which is free from taqHd except for his taqUd of his mentor, ‘Abduh.112 

Rida’s position is evident in his response to al-Razi’s commentary on the verse which 

states “If Thou cause them to suffer, verily they are Thy servants: and if Thou forgive 

them, verily Thou alone art almighty, truly wise!" (Q. 5: 118). In interpreting this verse, 

al-Raa asserts that according to his school of thought (madbbab), it is possible that God 

may be referring to putting the infidels in Heaven and sending the devout to Hell. In 

response to this position, Rida argues that it contradicts reason ( ‘aql), the hadith and the 

Qur’an itself. Furthermore, Rida asserted that al-Razi’s position might cause chaos in the 

principles of Islamic doctrines.113

What al-Razi mentioned above is merely his opinion as a leading theologian and 

the issue which he launched is disputable. However, Ri<Ja objected to this assertion 

because al-Razi does not base his opinion on the Qur’an, hadith or the explanation of the 

Prophet. Rida claims that al-Razi lacks the use of tradition derived from the Prophet or his 

successors, the Companions. Al-Hafi? al-Dhahabl, a leading figure in ‘Urn al-RijH  114

ulThis commentary was written based on al-Zamakhshari’s al-KasbshithvX. considerably amplified 
from other sources. Al-Baydawi’s commentsry is regarded by the sunni as the best and alsmost as a holy 
book. For more information, see Encyclopaedia o f M an (1913-1939), vol. 2 ed. M. Th. Houtsma, et aL 
(Leiden: E. J, Brill, 1987), 390-91.

tuSee al-Dhahabl, al-TtMr, voL 3,244.

IUSee Ri<|i, TaMr, voL 11,271.
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argued that in his time al-Razi never mastered the science of tradition {‘ilm  al-hadith). 

The same criticism is directed against al-Zamakhshan and al-Baydawi. Rida, for instance, 

states that these two exegetes have only a limited knowledge of hadith. They also do not 

refer to the forefathers’ views, whose competency has been acknowledged.115

In passing judgment on al-Razi’s exegesis, Rida quotes the statement, popular 

among scholars, that the former’s work includes everything except tafsir, as observed by 

al-Suyuti in his al-Itqan S  ‘Ulum al-Qur’an. This assertion arose because of al-Razi’s 

effort in accommodating scientific theories in his tafslr. It is of course a kind of 

exaggeration, which was intended to weaken confidence in his tafsir, i.e. that of 

introducing the opinions of philosophers and theologians, particularly those of Mu ‘tazilis 

and Ash’aris.

3. Tafsir ishan

This kind of tafslr tries to explore the esoteric meaning of the Qur’an as done by 

mystically-inclined authors.116 Historically, this ta/sjrwas a reaction against the legal and 

exoteric interpretation of the jurists.117 Ibn ‘Arabi’s Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim}x% al-

114 'Em al-Rijal is a science of evaluating the qualities of narrators of hadith in their transmission of 
badlth. See Iftikhar Zaman, “The Science of R ijil as a Method in the Study of Hadith,” The Journal o f 
Mamie Studies 5 (1994): 1-34.

115 See Rida, TatiSr, vol. 6,428.

IUC£ Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabl, al-Tafsbr wa al-Mufassirm, voL 3 (Beirut: Dir al-Turith al- 
‘Arabl, 1976), 18.

llTSee Hassan Hanafi, “Method of Thematic Interpretation of the Qur’an,” in The Qur’an as Text, 
ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996): 195-211.

u>This work is actually written by ’Abd al-Razziq al-Qishinl (d. 1329), but it is ascribed to Ibn 
‘Arabl. It is often, cited as a representative work of §uft-oriented tafslr. Some examples of this tafslr are 
cited in Gitje's The Qur’an and Its Exegesis and Ayoub’s The Qur'an and Its Interpreters.
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Tustari’s Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, al-Sulami’s Haqa’iq al-Tafsir, al-Shlrazi’s Ara’is al-

Bayan f f  Haqa’iq  al-Qur’an are categorized as tafslr ishan. As an example of this tafslr,

one writer presents Ibn ‘ArabT’s commentary on Q. 4:106-7 as follows.

For Ibn ‘Arabl whiteness and blackness are likewise symbolic of light and 
darkness. Whiteness of faces signifies the illumination of the face of the heart 
with the light of the truth [i.e. God] in turning to Him and turning away from 
the dark psychic direction of the lower world. But this cannot be realized 
except in a life of upright faith of the heart. Thus would the entire being [of a 
person] be illumined with the light of God. In contrast, Ibn 'Arabl explains 
blackness as the darkness of the face of the heart in turning to the pleasure- 
seeking soul and turning away from the direction of divine luminescene by 
befriending the soul which follows vain desires in attaining its pleasures. This 
ensues from following disparate satanic ways.119

Since Rida had a Suff background, he was, to some extent, inclined to S tiff 

oriented tafslr, especially that of al-Ghazafi. When Rida comes to the interpretation of the 

verse “If You avoid the great sins which you have been enjoined to shun, We shall efface 

your [minor] bad deeds, and shall cause you to enter an abode of glory.” (Q. 4: 31), he 

refers to al-Ghazafi’s opinions as reflected in his Ihya' ‘Ulum al-Din. Rida, for instance, 

quotes al-Ghazili’s concept of repentance, i.e. regretting the sins and promising not to 

commit them later.120

The aforementioned Riga’s attitudes towards traditional exegeses reveal his 

scholarly capacity, the depth of his knowledge and his critical ability to analyze and 

evaluate the traditional exegetes’ points of view.

u9Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur’an and Its Interpreters, vol. 2 (Albany: Stale University of New 
York Press, 1992), 286.

120i'See R ift Ta£Sr, vol 5,54-5.

73

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

D. Scholars’ Views of Rida’s Method of Interpretation

Rashid Rida is considered to be a scholar who tried to rethink Islam through his 

Qur’anic interpretation and called for returning to the Qur’an and hadith. He interpreted 

the Qur’anic verses in light of a new method.121 In this section, I will present a selection of 

scholars’ views on Rida’s method ofQur’inic interpretation.

Dawam Rahardjo, the Indonesian writer of Ensiklopedi al-Qur’an, claims that Rida 

basically applied two significant methods in his commentary.122 He says that, before 

commenting on a verse or a group of verses, Rida first tried to extract the universal 

meaning so that certain general concepts could be grasped. He was careful in treating the 

occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuzul) in order to avoid a narrow conclusion that would 

indicate a failure to capture the guidance of the Qur’an. Secondly, Rida applied the 

holistic method by implementing a thematic approach in which he scrutinized the contents 

of other related verses.

Alwi Shihab123 appreciates Riga’s moderately liberal method of interpretation, 

especially his contribution to interfaith dialogue. He says, for instance, that Ritja supports 

‘ Abduh’s opinion that belief in God is not necessarily limited to the belief of Muslims. He

mSee Syahrin Harahap, Islam Dinamis: Afcnegakkaa NUai-ailai Ajaran al-Qur’an dalam Kehidupao 
Modem di Ihdoaesia (Yogayakarta: Tiara Wacana, 1997), 172.

12JSee Dawam Rahardjo, EosUdopedi Al-Qur’an: Taftir Sosial Berdasarkan Konsep-konscp Kund 
(Jakarta: Penerbit Paramadina, 1996), 454.

>23He is an Indonesian visiting scholar at Hartford Seminary. He earned two doctorates, the first 
from 'Ain Shams University and the second from Temple University in Comparative Study of Religion.
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argues that pure belief in Allah can be also found outside of Islam.124 The Christian faith, 

according to him, does not contradict the Islamic faith; Christians, however, tend to 

alienate themselves from Islam. Rida asserts that the Qur’an does not condemn Christians, 

it just makes an effort to correct what it claims to be a bias by those who follow Jesus’s 

faith.125

Hasbi al-Shiddiqi, an Indonesian modem exegete, appreciates Rida’s method of 

interpretation, especially his liberal and modem views on the ethical concepts of the 

Qur’an. A case in point is his commentary on the verse ‘Tell the believing men to lower 

their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity . . . ” (Q. 24: 30). Rida asserts that God’s 

commandment to men to lower their gaze does not necessarily mean they should look 

down to the ground and pay no attention to other people around. According to Rida, this 

verse means that men should not see the parts of women’s bodies that must be covered 

( ‘awrat). Therefore, if men see these parts by accident, they should close their eyes or turn 

their sight and they should not try to see them again.126 On these grounds, S. Othman 

Kelantan, a Malaysian contemporary thinker, appreciates Rida’s brave interpretation 

concerning the unlawful parts of a woman’s body. According to him, in Rida’s views, 

women’s arms, neck and legs are not forbidden to see by men.127

lMSee Alwi Shihab, Mam Inklusif: Menuju Sikap Terbuka da/am Beragama (Bandung: Penerbit 
Mizan, 1997), 79-80.

l29See Shihab, Mamie Inklusif, 102.

lMSee Muhammad Hasbi ai-Siddiqi, TaisSr al-Qur’an al-Madjid, vol. 18 (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 
1956), 1222-23. Cf. Nourazzaman Shiddiqi, Fiqhi Indonesia: Penggagas and Gagasannya (Yogyakarta: 
Pustaka Pelajar, 1997), 175
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On the other hand, M. Quraish Shihab criticizes Rida for being inconsistent in his 

attitude towards the use of Jewish sources in his interpretation. Rida criticized traditional 

exegetes because they used Jewish sources in their interpretation; however, as Shihab 

says, they are also found in his own interpretation, especially his commentary on Q. 6: 

157,7:24.128 According to Shihab, Jewish sources in Rida’s interpretation are not primary 

commentary; he used them only to strengthen his opinions. Moreover, he clearly mentions 

that they are derived from the Bible. Shihab also accused Rida of being too critical of 

traditional exegetes.

Apart from Rida’s inconsistency in his method of interpretation, his tafslr is 

occupied by scientific discoveries. ‘Abd Allah Malimud Shihita states that Rida accused 

al-Razi of being involved in demonstrating scientific views in the Qur’an. In fact, Rida 

himselfj as shown in his Tafsir al-Mmar, employs this method of exegesis. Shihata insists 

that the Qur’an is not a book of sociology or history or science but that it is useful for 

establishing laws and it functions as guidance.129

In addition, Syahrin Harahap pays attention to Rida’s unique and challenging 

interpretation, especially his commentary on the verse ‘Today have I perfected your 

religious law for you, and have bestowed upon you the fullness of My blessing, and willed 

that self-surrender unto Me shall be your religion . . . ” (Q. 5: 3). According to Harahap,

l27See Othman Kelantan, Ruang Porjalanan (Kuala Lumpur Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1989), 
175; Abdul Rahman Haji Abdullah. Pemiidraa Islam di Malaysia: Sejarah dan Aliraa (Jakarta: Gema Insani 
Piess.1997), 183.

1MSee Shihab, StudiKritis, 91.

129 See Shihita, Maahaj, 28.
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Rida seems to understand this verse as an indication of the perfectness of the list of lawful 

and unlawful foods. Furthermore, Harahap says that Rida wrongly believes that only Abu 

Ishiq al-Lakhmi al-Ghamati interprets this verse as the perfectness of the Qur’an and of 

Islam.130

130,'See Harahap, Islam Dinanus, 285.
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE METHODS OF EXEGESIS OF MUHAMMAD ‘ABDUH 

AND MUHAMMAD RASHID RIDA 
•  •

The exegeticai approaches of ‘Abduh and Rida share many points of similarity. 

