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Abstract

A uthor : A1 M akin

Title : M o d em  Exegesis on  Historical N arratives o f the Qur>an: The Case o f

CAd a n d  T ham ud according to Sayyid Q utb in  his Fi Z ilal al-Qur> an

D epartm ent : Institu te  of Islamic Studies, McGill U niversity

Degree : M aster of A rts

This thesis  exam ines m o d em  interpretation o f  historical n a rra tiv e  in  the Qur>an, 

taking as an  exam ple  Sayyid Q utb 's  exegesis o f the  stories of <Ad a n d  Tham ud in  his 

tafsir, Fi Z ilal al-Qur> an. This is accom plished by  su rvey ing  o f CAd a n d  Tham ud p rio r to 

Q utb to sh o w  h o w  great the sh ift of in terpretation  is betw een classical an d  m o d em  

exegetes. F urtherm ore, close read in g  of Fi Z ilal al-Quf>an is m ade in  o rd er to trace the 

significance o f the  tw o tales for Q utb , as Q utb's in terpreta tion  is n o t on ly  a response to 

his predecessors b u t also to h is  contem porary m ilieu; w hich  featured  political, 

ideological a n d  religious conflic t H is experiences w ith  the  la tte r a re  reflected in  his 

in terpretation w hich  follows tire p a tte rn  of JahiEyah versus Islam, CAd versus H ud, and  

Tham ud versus Salih. H ud  an d  Salih, as prophets a n d  callers to  the  tru th , represent 

Q utb him self, w hereas CAd an d  Tham ud, as challengers and  evildoers, s tand  for his 

enemies; the W e s t its m aterialistic tendencies a n d  the Egyptian governm ent. In 

com m enting o n  the ZEal's herm eneutic, we w ill exam ine its system atization o f the 

surahs an d  verses w hich contain  these tw o tales as w ell as analyze Q utb 's 

argum entation, h istorical consciousness, herm eneutic, an d  personal ju d g em en t
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Resume

A uteur : A1 Makin

Titre : L'ex&gese m odem e su r  le recit historique d u  Qur^an: Le cas de

CAd e t T ham ud selon Sayyid Q utb  d an s  son Fi Z ilal al-Qur> an 

D epartem ent : In stitu t des Etudes Islam iques, Universite McGill

Diplome : Maxtrise £s Arts

Ce m em oire exam inera l'in terpretation m odem e d u  r£cit historique dans le 

Qur^an, en  p ren an t pour exem ple I'exeg&se Sayyid Q utb des recits de  CAd e t T ham ud 

dans son tafsir, Fi Z ilal al-Qur*an. C e qu i sera a tte in t p a r u n  survo l d e  CAd e t Tham ud 

precedant Q u tb  afin  de  m ontrer l'im portance d u  changem ent d 'in terpr^taion entre les 

exeg^tes classiques e t  m odem es. De plus, une lecture approfondie d u  Fi Zilal al-Qur> an 

retracera l'im portance des deux recits pour Q utb. En effet, l'in terpretation de l'au teur est 

n on  seulem ent u ne  reponse a ses predecesseurs m ais aussi & son  m ilieu contem porain 

caracterise p a r  des conflits politiques, ideologiques e t religieux. L'experience de Q utb  

avec I'aspect relig ieux se reflate dans son in terpretation su iv an t le module jahiliyah  

contre Islam, CAd contre H ud, a n d  T ham ud contre Salih. H u d  e t  Salih, en tan t que 

proph^tes e t evocateurs d e  la verite, representent Q utb lui-m em e, alors que CAd e t 

Tham ud, en ta n t qu 'adversaires e t  malfaiteurs, son t ses ennem is; c'est-a-dire 1'Occident, 

son m aterialism e e t le gouvem em ent egyptien. Tout en com m entant lherm eneutique d u  

Zilal, noxxs exam inerons sa system atisation des surahs e t des versets contenant ces deux 

recits et nous analyserons l'argum entation de Q utb, sa conscience historique, son 

herm eneutique ainsi que son jugem ent personnel.
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The System  of Transliteration 

The system  of transliteration o f Arabic w ords an d  nam es follows th a t o f Institute of 

Islamic Studies, McGill U niversity.

=b 3  =dh P  =t c3 =1

J  =t }  = r V3 =z f  =m

=th J  =z t  = c ^

rLH  =s fc=gh  9> »h

^  =h =sh c_5  =f =W

C =kh =? O  =q =y

' 3  =d  ( J ^  =4 ^  =k * =>

S h o rt <  = a ; ______ = i ; J  =u

&  -  y  =uLong:  ̂ = a ;  =1;
*  J-

Diphthongs: O '  =ay; ^ '  =aw.

Long vowel w ith  tahsdJd. for v, i \  and  _^\,7ya and uwa a re  em ployed.

In the case of ta* m arbu tah  ( ^  ) h  is written, and  if it  occurs w ith in  an  idafah, it is 

transliterated w ith  a t

The hamzah ( \  ) occurring in  the initial position is omitted.
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1

Introduction

The Qur>an contains m an y  narratives, som e of th em  w ith  parallels in  Biblical 

stories and  others n o t  the  tales o f CAd a n d  Tham ud being am ong the latter. According 

to  the  com m on classification o f  these  narratives, w e have three categories: (1) narratives 

o f  the  prophets {qisas al-anbiya>), w h ich  tell of 25 prophets an d  the ir peop le  (CAd an d  

T h am u d  being included in  th e  latter); (2) narratives of ex traord inary  p eop le  in  the era 

p rio r to revelation o f w h o m  it is n o t clearly understood w hether o r  n o t they w ere 

p rophets; for example, the  ashab al-kahf{Q . 18) and  dhu al-qam ayn (Q. 18); and  (3) 

narra tives w hich tell abou t even ts contem porary  to Prophet M uham m ad; for example, 

th e  battle  of Badr (Q. 3), U h u d  (Q. 3), H unayn  (Q. 7), Tabuk (Q. 7), a n d  the  n ig h t journey 

o f  P rophet M uham m ad (Q. 17).1

There have been m an y  stud ies o f these narratives w ritten  by  b o th  M uslim  and  

W estern  scholars. C la s s ic a l a n d  m o d em  M uslim  scholars have  exp lained  th em  in  books 

o f qisas,2 tankh? a n d  tafsir.:4 A ccording  to  W ansbrough's typology of th is  k ind , exegesis 

h as  a  haggadic tendency,5 su ch  as in  the  explanation of CAd an d  T ham ud, encountered 

in  these works. W estern scholars o n  the other h an d  usually  a d o p t one  of three 

approaches, generally speaking: (1) seeking  parallels betw een these n arra tives an d  non-

1 CAbd Allah Shihatah, QJlum al-TafsTr (Cairo: Maktabat Nahdat al-Sharq, 1986) 107-8; T. M. Hasbi Ash- 
Shiddieqy, Ilmu-Ilmu al-Qur->ah: Media Pokok dalam Menafsirkan al-Qur^dn (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 
1972)176-7.
2 al-Kisa7!, Qisas al-AnbiycP, ed. Isaac Eisenberg (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1922); al-ThaClabl, Kitab Qisas al- 
AnbiycP al-Musamma bi aMArcPis (Cairo: Dar Ihya) al-Kutub al-CArabiyah, ad.); Ibn Katfur, Qisas al- 
A n b iy a ed. CAbd al-Majid TuCmah HalabT (Beirut: Daral-MaQuif, 1997);
3 Tabari, Tartkh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk, ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim, 4th ed. (Cairo: Dar al-MaCaiif, 
1979).
4 Tabari, Jam it al-Bayah f i  TafsTr al-Qur>dn (Beirut: Dar al-MaCrifah, 1986-7); al-Tabara, Majma (  al- 
Bayan f i  Tafsir ai-QurMn (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1957).
5 See Iris Quranic Studies: Sources and Method o f Scriptural Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1977) 122-48.
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2

Qur^anic sources, th ro u g h  com parison o r derivation, an  approach  w hich is very 

com m on, especially w hen  com paring  Qur>anic and  Biblical characters, an d  w hich  m ay 

b e  seen  in  the w ritings o f  Jacob Lasner,6 Yoram  Erder,7 M arilyn R. W aldm an8 am ong 

others; (2) study  of the  narratives based  solely on the Qur^an itself, for exam ple 

M ustansir Mir's exam ination o f the  characters in the story o f Y usuf in  Q. 12,-9 an d  (3) 

s tu d y  of narratives in  th e  exegetical w orks, such as A nthony H. Johns' s tu d y  o f the 

figure  o f Ibrahim  according  to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi10 an d  those o f M usa a n d  FirQiwn in 

the  com m entary o f Sayyid Q utb .11

A num ber of scholars h ave  s tu d ied  Sayyid Q utb 's thought, particu larly  from  the 

stand -po in t of his Islamic principles, fundam entalism , political activities, a n d  tafsir.12 

W here the latter is concerned, w e m ay  p o in t to Olivier C arre 's s tu d y  of radicalism  in 

Q utb 's  Fi Z ilal al-Qur>an,™ Ibrahim  A bu Rabies discussion o f som e im p o rtan t points of

6 Demonizing the Queen o f  Sheba: Boundaries o f Gender and Culture in Postbiblical Judaism and 
Medieval Islam (Chicago: The University o f Chicago Press, 1993).
7 See his T he Origin of the Name Idris in the Qur3an: A Study of the Influence of Qumran Literature on 
Early Islam," Journal o f Near Eastern Studies 49 (October 1990) 339-50.
8 See her "New Apporaches to "Biblical" Materials in the Qur>an," The Muslim World 75 (January 1985) 1- 
16.
9 See his T he Qur^anic Story o f Joseph: Plot, Themes, and Characters," The Muslim World 76 (January 
1986) 1-15.
10 See his "Al-Razi's Treatment of the Q uranic Episodes Telling of Abraham and his Guests Qur>anic 
Exegesis with a Human Face," Institut Dominicain D'etudes Orientates du Caire, M ilanges (MIDEO) 17 
(1986): 81-114.
11 See his "Let My People Go! Sayyid Qutb and the Vocation o f Moses," Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations 1 (December 1990) 143-70.
12 Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1990); Ahmad S. Moussali, Radical Jslamic Fundamentalism: The Ideological and Political 
Thought o f Sayyid Qutb, 2nd ed. (Beirut: American University of Beirut, 1992); Adnan A  Musallam, "The 
Formative Stages of Sayyid Qutb's Intellectual Career and His Emergence as an Islamic DaQya" (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, University o f Michigan, 1983); idem, "Prelude to Islamic Commitment: Sayyid Qutb's 
Literary and Spiritual (Mentation, 1932-1938," The Muslim World 80 (July-October 1990): 177-89; idem, 
"Sayyid Qutb and Social Justice, 1945-1948" Journal o f Islamic Studies 4 (January 1993); Yvonne Y. 
Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb: Ideologue o f Islamic Revival," Middle East Journal 37 (1983); John Calvert, 
"Discourse, Community and Power: Sayyid Qutb and the Islamic Movement in Egypt" (Ph.D. dissertation, 
McGill University, 1993); William E. Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic Activism: A Translation and 
Critical Analysis o f Social Justice in Islam (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996).
13 Olivier Carrg, Mystique et politique: lecture r&volutionnaire du Coran par Sayyid Qutb, Jrire musulman 
radical (Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques, 1984).
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Zilal,14 Mhd. Syahnan's exam ination o f the developm ent o f the  te x t  o f Z ilal betw een its 

earlier and later editions.15 H ow ever, there has been no a ttem p t m a d e  a t  close read ing  of 

th e  Zilal w ith  particu lar attention to  its treatm ent o f Qur>anic narrative; w ith  the 

possible exception of A nthony  H. Johns, certainly no one has  investigated  in dep th  

Q utb 's treatm ent o f CAd an d  Tham ud, and their sem iotic values for h is thought. This 

thesis will a ttem pt to fill this gap.

In this study  m y  p rim ary  source will be the  tex t o f Fi Z ila l al-Qur>an o f Sayyid 

Q utb, and I w ill use th e  1988 ed ition  published in  Beirut by  D ar al-Shuruq. I w ill also 

com pare the text w ith  the  m ain  principles o f Q utb's th o u g h t as p o rtray ed  in his other 

w orks or discussed by o ther scholars. In term s of m ethodology, I w ill take  a com parative 

approach, beside exam ining the  Zilal in  the light of Q utb  o ther w o rk s  o r of those by  

o ther scholars, concentrating in  particular on  his treatm ent o f th e  CAd and T ham ud 

narratives. I w ill also look a t m y sources from  the angle of herm eneu tic ;16 the affinity 

between the historical situation  of Q utb an d  his exegetical te x t is m aintained by 

observing his use of language. Furtherm ore, in  exam ining the s tru c tu re  of the  tale o f CAd 

an d  Tham ud as recounted in  the  Zilal, the  study  will d raw  u p o n  th e  sem antic m ethod of 

Toshihiko Izutsu17 and  th e  search for the m eaning of sym bolism  advo ca ted  by Clifford 

Geertz.18

14 Ibrahim Abu RabiC Intellectual Origins o f  Islamic Resurgence in the M odem  World (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1996).
15 Mhd. Syahnan, "A Study o f Sayyid Qutb's Qurian Exegesis in Earlier and Later Editions of His FT Zilal 
al-Qurlah: With Specific Reference to Selected Themes (M.A. thesis, McGill University, 1997).
16 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, 2nd revised 
ed. (New York: Continuum, 1997).
17 See his God and Man in the Qur^cm: Semantics o f the Koranic Weltanschauung <Tokyo: Keio Institute of 
Cultural Studies, 1964); idem, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur>an (Montreal: McGill University 
Press, 1966).
18 Clifford Geertz, "Religion as a Cultural System," in his The Interpretation o f  Cultures (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1973).
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The thesis is d iv id ed  into five sections: an  in troduction , th ree chapters, and a 

conclusion. C hapter o ne  w ill su rvey  the  references to  CAd a n d  T ham ud  in  the Qur>an 

an d  in  the in terpretations p rio r to Sayyid Qutb, covering  qisas, tarikh, classical and  

m o d em  tafsir literature, a n d  also W estern scholars' research. C h ap ter tw o w ill examine 

th e  significance o f CAd a n d  T ham ud for Sayyid Q utb; i t  w ill s tu d y  the structure  of his 

presentation and  in te rp re t his u se  o f symbolism, a n d  especially  the  affinity betw een time 

a n d  space. C hapter th ree  w ill exam ine Qutb's herm eneutical app roach  in  interpreting 

th e  stories of CAd a n d  T ham ud, analyzing the structure  o f h is  tafsir an d  show ing how  

Q u tb  arranges the  surah a n d  the verses which contain th e  tale  o f CAd an d  Tham ud, and  

appraising  and  criticizing Q utb 's m ethod  in assigning m eanings. Finally, a  conclusion 

sum m arizes the  m ain  p o in ts  o f this study.
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Chapter One 

Interpretations o f cAd and Tham ud prior to Sayyid Qutb

The ta sk  o f com m entary can never, 
by  definition, be completed.

M ichel F o u cau lt1

A . CAd

1. In  d ie  Q urian

The existence o f CAd is confirm ed by  th e  Q urian , w h ich  m entions them  twenty-

four times.2 CAd d isobeyed  the Prophet H ud 's  call, w h ich  b rough t retribution in  the 

fo rm  of a devasta ting  w ind . They were destroyed in  the end . According to the Q urian ,

san d  dunes {ahqaf) a n d  b u ilt g rea t structures (Q. 24:128, 89: 6-7). Then H ud  w as sen t to 

th em  w ith a  sum m ons to obey G od (Q. 11: 50), w hich CAd betrayed  (Q. 26: 123; 38: 12; 

50: 13; 54: 18; 22: 42). They a re  described on  m ore than  one  occasion as an arrogan t 

people  (Q. 11: 59, 50:15). Finally, G od sent them  a  w in d  (sarsar o r (aqlrrt) as pun ishm en t 

(Q. 51: 41; 69: 6). A s can  be seen from the above, the  Q ur>an tells the story of CAd in  

short, disjointed sections, often repeating ind iv idual elem ents for effect N ow here is the 

narrative given in  its en tire ty  all a t once.

The sim ple references to be found in  the  Q u rian  ra ise  som e pertinent questions, 

am ong  them the  fundam ental one of the existence o f CAd a n d  their historicity. There are 

approaches to answ ering  th is question, w hich w e m ay classify under three headings, 

generally speaking. T he first is th a t of the classical exegetes, w h o  tried  to reconstruct the

1 In his The Order o f Things, an Archaeology o f the Human Sciences (New York: Vintage Books, 1994) 41.

CAd w ere a na tion  ren o w n ed  for their p rosperity  (Q. 7: 69 a n d  41:15), w ho lived am ong

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



www.manaraa.com

6

m yth  of CAd. This includes al-Tabari's (838-923)3 approach seen in bo th  his Tafsir an d  

his Tarikh.̂  O ther exam ples of this m ethodology include Qisas aI-Anbiya> o f al-ThaQabi 

(d. 1035), al-Kisa>i,5 Ibn Kathur (1301-1373), etc. The second approach to  the  narrative is 

th a t o f m odem  W estern scholars. They sough t to dem ythologize th e  sto ry  of CAd, 

tracing its historical basis, and rejecting the irrational m yths of the first approach. The 

th ird  approach on the other hand  consists in extracting the m oral lessons an d  avoiding 

com m ent on all the details of the story. M odem  M uslim scholars, especially  exegetes, 

a ttem p t this, following in  the footsteps o f M uham m ad CAbduh (1849-1905), w ho  insisted 

on  re tu rn ing  to the essence of the Q u rian  an d  Sunnah and avoiding isriPUiyat6 This w as 

developed by  other m odem  exegetes, such  as Rashid Rida (1865-1935), al-M araghi(1881- 

1945), Bint al-Shati> (1913-1998) an d  o u r figure, Sayyid Q utb (1906-1966).

2 This is confirmed by Bint al-ShatP, see her Al-TafsTr al-Bayahlli al-Qur)&i al-Karim, vol. 1 (Cairo: Dar 
al-MaQirif, 1990) 143.
3 See Andrew Rippin, "al-Tabari," ER. 14, 231-3; R. Paret, "al-Tabari," El1, voL 8, 578-9; Brockelmann, 
GAL 1, 142; Jane Danunen McAuIiffe, Qurlahic Christians: An Analysis o f Classical and Modem 
Exegesis (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 38-45; Mahmoud M  Ayoub, The Qur^an and Its 
Interpreters (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984) 3-4.
4 See al-Tabari, Jami C al-Bayan JT Tafsir al-Qurlah (Beirut: Dar al-MaCrifah, 1986-7); idem, Tarikh al- 
Rusul wa al-Muluk, ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim, 4th ed. (Cairo: Dar al-MaCari£ 1979).
s I. Eisenberg who edited Qisas al-AnbiytP of al-K isPi in 1898 believed that the author o f this book was 
Muhammad ibn CAbd Allah whom Harun al-Rashrd (763-809) entrusted with the task o f educating his two 
sons: al-Amin (787-813) and al-Ma^mun (786-833). However, T. Nagel is rather doubtful of this 
conclusion that, in fact, the one who was entrusted to do so by al-Rasfud was Abu al-Hasan CAE ibn 
Hamzah (737-805), one o f seven famous Qurianic readers, so the author of the Qisas is still an enigma 
See, T. Nagel "al-Kisa>I" in El2 , vol. 5, 176; al-Kisa?I (Muhammad ibn CAbd Allah, sic!\, Qisas al- 
AnbiycP, ed. Isaac Eisenberg (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1922).
6 This disputed term refers to a genre of narrative which originated from non-Qurianic sources, especially 
from the previous revealed books (Tawrdt and IrtjH, and other Judeo-Christian traditions). The narratives 
are usually found in telling the stories related to the Prophets (Qisas al-Anbiya). Two among the important 
transmitters of this kind of narratives were KaQj al-Ahbar (d. 652/4) and Wahb ibn Munabbih (d. 728/32). 
See G. Vajda, "Israelhyat" in El2, vol. 4, 212; g!h.A . Juynboll, The Authenticity o f the Tradition 
Literature: Discussions in Modem Egypt (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1969) 121-138; I. Goldziher," IsnPIliyyat," 
Revue des Etudes Juives 44 (1902) 63-6; idem, Madhahib al-TafsTr al-Islaml, trans. CAbd al-Hafim al- 
Najjar, 2 ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Iqra), 1983) 111-2; Benhard Heller, "Legendes bibhques attributees a KaCb el- 
Ahbar," Revue des Etudes Juives, 69 (1919) 86-107; Nabia Abbott, Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri I: 
Historical Texts (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1957) 36 and 59; idem, Studies in Arabic 
Literary Papyri II: Qurldnic Commentary and Tradition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1967) 
8-9; Jane Dammen McAuIiffe, Q uranic Christians 131-2, n. 11; Mahmoud M  Ayoub, The Qurlan and Its 
Interpreters 30-2.
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2. R econstructing the m yths

In  Qisas al-Anbiya* o f al-K isab a n d  th a t o f al-ThaQabx, the  Tarikh o f al-Tabari 

a n d  especially Qisas of Ibn Katlur, w e fin d  in  add ition  to traditions,, freq u en t quotations 

from  th e  Q ur^an relating to the  sto ry  o f  CAd. The verses are  cited to  streng then  the 

in te rp re ta tion  offered. M ost classical exegeses take  the sam e approach , a lth o u g h  they 

m o re  o r less concentrate on  the Q u rian  itself. O f the  non-exegetical w orks, Ibn Kathir's 

Q isas relies the  m ost on  the  Q urian , w h ile  s till c iting  traditions a n d  sto ries preserved, by 

h is  predecessors.7 The traditions a n d  in fo rm ation  o n  CAd p rov ided  by  tarikh  a n d  qisas 

w o rk s a re  la te r cited m ore or less in  th e  classical exegetical w orks, am ong  th em  those of 

al-Tabari, Ibn Katlur, al-Tabarsi (d.1153), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1149-1209), an d  al- 

Z am akshari (1075-1144). For exam ple, w e  find  th e  same stories re to ld  b y  al-Tabarsi in 

com m enting  on Q. 7: 65-72.® For this v e ry  reason  w e w ill p resen t th e  story  of CAd 

reco rd ed  in  the  qisas o i al-ThaQabi, al-KisaJi, Ibn  Katbir an d  the  tarikh o f  al-Tabari.

The people of CAd9 w ere pagans w h o  w orsh iped  idols called S am ud, Sanda, an d  

al-H aba,10 an d  w ere w ell-know n for th e ir  s tren g th  and  physical stature; it  w as sa id  th a t

7 Ibn Katlur, Qisas al-Anbiya, ed. CAbd al-M ajid TnCmah Halabi (Beirut: Dar al-MaQuif, 1997); idem, 
Tafsir al-Qur^an al-Azim, ed. Khalid M uham m ad Muhammad (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-CAsnyah, 1997). 
The feature o f his Qisas is designated the most Qurianic. For us, it is reasonable for he himself is among 
those who countered using isrcPiliyai. See G. Vajda "IsnPiliyyat" in El2 212; Henri r.aniist "Ibn Kafir 
Historien," Arabica 2 (1955) 75.
8 al-Tabarsi, MajmaC al-Bayah jiT a fsir al-Qur^ah, vol. 8 (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1957) 92-9.
9 We find CAd’s genealogy as follows: CAd ibn Aws ibn Aram ibn Sam ibn Nhh. Al-Tabari, The History o f 
al-Tabari: An Annotated Translation, volume II, Prophet and Patriarchs, trans. William M. Brinner 
(Albany: University of New York Press, 1987) 28; Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk vol. 1, 216; Ibn Katlur, 
Qisas al-AnbiyeP 101; al-ThaClabi, Kitdb Qisas al-Anbiya al-Musamma bi al-CAnPis (Cairo: Dar lhya3 al- 
Kutub al-CArablyah, n.d.) 34; CAbd al-Wahhab al-Najjar, Qisas al-AnbiycP, 3rd ed. ([np.], Maktabat al- 
QudsT, [n.d.]) 50.
10 Al-Tabari, The History o f al-Tabari 28; idem, Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk, vol. 1, 216; Ibn Katlur, 
Qisas al-AnbiycP 101.
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som e even  reached 70 or 100 dhiraC (cubits) in  height. H ud,11 sen t as a  p ro p h e t to (Ad, 

w as a  m em ber of the tribe.

Al-Kisa>i provides the  story  o f H u d 's  b irth . According to  him , H u d 's  father w as 

K hu lud  ibn SaCd ibn CAd. He w as am o n g  th e  m en w ho w ere p laced  by  K ing  Khuljan a t 

th e  service o f the  three idols referred  to  above. A  dream  in  w hich h e  sa w  a w h ite  chain  

com ing  o u t o f h is loins to ld  h im  n o t to  m arry  u n til the sam e d ream  occu rred  again  an d  

h e  w as to ld  w hom  he shou ld  w ed . T he second  d ream  instructed h im  to  m arry  his uncle's 

d augh ter, a n d  he d id  so. The w om an, then , conceived H ud  w ho w as b o m  o n  a  Friday.12

A ccording to al-Kisa>i, H ud  en te red  in to  his prophetic office a t  th e  age of forty. 

T he s to ry  o f his involvem ent w ith  CAd is g iven by al-Kisa^l in  som e detail, for he 

m entions exact names, H ud 's  actions a n d  H ud 's  miracles. W hen H u d  called  his people 

to  w orsh ip  God, citing Q. 7: 65, a  m an  called CUmar ibn Ahla challenged h im  to describe 

th e  physical form  of G od. H u d  th en  exp lained  the  majesty o f G od, in  confirm ation of 

w h ich  al-Kisa^i cites Q. 4 1 :15.13 H ow ever, m ost o f the people of CAd b e tray ed  him , even 

th o u g h  H u d  spread  the call to  G od for seven ty  long  years. Ultim ately, H u d  h ad  to give 

u p  on  the com m unity.

A ccording to al-Kisa)i,14 w h en  th e  call to God w as repeated ly  defied  by  CAd, 

H u d  p rayed  tw enty raka^ahs ask ing  G od  for guidance respecting tire peop le 's deeds, 

a n d  ask ing  H im  to pun ish  them  w ith  d ro u g h t an d  famine. G od  com m an d ed  h im  an d  all

11 Hud ibn CAbd Allah ibn Rabah ibn al-Khalud ibn CAd ibn Aws ibn Aram ibn Sam ibn Nuh, or CAbir ibn 
ShaGkh ibn Arfakhshad ibn Sam ibn Nuh. See also Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf Qm HaqcPiq al-Tanztl wa 
CUyun al-Aqawtl f i  Wujuh al-Tahvil, vol. 2 (Beirut: Dar al-MaCrifah, n .d) 68; A l-Raa’s Tafsir is called 
Mafatlh al-Ghayb or al-TafsTr al-Kabfr, vol. 12 (Beirut: Dar Ihya ai-Turath al-CArabT, [n.d]) 155.
12 Al-KisaTI, The Tales o f the Prophets ofal-KiscPT, trans. W.M. Thackston (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1978) 109- 
10; idem, Qisas al-AnbiycP 103.
13 This request for a description of God occurs in many stories like that of Ibrahim with. Namrud and Musa 
with FirCawn.
14 Al-Kisa*i, The Tales 113; idem, Qisas al-Anbiya> 105-6.
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believers to d ep art from  th e  people. Therefore, G od refused to send any  ra in  to (Ad for 

fou r years.15

According to  the trad ition  of the  time, w hen there  w as no rain a  delegation

w o u ld  be sent to Mecca to  pray. (Ad's delegation consisted of seventy people. In  Mecca,

Bakr ibn M u(awiyah received them  w arm ly, giving them  tw o girls to sing to  them  and

w ine to drink. This led  the  delegation to forget its orig inal intention of praying.

M u(aw iyah, as a  host, realized this then  rem inded them  indirectly.16 A fterw ards, they

prayed , asking for rain, b u t it w as useless, un til G od sen t three clouds; w hite, red , and

black, to destroy all o f th em  except H ud  an d  his followers.17

According to al-Kisa^i an d  al-ThaQabi, there w as a  m an  from  H adram aw t w ho

saw  H ud 's  grave in  a  cave in  a  h igh  m ountain, and  he  cam e to (AH ibn A bi Talib (b.

600/1) and  said  th a t

I touched his body; it  w as H ud. I looked a t him  an d  saw  tha t h is  eyes w ere  large 
and  his eyebrows m e t  H e h ad  a w ide forehead, an  oval face, fine feet an d  a long 
beard. He h a d  n ev er know n affliction. O ver his h ead  w as a  rock sh ap ed  like a 
board, on w hich w ere  w ritten  three lines in  Indian letters. The first o f  these said, 
"There is no  god  b u t  God; M uham m ad is God's messenger." O n  the second w as 
w ritten, "God has com m anded  th a t none be w orsh ipped  b u t He: do good  to your 
parents." A n d  on  th e  th ird  w as w ritten , "I am  H ud ibn K hulud ibn Sa(d  ibn (Ad, 
G od's apostle to the  tribe o f (Ad. I cam e to them  w ith  a  message, and  they  denied  
me. G od took them  w ith  the Barren W ind. After m e shall com e Salih ibn Kanuh, 
w hose people shall be  obstinate. The G reat Cry shall take them, and  they  shall be 
left in their region lying on their breasts.18

Interestingly, there is a  sim ilar story  abou t a  grave, n o t th a t of H ud, b u t o f a king. 

In  the time of MuCawiyah (d. 680), a  m an  called (Abd Allah ibn  Khulabah found  a grave 

w ith  the  image of a  king, an d  an  inscription stating:

15 See also al-Tha(labi, Kitab Qisas 44.
16 For the detail see Al-Tabari, The History 30; idem, Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk, vol. 1, 218.
17 For the details see Al-Tabari, The History 37; idem, Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk, vol. 1, 223; Al-Kisari, 
The Tales 115; idem, Qisas al-AnbiycP 108.
18 Al-KisjPI, The Tales il7 ; idem, Qisas al-AnbiytP 110; al-Tha(IabT, Kitab Qisas 45.
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I w as the M aster o f Iram, city of g o ld e n  pillars,, the floors inlaid w ith  pearls, the  
w alls beset w ith  diam onds. H u n d re d s  o f ships from  every p o rt called he re  to  p ay  
m e tribute; m onarchs o f East an d  W e s t arrived to  p ay  me hom age! O ne m an, the  
P rophet H ud, refused to bow  b e fo re  me. "I w orship G od alone!" T hus he, 
s tand ing  proudly . I d id  n o t h eed  G o d 's  w ord, so Allah struck m e dow n.19

3. Dem ythologizing o f CAd

A ccording to m o d em  scholars, w h a tev e r inform ation classical M uslim  scholars 

provided  in an  attem pt to in terpret an d  e x p a n d  the ta le  o f CAd is unreliable, consisting 

as it largely does o f tales, m yth, legend a n d  irrational stories. This renders the existence 

o f this tribe doubtful, and  the data  av a ilab le  in  th e  classical texts unconvincing as to the  

place an d  tim e of CAd. W estern scholars w fio  have  exam ined the existence o f CAd have  

come to different conclusions regard ing  th e ir  historicity. O n  the one hand, som e see CAd 

as a  historical phenom enon, an d  relate th e m  to o ther m ore  convincing sources. O thers 

deny the possibility o f their existence. A n illmtstration o f this position is the stance o f F.R. 

Buhl. A nother approach is tha t of R ichard Bell, w ho  acknowledges the phenom enon of 

CAd in the  Qur>an, b u t states th a t its h is to ric ity  is still doubtful.

O ne W estern scholar w ho adm its th e  existence of CAd is Loth,20 w ho w as o f the 

opinion th a t CAd w ere a  fam ous tribe o f Iy ad .21 Sprenger22 relates CAd to the  O adites, 

who, according to Ptolemy, lived in n o rth w e s t Arabia. H e links the statem ent in Q. 89: 6- 

7 ("CAd, Iram  of the pillars [iram dhat al-Iirr2 ad\f) to the  w ell of Iram  in  Hismah. A t the  

excavation of Jabal Ramm, a second-century N abatean tem ple, located tw enty-five miles

19 Jan Knappert, Islamic Legends: Histories o f the Heroes, Saints and Prophets o f Islam, vol. 1 (Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1985) 64. See also Qutb al-DIn SaQd ibn Habat Allah al-Rawandi, Qisas al-AnbiycP, ed. Ghulam 
Riza Clrfamyan (Tehran: MajmaC al-Buhuth al-Islarriiyah, [nd.]) 93-5.
20 F. Buhl, "CAd," E f, vol. 1, 169; Josef Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchvngen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
1926) 127.
21 Irfan Shahid found that Iyad was one of the tribes w ith the Byzantine empire in the fifth century, in the 
sixth century this tribe settled in Emesa (Syria) and in ard al-Rum (Anatolia). See Byzantium and the Arabs 
in the Fifth Century (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1989) 273-4.
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eas t o f CAqabah, a n  Inscription w as found referring  to a  place called i-r-m . Sprenger 

sees a  connection here  w ith  the  Iram  of CAd, w hich  in  Ptolem y is referred as A ram aua.23 

Philip  K. H itti describes th is  tribe, form erly of H adram aw t, as extinct (ba>idah), since 

th is  term  is used  by  a l-T ab ari a n d  other classical M uslim  scholars. H ow ever, H itti does 

n o t provide any  evidence o f CAd's existence.24

These opinions, o n  th e  o ther hand, d id  n o t convince W ellhausen o r F .R  Buhl. 

W ellhausen flatly denies A d 's existence, s ta ting  th a t they w ere on ly  a  m ythical nation. 

For W ellhausen, the n am e  CAd [ancient time] is a  no u n  form  of CAdi [adj. very  ancient]. 