Rida, as ‘Abduh’s student and intellectual heir, applied his teacher’s method of Qur’anic 

interpretation to his own work. ‘Abduh himself considered Rida to be the interpreter of his 

thought: sahib al-manar tinjumanu afkan} This chapter will investigate the similarities 

and differences between the methods of ‘Abduh and Rida in their explanations of the 

passages of the Qur’an.

A. The Similarities of the Methods of ‘Abduh and Rida

1. The School of Exegesis

‘Abduh and Rida introduced a new exegeticai method called al-tafslr al-adabi al- 

or socio-literary exegesis, which focuses on contemporary social issues. This 

exegeticai method examines the meaning of the verses and then shows how the literary 

style of the Qur’an expresses these ideas in an elegant manner. It also applies the guidance 

of the Qur’anic text and its laws to social activities.2 Al-Dhahabl claims that this school

1 See Muhammad RasHd Ri<|i, Ta&ir al-Manar, vol. 2 (Cairo: al-Hay’a ai-Mi?nya al-‘Amma li al- 
Kitab, 1975), 498.

2 See Muhammad Huiayn al-Dhahabl, al-Td3r wa al-Mufassirun, voL 3 (Beirut: Dir aMhya’ al- 
Turith al-‘Arabl, 1976), 213 and 215; ‘Abd al-Hayy al-Faramawl, al-Biday* 3  Ta&h al-Afawtfu? (Cairo: 
Malctabat al-î a4ara al-‘Arablya, 1977), 41-2.
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of exegesis is suited to the modem period because it enables the commentator to discuss 

contemporary social and political issues within a framework of Qur’anic guidance.3

Hasan al-Banna’ argues that this kind of exegesis elucidates social problems and 

historical events. By attempting to ascertain the position of the Qur’an on certain issues, 

it enables scholars to develop guidelines for collecting social behaviour. Al-Banna’ notes 

that this type of exegesis was first introduced by ‘Abduh and later developed by Ridi, as 

can be seen in Tafslr al-Manar.4 Socio-literary exegetes, who approach the Qur’an 

independently from the influence the Islamic theological and legal schools, are better able 

to avoid the imposition of traditional doctrine and develop a fresh, authentic approach to 

the Qur’an.5

This exegeticai method also condemns the use of Jewish sources (JsraTHyaf) in 

interpreting scripture, despite the fact that they are a common feature of both classical and 

medieval exegeticai works. They were used to fill in the gaps in stories in the Qur’an. 

Similarly, this approach rejects the employment of fabricated (jnawdu1) and weak (daJf) 

traditions, and avoids the domain of the unseen (ghayb), which only God knows it as 

Qur’an mentions in a number of times. Moreover, it establishes basic beliefs in a global 

sense but avoids offering detailed comments on them. These principles ensure that

3See al-Dhahabl, al-TaMr, vol. 3,215.

4See Hasan al-Banna’, Muqaddima 3  al-TafSr wa Tafslr al-Fatilfa wa A w i’il Stoat al-Baqara 
(Kuwait: Dir al-Qur’an al-Karim, 1971), 12-13.

5See al-Dhahabl, al-TafiSr, vol. 3,214.
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interpretation does not rely on legends, which both reason ( ‘aqt) and faith ( ‘aqlda) 

consider unreliable.6

Another characteristic that distinguishes the socio-literary school from other 

exegeticai schools is its concern with natural laws and social systems. It also offers 

solutions to social problems encountered by Muslims and other people, based on the 

guidance of the Qur’an. Quraish Shihab describes this as the ongoing miracle of the 

Qur’an.7 Socio-literary exegetes interpret the Qur’anic message in ways that are consistent 

with modem scientific theories, showing that the Qur’an is a living book, relevant to the 

modem era. These perspectives are presented in an elegant rhetoric that charms the 

readers, leaving a deep impression of love for God’s Book and a zeal to know the secrets it 

contains.8

In the next passages religious pluralism and polygamy will be discussed as two 

aspects or concerns within this approach.

4 See al-Dhahabl, al-Ta&Lr, vol. 3,214-15.

7 According to Muhammad Quraish Shihab, the inimitability of the Qur’an { i'jiz  al-Qur’an) in our 
day lies in the ability of the Qur’an to heal a community's illness and to solve its problems. In his M. A. 
thesis entitled tl-I’jiz  tl-T ashn lli al-Qur’an, Shihab examines a number of different claims regarding the 
miracle of the Qur’an and concludes that those are not miracles, but rather extraordinary features of the 
Qur'an seen fiom the subjective viewpoint of Muslims. For example, al-Zarqihi claims in his M taahil al- 
‘Irfan that the miracle of the Qur’an lies in its ability to provide for all human needs. According to Shihab, 
this statement is based on al-Zarqanl’s subjective attitude as a  Muslim, which would be rejected by non- 
Muslims. Some exegetes claim that the Qur’an is a miracle because it can touch the reader's heart. This 
statement is questionable as there are many readers of the Qur'an whose hearts have not been touched by 
this experience. Others claim that the Qur’in is a miracle because of its language. Shihab acknowledges this, 
but insists that this applies only to the Arabs who understand it. Those who do not understand Arabic, such 
as Indonesians, cannot grasp the beautiful language of the Qur’in. hi addition, Shihab points out that some 
Muslims claim the Qur’in is a miracle because it is beyond natural law, and therefore treat its verses as 
magic. See Arief Subhan, “Menyatukan Kembali al-Qur’an dan Umat: Menguak Pemikiran Muhammad 
Quraish Shihab," ‘UlSmul Qur’in  5 (1993): 9-Id.
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(a) Religious Pluralism

Tafslr al-Manar is concerned with religious pluralism. Its authors interpret the 

Qur’an in such a way as to extend the meaning o f“the People of the Book” {abl al-kitib), 

increasing harmony in the global community. However, Rida’s interpretation, in fact, is 

not consistent with the Qur’anic usage of this expression. The Sabi’m , mentioned three 

times in the Qur’an, are considered ablal-kitab for example.9 This interpretation indeed is 

not new because classical exegetes interpreted it in the same sense. Rida goes even further, 

arguing that the followers of Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, 

Shintoism and other religions can also be categorized as People of the Book.10 This is 

contrary to the classical position: al-Shahrastani, for instance, differentiates between 

People of the Book and those only partially defined by this term. The former includes 

Jews and Christians, who clearly possess a book, while the latter are those who have 

something that only resembles a holy book, such as the Zoroastrians.11

Furthermore, Amir ‘Abd al-‘A£z argues that the Sabi’m  are not abl ai-kitab, 

rather they are polytheists (musbrikm).12 As a consequence, he says Muslim men are

'  See al-Dhahabl, al-Ta£fir% vol. 3,215; al-Faramawi, al-Bidaya, 36.

9 See Muhammad ‘Abduh, Tafsir al-Qur’an ti-Karim Juz’ 'Amaa (Cairo: al-Jam'iya al-Khayfiya al- 
Islimiya, 1361 A. H.), 134.

10 See Ritft TaBSr, vol. 6, 187-88. According to Syed Anwar All, the term abl al-Utab can be 
extended to all teachers of moral law. See his Qur'an: The Fundamental Law o f Human Life, vol. 2 
(Karachi: Hamdard Foundation Press, 1984), 250.

11 See al-Shahrastani, al-Milal wa al-Nibal(Cairo: Majba‘at al-Azhar, 1947), 209.

u See Amir ‘Abd al-‘Azlz, TafSfr Surat al-Baqara (Beirut: Dir al-Furqan, 1985), 118. According to 
Abu al-Hasan al-Karakhi, there are two tfada of Sabi‘uni those who followed Christians and recited the 
Bible and those who worshipped the stars. According to Abu Hahifa, the former are abl ai-kitib and the
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forbi4den to marry Sabi’m  women and all Muslims are forbidden to eat their food.13 

According to ‘Abd al-Aziz, there are only three religious communities: the Qur’anic 

umma, the Christians and the Jews. There is no third lawful community.14 ‘Abd al-‘Aziz’s 

opinion is difficult to accept however, since the Qur’an mentions the Sabi’m  in the same 

verse in which it enumerates others who believe: Jews, Christians, and Magians. 

Moreover, many other religious communities may also qualify for inclusion as ‘people of 

the book.’

Ricla’s thesis has an important social significance; in this era of globalization, his 

ideas can contribute to improve interfaith relations. However, Rida tends to manipulate 

the historical facts when he claims that Muslims treated adherents of other religions as abl 

al-kitab in the countries they conquered and did not regard them as pagans. Rida believes 

that this attitude encouraged assimilation between Muslims and the natives and that it 

had positive results.13 As proofs Rida cites the spread of Islam in China. A similar 

process took place in India. When Islam conquered this region, the scholars (‘ulazna) 

issued a fatwa declaring that the followers of the religion of Brahma were abl al-kitab. 

This fatwa gave a positive impetus to assimilation, especially through marriage.16 It seems

latter are not. See ‘Abd al-Karim Zaydan, AJfJcam al-Dhimmiyin wa aJ-Musta 'mihln BDar al-Isiam (Beirut: 
Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1982), 13.

11 See 'Abd al-‘Aj3z, TaSSr, 118.

14 See ‘Abd al>‘Ariz, Tafsir, 118. C£ Faruq Sheri£ A Guide to the Contents o f the Qur’an 
(London: Garnet Publishing Ltd., 1995), 131.

15 See Riga, Tafsir, voL 6,188. See also Harifuddin Cawidu, Konsep Kuirdalam al-Qur’an: Suatu 
Kajian Tcologis dengan Pendckatan Tafsir TematikQiksrtK. Bulan B intang, 1991), 168.
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that Rida made the hermeneutical jump of giving the Qur’anic expression a new meaning

interpreters who advocate change.

(b) Polygamy

Another social issue which Tafslr al-Manar confronts is polygamy. ‘Abduh 

presents two verses of the Qur’an which deal with polygamy. The first is Sura 4: 3 “And 

if you have reason to fear that you might not act equitably towards orphans, then marry 

from among (other) women such as are lawful to you (even) two, or three, or four: but if 

you have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with equal fairness, then 

(only) one-or (from among) those whom you rightfully possess . . . ” The second is Sura 4: 

129 “And it will not be within your power to treat your wives with equal fairness, 

however much you may desire i t . . . ” (Q. 4:129). This translation incorporates * Abduh’s 

famous reinterpretation, giving a meaning that the classical exegetes did not see in these 

verses.

The Qur’an thus contains an apparent contradiction between permission for 

polygamy involving up to four wives; the requirement of justice among these wives and 

the unequivocal declaration that such justice is, in the nature of things, impossible.17 

Some traditional interpretations maintained that the permission has legal force while the 

demand for justice, though important, is left to the conscience of the husband. Muslim

16 For further information on the Islamization of the Hindu community of India see for example, 
Romila Thapar, A History o f India (London: Penguin Books, 1961), 289-90.