The com m on expression o f m in al-(ad  [die alte Zeit: since the tim e o f CAd], h as  since 

th en  been m isin terpre ted  as referring to a  particu lar nation. Buhl su p p o rts  this 

conclusion, say ing  th a t th e  in terpreta tion  o f CAd of the  Q u rian  goes too far, an d  is n o t 

re la ted  to the text. The prov ision  o f genealogies a n d  locations, a n d  the identification of 

aram  w ith  iram, w h e th er by  M uslim  or non-M uslim  scholars, are  unreasonable in  his 

eyes.25

4. R eturning the  Tale to its  Qur>anic C ontext

M uham m ad CAbduh, 26 as a  reform ist an d  a  rationalist scholar, re lied  o n  the 

tools of W estern logic in  exam ining  this narrative. The following principle is expressed

22 A. Sprenger, Das Leben und die Lehre des Mohammad 1 (Berlin; Nocolai'sche, 1861) 504-18; idem, Die 
Alte geographie Arabiens (Bern: Druck von Heinrich Korber, 1875) 199.
23 F. Buhl, "CAd" 169.
24 Philip K. Hitti, History o f the Arabs: From the Earliest Times to the Present, 8th ed. (London: Macmillan, 
1964)31-2.
25 F. Buhl, "CAd," 169; Josef Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen 127.
26 For Muhammad CAbduh's biography, see Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tarikh al-Ustadh al-Imam al-Shaykh 
Muhammad (Abduh (Cairo: Dar al-Manar, 1931), especially in vol. I; Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in 
the Liberal Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1962) 130-60; Malcolm H. Kerr, Islamic 
Reform: The Political and Legal Theories o f Muhammad (Abduh and Rashid Rida (Los Angeles: 
University of Califomisa Press, 1966); Charles C. Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt: A  Study o f the 
M odem Reform Movement Inaugurated by Muhammad Qlbduh (London: Oxford University Press, 1933).
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in  h is Tafsir Surat al-Fatihah. "The narratives (in the Qur>an) indeed  are  aim ed a t giving 

exam ples and  m oral lessons."27 For th is reason he avoids giving fu rther details and  

m akes the story  as sim ple  as possible. In h is interpretation of Q. 89: 6,28 he inform s us 

th a t CAd w ere "a race of biPidah (extinct) or faribah (distinct) Arabs." A lthough h e  

provides a genealogy of CAd, h e  insists that, w hether the  genealogy is true  or not, the 

m o st im portan t th ing  is th a t  the tribe w as w ell know n to the Arabs.29 M ost likely basing 

him self on  previous in terpreters, he  tells us tha t the  CAd inhabited A hqaf and  

H adram aw t. For him , CAd serv ed  as a  sym bol of strength  an d  greatness, having  built a  

g rea t city w ith  h igh houses, an d  represented  an exam ple of a  people w ho perished for 

the ir iniquitous deeds.30 CAbduh explicitly refuses to go into any m ore detail abou t CAd, 

unlike previous in terpreters.

CAbduh's influence on  tafsir w as considerable, especially in freeing the 

in terpretation of the Q ur^an from  dependence on outside sources, such as isrP iliya t 

M uham m ad Rashid Rida in  Tafsir al-Manar (Q. 1-12), a tafsir also associated w ith  his 

teacher CAbduh,31 deals w ith  CAd on  a  num ber of occasions. In in terpreting Q. 7: 64-71, 

for example Tafsir al-Manar, unlike Tafsir fu z  CAmm w ritten  solely by  CAbduh, provides 

few  details regarding the  s to ry  o f H u d  and  CAd, and  still relies on  traditions, such as the

27 Muhammad CAbduh, Durus min al-QuPah (Beirut: Dar Ihya> al-CUlum, 1980) 29.
28 Muhammad CAbduh, Tafsir Al-Quran al-Karim, Juz7 (Amma (Cairo: al-MalbaCah al-Amiriyah, n.d.) 78; 
A1 Makin, "Two Approaches {Muhammad CAbduh's and Bint al-ShatP's] to the Historical Narratives of the 
Qur^an; The Case of CAd, ThamOd, and Pharaoh, in Q. 89: 6-10," Presented at Concordia University's 
conference, Montreal, May 12,1999.
29 "CAd was a tribe of Caribah or baQdah Arabs, [we find their genealogy] as follows: ibn CAws ibn Iram 
ibn Sam ibn Nuh. Whether this genealogy is true or not, the most important thing is that this race is well 
known by the name of CAd." Muhammad CAbduh, Tafsir al-QuPah al-Karim 79.
30 Muhammad CAbduh, Tafsir ai-QurJah al-Karim 79.
31 According to Brocklemann CAbduh wrote Tafsir al-Manar until Q. 4: 125, for Adams until Q. 12: 107 
and for al-Dhahabi imtil Q. 9: 101. See Carl Brocklemann, GAL, Sup. 3, 320-2; Charles C. Adams, Islam 
and Modernism in Egypt 199; Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassiruh, vol. 3 (Cairo: 
D ar al-Kutub al-Hadithah, 1961) 243. For a more comprehensive discussion about Tafsir al-Manar see 
McAuIiffe, Qur-lahic Christians 78-85.
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one which m entions th a t CAd dw elled  in  H adram aw t, ano ther containing their idols' 

names, and  finally one w hich declares th a t H ud from  the  tribe o f Khulud, w as the first 

m an to speak Arabic. Tafsir al-Manar also describes th e  physical appearance of K hulud 

tribe members, no ting  for instance tha t they w ore long  beards. H ud's grave is in 

H adram aw t32

A nother m odem  com m entator w ho discusses the  story  o f CAd is al-M aragtu. In 

interpreting Q. 7: 6-72, h e  relies on  a  tradition m entioning  the names o f the idols 

w orshipped by CAd, the tribe o f K hulud, and  also the dwelling-place o f CAd in the sand 

dim es betw een O m an an d  H a d ram aw t Nevertheless, h e  relies more on logic an d  he 

places greater stress on the im plicit m oral lesson. For exam ple, instead of repeating  the 

long genealogy of CAd and  H u d  w h en  in terpreting the passage "Hud, a  brother of CAd," 

he  interprets "brother" to m ean o f sim ilar race, such as the  custom  of A rabs to call one 

another, "O brother Arab."33 A l-M araglu follows CAbduh's lead in  tryng to sim plify the 

story and  in  extracting the m oral lessons from  the tale.

M uham m ad Clzzat D arw azah (1888-1984) stresses th a t the Qur>an does no t 

function as a historical record, b u t th a t it  uses stories "to d raw  a moral, to illustrate a 

point, to sharpen  the focus o f attention, and  to reinforce the basic message."34 To go into 

further detail or even to find sim ilarity  between the Qur^anic and  Biblical stories, for 

him , is irrelevant35

32 Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur^an al-Hakfm [Tafsir al-Manar], voL 8 (Cairo: MatbaCat Muhammad CAE 
Subayh wa Awladih, 1954) 495-6.
33 Ahmad Mustafa al-Maiaglu, Tafsir al-Maraghi, vol. 8 (Cairo: Sharikat Maktabat wa MatbaCat Mustafa 
al-Bibl al-Halabi wa Awladih, nd.) 192-3.
34 Ismail K. Poonawala, "Muhammad Izzat Darwaza's Principle of Modem Exegesis: A Contribution 
toward Quranic Hermeneutics" in G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef, Approaches to the Qur>an 
(London: Routledge, 1993) 231.
35 See Muhammad Izzat Darwazah, al-Qur>dh al-Majid (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-CAsriyah, [n.d.])166-85.
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A nother m o d em  scholar w ho is m ore o r less in  th is  position  is M uham m ad 

A hm ad K halaf A llah  w ho  cites Q. 45: 21-18, exp lain ing  th a t th is  CAd sto ry  is a k ind  of 

exam ple to  the  p eo p le  o f M ecca a t the  tim e of M uham m ad, w arn in g  them  to  

contem plate how  te rrib le  pun ishm en t has been v isited  in  the p a s t on  evildoers. This 

function as a w arn in g  fo r them  n o t to rep ea t th e  sam e deeds.36 W hether it  is a  fictional o r 

h isto rical phenom enon , it  is ev id en t th a t th is sto ry  sh o u ld  also  be v iew ed  from  the angle 

o f literary  beauty, a r t  a n d  m oral lesson.

A nother exegete in  th e  trad ition  o f CAbduh is <A>ishah CAbd al-R ahm an know n 

as B int al-Shaty.37 H e r fundam ental ru le  w as to  in te rp re t th e  Q ur>an by  th e  Q urian. In  

th e  case o f CAd, B in t Shaty  re-exam ined CAd in  th e  lig h t o f the  Qur>an itself, 

d isregard ing  o u tsid e  sources. For exam ple, in  in te rp re tin g  Q . 89: 6-8,38 she clearly  refutes 

h e r predecessors su ch  as al-Tabari, al-Z am akhshari, an d  al-R azi, an d  rejects the details 

given by historical w o rk s o r in  the qisas al-anbiya> w orks. B int al-ShatP , in  dealing  w ith  

CAd, cross-references an d  com pares th e  verses o f th e  Q ur>an w hich  m ention  CAd. From  

h e r findings, she concludes th a t now here in  the  Q u rian  does i t  say  any th ing  of their 

genealogy, stren g th , o r ab ility  a t bu ild ing  tow ers. It on ly  s ta tes  th a t CAd existed  in the 

tim e o f H ud, an d  th a t th ey  betrayed  h im

36 Muhammad Ahmad K halaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasas f i  al-Qur^an al-Karim  (Cairo: Maktabah al-Nahdah 
al-Misnyah, 1950-1) 138-9.
37 On her life and works, see Muhammad Amin, "A Study of Bint al-ShatP's Exegesis," (MA. thesis. 
McGill University, 1992) 6-23; Tahir TanaK, "Bint al-ShatiV al-H ildl 59 (1951): 26-7; C. Kooij, "Bint al- 
ShatP: A Suitable Case for Biography?" in Ibrahim A. El-Sheykh, C. Aart van de Koppel and Rudolph 
Peters, eds., The Challenge o f the M iddle East (Amsterdam: University o f Amsterdam, Institute for Modem 
Near Eastern Studies, 1982) 67-72. And for more on Bint al-ShatP's hermeneutic see, Issa J. Boullala, 
"Modem Qurian Exegesis: A Study of Bint al-ShatP's Method," The M uslim World, 64 (1974); idem, 
"Poetry Citation as Interpretive Illustration in the Qurian Exegesis: M asahl NafP ibn al-Azraq," in Wael B. 
Hallaq and Donald P. Little, eds., Islamic Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991)
27-40; Sahiron Syamsuddin, "An Examination of Bint al-ShatP's Method of Interpreting the Qurian (M A. 
thesis, McGill University, 1998).
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B. T ham ud

1. In  d ie  Q ur>an

T ham ud are m entioned  in  th e  Q ui°an  26 tim es.39 T ham ud w ere, like CAd, th e  

sub ject o f trad itional A rabic tales, an d  are  n o t therefore m en tioned  in  the  Bible.40 T hey 

are  d ep icted  as evildoers w ho o pposed  th e  p ro p h e t Salih an d  rejected h is call to one G od 

(Q. 7: 73; 11: 61; 27:45). The sto ry  em phasizes the stubbornness o f T ham ud in refusing  to 

accep t d ie  call of Salih an d  even  challeng ing  th is P ro p h et to  p ro d u ce a  m iracle from  

G od. In  response G od sen t a she-cam el as a  test o f their patience, a te s t th a t they  failed. 

G od 's specific com m and w as to  sh are  w a ter w ith  the she-cam el. Instead , they h am stru n g  

a n d  slau g h tered  it (Q. 91:12; 11: 64; 38:187). The fate o f th is trib e  w as sim ilar to  th a t o f 

CAd, w ho  p erished  by  a sayhah ( li t , a  scream , perhaps a  th u n d erb o lt o r earthquake) sen t 

from  G od (Q. 11: 68; 69: 5, etc). T hus, T ham ud w ere am o n g  th e  peoples recorded  as 

h a v in g  been pun ished  in  th e  Qur>an.

It is  ju s t as difficult to ob tain  th e  com plete sto ry  in  th e  case o f Tham ud as it is in  

th a t o f CAd. This is d u e  to th e  sim plistic  descrip tions in  th e  Q ur^an an d  to  the  fact th a t 

v erses dealing  w ith T ham ud a re  sca tte red  in  m any d ifferen t surahs and  ayahs. This 

dem ands m any  d ifferent approaches to  in terp re tin g  the  sto ry . W e w ill p resen t here th ree  

su ch  approaches offered by classical M uslim , m odem  W estern , an d  m odem  M uslim  

scholars.

38 See her, Al-Tafso- al-BaymT 1, 138-9; A1 Makin, "Two Approaches to the Historical Narratives."
39 Bint ShatP, Al-TafsTr al-Bayani 1, 146.
40 See al-Tabari's confirmation, The H istory 46; idem, Tarikh al-RtisuI wa al-M uluk 232; Richard Bell, 
Introduction to the Quridn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1958) 119-21; al-Najjar, Qisas al- 
Anbiy<P 49.
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2. R econstructing the M yths

As in  tile  case of CAd, w e find  exact nam es an d  places, ex trao rd inary  events, an d  

detailed  inform ation on  the  m iraculous acts o f a  p ro p h et in  connection w ith  T ham ud in  

qisas an d  tarikh  w orks. T heir m ention  o f particu la r trad itions in these w orks la ter 

influenced classical exegetes in  the ir in te rp re tio n s o f th e  verses o f the Q u rian  concerning 

T ham ud. W e find  som e exegetes, such as al-T abari, Ibn Katiur, Fakhr al-D in al-R azi, al- 

Z am akhshari, al-Tabarsi, etc., c iting  m ore o r less these qisas an d  tarikh  w orks.

A ccording to al-K isaJi, al-Tabari, a n d  Ibn K atiur, as w ell as m any o th er classical 

scholars, Tham ud41 w ere a  g rea t tribe. A l-Kisa^i says th a t they lived  in  al-H ijr betw een 

H ijaz an d  Syria, an d  near W adi al-Q ura. T heir h ig h  level of civilization is stressed  by  al- 

Kisa^i w ho says th a t their houses w ere carv ed  o u t o f the m ountains (each a  h u n d red  

cubits long an d  deep) and  covered  w ith  iro n  p la tes an d  riveted w ith  b rass nails.42 U nder 

a  k ing  called JandaC ibn CAmr ibn  al-Q ayl,43 w orsh ipped  a huge idol, su rro u n d ed  by 

m any  o ther idols. Salih's father, K anuh ib n  Q Jbayd, w as consecrated to  serve th e  id o l44 

O nce, w hen the people h ad  g ath ered  to  w orsh ip  the idol, an  ex trao rd in ary  and  

m iraculous even t is said to  have occurred: Salih 's seed  m oved in  h is fa ther's loins and  

em itted  a  b lind ing  light.45 A voice read  o u t th e  w ords o f Q. 34: 49, K anuh bow ed to the

41 Al-Razi and al-Zamakhshan give an account o f the genealogy of Thamud as follows: Thamud ibn (Abir 
ibn ham  ibn Sam ibn Nuh. See al-Zamakhshan, al-Kashshaf, vol. 2, 70; al-Razi, M afatih vol. 12, 161; al- 
Najjar, Qisas al-AnbiycP 58.
42 Al-Ki&PT, The Tales 118; idem, Qisas al-AnbiycP 110; al-Tabari, The H istory 42; idem, Tarikh al-Rusul 
wa al-Muluk, vol. 1, 227.
43 Or Janda( ibn CAmr ibn Jawais; see al-ThaQabi, Qisas al-AnbiyaP 47.
44 It was said that he isHJbayd ibn (Asif ibn Marikh ibn <Ubayd ibn Hadir ibn Thamud ibn Hadir ibn Aram 
ibn Sam ibn Nuh or (Asif ibn Kamashij ibn ham  ibn Thamud ibn Hadir ibn Sam ibn Nuh. See Ibn Katiur, 
Qisas 120; al-ThaQabi, Qisas al-AnbiycP 46; al-Rawandi, Qisas al-AnbiycP 95.

Stetkevych observes the symbolical similarities between Salih’s story and that of Muhammad recorded in 
the sTrah of Ibn His ham, hi both cases a light shone forth during their mothers’ conceiving, then 
disappeared when both were bom. See Jaroslov Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough: 
Reconstructing Arabian Myth (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996) 117, note 6; Ibn Hi sham, A l- 
Sfrah al-Nabawfyah, eds. Mustafa al-Saqqa, Ibrahim al-Abyan and <Abd al-Hafiz ShibG, vol. 1 ( Beirut:
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g re a t idol, w hich then  said , "O K anuh, in  y o u r lo ins is a  p ro p h e t The earth  is 

illum inated  by  tine lig h t o f y o u r seed." T he idol to p p led  o v e r o n  its  face an d  its crow n fell 

to  th e  ground. The k ing  Janda< h e a rd  o f this, and  o rd ered  som eone to  k ill K anuh, b u t the 

p lan  failed w hen the w ould-be k ille r w as struck  b lind . G od  fu rtherm ore o rdered  Jin 

angel to take K anuh aw ay  to  sleep  in  W adi al-A shjar,46 w h ere  he  s lep t fo r a h undred  

years.

K anuh aw oke w hen  h is w ife Rawm 47 finally  fo u n d  him . R aw m  w as gu ided  by  a 

raven . C onvinced th a t h e r h u sb an d  still lived, sh e  trav e led  w ith  th e  b ird  an d  found 

K anuh. A fter th e ir union, R aw m  conceived Salih. K anuh d ie d  before R aw m  re tu rn ed  to 

al-H ijr. Salih w as bom  o n  a F rid ay  o f <Ashura* (m onth  o f M uharrani).

W hen Salih w as forty , G o d  sen t Jibril to  ap p o in t h im  as a  p ro p h e t and  to cedi 

T ham ud to w orship  G od an d  ab an d o n  their idols. A fter a  h u n d re d  years o f try ing  to 

convince this people, d u rin g  a ll o f w hich  tim e they  still d efied  him , h e  escaped  to a  cave 

a n d  slep t for forty  years. A fterw ards, Salih re tu rn ed  to call h is  p eo p le  b u t the rest of 

T ham ud rem ained  unbelievers, a n d  even  challenged Salih  to  p roduce a  very specific 

ty p e  o f she-cam el as a  m iracle.48

A ccording to al-K isafi, a fte r Salih 's perform ance o f tw o zaka>ahs o f prayer,49 the 

rock  began to  shake an d  trem ble. T he b irth  of the  she-cam el50 from  th e  rock w as like the

D ar ibn Katiur, [ad.]) 158. Another significant parallel is that both Muhammad’s father cAbd Allah and 
Salih’s father Kanuh died before both were bom.
46 There is a parallel between the stones o f Kanuh and the companions of the cave (Ashdb al-Kahj) in Q. 
18:9-26. See Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden 117, note 7.
47 Her name was also said Raghua, see Knappert, Islamic Legends 67.
48 Al-Kisafi, The Tales 118-22; idem, Qisas al-Anbiyd* 113-4; Knappert, Islam ic Legends 69. Ibn Katiur 
reports that after God sent the she-camel to them, there were many believers, including JandaC ibn <Amr 
ibn Muhallah ibn Labld ibn Jawas. There were also many demands as to what kind of she-camel was 
needed, recalling to the account of the baqarah (cow) in Q. 2, and the demanded impossible requests made 
by the Banu Israel of Musa that led to so much trouble.

See also al-Razi, M afatih, vol. 12,162. Ibn Katiur also confirms the prayer o f Salih but does not mention 
two rakaQths, see Ibn Katiur, Qisas 126.
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baby from  his m other, b u t w as su rrounded  by  m iracu lo u s events, such  as th e  sounds o f 

th u n d e r an d  b ird s g a th erin g  a ro u n d  her, an d  JibriTs ru b b in g  of h e r belly  to  d e liv e r an  

iden tical kid . A l-T abari an d  especially al-Kisa>I, w h ile  c itin g  Q. 26: 155, ad d  th e  fu rth e r 

d e ta il th a t the  she-cam el w as to  d rin k  w ater from  th e  w ell on one day, w hile  o n  th e  

a lternate  day  i t  w as th e  peop le 's tu rn . O n th e  days w h en  i t  w as the she-cam eTs tu rn , th e  

people w ere to  d rin k  h e r m ilk. Al-KisaJi rep o rted  th a t th e  m ilk  irrita ted  unbelievers b u t 

n o u rish ed  believers, w h ile  al-Tabari inform s u s  th a t th e  people broke th is a rran g em en t 

by  ham string ing  th e  an im al an d  keeping h e r aw ay  fro m  th e  w ell so th a t she co u ld  n o t 

d rin k  from  i t

There w as a  w om an  of T ham ud nam ed  S ad u q ah  b in t al-M uhayya51 w ho ag reed  

to  m arry  M usaddiC ib n  M uharrij on the condition  th a t h e  slay  the  she-cam el o f Salih. T he 

sam e w as the  case w ith  CUnayzah b in t CUmayrah52 w ho  w en t to  Q idar ibn Salif,53 an d  

to ld  h im  th a t she w o u ld  le t h im  m arry  her d au g h ter o n  th e  condition th a t he  k ill th e  she- 

cam el. Q idar an d  M usaddri54 form ed a conspiracy w ith  seven  other m en. A l-K isah gives 

th is account in  com m enting  on  Q. 27: 48. The n in e  p eo p le  w ere together responsib le for 

slay ing  th e  she-cam el.55

50 The she-camel was also called Bint al-Thabitah (daughter o f steadfast); see Knappert, Islamic Legends 
69.
51 Saduqah bint al-Muhayya ibn Zuhayr ibn al-Mukhtar, see Ibn Katiur, Qisas 127. She was also called 
Sadufah, see Knappert, Islam ic Legends 71. Al-ThaQabi calls her Saduq bint al-Muhayya ibn Mahr, Qisas 
al-AnbiycP 48.
52 QJnayzah bint Ghunaym ibn Mujlaz, see Ibn Katiur, Qisas 127, o r QJnayzah bint Gharum ibn Mukhallad 
(with her nickname Umm Ghanam), see al-Tha^labi, Qisas al-Anbiyd> 48.
53 Ibn Katiur gives a more complete genealogy of Qidar, he is Qidar ibn Salif ibn JundaC, see Ibn Katiur, 
Qisas 127. He was also called Ibn Qudayrah, see Knappert, Islam ic Legends 71.
54 He is Musaddi( ibn Muharrij; see al-ThaQabi, Qisas al-AnbiyeP 49.
55 Al-Kisari, The Tales 124-5; idem, Qisas al-Anbiyd> 117-8; it is also said that Qidar and MusaddK got 
drunk before killing the she-camel; see al-Tha(labl, Qisas al-AnbiycP 49. According to al-ThaQabi, the day 
o f killing was Wednesday, on Thursday their faces became yellow, Friday red, and Saturday black, while 
Sunday marked the beginning of the "scream"; see al-ThaQabi, Qisas 50. Al-Tabari gives a different 
account of the killers of the she-camel. There were two shaykhs, one with a son and another a daughter. 
These two married, and had a  son who was later to lead the conspiracy with other eight unrepentant 
evildoers to kill the she-camel. This extraordinary son, as al-Tabari describes him grew so fast and strong
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A ccording to  al-Kisa>I, th e  first day  after th e  k illing  saw  th e  b lood o f the she- 

cam el bubble u p  from  every place. N ext, the  faces o f peop le changed  to  yellow . Rattier 

th an  m ake them  reg re t th e ir sin , it  m erely  encouraged them  to  accuse Salih o f shorten ing  

th e ir lives. They even th rea ten ed  to  k ill Salih him self. W hen th e  n in e  ev ildoers w ere 

k illed  m ysteriously, th e  re s t o f T ham ud supposed  th a t Salih w as responsible. They 

chased  Salih in to  h is m osque in  o rd e r to  kill him , b u t they  failed  to  fin d  h im  The nex t 

pun ishm ent w as th a t the ir faces tu rn ed  red . Finally, on th e  th ird  d ay  th e ir faces becam e 

as black as coaL O n th e  fou rth  day , Jibril com m anded M alik to  sen d  sparks from  beneath 

the  earth  to destroy  the  houses a n d  palaces of T ham ud. Then, Jib ril h im self sp read  h is 

w ra th fu l w ings to  destroy  T ham ud 's dw ellings. Jib n l scream ed, a n d  th ere  appeared  

black clouds th a t changed to  fire. Finally, by the  seven th  day , every th ing  h ad  been 

reduced  to  ashes. Salih an d  h is follow ers w ere saved  by G od a n d  w en t to Palestine, 

w here  h is grave is sa id  to be located.56

3. D em ythologyzing T ham ud57

W estern scholars have concen trated  on verify ing  the  h isto ric ity  o f Tham ud, ju s t 

as they  have CAd's, especially  b y  tracing  the parallels betw een m odem  findings and  

T ham ud 's depiction  in  the Q ur^an  and  in  the  classical Islam ic lite ra tu re . Som e have tried  

to  identify  the Q ur>Inic T ham ud w ith  a  race know n to P tolem y an d  Pliny, as Tham udaei

that it was no surprise that he was chosen as a leader. Al-Tabari, The History 42-3; Tarikh al-Rusul wa al- 
Muluk, vol. 1,229.
56 AI-Kisari, The Tales 124-6; idem, Qisas al-AnbiyeP 119. Both al-Tabari and al-ThaQabi mention that 
Salih died at Mecca; see Al-Tabari, The H istory 47; idem, Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk, vol. 1, 232; al- 
ThaQabi, Qisas al-AnbiyeP 50.
57 The title of this section echoes that of Stetkevych in his Muhammad and the Golden Bough 57.
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o r Tham udenes w ho  dw elled  in  D om atha an d  H egra.58 T hese tw o places are  

approxim ately located  in  D um at al-Jandal in  Jaw f an d  al-H ijr betw een  H ijaz an d  al- 

CAla.59 A m ong tire m o st recen t scholars to  have s tu d ied  th is is Jaroslov  Stetkevych. H is 

in ten tion  in  looking a t T ham ud is n o t on ly  in  o rd er to  trace th e ir h isto ric ity  b u t to  

d iscover the ir sym bolic m eaning  from  a m ythological perspective. H is dem ythologizing  

o f T ham ud is he lp fu l in  d istin g u ish in g  reality  from  fancy in  the  tale , fo r h e  successfully 

identifies its re la tionsh ip  w ith  h isto rical reality. The re la tionsh ip  betw een  the PCjr o f 

T ham ud an d  P etra  o f th e  N abateans60 is also  discussed. The trag ed y  o f th e  k illing  o f th e  

she-cam el w hich caused  th e  d estru ctio n  o f the people o f H ijr as p u n ish m en t from  G od, 

recorded  as m yth, h as a  p ara lle l w ith  th e  fall of the a ttested  h isto rica l Petra. A fter the 

C aravan Em pire co llapsed , a  process o f bedouin ization  also  took p lace in  th e  area of al- 

H ijr. W ith the fall o f P etra  an d  th e  sovereignty  o f Rom e (A.D. 106), T ham ud becam e p a rt 

o f the  Rom an Em pire. H ow ever, th e  process o f m ythologizing o f th e  trag ed y  of k illing  

th e  she-cam el of T ham ud has alm o st n o th in g  to do  w ith  the  fall o f P etra, except th a t it  

m ay  represen t an  a ttem p t to  reco rd  th e  real Tham ud as a  m yth. M yth, w h ile  based  in  

reality , is d ifferent from  th a t reality .61

58 For Thamudenes who lived in Domatha and Hegra, see also A  Kammerer, Petra e t la Nabatine (Paris: 
Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1929) 529. Kammerer also shows four inscriptions called Medain 
Salih in his Petra e t la Nabat&ne: A tlas (Paris: Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1930)143-5.
59 See H  H. BrSu, "Thamud," E l1, vol. 4: 2,736.
60 For the basic history o f Petra see A  Kammerer, P itra et la Nabatine; Sir Alexander Kennedy, Petra: its 
H istory and Monuments (London: Country Life, 1925); Nelson Glueck, D eities and Dolphins: The Story o f 
the Nabatean (New York: Strauss and Giroux, 1965); Peter J. Parr, "A Sequence of Pottery from Petra," in 
Near Eastern Arhaelogy in the Twentieth Century: Essays in Honor o f Nelson Glueck, ed. James A  
Sanders (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1970) 348-9.
61 Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough 66-7. He also cites some important sources among them 
Alfred von Kraemer. Kraemer says that the Petra of Thamud fell due to war, not to punishment by God as 
told by the Qur^an; see his Uber die stldarabische Sage (Leipzig: F. A  Brockhaus, 1866) 17-9; about 
Thamud's economy, see M. Rostovtzeff, Caravan Cities, trans. D. and T. Talbot Rice (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1932) 50. However, there was a tribe called the Banu Salih who wandered in ML Sinai 
and Egypt, according to Irfan Shahid. It is possible that they were the remnants o f Thamud. See Byzantium 
and the Arabs in the Fourth Century (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, 1984) 385.
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4. R eturn ing  th e  ta le  to  its  Q ur^anic C on tex t

The case o f T ham ud  in  m odem  exegesis is n o t so  very  d ifferen t from  th a t of CAd. 

M odem  exegesis in  tre a tin g  T ham ud attem pts to deconstruct th e  m yth  in  classical 

lite ra tu re  and , in  response to  th e  W estern  logical approach, is a  syn thesis, reconciling the  

Q ur>an and  logic. M uham m ad CAbduh's consistency in  u sin g  T ham ud as a lesson for 

M uslim s o f today  is in te restin g . Follow ing his p rincip le  o f em phasiz ing  the  m oral 

significance o f th e  sto ry , h e  p ro v id es a  v e ry  brief an d  logical in te rp re ta tio n , as he does 

w ith  CAd. In com m enting  o n  Q . 89: 9,62 CAbduh states th a t th is  tribe  included  m any 

ba>idah A rabs. For h im , how ever, the  question  of correctness o f th e  genealogy provided 

by  h is predecessors fo r T ham ud  is n o t im portant, since T ham ud w ere a w ell-know n 

A rab tribe like CAd.63 F ar m ore  sign ifican t w as th e  trad itio n  th a t T ham ud possessed 

s tro n g  physiques and  m in d s, since they  h a d  the  ab ility  to  b u ild  rock  houses in  valleys 

an d  dam s for ag ricu ltu ra l pu rp o ses. This indicates th a t T ham ud w ere  as w ell-developed 

as CAd.

R ashid R ida com m ents on T ham ud  in  his Tafslr al-M anar w h en  discussing Q. 

11: 60, 96, 7: 72, 9: 71. In  reference to Q . 7: 72 especially , th ere  is d iscussion of the 

genealogy of T ham ud a n d  Salih, 64 w hereas in  his in terp re ta tio n  o f Q. 11: 61-3, it is 

m entioned th a t Salih w as th e  second p ro p h e t of A rabia. But, as alw ays it is stressed th a t

62 Muhammad CAbduh, TafsTr Al-Qur^dn al-KarTm 79.
63 "Thamud was a  tribe ofbaQ dah Arabs descended from Katiur (called Jathir in the Tawrat) ibn Aram ibn 
Sam. ham is known as Aram in the Torah. Whether or not the genealogy is correct, the most important 
thing was that this tribe is known to Arabs including the fact that they lived in Hijr between Syria and 
Hijaz."
64 Rashid Rida, TafsTr al-Manar, 8, 501.
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th e  u ltim ate purpose o f m ention ing  such a fact is to  ex trac t th e  lesson, an d  noth ing  

more.®

A l-M araghi, a lth o u g h  obviously  influenced b y  CAbduh in  th a t he  tries to  extract 

th e  lesson behind th e  ta le  o f T ham ud, still provides th e  genealogy o f T ham ud in his 

in terp reta tion  of Q. 7: 73-9.® H ow ever, he stops sh o rt o f p ro v id in g  any  ex traord inary  

tales re la ting  to T ham ud, details on the sto ry  of the she-cam el an d  any  extraord inary  

even ts relating  to  th is  n arra tiv e , som ething th a t al-T abari an d  o ther classical exegetes 

d id , thus, avoiding d e ta ils  an d  em phasizing  the m oral—a n d  therefore Q urian ic—sense 

o f th e  tale appears to  be th e  trend .

B int al-ShatP 's concern  to  m ake the Q u rian  sp eak  fo r itself on  Tham ud 

rep resen ts one of h e r m an y  im p o rtan t contributions to  m o d em  exegesis. As sh e  does in 

th e  case o f the CAd, B int al-Shati) relies on the o th e r verses o f the Q u rian  for 

explanation , allow ing n o  o ther details external to th e  Q urian  to  be considered. 

M oreover, she rejects in form ation  furnished by p rev io u s in terpreters. O ne such 

in te rp re te r held  th a t T ham ud  w as a  strong  race o f m en w ho b u ilt 1700 rock houses in  the 

valley  w here they dw elled , w hile ano ther claim ed th a t th ey  b u ilt a  dam  by w hich they 

red irected  w ater in  th a t valley . For B int ShatP, Tham ud w ere sim ply an A rab bePidah 

tribe, as CAbduh said , w ho  lived  a t th e  tim e of Salih, after CAd's generation.67

65 Rashid Rida, TafsTr al-Manar, 12, 120-1. We have neglected to mention Darwazah and Khalaf Allah 
among the modem exegetes discussed in this section simply because there is consideralbe similarity 
between their treatment of Thamud and the situation involving CAd.
66 Al-Maraghi, TafsTr al-MaraghT, 8, 197.
67 CA îshah CAhd al-Rahman A 1-TafsTr al-BaydhT  1, 143-4.
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C . The Search for Significance in  th e  Exegetical C ontext

Every generation, indeed  even  every  person, has a  un ique in te rp re ta tio n  o f the 

Q ur>an. G iven various in terp retations o f <Ad and  T ham ud offered b y  d ifferen t scholars 

d ep en d in g  on their tim e and  location, w e m ay w ell u n d erstan d  G adam er's statem ent 

th a t

E very age has to u n d erstan d  a transm itted  tex t in  its ow n  w ay, fo r th e  tex t 
belongs to th e  w hole trad ition  w hose content in terests tire age an d  in  w hich it 
seeks to understand  itself. The real m eaning o f a  text, as it  speaks to  the 
in terpreter, does n o t depend  on  th e  contingencies o f th e  au th o r an d  h is orig inal 
audience. It certain ly  is n o t iden tical w ith  them , fo r i t  is always Co-determined 
also b y  the historical situation o f the interpreter and hence b y  the totality o f the 
objective course o f history.** [italics m ine]

A lso in  looking a t th e  m any in terp reta tions offered by bo th  M uslim  an d  non-M uslim

scholars, classical an d  m odem , w e m ay  raise th e  question, as Stetkevych does, "W hose

p o in t o f a  view  is thus represented?"69 The likely  answ er is th a t they  rep resen t th e ir ow n

tim e an d  place, w hich is "co-determ ined also by the [or their] h isto rical situation ." In

o th e r w ords, in terpretation  represents a t least the in terp re ter h im self, h is ow n

generation , class, society, etc. This includes his w orld  view , m ode of though t, language,

level o f cu ltu re  and civilization, an d  even  trad ition . M uslim  scholars o f classical tim es,

m odem  W estern scholars, an d  m odem  M uslim  exegetes a ll rep resen t th e ir ow n tim es.