17 See Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes o f the Qur'an (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, Inc., 1994),

for the 20ib century, a practice which is generally performed by other modem Muslim

47.
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modernists, on the other hand, give primary importance to the demand for justice, coupled 

with the declaration of the impossibility of complete equality in a polygamous marriage, 

and conclude that permission to have more than one wife is meant to be only temporary 

and for a restricted purpose.18

‘Abduh believed that even though the Qur’an allows polygamy, many factors 

support the call for its prohibition in modem times. First, from a psychological 

perspective, polygamy is degrading to women; a wife is generally unpleased to share her 

husband with another woman. These feelings are a natural part of human nature (tabTi). 

Secondly, according to ‘Abduh, polygamy may result in hostile feelings between brothers 

and sisters who have different mothers. There would be no peace among them, as each 

mother would want to advance herself and her children at the expense of the other wives 

and their children. A strife in the family frequently results in divorce, according to 

‘Abduh, the practice of polygamy may promote an unhealthy family life in Islamic 

countries. In this situation, he points out, it is difficult for a family to achieve 

happiness.19

11 Amir Ali is opposed to polygamy but also allows it under certain conditions. He says even so 
early as the third century Hejira during the the reign of ai-Ma’mun, the first Mu'tazilite doctors taught that 
the developed Qur’inic laws inculcated monogamy. The conviction is forcing itself on all sides, Amir Ali 
adds, that polygamy is as much opposed to the teaching of Mohammad as it is to general progress of 
civilized society and true culture. But he modifies the statement by remarking that among unadvanced 
communities, polygamy, hedged by all the safeguards imposed by the Prophet, is by no means an evil to be 
deplored. At least it is preferable to those potyandrous customs, habits and modes of life which betoken an 
utter abandonment of all moral self restraint. As a culture advances, Amir Ali adds, the mischiefs resulting 
from polygamy are better appreciated and the meaning of the prohibition better comprehended. Amir Ali, 
The Spirit o f Mam: A  History o f Evolution tad Ideals o f Mam with A Lifo o f the Prophet (Sadar Bazar 
Delhi: Idarah-i Adabiyat-i Delhi, 1978), 327. For comparasion of Amir Ali’s opinion on polygamy and those 
of other scholars, such as Rashid Riije, Syed Ahmad Khan and Mohammad Iqbal, see Mazheruddin Siddiqi, 
Modem Reformist Thought in the Muslim (Islamabad: Islamic Research Institute, 1982), 196-98.
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‘ Abduh’s point of view is based on the consideration of public interest (al-maslaha 

al-mursala). For ‘Abduh, the existing regulations on polygamy in Egypt do not represent 

the essential teachings of Islam, and can thus be modified in accordance with changing 

needs and circumstances. Polygamy, therefore is allowed only when necessary: for 

example, a wife is sick and cannot perform her duties or when she is infertile, as 

procreation (tanasul) is the purpose of marriage.

Rida played an important role in developing socio-literary exegesis. His followers 

include exegetes like Ahmad Mustafa al-Maraghi and Shaykh Mahmud Shaltut, as 

reflected in their exegesis.20 Amin al-Khufi and ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman also applied this 

approach in their interpretations. Both state that socio-literary oriented exegesis begins by 

examining the collected verses that relate to the problem under discussion and analyzing 

the linguistic sense of the word or words involved. The exegete then invesigates the 

structure of the verse as a whole to determine the Qur’anic use of the word.21

2. The Principles of Exegesis

19 Cf. Helmut Gltje, The Qur’an and Its Exegesis: Selected Text with Classical and Modem Muslim 
Interpretations, tram, and ed. Alford T. Welch (Oxford: Oncworld Publications, 1996 [first published in 
1976|), 249-50. hi reference to the discussion, Stowasser states that ‘Abduh wrote in empassioned language 
about male tyranny and lasciviousness, female exploitation and oppression, the corruption of new 
generation, all features of the 19th century reality of polygamy gone wrong. According to her, indeed it was 
this theme that inspired ‘Abduh's most daringly innovative Qur’an interpretation and fatwm (legal 
opinions) in which he called for the abolition of polygamy in Islam. Polygamy, he argued, had been sound 
and useftl practice among the righteous early believers (al-salaf al-fililf) but had developed into a corrupt 
practice of unbridled lust, devoid of justice and equity, and thus was no longer conducive to the 
community’s welfare. For more information, see Barbara Stowasser, Women in the Qur'an, Traditions and 
Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University P re ss, 1994), 121. See also Muhammad ‘Abduh, al-Islim  wa al~ 
Mar’a SRa’y  ai-Imim Muhammad ‘Abduh, edited by Muhammad ‘Imira (Cairo: n. d.), 117-18.

20 See al-Faramiwi, ai-B/daya, 36.

21 See ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman, ai-TalsIr al-Bayuu li ai-Qur'in al-Kanm, voL 1 (Cairo: Dvr al- 
Ma‘iri£ 1962), 10.
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a. The general teachings of Qur’anic verses

’Abduh and Rida both believed that Qur’anic verses constitute a living guidance 

and are not limited to only one generation. They disagreed with scholars who limited their 

interpretation to those speaking certain languages or belonging to specific groups. This 

characteristic can be seen in their commentary on the verse “It is not for those who ascribe 

divinity to ought beside God to visit (or tend) God’s houses of worship” (Q. 9: 17). 

According to the writers of Tafslral-Jalilayn, the meaning of ya'murumasajidAllah is to 

enter and sit down in the mosque.22 Al-Qurfubi, on the other hand, says that this verse 

means that polytheists are not allowed to perform pilgrimage (ai-hajj), as they are 

forbidden to enter the Masjid al-Harim of Mecca.23 Abu Su'ud al-Hanafi argues that this 

verse means that the polytheists are not allowed to participate in building the Masjid al- 

Haram mosque.24 Moreover, Tantawi Jawhafi claims that the masajid Allah covers not 

only the Haram mosque but others as well.25

Ritja disagrees with those who limit the meaning of ya'muru masajid Allah to 

merely worshipping God, or to performing ‘umra at the Masjid al-Haram. The true 

meaning of this verse, Rida explains is that humans should worship God in a general 

sense, as well as in more specific senses, such as prayer. It also covers activities like

22 See al-MabalQ and al-Suyufi, Tafslr al-Qur’ah aJ-'AfUm, vol. 1 (Beirut: Dir al-Fikr, 1981), 158.

23 See al-Qurpibl, al-Jami’li Alfldm aJ-Qur’in, vol. 8 (Cairo: Dir al-Kitib al-‘Arabi 11 al-Jiba *a wa 
al-Naahr, 1967), 89.

24 See Abu Su‘ud al-Hanafi, Tafslr A N Su 'S i aw Irsbad al-’Aql al-SaUm iliM aziy* al-Kitib al- 
Karim, voL 2 (Riyic}: Ma(ba‘at al-Sa‘ida, n. d.), 529.
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building and renovating mosques. Rida's interpretation of the word admits as wide a 

variety of meanings (jnushtaraR) as possible, and is based on the opinions of al-Shafff and 

al-Tabari.26

According to al-ShafH and al-Tabari, although a word has a general meaning, it 

can be understood in a variety of ways as long as these are applicable within the context of 

its surrounding words. Of course, some ambiguous words may possess meanings that 

contradict each other, such as the word quru’ in the verse wa al-mutailaqatuyatarabba$na 

bi 'anfusihinna tbalatbata quru’in. (Q. 2: 228). The meaning of this word can be either 

cleanliness or uncleanliness,

b. The Use of Reason in Approaching the Qur’an

The interpretation based on personal judgment (tafslr bi al-ra’r f 1 denotes the use 

of logical principles in elucidating Qur’anic propositions. This kind of interpretation is 

based on individual rational judgment. It is a speculative, sometimes philosophical, 

interpretation proffered by intellectual and liberal Muslims. It also emphasizes theological 

issues.28 Tafsir bi al-ra’y  leads its users to draw conclusions inductively or deductively,

25 See Tanjawi Jawhafi, al-Jawabir ff Tafsir al-Qur’in al-Kaiim, voL 5 (Cairo: Mustafa al-Bab al- 
HalablwaAwliduh, 1350AH.), 96.

26 See Rida, TaOSr, vol. 10,206-7.

27 Scholars have divided the methods of interpretation into three basic groups, namely (1) tafslr bi 
al-ma’thur, also known as tafsir bi al-riwaya, (2) tafsir bi al-ra’y  ot al-diraya and (3) tafslr bi al-isbui. See 
Ahmad von Denffer, ‘Ulum al-Qur’an: An Introduction to the Science o f the Qur’an (London: The Islamic 
Foundation, 1983), 125-6. CL John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods o f Scriptural 
Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 35.

23 Because of tafslr bi al-ta’y \  predilection for rational analysis and speculation, it has frequently 
been attacked by orthodox scholars as too freewheeling and subjective. This antagonism stems in part, from 
the identification of this type of exegesis with the famous Mu'tazilite (rationalist) school of theology. See 
Frederick Mathewson Denny, An Introduction to Mam (London: Collier Macmillan, 1985), 152-3.
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through a process called “inference.”29 The use of this technique is based on the 

assumption that the interpretation of the Qur'an is a scientific activity.30 The principles 

of logical thinking are present in usul al-Sqh (legal theory) and the Qur’anic sciences.31 hi 

addition, there are some prophetic traditions and the explanation of the Prophet’s 

Companions who advocate the use of reason in interpreting the the Qur’an. Ibn ’Abbas, 

for example, interprets the word al-akbira in Q. 14: 27 as the end of the Prophet’s life,32 

not the condition of the Hereafter as some scholars believe.

‘Abduh’s views on the role of reason and his belief that it cannot contradict 

revelation led him to employ reason extensively in interpreting Qur’anic verses. This is 

reflected in his commentary on points of theology (kalam) and Islamic law (shanty. For 

instance, in interpreting Q. 2: 255, he states that al-hayy denotes God as the possessor of 

life and the source of the senses, knowledge, movement and growth. Rida reports that 

‘Abduh defined this word by citing the example of plants and animals. Both are alive, but

29 See Digobert. D. Rimes, The Dictionary o f Philosophy (Totowa: Littlefield, 1975), 146. See also 
J. Brough, “Inference,” in Encyclopaedia o f Religion and Ethics, ed. James Hastings, vol. 7  (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1955), 279-82. Further investigation of inductive and deductive thinldng can be 
found in’Azmi Island, Ufi3 al-Afanfiq al-Ramzl (Cairo: Maktabat al-Anjlu al-Mi?riya, 1970), 25.

30 See Q. 3 8 :29. This verse insists that the Qur’an was revealed in order for man to apply himself 
to the study of its contents, an exercise that will lead him closer to the truth.

11 The discussion of qiyas (analogy), as one of sources of the Sban'a, is proof of the use of the 
principles of logical thinking in legal theory (u?ul ai-Eqh). Imam al-Shifil himself describes qiyas and 
ijtihad as efforts to extract Islamic laws by searching for guidance from religious evidence in the right way. 
See Muhammad ibn Idris ai-ShifiT, al-Risalah (Cairo: Mustafa al-Bibl al-Halabl wa Awliduh, 1969), 205-6. 
Logical implications can be found in the Hanafi system of legal theory dilalat al-ishirat as mentioned in 
Muhammad Abu Zahra, Ufui al-Fiqh, (Cairo: Dor al-Fikr al-’Arabi, n. d.), 140; al-Suyu|l, al-Itqan S  ‘XJlum 
al-Qur'an, voL 2 (Beirut: Dir al-Nadwa al-Jadida, n. <L), 32.

32 See al-Bukhiri, £a#2$ al-Bukhin, voL 6 (Cairo: Dir al-Ma|abi‘ al-Sha’b, n. d.), 221.
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their levels of existence are naturally different. More examples can be seen in ‘Abduh’s 

interpretation of black magic (silu), and birds {ababll). 

f 11 Black magic (sihti

According to ‘Abduh, black magic (&$/) in the Qur’an refers to illusions that may 

be perceived where nothing really exists. To support his opinion, he quotes the Qur’anic 

verse: “He answered: ‘Nay, you throw (first).’ And lo! by virtue of their sorcery, their 

(magic) ropes and staffs seemed to him to be moving rapidly.” (Q. 20: 66). In his 

interpretation of the Qur’anic statement “. . . but those evil ones denied it by teaching 

people sorcery . . . ” (Q. 2:102), ‘Abduh explains these words as meaning that magic can 

be leamt. He concludes that sibr is nothing but deception or knowledge which can be 

leamt and practiced by people whom he calls magicians, because they practice little- 

known procedures, hi the same vein, ‘Abduh considers that the magic performed by the 

magicians in Moses’ presence was nothing more than a trick. He believes that the sticks 

and ropes contained quicksilver (put there by the magicians) that enabled them to move 

forward.33

Based on this understanding, ‘Abduh refuses to accept any prophetic traditions 

(ahadlth) which suggest that the Prophet Muhammad was ever influenced by magic or that 

the angel Gabriel informed him of the secrets of the magicians. 'Abduh writes that if 

Muhammad had actually experienced this, it would have justified the polytheists’ claim, 

“And so these evil doers say (unto one another), ‘If you were to follow (Muhammad, you

11 See Ruft Ta£Sr, vol. 1,399.
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would follow) but a man bewitched!,. . (Q. 25:8). He also points out that declaring that 

the Prophet had been bewitched could create the impression that his intellect may have 

been affected, raising doubts as to the legitimacy of his revelation.34 ‘Abduh’s opinions on 

magic were influenced by the Mu’tazila who denied its existence. *Abduh adopted this 

approach in an attempt to explain the Qur’an logically, scientifically and rationally, 

especially to Orientalists.

(2). Birds (ababll)

In his discussion of Q. 105: 3-4, ‘Abduh interprets the word tayran ababll as 

meaning flies or mosquitoes which cany the germs of various diseases; he explains that 

the words bi bijaratin win sijjil refers to stones made of poisonous clay.35 According to 

’Abduh, Abraha and his soldiers were attacked by an epidemic of smallpox and measles. 

He supports this opinion with a narrative from ‘Ikrima: “It was the first time smallpox had 

appeared in the Arab lands.” ‘Utbah added that the diseases had an almost unparalleled 

effect on human bodies, causing their flesh to virtually fall apart. The soldiers and their 

commander were horror-stricken and ran away. Abraha was also hit by the disease; 

eventually, his chest broken, he died at San‘5’36

34 See Ricfi, TaMr, vol.1, 399. However, ai-Dhahabl argues that the magic that the Prophet 
experienced neither affected his intellect nor render him mad. The Prophet, he says, merely grew dejected 
and experienced other annoyances that did not disturb his prophetic task. See al-Dhahbl, al-Ta&Ir, voL 3, 
341.

15 See Sayyid Qutb, F Ig ilil tl-Qur’in, vol. 6 (Beirut: Dir al-Shuruq, 1988), 3976. According to 
Watt, each bird is alleged to have three stones of baked clay, one in its besk snd one in each foot, snd to 
have dropped these on the Abyssinian army. Each stone is said to have hit the man whose name was written 
on it. See William Montgomery Watt, Companion to the Qur'an (Oxford: Oneworid, 1994), 325.

36 See Qufb, FI&1B, voL 6,3976.
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This interpretation is difficult to understand for several reasons. Smallpox does not 

cause the decay of flesh but rather, “only a pustular eruption that often leaves permanent 

pits or scars."37 Furthermore, an epidemic could not have affected the army alone, the 

disease would have struck all the Arabs in the vicinity.

Sayyid Qutb presents three possible motives behind ‘Abduh’s rational explanation. 

First, ‘Abduh may have wanted to limit the field of the supernatural when explaining the 

holy Qur’an, a motive both commendable and understandable. ‘Abduh and his followers 

tried to explain such events within the bounds of known and familiar natural laws. Second, 

he confronted the superstitious trend which exercised considerable influence over a large 

number of Muslims at that time. Third, he was also interested in preventing the flood of 

legends and false interpretations and keep them away from affecting religious belief.38

Perhaps a more complete explanation would accept that human experience includes 

not only the rational but also the irrational and the supernatural as well. The extensive use 

of reason in the exegetical methods of ‘Abduh and Rida was a positive contribution to the 

study of the Qur’an. However, the uncontrolled use of reason may lead scholars to neglect 

the supernatural and forget that reason has its limits, hi a balanced approach, based on the 

role of the Qur’an as a source of faith and law, the Qur’an is accepted as it is, and faith and 

understanding are formed according to its message. Instead of limiting himself to reason, 

the scholar can incorporate other analytical tools as well, including poetry, prophetic

”  Stuart Berg Flexner, ed., Random House Unabridged Dictionary (New York: Random House, 
be., 1983), 1803. CL Noah Webster, Webster’s Third New International Dictionary o f the English 
Language (Massachusetts: Meniam-Webster Inc. Publishers, 1981), 2149.
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traditions and linguistic analysis. From the hermeneutical point of view, G. B. Madison 

argues that one cannot become a good interpreter simply by mastering and applying a 

certain method.39 Reason as the sole tool in an attempt to analyze the Qur’anic verses on 

natural events, human history and unseen matters may be inadequate for understanding 

the absolute and limitless Divine.

This does not mean that reason should be abandoned as a means of interpreting the 

Qur’an; in fact, its value in detecting illogical exegetical arguments is undisputed. On the 

other hand, if the meaning of a text is clear and in keeping with reason, it is unnecessary 

to force a logical interpretation. Nevertheless, ‘Abduh and his followers’ use of reason to 

shed light on religious teachings may have encouraged Muslims to explore the truths 

about nature and the universe contained in revelation.

It is significant to note that even though ‘Abduh was known as an exegete who 

used reason extensively, he still refrained from interpreting Qur’anic verses whose content 

could not be explained by reason or those seen as obscure or vague. In his interpretation 

of Q. 101: 6-7, for instance, in reference to the scale that will be used to weigh man’s 

reward in the hereafter, he says that God’s measurement of one’s deeds and the type of 

reward that will be granted are known to Him alone, and cannot even be guessed at by 

human beings.40 ‘Abduh’s decision to leave this question to God may be seen as a 

reflection of his faith.

* See Qu|b, F ipIB , voL 6,3977.

39 Gary B. Madison, The Hermeueutics o f Postmodcmity: Figures sad Themes (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1990), 29.
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C. Considering the Sura as a Unity

According to Mustansir Mir, “a number of twentieth-century Qur’an exegetes 

regard a Sura as a unity.”41 The first of these was Ashraf ‘AH Thanavi who introduced the 

theory that each verse is connected to both the preceding and the following verses in the 

sura. (Izzat Darwaza insisted that most of the passages in a sura are interconnected. 

Hamid al-Din al-Farahl and Amin Ahsan Islahl introduced the theory that every sura of 

the Qur’an has a central theme42 while al-Tabataba'i tried to identify the central idea of a 

given sura, calling it the ghaid (aim).43 Similarly Sayyid Qutb argues that every sura 

revolves around a principal idea, the verses of a sura can only be understood in reference to 

this idea.44 This principle is supported by the theory of correlative verses (tanasub al-ayat) 

introduced by al-Biql*!.45 According to him, there are seven correlations between 

Qur’anic verses and the suras they belong to:

40 ‘Abduh presents this point in his TafsirJuz' 'Anuta, 139.

41 Mustansir Mir, “The Sura as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in Qur’an Exegesis,” in
Approaches to the Qur'an, ed G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993): 212- 
24.

43 This distinctive theme is called 'amud or pillar. According to Robinson, the process of 
identifying the theme of a given sura is often slow and arduous. First, the sura is divided into sections on the 
basis of changes of theme. Then, each section is studied in turn until an idea emerges which seems to unite 
all the verses contained in it. Finally, the commentator endeavours to discover the distinctive theme which 
unites the key ideas of the various sections. For more information, see Neal Robinson, Discovering the 
Qur'an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Terr (London: SCM. Press Ltd, 1996), 271-83.

43 See Mir, “The Sura,” 215.

44 See Mir, “The Sura," 213-15.

45 Al-BiqaT is very concerned with the theory of munasaba. hi the preface of his book, he begins 
his discussion with the statement “Peace be to Allah who revealed His Book whose suras and verses are 
interrelated” (ai-ifamdli_AJlah al-IadbJanzaia al-idtib mutanisib suwaruhu wa iyatuhd). See his bfapn ai- 
Durar B  Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar, voL 1 (Hsydaribid: Majba'at Majlis Di’irat al-Ma'idf al- 
Uthmimya, 1969), 2. According to Alpnad Abu Zayd, some scholars of i'ja z concur with this theory
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The first is the coherence between words in one verse. The second is the coherence 
between the content of the verse and the end of the verse (fafila). The third is the 
coherence between one verse and the other verse previous to it. The fourth is the 
coherence between the explanation of the beginning of each sura and the end of the sura. 
The fifth is the coherence between the end of the description of each sura and the 
beginning of the next sura. The sixth is the coherence between the central theme of each 
sura under discussion and the theme of the next sura. The seventh is the coherence 
between one sura and the one that comes before it.44

‘Abduh and Rida gave some attention to this matter in the Qur’an.47 They made 

an effort to interpret issues with which their predecessors were less concerned. According 

to ‘Abduh, one verse has harmonious relation to the next in one sura. He also states that 

the meanings of one word or passage are related to the purpose of the sura as a whole. An 

example can be seen in ‘Abduh’s commentary on the verse “Consider the day break and 

the ten nights” (Q. 89:1-2). According to ‘Abduh, the meaning of the words layalin ‘ashr 

is impossible to separate from the meaning of the previous word a/-lfyjrwhich denotes the 

end of dark (night).48 Therefore, the words layalw 'asAr should be understood in relation

although they apply certain distinctions, some of them focusing on correlating words, and others on 
correlating meaning. See his al-Tanasub al-BayinlBal-Qur’in: Dirasat Bal-Napn al-Ma'nam wa al-$awtl
(Rabat: Mafba’at al-Najab al-Jadlda, 1992), 24.