T hey offer in terpretations th a t differ even as they  base them selves on d ifferen t po in ts o f

view , d ifferen t tim es an d  d ifferent places. The key to understand ing  these differences is

th e  h isto rical situation bridg ing  the read er an d  the  text. Since then, th e  in terp re ta tio n  is

very  significant for each in terp re ter for it  expresses h is ow n h istorical situ a tio n  w nich

68 H ans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and M ethod trans. Joel Weinsbdmer and Donald G. Marshall, 2nd revised 
ed. (New York: Continuum, 1997) 296.
69 Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough 58.
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d iffers from  o thers. This leads u s to  th e  question  o f w h a t significance the  tale o f <Ad and  

T ham ud  h o ld s fo r each individual.

In  s tu d y in g  these differences o f in te rp re ta tio n , th e  d ialectical process u n derly ing  

them  also  em erges, since besides speak ing  fo r a  specific tim e an d  place, they also 

re sp o n d  to  p rev ious generations. T aking as o u r m odel th e  in terp reta tion  o f CAd and  

T ham ud, the  follow ing dialectical process m ay be observed . A l-Tabari an d  o ther 

classical scholars read  the incom plete CAd a n d  T ham ud  n a rra tiv e  in  the Q urian , th en  

su p p ly  m ore com plete versions. To do  so, th ey  h a d  to  co n su lt o th er sources, such  as 

isr&lEyat-myM hs. T his w as responded  to  by  m o d em  W estern  scholars w ho claim ed th a t 

th e  fo rm er p resen ted  m erely legends, m yths a n d  irra tio n a l m aterial. For W estern 

scho lars, these w ere  insufficient evidence fo r CAd's ex istence a n d  the h isto ric ity  o f 

T ham ud. These scholars, influenced by  th e ir c iv ilizational values o f logic an d  science, 

traced  th e  h isto rica l background o f these tribes b y  search in g  fo r any parallel in  the 

sources. T hese tw o approaches are  syn thesized  in  th e  m ethodolog ies o f m odem  M uslim  

exegetes, such  as CAbduh, Izzat D arw azah, R ashid R ida a n d  B int al-ShatT. For they  are 

c ritical of b o th  classical M uslim  scholarsh ip  an d  th e  u se  o f m odem  W estern logic. In  

th e ir eyes, classical M uslim  scholars offered m erely  isrePUIyat, w hile  W estern scholars 

show ed  a  concern for the h istoricity  o f narra tiv e , th e ir concern  w as w ith th e  issue o f 

w h e th er o r n o t th e  m yths o rig inated  in  th e  Q u rian . In  o th e r w ords, the question  of 

w h e th er in form ation  w as Q urianic o r n o t is very  m uch stressed .70 Their project w as to

70 Rashid Rida is particularly critical o f KaQ> al-Ahbar for having transmitted isrcPHTydt tales in a number 
o f traditions; making the reliability o f this raw f doubtful. See his debate with CAbd al-Rahman al- 
Jumjumaril recorded by Juynboll, which later was continued by Abu Rayyah. h i short, Rasliid Rida defends 
his point o f view rejecting isrcPiliydi elements; see Juynboll, The A uthenticity o f the Tradition Literature 
121-138.
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cleanse th e  in terp re ta tio n  o f th e  Q u rian  from  o u tsid e  elem ents, the cu lm ination  o f th is

b eing  Bint al-ShatP 's call to  re tu rn  d ie  n a rra tiv e  o f (A d and  T ham ud to  the  Q ur>an itself.

H ow ever, i t  m ay  be co un tered  th a t to  in te rp re t the stories o f (A d a n d  T ham ud by

trac in g  th e ir h istoricity , as m ost m o d em  W estern scholars do, is to  d en y  the ir

significance, especially  if a t th e  sam e tim e w e ignore the  inform ation p ro v id ed  by

classical M uslim  exegetes o r fail to tak e  i t  in to  account, as m odem  M uslim  exegetes do

o u t o f desire to  p u rg e  sto ries o f isra>lEyat an d  non-Q ur>anic elem ents. By sim plify ing

Hie tales, w e lose m uch o f tire essen tial m ean in g  of these m yths for classical exegetes. O f

course, it is tru e  th a t m uch o f th is m a te ria l is difficult to  accept as co rrect h isto rical

inform ation. The basic d ifference is th a t

M yth is a  narra tiv e  o f origins, ta k in g  p lace in  a  p rim ordial tim e, a  tim e o th e r th an  
th a t o f everyday  reality ; h is to ry  is  a  narrative  o f recent even ts, ex tend ing  
progressively  to  include even ts th a t a re  fu rth er in  the p a s t b u t th a t are, 
nonetheless, s itu a ted  in  hum an  tim e.71

N onetheless, m yth  becom es "parad igm atic  fo r the society in  w hich th a t m y th  is

operative."72 A ccordingly, w e w ill lose s ig h t o f th e  significance of (A d an d  T ham ud  as a

m y th  for al-Tabari and  o ther classical M uslim  scholars, should w e ignore them . W e w ill

in  fact lose the  b ridge connecting th e  re a d e r an d  the te x t W hat w as th e  h istorical

m otivation  th a t d rove al-T abari an d  o th e rs  to re te ll the  stories and  m ythologize them .

M oreover, th e  answ er to  the  q uestion  "W hose p o in t of view  is thus represented?" is

im possible. By ignoring  w h a t al-T abari, al-ThaQ abi, al-Kisa>I an d  o thers say, d a ta  is lost,

especially  th e ir represen tation  of th e ir o w n  tim e an d  society. W e m ay fin d  o ther

m eanings beh ind  w h at th e  m yths say . S tetkevych 's research into the m ean ing  o f the

m y th  of Tham ud, for exam ple, show s th a t th e  sto ry  o f the she-cam el o f T ham ud  has a

71 Paul Ricoeur, "Myth and History," in ER, vol. 10, 273; Eliade, Myth and Reality 13.
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parallel in  the theo ry  o f to tem  an d  taboo o f the  classical A rabs. For th e  she-cam el h ad  a 

v ery  im portan t ro le in  the ir everyday  life, such  th a t i t  w ould  have been  taboo to  kill o r 

even  to  ham string  th is anim al. As a  resu lt, d ie  destruction  o f d ie  H ijr o f T ham ud m ay be 

seen  as the  consequence o f b reaking  a taboo .73 A lso, as Suzanne Stetkevych observes, the  

slay ing  o f a cam el is also  found  in  th e  s to ry  o f th e  w ar betw een th e  tribes o f Bakr and  

TaghEb d u rin g  th e  pre-Islam ic era.74

Unlike Stetkevych, w ho com pares th e  m yth  o f Tham ud w ith  sto ries contained in  

th e  Golden Bough of Frazier75 an d  in  th e  ep ic of G ilgam esh,76 w e w ill restric t ourselves 

to  a  com parison betw een T ham ud a n d  CAd. In  so  d o in g  one m ay be able to discover 

w h a t it w as th a t they  rep resen ted  for th e  A rabs. M ost classical M uslim  scholars w hether 

exegetes o r au tho rs o f qisas w orks, p ro v id e  genealogies for the  characters in  their 

respective versions o f CAd an d  T ham ud  stories. This establishes a  p a tern al linkage, 

ex tend ing  for in to  the  p ast, a n d  p ro v id in g  a  solid  trad ition . As w ith  m any  other stories

72 Bernard F. Batto, Slaying the Dragon: M ythmaking in the Biblical Tradition (Louisville: Westminster, 
1992) 123; also quoted by Stetkevych in his Muhammad and the Golden Bough 17.
73 Stetkevych is also concerned with the role o f the camel in Arabic pre-Islamic poetry and how the camel 
comes to have more than one thousand names; see his, "Name and Epithet: The Philology and Semiotics of 
Animal Nomenclature in Early Arabic Poetry" Journal o f Near Eastern Studies 45, 2 (1986) 112-25. See 
also Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych's interpretation of the slaying of the she-camel by Thamud, The Mute 
Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics o f Ritual (New York: Cornell University Press, 1993)
28-29; Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough 133. It is quite reasonable that die she-camel served 
as a totem, for “the sacrilege produces death automatically” as the destruction o f Thamud occurred. Emile 
Durkheim, The Elementary Forms o f the Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward Swain (New York: Free Press, 
1965) 150-1; Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo: Resemblances between the Psychic Lives o f Savages and 
Neurotics, trans. A  A. Brill (New York: Vintage Book, 1946) 39.
74 Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, The M ute Immortals Speak 207-10; J. Stetkevych, Muhammad and the 
Golden Bough 7. It starts with the slaying o f a  she-camel called Basus o f Bakr and goes to describe the 
revenge by the slaying of Kulayb o f TaghOb. The consequence of these slayings was that "the bloody 
fratricidal animosity continued for forty years."
75 Sir James Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in M agic and Religion (Ware: Wodsworth, 1993).
76 For the story of the heroic Sumerian figure Gilgamseh who slays the monstrous dragon, see, for instance, 
Samuel Noah Kramer, "The Epic o f Gilgamesh and Its Sumerian Sources," Journal o f the American 
Oriental Society 64 (1994) 7-23; Alexander Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels 
(Chicago: The University o f Chicago Press, 1965); Bernard F. Batto, Slaying the Dragon: Mythmaking in 
the Biblical Tradition; Benjamin Caleb Ray, "The Gilgamesh Epic: Myth and Meaning," in Laurie L. 
Patton and Wendy Doniger. eds., M yth and M ethod (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1996) 
300-26.
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in  the qisas, a lm ost a ll characters have a  p a tern al genealogy ex ten d in g  back from  th e  

sons of A dam  to  M uham m ad.77 Also, w e encoun ter frequen t attem pts a t assign ing  

num bers o r quan tities, th e  m ost com m on of these b e in g  th ree, sev en , forty , seven ty  a n d  

hundred . These n um bers ap p ear frequently  in  these  tw o  tales. G o d  d id  n o t send  ra in  to  

CAd for th ree years. T he num ber o f people in  the  A d 's delegation  w as seventy, w hile th e  

know n nam es w ere seven. H u d  an d  Salih w ere bo th  ap p o in ted  by  G od as H is 

m essenger a t the  age o f forty . The physical h e ig h t o f CAd m em bers reached seven ty  

dhira^s. K anuh s lep t in  th e  cave fo r a  h undred  years, a n d  Salih fo r forty . The num ber o f 

evildoers am ong T ham ud  w as seven, before th e  ad d itio n  o f Q idar ibn Salif a n d  

MasaddaC ibn  M uharrij w ho  m ade it nine. The len g th  o f tim e sep a ra tin g  of th e  k illin g  

th e  she-cam el from  th e  p un ishm en t m eted o u t to  T ham ud w as th ree  days, the  sam e 

num ber as th e  colors th a t appeared  on the faces o f T ham ud m em bers, and  the sam e 

num ber o f cloud colors (red , w hite  an d  black) th a t p resag ed  CAd's destruction .

There are  m any  m ore  sim ilarities ju s t in  com paring  the ta le s  o f CAd and T ham ud. 

The m ajor ones are  th a t b o th  H ud  an d  Salih are p ro p h e ts o f G od, a n d  th a t in  the qisas o f 

al-K isaJi especially, J ib n l is alw ays presented as a  m ed iato r n o t on ly  of revelation  

(wahy) b u t also o f th e  d estruction  o f both CAd an d  T ham ud. O th e r sim ilarities include 

G od 's intervention in  th e  lives o f bo th  tribes, the  stubbornness o f  bo th  tribes, G od 's 

m iracles perform ed  th ro u g h  H is prophets, foe persistence o f bo th  trib es in  disbelief, an d  

finally  foe fact th a t they  su ffered  extraordinary  pun ishm ents.78 T here  are  also parallels

77 Al-Kisah, al-ThaCiabi and Ibn Katiur all cover the stories of the prophets from Adam to cfsa in their 
qisas, while the Prophet Muhammad's life is recorded in sirah works such as that o f Ibn Hi sham The most 
complete version is al-Tabari's Tarikh telling from the creation o f the world and Adam and continues 
through to his own time. For one thing, note the similarity in which they present the genealogy of the 
characters.
78 Extraordinary events are the most important component of both tales and myths, including good and evil 
figures, punishment and supernatural victory o f the truth. Also sacred places, like the mosque of Salih, the
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betw een these tw o ta les a n d  d ie  o ther tales in  th e  qisas, an d  even  the sirah  o f the  

P rophet M uham m ad. T he p a tte rn  of th e  v ictory  of p ro p h ets over den iers of tru th  is  seen  

th ro u g h o u t the  stories in  qisas a n d  sirah w orks. T hus, in  th e  tale o f Tham ud, S alih  seem s 

to  rep resen t th e  P ro p h et M uham m ad him self,79 as does H ud.

In the  classical trad itio n , typified  by  al-ThaQ abi, the com plete version  o f th e  

sto ries is stressed . A lthough  d ie  legends o f CAd an d  Tham ud are  p u re ly  A rabic a n d  are  

n o t derived  from  Jew ish-C hristian  trad ition ,80 la te r developm ents o f the com plete 

version  m ade con tact w ith  o u tsid e  sources unavoidable.81 O ne exam ple o f th is is th e  fact 

th a t th e  nam es in  d ie  genealogy  o f d ie characters are  fam iliar from  Biblical trad itio n , as 

CAbduh h im self adm its in  h is  Tafsir of Juz (Amma. In  com m enting on  Q. 89: 6-10, h e  

explains th a t th e  trib e  o f K ath ir m entioned  as one o f d ie  ancestors o f CAd are th e  Ja th ir o f 

th e  O ld  T estam en t ju s t as th e  Iram  are  d ie A ram  of th e  O ld  T estam ent.82

R epresentations o f certa in  classes in  the  m yth  m ay also be recognized. For 

exam ple, a t th e  en d  of th e  s to ry  of CAd there  is contrad ictory  inform ation a b o u t a 

m ysterious grave. This w as c laim ed  to be both th a t o f H ud  and  of K ing S haddad .83 The 

tim e factor is also  con trad icto ry , a lthough  n o t w idely  so, w ith  one being  p laced  in  th e  

tim e of CAE an d  th e  o th er in  th a t o f MuCawiyah. A lthough the tw o con trad ict each  o ther,

mountain and cave of Kanuh are clear characteristics and style of myth. See, Kees W. Bolle "Myth: an 
Overview" in ER, vol. 10, 264-5; Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper Torchbooks, ) 5-8.
79 Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough 33 and especially 124.
80 Most prophets' names in Islam, as well as their stories, have parallels with Haggada of Jewish tradition; 
see Benhard Heller, "The Relation o f the Aggada to Islamic Legends" The Moslem World, 24 (1934) 281-6; 
idem, "Llgendes Bibliques" 86-107.
81 This is expressed in such words as the following: "(The] reciprocal influence of the Aggada upon Islam 
naturally finds its origin later, ju st as does the influence of the Aggada upon the Church" See Heller, "The 
Relation" 281. One attempt at comparing the figure in Islamic tradition and that o f Judaism is by Jacob 
Lassner, Demonizing the Queen o f Sheba: Boundaries o f Gender and Culture in Postbiblical Judaism  and 
M edieval Islam  (Chicago: The University o f Chicago Press, 1993); Yoram Erder, “The Origin of the Name 
o f Idris in the Qur^an: A Study of the Influence of Qumran Literature on Early Islam” Journal o f Near 
Eastern Studies 49 (Ocoter 1990) 339-50.
82 Muhammad CAbduh, TafsTr al-Qur>dn al-Kartm  79.
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th ey  also have parallel aspects. Both quotations above (on page 5-6) con tain  the  

statem en t of th e  u n ity  o f G od, Islam , th e  prophethood o f M uham m ad, th e  fate  o f 

ev ildoers an d  the  victory o f tru th , nam ely, the p ro p h et H ud. Both CAIi an d  M uQiwiyah 

liv ed  in  Islam ic tim es, a n d  bo th  societies w ere u n d er Islam ic governm ents. T hus they 

m ig h t also rep resen t the po litica l sovereign ty  o f Islam .84

W hile the existence o f CAd m ay  be discounted on  account o f d ie  absence o f 

m ateria l evidence (as F. R. B uhl an d  W ellhausen p o in t out), th e  belief th a t CAd ex isted  

can n o t be ignored. A t th e  tim e o f th e  P ro p h e t a t le a s t the sto ry  o f CAd, as al-T abari a n d  

o th ers reported  it, w as w e ll know n. It is im possible to claim , therefore, th a t th e  CAd 

m o tif only appeared  for th e  firs t tim e w hen  th e  Q urian  w as revealed. The Q ur>an, after 

a ll, responded  to th e  circum stances o f th e  tim e and  place o f the  revelation  in  assign ing  

th em  another m eaning, a  relig ious one. A l-Tabari, al-K isah an d  o thers took  th e  tex t o f 

th e  Qur>an, an d  by  reenacting  an d  re-in terp reting  i t  uncovered th e  id en tity  o f CAd. This 

action  involved a  com plex process. T heir in terpretation  also  reflects th e ir respective 

tim es and  places. O ur task  is  n o t to  raise the  question "w hat is true?" b u t "w hat have 

societies, civilizations, com m unities found  necessary to p o in t to an d  p reserve as 

cen trally  valid  for their en tire  existence?"85

G iven the im m ensity  o f such a  task , w e w ill restric t ourselves to  the  significance 

th ese  stories h e ld  for Sayyid  Q utb alone. Sayyid Q utb, liv ing  his ow n tim e an d  place,

83 For more on Shaddad see, for instance, A  P. Caussin de Perceval, Essai stir I'Histoire des Arabes (Paris: 
Librairie de Finnin Difot Frfcres, 1847) 14-6.
84 We may speculate on whether the story is true. It is very likely that a  man saw the grave, but he could not 
read the inscription since it was not in Arabic, but in Indian which in this instance stands for a foreign 
language of some kind. Thus, from his perspective he speculated that the letters read "so and so.” His 
speculation on the letter suggests representation o f his "historical situation," on Islam
8 Bolle, "Myth: An Overview" 262-3. “ it [myth] expresses, enhances, and codifies belief it safeguards 
and enforces morality...it is not an idle tale, but a hard-worked active force; it is not an intellectual 
explanation or an artistic imagery, but a pragmatic charter of primitive faith and moral wisdom.” See 
Eliade, Myth and Reality 20.
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also h ad  the rig h t to  in te rp re t the  CAd an d  Tham ud narratives in  th e  Q ur>an, n o t only as 

a  response to th e  in te rp re ta tio n  of CAd an d  Tham ud by  h is predecessors, b u t also as a  

reflection of h is ow n p erso n al experience. Thus, ou r task  w ill be to  re la te  these narratives 

to  Q utb's life, and  to seek  o u t th e  significance of CAd an d  T ham ud for Q utb . There is a 

reciprocal connection betw een read in g  h is treatm ent o f these n arra tiv es in  Q utb 's tafsir, 

F iZ ila l al-Quf>anr an d  to  read in g  h is life. This is justified  b y  K enneth C ragg, w ho states 

th a t "His whole biography can be seen  as a  reading  o f the  Qur>an, a  com m entary  given 

in  a  personality ."86 [italics m ine]

D . C onnecting th e  N arratives to  Q u tb 's Life

I becam e a  new born  in  1951.