46 The writer’s translation of Arief Subhan’s article, “Menyatukan Kembali,” 12. Even though the 
application of the theory of correlation may sometimes seem to be forced, this theory is important for three 
reasons. The first is that it counters the view of some Orientalists that the Qur’an is unsystematic, moving 
from one point to another the first is not folly explained while the second explanation has no connection 
with the previous one. The second reason is that it can restore consistency to the interpretation of the 
Qur’an, countering the tendency to disconnectedness due to the different outlooks of exegetes. The third 
reason for its importance is that it can contribute to a wholistic and comprehensive understanding of the 
Qur’an.

47This point is based on the research of ‘Abd al-Ghaflar ‘Abd al-Ra Îm and Shihab. ‘Abd al-Ra$m, 
for instance, states that "wa minbu aytjaa al-napuruBal-sura al-wSfida kawilfda m u'talifa tatarabafu 
a jzi’uha wa tatamisaku ma 'amba B siyiq wHfid liyakuna wilfda m inbi dbata mawdu'. .  ."For detailed 
explanation, see his al-Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh waManbajub B  a/-Ta&B(Cairo: Mafba’at al-Halabl,
1980), 203-8.

“ Sec ‘Abduh, TaMr al-Qur'an, 77.
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to al-fajr. For the coherence of these two verses, the words layalia ‘ashr should be 

interpreted as the nights whose condition is suited to the condition of the word al-fajrt i.e 

the ten bright nights every month in which the light of the moon overtakes the darkness of 

the night.49

Another example is Rida’s interpretation of the verse . . Whenever Zachariah 

visited her in the sanctuary he found her provided with food. . (Q. 3: 37). Al-Barusawi 

explains in his Tafslr Rub al-Bayan that this food was of an extraordinary nature, sent 

from heaven. The Prophet Zachariah found summer fruits in the winter and vice versa.30 

‘Abduh disagrees with this interpretation, claiming that the term rizq need not always be 

connected with extraordinary things (khariq li al- ‘Ida). Rizq, after all, commonly comes 

from God. Moreover, neither scripture nor any other source mentions that rizq in this 

context means summer fruits in the winter.

In addition, the narratives used by traditional exegetes contradict one another.31 

Rida discusses this point in detail, examining the placement of the story of Mary in Surat 

Al ‘Imran. Basing himself on ‘Abduh’s opinions, Ri(ia explains this in the context of the 

Qur’an’s primary aim: a description and explanation of the essentials of the faith, 

resurrection and reward, and revelation and prophethood. At the beginning of Surat Al 

‘Imran, God explains the meaning of faith and the day of resurrection; after interjecting

"See ‘Abduh, Ta&LrMl-Qur’in, 78.

*°See tana'll Haqql al-Barusawi, TaSHrRulf al-Bayin, voL 3 (Damascus: Dir al-Qalam, 1988), 29. 
C£ al-Zamakhshari, tI-Kashsbi£ voL 1 (Cairo: Mustafa al-Bibl al-Halabl waAwiiduh, 1972), 427.

st SeeRitji, TaMr, vol. 3,293.
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the stoiy of Mary, He goes on to discuss prophethood. Therefore, both the story of Mary 

and the stories which come after it should be seen in connection with the verse “Behold, 

God raised Adam and Noah, and the House of Abraham, and the house of ‘Imran above all 

mankind.” (Q. 3: 33). This verse states that the election of the prophets of the Banu IsraTl 

was the will of God. If God provided food for Mary this was also God’s will. His will does 

not necessarily conform to man’s expectations; for example, it is unusual for a woman like 

Mary to devote herself to the sanctuary (mihrab) (Q. 3: 35), or for an old, infertile woman 

(Zachariah’s wife) to become pregnant and give birth (Q. 3: 39-40). Rida also considers 

that the rizq was significant because of its abundance, not because it consisted of summer 

fruits in the winter or vice versa.52

Rida’s explanation reveals that Mary’s experience, although rare, was nonetheless 

a human experience and not something extraordinary. If Rida’s view is related to al- 

BiqaT’s theory that the name of the sura refers to a central theme of the sura, it can be 

implied that the central theme of Surat Al Imran is the extraordinary events that were 

experienced by Imran’s family. Therefore, all of verses in this sura should be understood in 

the light of this central theme. According to Shihab, Rida himself refers to al-B iqaTs 

work on this issue.53

32 See Rida, Tm£ut, voL 3,293.
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B. The Differences of the Methods of 'Abduh and Rida•

According to al-Dhahabi, Rida’s tafsir amplifies the spirit of ‘Abduh’s work. In 

essence, they are similar in their sources, aims, schools of exegesis and systems of 

thought; there is almost no difference between them except in certain areas.54 However, as 

these discrepancies lie in key areas of exegesis, it is worth examining them in some detail.

1. The Use of Cross-reference Interpretation

Cross-reference interpretation is the use of one part of the Qur'an to elucidate 

another part.55 The Qur’an itself indicates the use of this method56 and the Prophet applied 

it. This method is the highest type of interpretation which exegetes should use before 

resorting to other sources.57 The Qur’an says: “. . .  We have bestowed from on high upon 

thee, step by step, this divine writ, to make everything clear,. . . ’’ (Q. 16: 89). This method 

is based on the consideration that a verse may have a general sense (mujmal), may be 

specified by another verse (takhsis), or that an absolute verse may be restricted by another

nSee M. Quraish Shihab, StudiKritis Ta&lr al-Manar Karya Muhammad ‘Abduh dan Muhammad 
Rasyid RJdha (Bandung: Pustaka Hidayah, 1994), 72.

54 See al-Dhahabi, al-TafsIr, vol. 3,243.

55According to Issa J. Boullata, the basis of this exegetical method is the dictum which some 
classical exegetes held in the past, “the Qur’an explains itself by itself' (al-Qur'au yufassiru ba ‘duhu ba‘<fa). 
However, they did not practice it systematically. See his “Modem Qur'an Exegesis: A Study of Bint al- 
Shl|i” s Method,” The Muslim World (A (1976): 103-13. C£ Bint al-Sha|i\ al-Ta&br al-Bayamli al-Qur'io, 
vol. 1 (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif 1962), 18; Fazlur Rahman, “Interpreting the Qur’an,” Inquiry* (1986): 45-49.

54 See, for example, Q. 16:44 and 2:185.

57 Al-JubM, for example, argues that "iona khayra wa astfaqa man Assam al-Qur'an huwa al- 
Qur’an nafsuhu." See his Dirasit B  aI-Taf£r wa Rifalih (Cairo: al-Matba'a al-‘Arablya al-Haditha, 1981), 31. 
Cf. Ibn Taymlya’s opinion in ‘AH Ahmad Farrij ‘AD, al-TaMrwa Uipiiuh 'Ada al-Shi'a al-Ithna ‘Ashanya 
(Cairo: Dar al-Jaba'a al-Muhammadlyah, 1992), 26; Ibn KatUr, TaBHrat-Qur’aa al-'AzHm,” vol. 1 (Beirut: 
Dir al-Ma'rifa, 1987), 3; Mahmud al-Naqraski al-Sayyid ‘AS, Maoahij al-Mufassirla: Mia al-'A fr al-Awwal 
ila al- ‘Ayr ai-Hadlth (Buraydah: Maktabat al-Nafufa, 1986), 179.
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(muqayyad).58 According to Stefan Wild, an intertextual approach is suggested due to the 

nature of the Qur’an as a literary document whose own structure in which is dialectically 

linked to its liturgical function as recitation. Oral and written forms of scripture have to be 

distinguished but both are aspects of one and the same entity.39

Rida refers to this method of exegesis as internal cross-reference interpretation 

(ta&lr al-aya bi al-aya), which he subdivides into two categories: the first in the 

interpretation of the content of one verse by another, as can be seen in his commentary on 

Q. 6:165: “For, He it is who has made you inherit the earth, and has raised some of you 

by degrees above others, so that he might try you by means of what He has bestowed upon 

you . . According to Rida, many verses that might help to interpret this verse explain 

that God’s blessings both on earth and in heaven are also a temptation (fitna) through 

which God educates people. This test will make clear who has acted rightly and is 

deserving of God’s rewards.60

Rida presents a number of verses which he claims elucidate the aforementioned 

passage: Q. 7: 168, 11: 7, 18: 7,25:20 and 67: 2. After quoting some of these verses to 

explain the concept of temptation in Q. 6:165, he remarks: “God guides us in these verses 

to follow His laws in order to fulfill our role as His successors (sing., khalifa) in the world.

a  See Mahmud BasyunI Fudah, Nash'at al-Tafilr wa Manahijuh SJpaw* al-Madhahib aJ-IsJiznlya 
(Cairo: Mafba’at al-Amana, 1986), 54-6.

39 See Stefan Wild, The Qur’an as Text(JLtidcn: E. J. Brill, 1996), x. Wild argues that the Qur’an is 
in a remarkable and possibly unique way a strongly referential text, a holy text with a fair share of 
metatextuality.

60 See Ridi, TaMr, vol. 8,252.
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We should therefore be patient in disaster and thankful in happiness; indeed, we should 

thank God by using His blessings according to their purpose.”61 At the end of his 

commentary on Q. 6: 165 he presents additional verses in support of his interpretation, 

including Q. 17:20-21 and 72:16-17.

In Rida’s second type of cross-reference interpretation the exegete interprets a 

word in relation to the different contexts in which it is found in other suras. Ri<]a uses this 

kind of interpretation in his analysis of the word ajal in Q. 6:2: “ He it is who has created 

you out of clay, and then has decreed a term [for you] - a term known [only] to him. And 

yet you doubt.” According to Rida, the word ajalm the Qur’an, when examined in human 

context, means the span of man’s life, ending with his death. He points to other verses 

which support this definition, such as Q. 11: 3,16:61 and 71:4.62 Internal cross-reference 

interpretation, as applied by Rida in Ta&ir aJ-Manar, is generally regarded as the best way 

to understand the meaning of the Qur’anic verses. However, ‘Abduh limited his use of this 

method, preferring his own interpretation, based on a modem rationalist approach. To 

supplement internal cross-reference, ‘Abduh also introduced the concept of the thematic 

approach. However, an examination o f‘Abduh’s commentaries reveals no examples of this 

method. This interpretation has been developed by Amin al-KhuE and his wife ‘A’isha 

‘Abd al-Ralpnan (Bint al-ShaJi’). The latter, for instance, applied it in two of her works: 

al-Insan £  al-Qur’an and Sub-Atomic World in the Qur’an.

61 See Ricfi, TaB8r% vol. 8.252. 

® See Ritft TmMt, vol. 7.298.
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The method of internal cross-reference interpretation presents at least one key 

problem. Since the death of the Prophet, no one has had the authority to decide when one 

verse can interpret another. As a result, one exegete’s interpretation of a verse may differ 

from that of another exegete. Furthermore, examples of hadiths (the Prophet's sayings) 

which explain verses by other verses are of limited use because they were based on the 

needs of the Muslim community of his time.