Sayyid Q utb.87
1. A  Brief Sketch o f Q utb 's Life

M uch has been w ritten  over th e  years, telling o f the  trag ic, u n iq u e  an d  inspiring 

life o f Sayyid Q utb Ib rah im  H usayn al-ShadHE.88 For th is reason , th is chap ter w ill

86 Kenneth Cragg, The Pen and the Faith: Eight Modem Muslim Writers and the QurJah (London: George 
Allen and Unwin, 1985)70.
87 Quoted from CAdil Hamudah, Sayyid Qutb 100; according to Hamudah this sentence was omitted by 
Qutb in his Limddha A QlamunTin 1965.
88 See Qutb's autobiography, Tijl min al-Qaryah (Beirut: Dar al-Hikmah, [ad.]); Muhammad Tawfiq 
Barakat, Sayyid Qutb, Khulasat Hayatih wa Minhajuh f i  al-Harakah, al-Naqd al-Muwajjah Ilayh (Beirut: 
Dar al-DaCwah, 1977); CAdil Hamudah, Sayyid Qutb, Min al-Qaryah ildal-M ishnaqah: Tahqfq WaqaQqT, 
3rd ed. (Cairo: Sina li-al-Nashr, 1990); CAbd al-Baqi Muhammad Husayn, Sayyid Qutb: Hayahih wa 
Adabuh (Cairo: Dar al-Wafa, 1986); Shahrough Ahkhavi, "Qutb, Sayyid," in EMIW  400-4; Ahmad S. 
Moussali, Radical Islamic Fundamentalism: The Ideological and Political Thought o f Sayyid Qutb, 2nd ed. 
(Beirut: American University o f Beirut, 1992); Mhd. Syahnan, "A Study o f Sayyid Qutb's Qur>an Exegesis 
in Earlier and Later Editions of His FT Zilal al-Quriah: With Specific Reference to Selected Themes (M.A. 
thesis, McGill University, 1997) 7-15; Adnan A  Musallam, "The Formative Stages of Sayyid Qutb's 
Intellectual Career and His Emergence as an Islamic DaQya" (Ph.D. Dissertation, University o f Michigan, 
1983); idem, "Prelude to Islamic Commitment: Sayyid Qutb's Literary and Spiritual Orientation, 1932- 
1938," The Muslim World 80 (July-October 1990): 177-89; idem, "Sayyid Qutb and Social Justice, 1945- 
1948" Journal o f Islamic Studies 4 (January 1993) 56; Yvonne Y. Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb: Ideologue of 
Islamic Revival," Middle East Journal 37 (1983): 14-29; John Calvert, "Discourse, Community and Power: 
Sayyid Qutb and the Islamic Movement in Egypt" (PhD. dissertation, McGill University, 1993); Salah 
CAbd al-Fattah al-Khalidi, Sayyid Qutb: alShahid al-Hayy (Amman: Maktab al-Aqsa, 1981); William E.
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confine itself to  p re sen tin g  a  very  brief sum m ary  of h is  career. T his jou rnalist, poet, 

lite ra ry  critic, ideo logue o f th e  Ikhwan al-M uslim un (M uslim  B re  them ), revolu tionary , 

E gyptian  M uslim  m arty r, an d  la s t b u t n o t least, Qur>anic exegete, w as bo m  in  1906 in 

th e  village of M usha) lo cated  o n  th e  w est bank  of th e  N ile in  th e  d is tric t o f A syut, 235 

m iles sou th  o f C airo. H e  d ied  as a m arty r on  D ecem ber 29, 1966, execu ted  by  the 

E gyptian  governm ent

Q utb, a  prolific w rite r, p roduced  abou t 39 books in  add ition  to  scores o f articles, 

accord ing  to M oussalli's l i s t  M any of these w orks have been tran sla ted  an d  stu d ied  by 

o thers.89 In h is earlier w o rk s Q u tb  dealt w ith  lite rary  stud ies, in c lu d in g  p oetry , fiction, 

a n d  lite rary  criticism  (w ritten  betw een 1933-1948). A fter 1948, how ever, Q utb  sh ifted  

from  lite ra tu re  to g en era l analysis o f political an d  social issues, v iew ing  th ese  from  the 

ang le  o f Islam . This co lo red  h is  nex t phase o f w riting . A l-(A dalah al-Ijtim aG y ah G al- 

Islam , m ay rep resen t th is  n ew  in te re st Finally, in  h is late in te llectual phase , Q utb 

ad o p ted  radical Islam ic fun d am en talism  This w as betw een 1949 a n d  1966. Q u tb 's m ost 

con troversial w ork  exp ressing  th is late radicalism  and  fundam entalism  is Ma^alim G al- 

Tanq. O f his th ree  m ajo r w orks on the  Q ur>an, al-Tasw ir al-Fanrri G al-QuGan, 

M ashahid al-Qiyam ah, a n d  h is  m agnum  opus Fi Z ila l al-QuGan, th e  firs t tw o w ere 

w ritten  d u rin g  his early  p e rio d , an d  therefore reflect a m ore lite rary  app roach  to  the 

su b jec t Fi Z ilal al-Qttr> an, o n  th e  o ther hand, w as a  p ro d u c t of h is la te r career.

Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islam ic Activism : A Translation and Critical Analysis o f Social Justice in Islam  
(Leiden: E J . Brill, 1996); M. M. Siddiqui, "An Outline o f Sayyed Qutbs Life," in the translation o f Qutb's 
Islam and Universal Peace, (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1977) ix-xii;, Jane I. Smith, An 
H istorical and Semantic Study o f the Term 'Islam' as Seen in a Sequence o f Our^an Commentaries 
(Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975) 204-5.
89 For a  list and brief review o f each book see Moussalli, Radical Islam ic 44-55. Calvert found Qutb's 18 
articles in a I-Risal ah (1938-51), and many more in other journals such as Sahifat Dar al-(Ulum  (1939), al- 
Muslimuh (1951-4), and al-M uqtatdf {,1939); see Calvert's "Discourse, Community and Power" 226.
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H is career as an  ideo logue began w hen  h e  jo ined  th e  W afd party  in  1942. 

H ow ever, th e  m ost in te re stin g  experience in  Q utb 's life, an d  one w hich w as la te r on  to  

influence h is v iew  of th e  W est, w as h is stay  in  th e  U nited  S tates from  1948 to  1950, 

d u rin g  w hich  p eriod  h e  w itn essed  W estern civ ilization a t first h an d . O n  his re tu rn  from  

the U nited S tates he to o k  a  position  as adviser to  th e  m in istry  o f education. T hree years 

later, he to o k  th e  m om entous step  o f jo in ing  the  M uslim  B rethren, a  m ove w hich w as to 

cost h im  m uch , an d  w h ich  led  to  repeated  stays in  jail. A fter th e  w eekly al-Tkhwan al- 

MusUmun w as banned  in  1954, th e  organization w as d isso lved  too, an d  Q utb w as ja iled  

un til 1964 a lo n g  w ith  m an y  o f h is colleagues from  the M uslim  Brethren. O nly  e ig h t 

m onths a fte r Q u tb 's re lease  h e  w as re-arrested  together w ith  a  n um ber of o ther Ekhwan 

m em bers a n d  h is b ro th er a n d  tw o sisters. The co u rt passed  a  d eath  sentence on  Q u tb  in 

1966, w hich w as ev en tu ally  im plem ented desp ite calls for m ercy.

2. Two O p p o site  Poles

Q u tb 's  d iscourse is  n o t a  sim ple a ffa ir Q u tb 's  in tellectual developm ent an d  th e  

various com plicated  in fluences in  h is life m ake it d ifficu lt to  reduce it to a  form ula. 

H ow ever, h is  fundam entalism , radicalism  an d  critical a ttitu d e  are  evident, an d  have 

been n o ted  b y  m any scho lars. M usallam  rem arks th a t from  an  early  age Q utb w as very  

critical o f h is  env ironm ent, in  all its  intellectual dim ensions, in c lu d in g  literature, po litics, 

religious trad itio n , an d  Q ur>anic stud ies.90

90 Musallam, Formative Stages 87-111; Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought 
(Albany: State University o f New York Press, 1990) 58.

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



www.manaraa.com

33

H is Fi Z ila l al-Qur>aif11 (w here he discusses the  narra tiv e  o f CAd and Tham ud) is

th e  fu llest synthesis o f Q u tb 's intellectual perspective, h av in g  been w ritten  after h is v isit

to  the U nited S tates, an d  m uch o f it  even d u rin g  h is traum atic  im prisonm ent In  short,

th e  w ork w as com pleted  after h is re-birth  as qu o ted  in  o u r ep ig raph  above.

It is n o t m y p u rp o se  to try  to  sim plify Q utb 's rad icalism  and  oppositional stance,

especially as these a re  expressed  in  his finest w ork, Z ilal. H ow ever, it is a fact th a t the

bu lk  of th e  la tte r w as com pleted  du ring  h is p rison  days, an  environm ent w hich clearly

contribu ted  to  h is psychological perspective w hile w riting . M oussalli describes som e of

th e  treatm ent h e  h a d  to  en d u re  in  th e  follow ing passage:

It is rep o rted  th a t w h en  m ilitary  officers en tered  Q utb 's house to arrest him , he 
w as ru n n in g  a  h ig h  fever. H e w as handcuffed  an d  taken  on fo o t Due to extrem e 
agony he  w as fa in tin g  an d  falling on  the  g ro u n d . W henever he regained  
consciousness th e  w ords A llah A kbar (G od is m o st G reat) an d  lillah al-H am d 
(Praise be to  G od), th e  slogans o f th e  M uslim  B rethren, w ould  pass h is lips. 
W hen h e  w as se n t to  th e  m ilitary  ja il he  cam e across H am zah Basyuni, 
com m ander o f  d ie  jail, a t the gate an d  officers o f the Intelligence Police. No 
sooner h ad  h e  step p ed  in to  the jail, than  the  ja il staff beat and  abused him  for 
tw o hours. A  tra in ed  m ilitary  dog  w as le t loose a t him , w hich, holding his th igh  
w ith  its  jaw s, d rag g ed  h im  back and  forth. A fter th is  in itia l chastisem ent h e  w as 
taken  to  a  cell w here  h e  w as continuously  in terro g ated  for seven hours. O n M ay 
3rd, 1955 h e  w as adm itted  to  a m ilitary  hosp ital, suffering  from  chest ailm ent, 
cardiac w eakness, an d  arth ritis and  various o ther diseases.92

91 The history of writing FT Zilal is explained in Calvert's dissertation and retold in  Syahnan's thesis, see 
Calvert, " Discourse, Community and Power" 193; Syahnan, "A Study of Sayyid Qutb's" 38-9. It was in 
February 1952 that Qutb's interpretation first appeared in al-Muslimtm, and it continued for seven issues. 
The first published version of FT Zilal was brought out by Dar Drya5 al-Kutub al-(Arabiyah li Qsa al-Halabi 
in 1952-4, and consisted o f sixteen volumes. Qutb then wrote two more volumes in prison in 1954, then 
twelve more in his second incarceration. The thirty volumes were then published in 1959, and reprinted 
with revisions o f the first thirteen volumes in 1961. See also Yusuf al-(Azm, RaQd al-Fikr al-Islam f al- 
MuCasir. al-ShahidSayyid Qutb, Hayatuh wa Madrasatuh was Athdruh (Beirut: Dar al-Qalam, 1980) 251; 
Barakat, Sayyid Qutb 15 and 19. FT Zilal was published again by Dar Ihya> al-Kutub al-CArabTyah (30 
vols. in 10), and then a revised edition by Dar Ihya) al-Turath al-(Arab! in 1971 30 vols. in 8. It was 
published again by Dar al-Shuruq in 6 vols. in 1973-4. This thesis will use the last mentioned edition of 6 
vols. reprinted by Dar al-Shuruq in 1988.
92 Moussalli, Radical Islam ic 34 and 62 footnote 44; Khalidi, Sayyid Qutb 145-7; Carrd, "Le combat pour 
Dieu et l'etat islamique chez Sayyid Qotb," Revue Jrangaise de science politique 33 (1983) 681; Calvert, 
"Discourse, Community" 198; Kepel Gilles, Muslim Extremism in Egypt: The Prophet and Pharaoh 
(Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1984) 28-9; Syahnan, "A Study of Sayyid Qutb's" 14.
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T his severe experience co u ld  n o t h av e  helped  b u t increase  Q u tb 's rad ica l criticism  o f 

E gyptian society and  especially  its governm ent a t th e  m o st m atu re  stag e  of h is 

in tellectual life.93 H e ch arac terized  th is se t o f cond itions in  h is M a(alim  f i al-Tanq, as 

b e in g  th a t o f an  age o f ignorance (jahiEyah).**

H ence, Z ilal rep resen ts the culm ination o f Q u tb 's  in te llectu al jou rney  in  

litera tu re , politics, critic ism  o f W estern  civilization a n d  h is  env ironm en t, an d  his re

d iscovery  of the Qur>an. W h eth er w e designate h im  as a  p o e t, lite ra ry  critic , ideologue, 

jou rnalist, o r even Q ur>anic exegete, Z ila l is rep resen ta tiv e  o f a ll th ese  stages. W e can  

fin d  a ll these dim ensions in  th is  fin est o f h is w orks. I t is nevertheless m ostly  a  testam ent 

to  th e  radicalism  of h is la te r years. S hepard observes, in  d escrib in g  Q u tb 's ideological 

sh ift, th a t Q utb  w as a  M uslim  secu larist in  the  1930s, th en  p ro p o n en t o f m oderate 

rad ical Islam ism  in  the la te  1940s, an d  finally m oved to  ex trem e rad ical Islam ism  in the  

te s t stage o f h is life.95 Y vonne H ad d ad  also recognizes th is  increasing  rad icalism  on the 

p a rt o f Q utb after 1950. A ccord ing  to  her, in  th is p erio d  Q u tb  w as m uch  influenced by 

th e  radical w ritings of M uham m ad A sad  (form erly L eopold  W eiss), (b. 1900-1993) an d  

A bu al-AQa al-M awdudL (1903-1979).96 In the po litical aren a, Q u tb 's rad icalism  is show n 

b y  h is jo in ing  the M uslim  B rethren, an  o rganization  w h ich  w as in  d irec t conflict w ith  

Jam al 'A bd al-N asir's (1918-1970) regim e. This rad icalism  w as p reserv ed  in  h is w orks, 

especially  Zi1alr w here Q u tb  expresses his d issatisfaction . Since the  n a rra tiv es of CAd

93 Ibrahim M  Abu Rabic, Intellectual Origins 168; Emmanuel Sivan, Radical Islam  25-30.
94 Sayyid Qutb, Ma<alim f i  al-Teniq, 12th ed  (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1988) 21; Yvonne Y. Haddad, "Sayyid 
Qutb: Ideologue o f Islamic Revival," in John L. Esposito, ed., Voices o f Resurgent Islam  (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1983); Leonard Binder, Islam ic Liberalism: A  Critique o f the Development o f Ideologies 
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1988) 179.
95 William Shepard, "The Development of the Thought of Sayyid Qutb as Reflected in Earlier and Later 
Editions of'Social Justice'," Die Welt deslslam s, 32 (1992) 20.
96 Yvonne Y. HadHad, "Sayyid Qutb: Ideologue" 70.
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a n d  T ham ud are  d iscussed  in  th e  Zilal, these conditions inev itab ly  affected his 

com m entary  on diem .

Thus, Q utb 's rad icalism  w as bo th  theoretical an d  practical, w hether in  the 

po litical arena o r in  h is  w ritings, an d  both  w ere re la ted  to  each  o th er. Therefore, the 

re la tio n  betw een tex t an d  context, betw een  th e  reality  o f Q u tb 's life an d  w h a t he  him self 

p reserv ed  in  h is ow n w riting , can n o t be ignored. H is ev ery d ay  experience was 

tran sfe rred  into h is w ritings. Q u tb 's tex t sym bolizes h is ow n jo u rn ey  tow ards the tru th . 

Z ilal, an d  of course its  stance o n  (A d an d  T ham ud n arra tiv es, is  a  w itness to  and  an 

expression  of Q utb 's traum atic  experiences. H is language, sty le , a n d  w o rd s are  evocative 

o f h is  life history, especially  h is p riso n  experiences.

The evo lu tion  o f Q u tb 's lite ra ry  critical perspective h as been  sketched by 

M usallam . In his lite rary  criticism , beg inn ing  in the 1940s, M usallam  estim ates, Q utb's 

c ritiques began to  take  on  a  m o ra l dim ension. Q utb, fo r exam ple, expressed  his 

o p p o sitio n  to singing  an d  pub lic  bath ing . This w as to lead  to  denuncia tions o f W estern 

c iv ilization  and  a ll its a ttribu tes, especially  its philosophy an d  e th ica l trends, its various 

ideological expressions in c lu d in g  m aterialism , M arxism , cap italism , im perialism , 

com m unism , socialism , secularism , an d  even  A rab o r E gyptian  cooperation  w ith  the 

W est.97 Q utb even attacked  France fo r its suppression o f n a tio n alism  in  M orocco, Syria, 

T u n isia  and  A lgeria. H e also critic ized  B ritain for its im position  o f a  W afdist cabinet on 

th e  E gyptian k ing  by force o f arm s in  February 1945. Later, h is v is it to  the  U nited States 

led  to  a  culm ination in  h is o p p o sitio n  tow ards the  U nited  S tates an d  W estern

97 This stance is found throughout Qutb's work, for instance in his books MaCdlim, cd-(Addlah, This 
Religion o f Islam (Delhi: Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1974); Islam, The Religion o f the Future (Delhi: Markzi 
Maktaba Islami, 1974), etc.
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civilization, generally speaking.98Q u tb 's  opposition to Z ionism , as p o in ted  o u t by John 

C alvert,99 and  its goal o f c reating  an  in d ep en d en t Jew ish sta te  in  P alestine, w as another 

them e. H e attacked th e  U nited  S tates, especially  over P residen t T rum an 's su p p o rt for 

Jew ish im m igration to  Palestine in  1946. Q utb 's opposition to  th e  p resid en t o f Egypt, 

Jam al CAbd al-N asir is  also w orth  no ting . T he difference betw een them  w as over their 

com peting  visions o f th e  n atio n , w ith  Q utb w anting  an  Islam ic state , an d  P resident 

Jam al CAbd N asir a  secu lar one. T his la te r on  caused b itte r enm ity  betw een  them , an d  

led  to the  accusation o f Q utb  an d  M uslim  B rethren o f form ing a  consp iracy  to  kill the 

p re s id e n t Q utb's denunciation  o f th e  Ju ly  1954 A nglo-Egyptian A greem ent on  behalf of 

th e  M uslim  B rethren m ean t d irec t defiance o f N asir. A ccused o f te rro rism  an d  o f trying 

to  overthrow  the g o v ern m en t Q u tb  an d  h is colleagues w ere th ro w n  in to  jail.100

A ll of this tren ch an t criticism , especially  o f the political a n d  ideological variety, 

m ay be seen as rep resen ting  th e  negative pole o f Q utb's th o u g h t th e  positive one, on the 

o th er hand , lies in  h is concep t o f a  tru e  and  ideal Islam . This dichotom y m ay be 

form ulated  as Jahiliyah versus Islam , as righteousness versus evil. H is physical suffering 

w hile  in prison, w hen h e  w as engaged  in  fin ish ing  his Z ilal, m ay h av e  sharpened  these 

tw o poles, m aking h im  m ore critical o r inclined  tow ards the  negative one. Therefore, 

th e  tw o poles of th is d ichotom y do  n o t include every phase o f Q u tb 's  life, b u t they do

98 Musallam, "The Formative Stages" 154-65; idem, "Sayyid Qutb and Social Justice" 68-9. For Qutb's 
attitude toward America presented in his FT Zilal, see Anthony H. Johns, "Let My People Go! Sayyid Qutb 
and the vocation of Moses," Islam and Christian M uslim Relations 1 (1990) 146-7; For Qutb's rejection of 
the West and its attributes, see Yvonne Y. Haddad, "The Quranic Justification o f an Islamic Revolution: 
The View o f Sayyid Qutb," The M iddle East Journal, 37 (Winter 1983): 14-29; Ibrahim M. Abu RabK, 
Intellectual Origins 120-37.
99 See John Calvert, "Radical Islamism and the Jews: The View of Sayyid Qutb," in Leonard Jay 
Greenspoon and Bryan F. Le Beau, eds., Representations o f Jews through the A ges (Omaha: Creighton 
University Press, 1996) 220.
100 See for example Richard P. Mitchell, The Society o f the Muslim Brothers (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1993) 136-7; Moussalli, Radical Islam ic 32-4; Khalidi, Sayyid Qutb, al-Shahid al-Hayy 143.
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accurately p o rtray  Q utb 's la te  career. A lthough  th is dichotom y only concerns Q u tb 's la te

life, it canno t be separated  com pletely from  his earlier phases.

The relation  betw een tw o poles in  d ie  reality- o f E gyptian political life a n d  w h a t

Q utb expressed m u st be no ted . The classification of these poles in  Z ilal rep resen ts n o t

only the M uslim  B rethren v is-i-v is th e  E gyptian regim e b u t also Q utb 's v iew  on the

conditions su rro u n d in g  him . The M uslim  B rethren 's position  w ith  resp ec t to the

E gyptian regim e w as one w hich b ro u g h t them  into m u tu a l opposition. T hus, the

opposition occupied the  positive po le an d  th e  ru lin g  class th e  negative one, since th is

w as view ed from  a Q utb ian  angle. T he dichotom y w as colored by  political factors, an d

by  a com plicated conflict o f in terests. H asan  H anafi po in ts th is o u t  rem ark ing  especially

o n  the dichotom y o f positive an d  n eg ativ e  in  rea l political life:

A fter th a t tim e [1956], the B rethren becam e an underg round  m ovem ent liv ing  in  
E gypt as a  persecu ted  com m unity. A  prison  psyche began to  develop  an d  to 
im pose itse lf on th e ir m inds. T heir deep  m otivation w as a  h a tred  o f reality , a 
need  to revenge w h a t nationalism , A rabism , socialism , secularism , an d  a ll th a t 
N asser an d  the  Ba<th p arty  sto o d  for. It w as a  desire to  destroy  every th in g  an d  to  
bu ild  anew , a rejection o f th e  o ther, a  refusal o f dialogue, a d en ia l o f all 
co m p ro m ise , etc. A ll this h a d  cu lm inated  in  Sayyid Q utb  Signs on  th e  R oad 
(M a(alim  f i al-Taricj). The vanguard , th e  elite, the new  generations of d ie  
P rophet's com panions w ere d e f in e d  to  in h erit an d  ru le  the  w hole w orld . The 
actual w orld  w as a w orld  o f disbelief, a  jahiliyah  w orld  w hich h a d  to  be 
destroyed  com pletely an d  to ta lly  in  o rd er to  b u ild  a  new  w orld  o f belief w here 
everyone cou ld  live an d  practice h is ow n faith. This division  o f the w orld in to  
w hite and black,, good and evil, righ t and w rong belief and disbelief, pu re and 
im pure m ade the Brethren m ind h igh ly Manichaean. They lived in  perm anen t 
interned an d  ex ternal w ar. Sayyid Q utb  p a id  for it  in  his life in  1965....E ven the 
socialist tren d  in  Q utb 's th o u g h t h a d  d isap p eared .101 [em phasis m ine]

Besides Q utb 's criticism  of E gyptian  society an d  the regim e in  pow er in  h is day , 

h is attack on  the  W est is ano ther illu stra tio n  of h is opposition. This took the fo rm  of a

101 Hasan Hanafi, "The Relevance of the Islamic Alternative in Egypt," Arab Studies Quarterly, 4 (1982) 
60-1; also quoted by Abu RabK, Intellectual O rigins 216.
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dichotom y, in  Q u tb 's eyes, betw een Islam , on th e  one h a n d , an d  bo th  com m unism  an d  

capitalism , on  th e  o ther,102 a  d istingu ish ing  betw een  Islam ic a n d  W estern  values. Q utb 's 

d isag reem en t w ith  W estern  values focuses on  its  fo u n d atio n s in  m aterialism , w hich he  

saw  as co n trad ictin g  Islam 's m ore sp iritu a l an d  tran scen d en ta l basis. This basic doctrine 

w as expressed  in  h is early  sh ift from  secularism  to  th e  top ic  o f Islam ic social justice, 

expressed  in  h is al-<Adalah al-Ijtim aQyah. Q u tb 's o p position  to  th e  W est focused also  on 

its  im perialism , w hich  opp ressed  Islam ic countries. F rom  th is, Q utb  m oved on  to  a ttack  

its  o th er a ttrib u tes, in c lu d in g  philosophy, e th ical tren d s a n d  o ther values. Q utb  even  

vilified  an y  com prom ise w ith  the  W est, h is d en u n cia tio n  o f the  1954 A nglo-Egyptian 

trea ty  b eing  a  p a rticu la r case in  p o in t This a ttack  o n  M uham m ad Iqbal (1877-1939) an d  

M uham m ad CAbduh fo r th e ir use o f W estern m eth o d s to  analyze Islam  w as m ore 

ideological in  n a tu re .103

Islam ic society  versus JahiH society is a  sim plified  expression  o f th e  tw o opposite  

poles. T he positive  po le w as represented  by him self, th e  M uslim  Brethren, h is fam ily 

an d  h is su p p o rte rs, th e  negative one by  h is o p p o n en ts, w ho included  all those w ho 

favored  W estern  o v er Islam ic cu lture, an d  especially  th e  E gyptian  regim e, w hich tried  to 

silence h im  This g en eral ou tline is w ell know n, b u t a  sh a rp e r classification as Q utb 's 

m odel an d  stru c tu re  o f h is thought, of w h a t lay  a t th e  b asis o f these distinctions has n o t 

y e t been a ttem p ted . This can  be a t least p artia lly  ach ieved  th ro u g h  a  close read ing  of h is 

exposition  o f th e  CAd a n d  T ham ud paradigm  in  Z ilal. T hese tw o poles, d raw n large in

102 Musallam, "Sayyid Qutb and Social Justice" 68.
103 For a more thorough account see Shahrough Akhavi, "Sayyid Qutb: the Poverty of Philosophy and 
Vindication of Islamic Tradition," Cultural Transitions in the M iddle East, ed., §erif Mardin (Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1994) 136; Boullata, Trends and Issues 59; Qutb, KhascPis al-Tasawwur al-Islami wa 
Muqawwamdtuh (Beirut: Dar IhyiP al-Kutub al-CArabiyah, 1962) 15; idem, al-(Addlah al-IjtimdCyah JTal- 
Islam, 9* ed  (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1983).
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Q utb 's rea l life, a re  ex p ressed  in  sharper focus in  h is exegesis o f <Ad an d  T ham ud in  

Z ilal, w here h e  expresses v iew s th a t are as m uch a reaction  to the w orld  a ro u n d  h im  as 

th ey  are an  observation  o n  scrip tu ra l tru th .
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Chapter Two 

The Significance of cA d and Thamud for Sayyid Qutb

If we w an t to u n d erstan d  [a text], w e w ill 
try  to m ake h is [the au thor's] argum ents 
even stronger.

H ans-G eorg G adam er.1

A . CAd

1. CAd in  Tim e an d  Space

The ta le  o f CAd, fo r Sayyid Q utb, is p a rt of the  com plex h isto ry  o f th e  hum an  race 

recorded in  th e  Qur>an. T his n arra tiv e  illustrates th e  h istorical form ula of th e  "struggle 

fo r guidance against e rro r, righ teousness against evil, honorable m essengers against 

Satan, w aged by  al-Jirm  a n d  h u m an  beings...."2 It carries even  g reater w eigh t by  v irtu e  

o f th e  fact th a t CAd h ad  an  actual h isto rical role, for Q utb assigns them  a  p articu la r tim e

Q utb begins by  lin k in g  CAd w ith  the  Prophet N uh, unlike al-Tabari, al-ThaQabi, 

al-Kisa>i, o r Ibn K athir3 w ho linked  the long genealogy of CAd to  N uh. In  his 

in troductory  com m ents on  Q. 7: 65, he  says:

rescued in  h is  sh ip . It is said  th a t they w ere th irteen  in  num ber...T here  is no 
doub t th a t th e  ch ild ren  o f believers in  the ship  em braced the relig ion o f N uh 
(peace be upo n  h im )—nam ely "Islam "—and th a t they  w orsh ipped  only one G od, 
for them  there  w as no  o ther g o d .. .*

1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. M arshall, 2nd revised 
ed. (New York: Continuum, 1997) 292.
2 Sayyid Qutb, FTZilal al-Qur>dh (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1988) vol. 3, 1304.
3 See our discussion about them in Chapter One.
4 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 3,1310. See also his comment on Q. 11: 50-60, FTZilal vol. 4, 1895.

an d  place.

Indeed, the tribe o f CAd w ere th e  descendants of N uh an d  the people w hom  he
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Basing h im self o n  th e  sam e verse, Q utb th en  describe th e  close relationship  th a t 

ex isted  betw een CAd a n d  th e  P ro p h et H ud. T he verse  itse lf m en tions th a t H ud w as 

b ro th er to CAd. This is su p p o rte d  b y  Q . 46: 21.5 Q utb  th en  exp lain s th a t th is relationship  

w as due to H u d 's  co llab o ratio n  w ith  CAd in  various carav an s, w here  a  strong  bond  

fo rm ed  betw een th e  p a rtic ip an ts. T his w as all p a rt o f th e  carav an  trad itio n  of m em bers 

o ffering  su p p o rt a n d  adv ice .

Q utb tries to  fix  a  location  fo r CAd o n  a  num b er o f o ther occasions. Sim ply 

follow ing his p red ecesso r exegetes, e ither classical o r m o d em , in  h is com m entary on Q. 

11:50  an d  7:65, h e  s ta te s  th a t th is  trib e  lived in  a  reg ion  o f san d h ills  (aJhqafsmg. haqf) in  

d ie  sou thern  p a rt o f d ie  A rab ian  peninsula.6 h i analyzing  Q . 26:123, Q u tb  reiterates th a t 

CAd w ere settled  am o n g  th e  sandh ills in th e  vicinity' o f d ie  m o u n ta in  o f Ram al n ear 

H adram aw t, Y em en.7 H e  also  rep eats these details w hen  d ea lin g  w ith  Q . 46: 21,® as w ell 

as Q. 29:38.9

Q utb affirm s th a t CAd h a d  atta in ed  a  h igh  level o f civ ilization . In  explain ing  Q.