2. The Use of Hadiths in Interpretation

The second source for the interpretation of the Qur’an after the Qur’an itself is the 

corpus of hadiths. Muslims hold that the credibility of the hadiths as an explanation of the 

Qur’an was divinely determined.63 Hadiths play an important role in the interpretation of 

the Qur’an. Their use in explaining the circumstances of revelation ([asbab al-nuzuf), for 

example, is a rudimentary element in the interpretation of the Qur’an.64 According to Ibn 

Kathir, the hadiths (matn al-hadlth) were revealed to Muhammad just as the Qur’an was, 

although they were not narrated by Gabriel.63 Al-Jatikanii argues that if we consider the 

Qur’an to be the spirit of the Islamic sciences, we can consider hadiths as the nervous 

system.66 Hadiths serve both as elucidation (bayan) of the Qur’an and as a supplement to

61 This statement is based on Q. 16:44, stating that:M. . .  And upon thee (too) have We bestowed
from on high this reminder, so that thou might clear unto mulrfnd all that has bestowed upon them.s»

64 See R. Marston Speight, “The Function of ifrnBth as Commentary on the Qur’in, as Seen in the 
Six Authoritative Collections,” in Approaches to the History o f the Interpretation o f the Qur'an, ed. 
Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Garendon Press, 1988): 63-81.

65 See Ibn Kathir, Tafst al-Qur’an al-'Apm, vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar al-Ma*rifa, 1987), 4.
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£*7it. The Prophet interpreted some Qur’anic verses with his own opinion, taking the 

trouble to explain the meaning of the ambiguous words.68 However, the Prophet did not 

interpret the entire Qur’an.69

One way hadiths play an important role in the interpretation of the Qur’an is 

providing details for some of the general commands mentioned in the Qur’an: the 

procedure of prayer ('kayfiyat al-salat), for example. They may also clarify obscurities 

present in the Qur’an, especially the meanings and applications of words and expressions. 

Finally, it may restrict that which is absolute in the Qur’an, for example, the punishment 

of cutting off of a hand for theft was restricted to amputation of the right hand only.70

Certain differences between ’Abduh and Rida can be seen in their use of hadiths in 

Qur’anic interpretation. The use of atharox riwaya dominates Rida’s commentaries, while 

only a few are found in ‘Abduh’s exegesis. Ibn ‘Ashur relates this difference to their 

respective intellectual backgrounds: Rida was athan (hadiths-based) while ‘Abduh bahthl 

nazan (dialectical and theoretical-oriented). Ahmad Muhammad Shakir acknowledges that

66 See Muhammad Junayd al-Jitikami, “al-Sunna wa Makanatuhi fi Paw* al-Qur’an al-Kanm," al- 
Bafyth al-Islanu (1994): 32-42.

67 See al-SibiT, al-Sunna wa MakanatuhiSal-Tasbd‘ al-Mand(Cairo: al-Dir al-Qawriiya,
1966), 344. C£ ai-Khatib ai-Baghdidi, al-Kifayah S  ’dm al-Riwayah (Cairo: Dir al-Kutub al-Hadlthah, n. 
<L),49.

u  See Muhammad Rajab ai-Biyumi, "Min al-Adab al-Nabawi: ai-Tafsir ai-Nabawl li al-Qur’an al- 
Karim,” Majallat al-Azbar 3 (1980): 449-51.

69 See Musa*id Musallam *Abd Allah All Ja'far, Athar al-Tafawwur al-FUoJ ff  al-Ta/sIr f f  al-'Asral- 
‘Abbasl (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risila, 1984), 78.

70 CL 'Abd al-Rahmin al-'Akk, Ufital-TaM r wa Qawa'iduh (Beirut: Dir al-Nafa’is, 1986), 129- 
30; Shams al-ESn Ibn Qayyim al-Jawaya, I'lam al-Muwaqqiln ‘an Rabb al-‘Alamm (Cairo, 1955), 34.
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Rida's knowledge of hadlth far outweighed that of ‘Abduh.71 Rida himself admits 

‘Abduh’s lack of knowledge of hadiths ( ‘ulum al-hadlth) frankly. He states that “it is clear 

that he (‘Abduh) lacks knowledge of hadiths, including riwaya, memorization and al-jaih 

wa al-ta'dU, as do other Azhar scholars.”72

‘Abduh frequently rejected prophetic traditions without applying a critical method 

to the science of hadiths. In contrast, Rida only rejected hadiths in accordance with 

maxims of hadiths experts, by using ta’wil, taifih al-rawi or other methods. ‘Abduh, on the 

other hand, often rejected hadiths on rational grounds even those that had been declared 

valid (sahlh) by Bukhari and Muslim, the two most trusted narrators of hadiths in Islam as 

the majority of scholars believe.73 Nor did he also accept ahad traditions that are valid on 

doctrinal issues. As a result, he used only a very small number of hadiths in his 

interpretation.

According to al-Dhahabi, ‘Abduh saw no distinction between hadiths narrated by 

Bukhari and those narrated by others. Moreover, Quraish Shihab concludes that ‘Abduh 

evaluated hadiths solely on the basis of their content (\matn) and not on their guarantors 

(sanad).74 Consequently, ‘Abduh sometimes accepted hadiths as long as their contents

71 See Ahmad Muhammad Shakir, “ai-Sayyid Rashid Ri4i>” Al-MuqtafafS3 (1918): 318-20.

12 " . .  athbata annahu kina muqa?$iran S  ‘ulum al-Ifadlth min baytbu al-riwayatu wa al-bifyu wa 
al-jadfu wa al-ta‘dllukaghayiibimin ‘ulama’ial-azhar.” Rashid Ri<t*» Taiikb al-Ustadh al-ImimMuhammad 
‘Abduh, voL 1 (Cairo: Ma|ba‘at al-Manir, 1931), 6.

73 According to some nwdem fyatfith critics, such as Muhammad Syuhudi Ismail, some hadiths in 
both al-Bukbiri and Muslim should no longer be regarded as valid because their matn may 
contradict the Qur’an, historical fact or scientific truth.
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conformed to reason. An example can be seen in his interpretation of Q. 3: 3. According to 

him, the word furqan in this verse means reason ( ‘aqfy, it is not simply another name for 

the Qur’an, or the separator between Muslims and non-Muslims as claimed by some 

scholars. His interpretation is supported by a hadlth narrated by al-Bayhaql: ‘The 

existence of man is determined by his reason, there is no religion for those who do not use 

their reason.”75

However, as some hadlth critics have observed, it is almost impossible to 

determine whether a hadlth is valid simply on the basis of reason {'aqt). Yusuf Musa, for 

instance, states that Ibn Tayrmya and other experts in hadiths (abJal-ma'iifa hi al-hadith) 

believed that the hadiths narrated from the Prophet on ‘aql have no reliable source or 

credible transmitters (thiqa).76 Opinions will always differ on this. Further debate will 

accomplish little.

Rida argues in his writings that there are many narratives from the Prophet, 

Companions (\?ahaba) and Successors of the Companions (tabiTri) that can help to explain 

the contents of the Qur’an. At the same time he admits that many hadiths, especially 

those relating to stories of the Prophets, metaphysical issues and beliefs about the 

hereafter, have been mixed with Jewish and Persian legends. Rida only used hadiths 

which he considered valid. He was more critical than other experts in exegesis and hadiths

74 See A. Malik Madani, “Tafsir al-Manir (Antara al-Syaikh Muhammad ‘Abduh dan ai-Sayyid 
Muhammad Rasyid Ridha),” al-Jimi‘ab 46 (1991): 63-81.

75 Qiwamu al-mar’i  al-'aqlu, ladma fiman l i  ’aqla labu, From another sanad, Abu Shaykh narrates: 
“Dlnu al-mar’i  ’aqlubu, wa man l i  ’aqla labu la dwa labu.” SeeRicJi, Tatsir, vol. 3,160.

74 See Yusuf Musi, al-Qur‘an wa al-Falsafa (Cairo: Dir al-Ma‘irifj 1966), 44.
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in that he judged narratives not solely by their content (matn) or their transmitters 

(ruwat), but according to both.

Thus, in his explanation of the term “al-'uqud ” in Sura 5: 1, Rida quotes the 

opinions of the sahaba and tabiTn. He states that the command to fulfill the promise in 

this verse has a general context and therefore all kinds of promises should be included 

under this general context. The requirements of a contract, since these are also general, are 

also included. There is no argument (jdaHl) which forbids the honouring of a promise, 

while many hadiths support this universal teaching. Rida presents one hadiths which says 

that agreement is recommended among Muslims, except in the matter of following 

forbidden things or vice versa. Muslims are obliged to fulfill the pledges they agree to. 

This hadlth is narrated by Abu Dawud and al-Daraqutril.

3. The Use of Scientific Discoveries in Interpretation

The Qur’an exegesis containing an interpretation of natural phenomena in 

accordance with scientific knowledge77 extends far back in Muslim history. It was first 

established as a discipline during the ' Abbasid era under the reign of al-Ma’miin (d. 853), 

in the wake of the translation movement and the proliferation of scientific publications. 

This is not to suggest, however, that the works of former exegetes were always dogmatic. 

The advent of new branches of knowledge such as jurisprudence, philosophy, theology and 

metaphysics did, however, change the way in which exegetes examined the texts.78 An

77 It is called tl-taM r al-'ilnd and it analyzes the Qur’anic verses in order to extract information 
from them on matters of scientific troth. See al-’AJck, Uiful al-Taf8r, 86.
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enthusiastic proponent of such change was Abu Hamid al-Ghazafi (d. 1111), 79 who 

employed reason in his Ihya' ‘Ulum al-DJn and Jawahiral-Qur’an.

Al-Ghazafi states that all the science that had been discovered and the science

which remained unknown originates from the Qur’an.80 All science is entailed in God’s

actions (afffl) and attributes (sifat), which are, in turn, expounded on in the Qur’an. He

substantiates this view with the Qur’anic verse in which God says; “. . . no single thing

have We neglected in Our decree . .  .”(Q. 6: 38). Knowledge is limitless, and the Qur’an

provides signs of all its basic principles; Q. 26: 80, states, for example, “and when I fall

ill, He is the One who restores me to health.’’ Medicines and diseases, according to al-

Ghazafi, can only be understood by those involved in the field of medicine. “The one who
81restores” in the aforementioned verse becomes, for al-Ghazafi, the medical practitioner.

Amin al-Khuli, after comparing the verse “No single thing have We neglected in 

Our decree” (Q. 6: 38), which al-Ghazafi uses to support his opinion, with the verse “for 

indeed, We did convey unto them a divine writ which We clearly and wisely spelled out as 

a guidance and a grace unto people who will believe” (Q. 7: 52), claims that the Qur’an 

has left nothing out in the realm of the religious truths destined to guide men. It is not

n See al-Dhahabi, al-TaMr, voL 2,130-31; Badmaa ’Lanre Yusuf, “Evolution and Development of 
Tafifr," T ie Mamie Quarterly (1994): 34-47.

79 Cf. al-Dhahabi, ai-TaMr, vol. 2,140.

n Abu Hamid al-GhazaB, Ifyyi' ‘Ulum al-Dln, voL 1 (Cairo: al-Thaqafa al-Islamiya, 1356 A. H.),
301.

nSee Abu Himid al-GhazaB, fawabir al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar al-Kitib al-‘Arabiya, 1933), 27-28.
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destined to prove scientific discoveries. It is therefore absolutely out of the question to 

look in the Qur’an for an indication of modem discoveries.82

Al-Khull puts forward several arguments against the use of exegesis for scientific 

purposes, as described by Jansen:

Firstly, its lexicological unsoundness. The meanings of the words of the Koran do not bear 
a shift into the field of modem science. Secondly, scientific exegesis is philosophically 
unsound. The Koran addressed the Arab contemporaries of the Prophet Mohammad, and 
consequently cannot contain anything they would be unable to understand. Thirdly, it is 
theologically unsound. The Koran preaches a religion. It brings a religious and ethical 
message. It is concerned with man’s view of life, not with cosmological views. Lastly,
Amin al-Khufi emphasizes that it is a logical impossibility that the Koran, a static 
unchanging limited quantity of texts, should contain the ever-changing views of 
nineteenth and twentieth century scientists.13

One of the greatest differences between ‘Abduh and Ritia can be found in the use 

of scientific exegesis in Qur’anic interpretation. Rida uses this approach, sometimes 

giving the impression that he forces the issue, as he attempts to justify scientific theory 

with Qur’anic verses. For instance, Ritla attempts to support Darwin’s theory of evolution 

in his commentary.84 Having interpreted Q. 2: 249-252 which tells the story of Talut and 

Jalut, Rida presents fourteen sociological concepts he has extracted from these verses. The 

thirteenth theory is that of the struggle for existence (tanazu1 al-baqi), while the

12 Jacques Jomier, “Aspects of the Qur’an Today,” in The Cambridge History o f Arabic Literature 
ed. A. F. L. Beeston, et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983): 266-76.

13 J. J. G. Jansen, The Interpretation oftbe Koran in Modem Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 54.

14 Jacques Jomier briefly refers to this in his “Aspects of the Qur’ia  Today,” in The Cambridge 
History, 266. hi response to this interpretation, al-Kirmanl argues that scholars have the right to interpret 
the Qur’an as long as their interpretations are in line with Islamic principles. Based on this argument, he 
rejects Darwin’s theory that human beings represent the final stage in the process of evolution. He states 
that this theory contradicts the Qur’inic concept of the creation of man as portrayed hi Q. 95:4: “Verify, 
We create man in the best conformation.” See al-Shaykh ‘Izzat DasiiqT, “Ra’y fi Tafiir al-’Dmi,” Majallat al- 
Azbar 10 (1979): 2326-36.
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fourteenth is that of natural selection (intikhab al-tabll) or survival of the fittest {baqa* 

aJ-amtbaJ)}5 In analyzing the question posed by the angels as to why God would create 

another creature, he points out that this might imply that men with a tendency to cause 

discord or bloodshed had existed before Adam. According to Rida, this indicates that 

Darwin’s theory does not contradict the Qur’an.86

Ignaz Goldziher argues that one of the aims of Rida’s interpretation was to prove 

that the Qur’an anticipates all the scientific truths later discovered by scholars, especially 

philosophers and sociologists; it is therefore impossible for it to contain anything that 

contradicts scientific facts. Scientific discoveries of the 19th and 20th centuries can 

therefore be found in the Qur’an, even though they are not apparent to the narrow

minded.87 The scientific contents of the Qur’an are claimed by some scholars as one of its 

miracles,88 both because they were revealed at a time when people could not recognize 

them and because the Prophet who received the revelations was illiterate (uznm/).89

“  See Ri4a, Ta&ir, vol. 2,492-98; Shi^ita, Manhaj, 250.

16 See Ri4i, Ta&ir, vol. 8, 738; Ignaz Goldziher, Madbahib al-Ta&Ir al-Islandya, trans. ‘Abd al- 
HaOm al-Najjir (Beirut: Darlqra', 1983), 375.

17 See Goldziher, Madbahib, 375.

** Saliha ‘Abd al-Haklm Sharaf al-Dln presents three Idnds of miracle of the Qur’an namely: al-i’ja z 
al-Jugbawl, al-i’ja z al-’ibnt and al-i’ja z al-tashrTi in her al-Qur’an al-Haklm: I ’jazub wa Balaghatuh wa 
’Ulumub (Kuwait: Dir al-Kutub al-'Arablya wa al-Tibi‘a wa al-Nashr, 1984), 98.

19 By contrast Richard Bell argues that the Prophet Muhammad was able to write and read. Umrrd, 
in his opinion, that he had never read any previously-revealed holy book. Hie cites as evidence the 
fact that the Prophet was said to have written a secret letter and corrected some words in the constitution of 
Medina. For more details see his Introduction to tbe Qur’an (Edinburgh: The University Press, 1953), 17-
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However, Issa J. BouUata disagrees with those who claim that the scientific truths in the 

Qur’an are part of its miracle {i]a%\ he considers this idea to be forced.90

Despite ‘Abduh’s rational approach to the Qur’an, he rejected Qur’in exegesis 

employing scientific discoveries in understanding the Qur’an. Although he believed that 

the Qur’an both tolerates and encourages scientific investigation, ‘Abduh did not view 

this latter as an important tool in the process of illuminating the Qur’an’s true meaning. 

So-called scriptural references to telephones and spaceships are, according to ‘Abduh, 

flights of fancy derived from unsound principles of interpretation.

According to ‘Abduh, the primary function of revelation is moral edification. It is 

therefore a mistake to seek answers in the Qur’an to scientific or historical queries, as 

some modem apologists have tried to do. For ‘Abduh, geographical, historical and 

astronomical references in the Qur’in denote moral or religious instruction and do not 

prove scientific discoveries.91 Furthermore, it is agreed that some scientific paradigms are 

now established scientific truths while others remain disputed. The aversion against 

interpreting the Qur’an speculatively has given some scholars added reason to oppose 

scientific interpretation. Al-‘Aqqad, supported ‘Abduh’s point; he, for example, insists 

that we are not obliged to justify scientific discoveries by Qur’anic verses because the

90 See Issa J. Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an: 1‘jiz  and Related Topics,” in 
Approaches to the History, 139-54.

91 See Majid Fakfary, A  History o f Islamic Philosophy (Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia 
University Press, 1983), 344.
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truth of those discoveries is relative. It is not the Qur’an’s function, in al-‘Aqqad’s 

estimation, to comment on theory which is still hypothetical.92

4. The Use of Philology in Interpretation

Philology involves a systematic critical assessment of the actual content of a

to understanding the Qur’an. According to R. W. Gwynne, philology focuses its study on 

at least five components: the lexical, the poetic, the grammatical, the rhetorical and the

verses, this examination will be limited to those areas.

According to Shihab, the literal approach to understanding the Qur’an may cause 

problems for interpreters, especially when they attempt to find answers to social,

content merely to say “Only God knows its meaning” (Allahu a'lamu bi muradih). 

However, exegetes now tend to explore their meanings, they, for instance, look for traces 

of metaphor (tamthll) in these passages, realizing that literalism often narrows the 

meaning, while metaphor broadens it.9S It is important to note that this statement is still

92 See ‘Abbas Mahmud al-'Aqqid, sl-Insin S  al-Qur’in  (Cairo: Dar al-Hilal, n. d.), 171.

91 See Kenneth McLeish, ed., Key Ideas in Human Thought (New Yorlc Prima Publishing, 1995),
557.

94 See Rosalind Ward Gwynne, “The Tafslr of Abu ‘AS al-Jubba'I: First Steps Towards a 
Reconstruction, with Texts, Translation, Biographical Introduction and Analytical Essay," Ph. D. 
dissertation, University of Washington, 1982,65*7.

99 See Muhammad Quraish Shihab, Mcmbumikan al-Quran: Fimgsi dan Perm Wahyu da/am 
Kehidupan Masyarakat, ed. Ihsan Ali Fauzi (Bandung: Penerbit Mizan, 1992), 90. According to Quraish

text.93 It is favoured by modem exegetes who have tried to adopt a hermeneutic approach

literal meaning of a text.94 As Rida focuses on the lexical and the literal meanings of the

scientific and religious questions. He says that scholars dealing with difficult words were
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used by some scholars after interpreting such words, showing their shortcomings in 

understanding Qur’anic verses. This statement basically does not deal with the issue of 

literalism but more often involves lexical or grammatical questions or asbab al-nuzul.

‘Abduh limits his use of philology, giving more room to reason in interpretation. 

Issa J. Boullata remarks that ‘“Abduh returned to a common sense of rational simplicity 

and directness . . .  omitting detailed analysis of the syntactical and rhetorical element of 

the Qur’anic style.. .”96 ‘Abduh restricts his application of philology to verses where it is 

necessary for the comprehension of the text. Therefore, he refrains from identifying 

obscure names and places mentioned in the Qur’an. Our duty as believers, ‘Abduh says, is 

to follow the meaning of a verse without entering into philological or other details.97 He 

keeps silent as regards the determination of the qaiya referred to in Q. 2: 58, in spite of its 

ambiguity. Similarly, when commenting on the word rijzan in Q. 2: 59, he does not make 

any effort to explain its meaning.98

Shihab, al-Jihi? (d. 865), a scholar who favoured the rational trend in theology, is considered the first to 
have introduced a metaphorical interpretation of the Qur’anic verses.

96 Issa J. Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’in,” in Approaches to the History, 
139-54. Versteegh acknowldges that some commentators were not interested in the language of the Qur’in. 
However, they had to deal with the wording of the text in order to explain obscure words and passages. See 
C. H. M. Versteegh, Arabic Grammar and Qur’anic Exegesis in Early Islam (Leiden: B. J. Brill, 1993), 84.

97 'Abduh, TstSr lias 'Atnma, 22. According to Sharif 'Abduh tried to explain the spirit and 
general sense of the Qur’Inic verses without keeping too closely to the letter. He is careful, from the 
beginning, to discard as unwelcome the purely philological and grammatical considerations with which a 
great number of exegetes have been conversant. ‘Abduh, moreover, criticizes the attitudes of the Arabic 
authors who, due to an exaggerated admiration for ancient Arabic poetry, make it the basis of grammar and 
then find numerous grammatical difficulties hi the text of the Qur’an. For 'Abduh, it is necessary, on the 
contrary, to make the Qur’an the criterion for the rules of grammar. For more information, see Shari£ A 
History, 1504-06.

*  See R ift TaSfr, voL 1,375.
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Amin al-KhuE criticized 'Abduh’s attitude to the use of philology in 

interpretation. Al-KhuE argues that one cannot profit from the spiritual guidance (hidaya) 

of the Qur’an without knowing the exact “literal” meaning of the words as they would 

have been understood in the period of revelation." ‘Abduh himself argues that people can 

grasp the guidance of the Qur’an without employing philology which he claims in certain 

cases may deviate from the guidance of the Qur’an as is done by some traditional 

exegetes.

I would like to underline the opinion that it is unsuitable to interpret a verse 

merely on the basis of reason, to the exclusion of linguistic considerations. If we neglect 

the linguistic factor, we are neglecting the verse itself; the result is a denial of the miracle 

of the Qur’an, which lies to a great extent in its linguistic aspects, especially its structure, 

eloquence and rhyme. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya (d. 1350), the noted Hanbalite theologian, 

simply says that “he who knows Arabic and is familiar with lexicography, grammar, 

rhetoric, Arabic poetry and prose will eo ipso recognize the supremacy of the Qur’an.”100 

‘Abduh’s method of interpretation can be criticized based on a hermeneutical 

approach which advocates the use of grammar in understanding scripture. Walter C.

"Amin al-KhuG, M anihij Tajtfid FI aJ-Nafrw wa al-Balagha wa aJ-TaMr wa tl-Adab (Cairo: Dor al- 
Ma'rifa, 1961), 303. In relation to al-KhuO’s point, al-Sha|ibl presents two basic requirements for 
interpretation; first is that a meaning should be chosen which is most compatible with the truth and which 
is accepted by scholars who are authorities in the field, and second that the meaning chosen should be 
recognized in classical Arabic. See his al-Muwifaqat 3  U?& al-Sbaff'a, vol. 2 (Beirut: Dor al-Ma‘irifj n. d.), 
100.

100 Ibn Qayyim al-Jswdya, Kitab al-Fawa’id  (Beirut: D ir ai-Kitib ai-LubnihU990), 7. hi this 
book, al-Jswdya discusses extensively the grounds on which various authorities rest their doctrine of the 
i'jiz , especially pages 246-55 of this edition. See also Gustave B. von Grunebaum, A Tenth Ceatuiy
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Kaisar, for instance, argues that an accurate interpretation of scripture requires what has 

come to be known as “grammatico-historical exegesis.” This approach focuses on the 

language in which the original text was written and on the specific cultural context that 

gave rise to the text.101 G. B. Madison favours a contextual approach, suggesting that 

interpreters should not read scripture out of context, and without due regard for the 

historical environment in which the text emerged. In this approach there is the widest 

scope for the use of philology, historiography, and other social disciplines.102

hi contrast to ‘Abduh, Rida uses philology extensively in his interpretation, 

attempting to explain the meaning of difficult words or uncover the secrets hidden in each 

sentence.103 He pays special attention to the different words used to express the same idea. 

This approach, now known as comparative exegesis (al-tafslr al-muqaran), can be seen in 

his commentary on the verse “And nothing is the life of this world but a play and passing 

delight. . . ” (Q. 6: 32). According to Rida, here la *ib means an action aimed not at taking 

advantage but at rejecting pain104 while Iahw denotes a deed which causes its perpetrator

Document o f Arabic Literary Theory and Criticism: The Sections on Poetry ofal-B iqillini’s IJ iz  al-Qur’an 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 19S0), xix.

101 See Walter C. Kaiser and Moises Silva, An Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics: The Search 
lor Meaning (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1994), 19.

102 See Madison, The Hermeneutics, 30.

101 C£ Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allih al-Salman, Rashid Rida wa Da'wat al-Shaytb Muhammad Ibn 
‘Abdel- Wabhab (Kuwait: Maktaba al-Ma'alli, 1988), 232.

104 See Ridi, TaMr, voL 7, 362.
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to be less concerned with urgent and important tasks; this could include any and all 

activities which promote happiness in the individual.105

To support his argument, Rida quotes the opinions of al-Raghib al-Isfaham and Ibn 

Manzur, concluding that if the word Iahw is not followed by another word, it means all 

things that occupy a person’s thoughts, enabling him/her to forget his/her problems and 

difficulties. This can mean activities like games, songs or other things that create 

happiness.106 Continuing to pursue the philological approach, Rida tries to compare this 

verse (Q. 6: 32) with other verses, especially Q. 29: 63 in which the word Iahw comes 

before la 'ib, while in other instances, the latter word appears before the former.

According to Rida, few exegetes have paid much attention to the different phrases 

in this verse. They assumed that the conjunction waw simply joined the first word to 

those that followed without considering the reason for a particular word’s placement at 

the beginning or the end of a sentence. Having quoted the opinions of al-Alusl and al- 

Khaflb al-Iskafi in support of this point, Ricja then states that the reason why the word 

la ‘ib  is put before the word Iahw is that it shows the chronology of human life. This 

opinion is founded on the verse “. . .  the life of this world is but a play and passing delight, 

and a beautiful show, and [the cause of] your boastful vying with one another, and [of 

your] greed for more and more riches and children . . .” (Q. 57: 20). Based on this 

explanation, Rida explains that exegetes should not question Q. 6: 32, but rather

“* See R ift Ta£fr,\oL7, 363. 

“* See Rifc TahSr, voL 7, 363.
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investigate Q. 29:63 which places the word Mwbefore la ‘ib. Rida devotes seven pages of 

commentary to these two words and the placement of one before the other.107

According to Rida, the verse begins with the word la'ib because it signifies the 

beginning of human growth: a baby tastes the sensual pleasure of games. It then 

mentions Iahw, an activity which cannot be performed except by those who are capable of 

using their minds ( infants are thereby excluded). Zina, denoting the characteristics of an 

adolescent, is placed next, followed by the word tafakhur, a characteristic of youth. The 

final phrase: takathurSal-amwal wa ai-awladdenotes characteristics of adulthood.

S. The Use of Quotations from Other Exegetes’ Commentaries

The attitudes of exegetes towards the commentaries of other exegetes vary. Some 

use the commentaries of other scholars to support their own interpretations. Others use a 

comparative method in which one commentary is compared with another. Others use a 

third method, quoting other commentaries and then criticizing them.

‘Abduh and Rida differ in their use of the commentaries of other exegetes. ‘Abduh, 

as shown in the first chapter, did not refer to other interpretations, except for certain 

exegetical works which deal with the meaning of strange words, especially Tafsk al- 

Jalalayn. ‘Abduh’s attitude to the opinions of exegetes shows his consistency to the motto 

“return to the Qur’an” in which he tried to extract the guidance of the Qur’in  based on his 

own opinions. However, Shihata says that ‘Abduh sometimes quotes other scholars, such 

as al-Ghazafi and Ibn Khaldun, hi contrast, Rida frequently used other commentaries in his

107 See Ri4i> Ta&ir, voL 7,362.
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interpretation. Muljammad Abu Zahrah, in his preface to Shihita’s thesis, claims that 

important features distinguished the commentaries of ‘Abduh and Rida from each other, 

particularly the latter’s great attention to al-taMr bi al-ma’thUrmd. frequent quotation of 

other exegetes.108 At times Rida used other exegetes’ commentaries to support his 

arguments, while at times he criticized them. Ri<ia sometimes gathered the opinions of 

various exegetes on one verse, then analyzed them, as can be seen in his commentary on 

Q. 11: 113. In interpreting this verse, he quoted fourteen exegetes: al-Tabari, al-Jassas, al- 

Baghawl, al-Zamakhshan, Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Tusi, al-Razi, al-Baydawi, al-Qurfubi, al-Nasafi, 

Ibn Kathir, al-‘Imadi, M. Siddiq Khan and al-Alusl.109 Rida, criticized all these exegetes 

either for wrong interpretation or for their neglect of certain specific points.110

1W See Shibita, Maohaj, ix.

109 See R ift voL 12,173. 

uo See Rida, TaMr, vol 12,173.
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FINAL REMARKS

‘Abduh and Rida have long been regarded as exegetes whose commentaries 

represent a major source in modem Qur’anic studies, hi Tafmr al-Manar they criticized 

classical exegetes, accusing them of having deviated from the guidance of the Qur’an. 

According to them, classical exegetes injected grammatical, theological, juridical and 

philosophical dispute in their commentaries. Classical exegetes, in the eyes of ‘Abduh and 

Rida, treated the Qur’an as justification of their own approaches to the major intellectual 

issues of their time. ‘Abduh and Rida not only criticized the classical works of exegesis 

but also suggested solutions to their problems, in effect filling in the shortcomings of their 

exegesis.

Despite their sharp criticism of classical works of exegesis, ‘Abduh and Rida 

appreciated some of them. ‘Abduh, for instance, admired al-Zamakhshan’s al-Kasbshaf 

because of the author’s high appreciation of reason and his effort to free his exegesis from 

taqEd. Yet even though ‘Abduh was influenced by al-Zamakhshan, he still differed from 

him. While ‘Abduh did not relate his commentaries to any particular school of thought, 

although he clearly supported the Mu‘tazilah. ‘Abduh also admired Tafslr al-Jalilayn of 

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti and Jalal al-Din al-Mahalfl because of its concise way, giving little 

more than synonyms and paraphrases and because of its brief indications of possible 

solutions to grammatical problems. Rida appreciated Ibn Katlur’s TaMr al-Qur’an al- 

‘Azlm  because the author was very careful in the use of fyadlth in his commentary.
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‘Abduh developed the socio-literary exegesis (al-tafsir al-adabi al-ijtim a*1) which 

focuses on social issues. This exegesis offers guidance and solutions to social problems 

which people encounter. Rida developed this approach and was followed by his 

contemporaries such as Ahmad Mustafa al-Maragln, Mahmud Shaltut, Sayyid Qutb and 

‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman (Bint al-Shati’). ‘Abduh and Rida also formulated some 

important exegetical principles in accordance with their reformist mission. These 

principles reflected the socio-political setting of the late 19th and early 20th centuries in 

which they found themselves.

‘Abduh and Rida shared many points of similarity in their exegetical approach. 

The similarity can be seen in their method and principles of exegesis. The commentaries 

o f‘Abduh and Rida are distinguished by the socio-literary approach, concerned with social 

issues such as religious pluralism and the emancipation of women. The interpretations of 

‘Abduh and Rida were based on at least three principles: The first is the concept of the 

general teachings of the Qur’an in which the verses explained should be understood in the 

light of their universal message. The second is the use of a rationalist approach in which 

logical consideration should play an important role in interpretation. The third is the 

concept of the sura as a unity, in which all verses should be understood in the light of the 

central theme of the sura.

Despite the similarity of the methods of ‘Abduh and Ritja, they differed over 

certain key areas of exegesis. The differences can be seen in their disagreement over the 

use of internal cross-reference. Rida used this method extensively; he followed in the 

footsteps of Ibn Katfalr. The difference is also found in the extent of their use of prophetic
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traditions in interpretation. ‘Abduh limited himself in the use of hadith due to his attitude 

to it, which was very selective and sometimes rejected the hadiths even if they were found 

in al-Bukharf & Sablh. He preferred a rationalist approach in his commentary. He tended to 

reject a hadith if it contradicted logical thinking. Rida, on the other hand, used a lot of 

hadiths in his interpretation due to his appreciation of hadith and his background as an 

expert in this field.

Concerning the exegesis that uses scientific knowledge {al-tafsir al- ‘ilm l), 'Abduh 

claimed it distracted people fiom the religious guidance of the Qur’an. Ridi, on the other 

hand, applied it in some cases to prove that the Qur’an accommodates scientific 

discoveries and even foretells them. The difference of the methods of ‘Abduh and Rida can 

also be seen in their application of the philological approach in their commentaries. 

‘Abduh avoided using this approach to expound on grammatical and lexical issues, which 

he considered as a hindrance to the religious guidance of the Qur’an. Rida, in contrast, 

used it extensively because he believed that it contributed to the understanding of the 

Qur’an, hi addition, ‘Abduh and Rida also differed in the use of the opinions of earlier 

exegetes. ‘Abduh limited his use to references to al-Zamakhshari and al-Jalalayn. Ridi, 

however, quoted a lot of exegetes’ opinions; he analyzed and compared them and even 

strongly criticized them. However, both men can be considered as scholars who 

contributed, each in his own way, to a better understanding of the Qur’an in modem times.
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