26:128-9, Q utb states:

"Built ye  on  ev ery  h ig h  place a  m onum ent for v a in  delight?" (128).10 The "high 
place" is ev ery th in g  h ig h  h i d ie  earth. In  fact, CAd b u ilt lo fty  structu res, so as to 
allow  people to  v iew  d ie  horizon . This is because th ey  w ere a rro g an t an d  w an ted  
to  show  off th e ir ab ility , em inence and  w ealth . To d o  so  is fru itle ss .... "A nd seek 
ye o u t stro n g h o ld s, th a t h ap ly  ye m ay la s t for ever" (129).11 CAd already enjoyed 
an ou tstan d in g  m a te ria l civilization, as w as m en tio n ed  previously . They w ere 
able to  co n stru ct facto ries a n d  bu ild  h ig h  palaces. H ow ever, they  though t th a t

s Qutb, FTZilal voL 6,3266.
6 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 4, 1895.
7 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 5,2609.
8 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 6, 3266.
9 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 5,2735.
10 The translation is by Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning o f the Glorious Koran (New York: Dorset 
Press, [ad.]) 269.
11 Trans, by Pickthall, The M eaning 269.
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these factories a n d  w hatever they  m ade, in c lu d in g  structu res, w ere enough  to 
p ro tec t them  from  death , terrible w eather, o r a n  enem y 's attack.12

Q utb 's exp lanation  o f the devastation  (tadnui) o f <Ad has im portan t

consequences for h is  la te r in terpretation , a lth o u g h  h is  concern is m ore w ith  the

theological context an d  less w ith  the destruction  from  an  h isto rica l angle. Q utb  explains

th a t CAd w ere s tru ck  d ow n  b y  a  w ind  in  the  m id st o f a sto rm  (Casif), as s ta ted  in  Q. 14:

1 8 .13 Instead  o f g iv in g  th e  num ber o f days, color o f c louds, o r any  o th e r ex trao rd inary

ev en ts p rov ided  b y  tariKh, qisas o r classical ta£sir lite ra tu re , Q utb  says th a t before th e

calam ity  occurred, th e  tem peratu re  w as very  h igh . T hen, w hen  heavy  ram s began to  fall,

ra is in g  clouds o f steam , th e  h e a t d issipated  an d  CAd w ere  overjoyed. They left th e ir

dw ellings supposing  th a t they  w ou ld  find w ater, an d  even  they  joked, saying, "H ere is a

c loud  bring ing  u s rain" (Q. 46: 24).14 The re su lt o f th is  overconfidence is revealed  in  th e

n ex t verse o f the  surah, "N ay, b u t it is th a t w hich y e  d id  seek  to  h asten ..."  The w in d  is

described  as "a w in d  w herein  [there lies] a  p a in fu l to rm en t [ramZm]."15 In h is

in terp re ta tio n  o f Q. 51: 41, Q utb  m entions th a t th e  w in d  is called  Caqim  because it b rings

d eath  and  destruction , n o t life.16

Q utb approaches th e  phenom enon o f th e  w in d  w hich  destroyed  CAd from  a 

theological angle. W ind  is a n a tu ra l phenom enon. F or Q utb , th is w in d  w as ordered  by 

G od, an d  h ad  a  sp irit like an y  liv ing thing. This is b ased  o n  the  belief th a t every th ing  in  

th e  w o rld  has a  sp irit an d  a  liv ing  aspect. A ll ex istence in  th e  w orld  is liv ing. E verything 

recognizes its Lord, inc lu d in g  the  w ind, sarsar (Q . 41: 16). The w in d  obeys G od's

12 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 5, 2609-10.
13 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 4, 2094.
14 Trans. Picktball, The Meaning 360.
15 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 6, 3267. Trans. Pickthall, The Meaning 360.

Qutb, FTZilal vol. 6, 3384.
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com m and to  devasta te  CAd.17 "The w in d  is  pow er, one o f the pow ers o f n a tu re , one of

the arm ies o f G od." T he w ind alw ays accords w ith  the law  of G od (sunnat Allah) which

term s, h i Q . 14:18, th e  w ind  is n o t on ly  th e  rea l w ind: it also  represents th e  useless deeds 

o f CAd. "D eeds w hich  are  n o t based  o n  th e  p rincip le o f faith , w ith  no s tro n g  connection 

to the R esurrector o f deeds [G od]....are  as useless as the  blow ing w ind—pow erless and 

disorganized." T heir m an-m ade stru c tu res w ere  o f no help  to them  w hen  th ey  were in  

trouble. W hat w e learn  from  the actions o f unbelievers is th a t th e ir conduct is fruitless. 

N othing th a t they  bu ild  is based on fa ith  in  GocL19

It is clear from  ou r d iscussion a b o u t classical haggadic exegesis in  C hap ter One, 

th a t Q utb offers d ifferen t in terp re ta tions. Q utb  does n o t d eal w ith  any  genealogy, 

ex traord inary  tales, m yths o r legends. H ow ever, CAd's sym bolic significance to the 

m odem  context is in  h is eyes th e  m ore im portan t asp ec t In  h is d escrip tion  of the 

civilization o f CAd (Q. 26:128-9), Q utb  expresses by  proxy h is critical a ttitu d e  tow ard  the 

W est The greatness o f CAd is m atched  in  Q u tb 's eyes by the dom inance o f W estern 

civilization, especially  in  the area o f in d u stry . This com es across especially  in  his 

in terp reta tion  of Q . 26: 129, w here he dw ells on  the fact th a t CAd "w ere v ain  in  their 

m aterial strength." O ne m ight a lm o st assum e th a t h e  w as describ ing  m odem  

m aterialism .20 In com m enting on Q. 14:18, furtherm ore Q utb portrays CAd's am bition to

17 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 6, 3267.
18 Qutb, FTZilal voL 6, 3384.
19 Qutb, FTZilal vol. 4,2094.
20 A number of works discuss Qutb's criticism of the West, especially for its materialism See, for instance, 
Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought (Albany: State University o f New York

H e predeterm ines. W ind w ill act if  G od com m ands, as in  the  case o f CAd. I t  overturns

an d  destroys exactly as G od w ills it.18

Q utb  also explains the m ean ing  o f th e  w ind  th a t destroyed  CAd in  m etaphorical
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b u ild  lofty  structures, w hich a re  useless since they  a re  n o t based  on th e  princip les o f 

faith , again  using th e  s to ry  as a  m eans to  express condem nation  of W estern civilization.

2. CAd as Symbol21

Toshihiko Izu tsu 's m ethod o f classifying th e  vocabulary  o f the Q ur>an takes into 

account tw o im p o rtan t poles in  th e  Qur>an: positive an d  negative.22 Likew ise, and  

especially  in  view  of Q utb 's trea tm en t o f CAd, w e m ay  classify Q utbian d iscourse  in to  

tw o m ain  lexical poles: negative versus positive, sh irk  (polytheism ) versus taw tud  

(unitarianism ),23 an d  jahiEyah (ignorance) versus Islam .24 CAd is thus p o rtray ed  as th e

Press, 1990) 59; Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, Contemporary Islcm and the Challenge o f History (Albany: 
State University o f New York Press, 1982) 90-5; idem, "Hie Qur^anic Justification fo r an Islamic 
Revolution: the View o f Sayyid Qutb," The Middle East Journal, vol. 37 (winter 1983) 24-8; Adnan A. 
Musallam, "Prelude to Islamic Commitment: Sayyid Qutb's Literary and Spiritual Orientation, 1932-8,” 
The Muslim World, vol. 80 (October-July 1990) 184-7; idem, "Sayyid Qutb and Social Justice, 1945-1948," 
Journal o f Islamic Studies, vol. 4 (January 1993) 68-9; Shahrough Akhavi, "Sayyid Qutb: The Poverty of 
Philosophy and the Vindication of Islamic Tradition," in  §erif Mardin, ed., Cultural Transitions in the 
Middle East, (Leiden; E.J. Brill, 1994) 134-8; Adnan A. Musallam, "The Formative Stages of Sayyid 
Qutb's Intellectual Careerand His Emergence as an Islamic -DaCiya" (PhD. Dissertation, University of 
Michigan, 1983); 156-65; Ibrahim Abu RabiC, Intellectual Origins Origins o f Islamic Resurence in the 
M odem World (Albany: State University o f New York Press, 1996) 120-37.
21 We use the term "symbols" based on Clifford Geertz's theory. We position the tale of CAd and Thamiid as 
symbols for Sayyid Qutb, "or at least symbolic elements, because they are tangible formulations o f notions, 
abstractions fiom experience fixed in perceptible forms, concrete embodiments of ideas, attitudes, 
judgments, longings, -or beliefs." Geertz, "Religion as a Cultural Sytem," 4n-his The Interpretation o f 
Cultures (New York: HarperCollins, 1973) 91.
22 See the application of this method in his God and Man in the Qur>dh: Semantics o f the Koranic 
Weltanschauung (Tokyo: Keio Institute o f Cultural Studies, 1964); Ethico-Religious Concepts in the 
Qur>dh (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1966); The Concept o f Belief in Islanic Theology: A Semantic 
Analysis o f [man and M a n  (Tokyo: Keio Institute ofCultural and Linguistics Studies, 1965).
23 See the discussion o f Qutb’s understanding of the first most important concept after tawhvd in bis 
KhascPis al-Tasawwur al-Islanf wa Muqawwimdtuh, 8th ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1965) 22; Ahmad S. 
Moussalli, Radical Islamic 70-94.
24 The jdhiltyah, especially modem jdhiliyah, is the second most important concept in tawhfd, according to 
Qutb. We find references to it in his other books, for instance, MaQilim fial-TarTq, 12*ed. (Beirut: Dar al- 
Shuruq, 1988) 20-1. This concept shows the influence of Abu al-A^la MawdOdi, according to a number of 
writers; see Boullata, Trends and Issues 58; Emmanuel Sivan, Radical Islam, Medieval Theology and 
Modem Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985) 23; Moussalli, Radical Islamic, 126-7; Leonard 
Binder, Islamic Liberalism: A Ciritique o f Development Ideologies (Chicago: University o f  Chicago Press, 
1988) 177-81; Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb: Indeologue o f Islamic Revival,” in John L. 
Esposito, ed., Voices o f Resurgent M am  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983) 85; Gilles Kepel, Muslim 
Extremism in Egypt: The Prophet and Pharaoh, trans. by Jon Rothchild, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1985) 47-52; Muhammad Qmarah, Abu al-A Qa Mawdudi (Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1987)
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o p p o site  o f H ud. (A d's deeds rep resen t th e  negatives po le, w hereas H u d 's call to  G od  is 

expressive of th e  positive one. (A d's deeds are conveyed th rough  a  g roup  o f w o rd s 

w hich  rep resen t negative values: jahiEyah, jabbar, m utakabbir, taghut, ma^siyah, zu lm , 

shaytan, kadhib, shirk, juhud, an d  th e ir re la ted  derived  form s. O n tire o th er hand , on ly  

positive  w ords a re  u sed  to  describe H ud : taw ind, da^wah, tadhakkur, tadabbur, din; 

Islam , (aEm, nasihah, an d  th e ir re la ted  d eriv ed  form s.

A  com parison o f Izu tsu 's lexical defin ition  of th ese  w ords w ith  those o f Q u tb 's  

descrip tions o f (A d versus H ud an d  Islam  versus jahiEyah, respectively, show s m any  

differences. Izu tsu  deals w ith  th e  w o rd s by classifying d iem  according to  their m ean in g  

in  th e  pre-Q ur>anic, Qur>anic a n d  post-Q urJanic eras. Q u tb , on  the o th e r hand , assigns 

th ese  w ords new  m eanings based  on  h is  contem porary  experience. The basic tw o po les 

rem ain  sim ilar. Both schem es featu re  p o sitiv e  versus n egative  values, o r Islam ic v a lu es 

versus jahiE  values. H ow ever, each concep t is u sed  differently , according to  its 

tem porality . Q utb 's concern w ith  th e  m o d em  context is revealed  in  h is use o f taghut, fo r 

exam ple, w hich im plies m aterialism , com m unism , colonialism  an d  o ther enem ies o f 

Q u tb  and  Islam  as a  w hole. By con trast, Izu tsu  elaborates the m ean ing  o f im an a n d  

ihsan, fo r instance, in the  tim e o f th e  Q ur>an's revelation.

First, Q utb  locates (A d's conduct on  th e  pole o f evil, as opposed  to  the v irtu o u s 

po le o f H ud 's call. The form er w ere ig n o ran t an d  <-umy (blind) w hen  faced w ith  th e  

m essenger of G od, Le., H ud  w ho b ro u g h t taw hid  an d  Islam  to  them . T hroughout Q u tb 's 

in terp re ta tion  o f th is confrontation, he  alw ays describes th e  battle  as being  betw een th e  

tw o opposing  tendencies, betw een Islam  an d  jahiEyah, betw een  H ud an d  (Ad.

75. Besides the concept of JahilTyah, Mawdudi's influence on Qutb includes his view of Islam and the state, 
see Abu al-Hasan al-Nadwi, al-Tajsir al-SiyasT li al-Islam: FT M ir 1 at Kitdbdt al-Ustadh Abt al-AQa 
MawdudTwa al-ShahidSayyid Qutb (Shaija: al-Markaz al-(ArabI li al-Kitab, 1991).
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Secondly, Q utb  refers to  (A d's disobedience o f G od an d  H ud, H is m essenger, as

co n stitu ting  m a<siyah, o r a  re tu rn  to  jahiEyah. JahiEyah an d  d ie  o th er term s used  to 

d esignate  it are, in  effect, d irec tly  opposed  to  Islam  an d  its  re la ted  concepts. In  Q utbian

h um an  being.25 T he orig in  o f Islam  is fo u n d  w ith in  oneself. H ow ever, hu m an  beings are

a p t to  neglect th e ir orig in , thanks to  the tem ptation  of Satan, an d  they choose ignorance

an d  sim ilar negative values. U sing th e  language of D arw inian evolu tion ,26 Q utb

reconstructs d ie  h is to ry  o f taw hid  in  d ie  h isto ry  o f hum anity ,

A  believing race o f th e  descendants of A dam  re tu rn ed  to  jahiEyah  as their 
p revious generations d id .... O riginally , th e  generation  o f descendants o f A dam  
w ho h a d  liv ed  on  d ie  ea rth  w ere bom  of believers an d  lived  accord ing  to  Islam  
like th e ir ancestors. D ue to  Satan 's tem ptation , they  tu rn ed  aw ay  from  their 
religion, to  h o ld  d ie  jahiEyah. This is w hat N uh  (peace be upon  him ) faced, w hen 
h e  cam e to  save believers an d  destroy  th e  re s t o f them  w ho w ere unbelievers. 
They w ill n ev er occupy d ie  earth  again, as N uh p ray ed  to  G od. H ence, som e 
races o f th e  descendants o f N uh  lived according  to  Islam ...th e  tem ptation  of 
Satan led  th em  to  re tu rn  again  to  jahiEyah. (A d an d  T ham ud w ere  a jahiEyah

love for possessions, hegem ony an d  th e  com fortable life. They p referred  lu s t to  the  law  

o f G od (sAarfCaA).28

This is, of course, th e  opposite o f taw hid. Shirk in  Q . 11: 51, is described n o t only as 

affecting the m atter o f ritual, b u t as hav ing  a m uch b roader m eaning. I t includes ittibaf,

25 Fitrah is a key concept in Islam according to Qutb, see his This Religion o f Islam (Hadha 'd-din)[sic] 
(Delhi: Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1974)50, 55; Hadha al-DTn (Cairo: Dar al-Qalam, 1962). See also, for 
example, Moussalli, Radical Islamic 36 and 86.
26 Ibrahim Abu Rabi, Intellectual Origins 97.
27 Qutb, F T Zm , vol. 4,1895.
28 Quib, Fi Ziia, vol. 3, 1310.

discourse ab o u t (A d, Islam  rep resen ts the  orig inal an d  innate  character ('fitrah) of a

race, ...27

In  Q. 7: 65, Q utb  argues th a t (A d cooperated  w ith  Satan, w ho indu lged  th e ir lu st and

(A d w ere accused of b eing  poly theists (m ushrikun) for deify ing  created  things.
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o r obeying a  certain  hakumyah (ru lersh ip).29 T hus, to obey th e  ru lersh ip  o f G od is 

essentially  ^ibadah. In  a  b roader sense it even  relates to aJ-din (religion). W hen P rophet 

M uham m ad w as once asked by a C om panion ab o u t the m eaning of (ibadah, he  sa id  th a t 

it  d id  n o t consist in  m ere rituaL H e in te rp re ted  <ibadah in broader term s to  m ean the act 

o f "following" an d  he gave, as an  exam ple, CUday ibn H atim , th e  Jews30 an d  C hristians 

w ho follow  th e ir m onks an d  priests, in  th e  sense o f perform ing <ibadah to  o ther than  

G od. "They p roh ib it w hat G od allow s an d  allow  w h a t G od prohibits." For Q utb, Cibadah 

m eans to  serve th e  only G od. Its  inclusive (shawBah) character is in  respect o f 

"follow ing" only G od. It has to  do w ith  every  m atte r o f w orldly life an d  th e  hereafter. As 

Q utb  points out, th e  roo t w ord  "(A bdm eans to  be hum ble and  to  su b m it" A ccording to  

h im , the M eccans w ho w ere ad d ressed  th u s w ere n o t m eant only  to perfo rm  rituals, b u t 

to  subm it every th ing  to G od an d  to  w ith d raw  th e ir subm ission from  every th ing  besides 

G od.31

In the m odem  co n tex t Q utb  re tu rn s to  the  concept o f <ibadah by w ay of 

ideology. H e argues th a t to be a  po ly th eist is to  follow a  certain  ideology, such as 

com m unism , m aterialism  or o ther W estern  tendencies. Q utb describes these tendencies 

as false lords. These lords are considered  to  function as real gods, an d  a re  regarded  as 

h av in g  the sam e characteristics as G od in  th a t they  possess know ledge, pow er, and  

determ ination. Q utb gives the  exam ple o f people w ho sacralize m usic—such as drum s,

29 For more about this hdkimfyah, one of Qutb's principal ideas, see Mhd. Syahnan, "A Study of Sayyid 
Qutb's Qur>an Exegesis in Earlier and Later Editions of his FTZilal al-Qur^an with Specific Reference to 
Selected Themes," (M.A. thesis, McGill University, 1993); Moussalli, Radical Islamic 149-51; Binder, 
Islamic Liberalism, 175-77; Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb" 89.
30 For more about Qutb's attitude toward Jews, see his Ma<rakatuna ma(a al-Yahud being discussed in 
Ronald L. Nettler, Past Trials and Present Tribulations: A  Muslim Fundamentalist's View o f the Jews 
(Oxford; Perganton Press, 1987); John Calvert, "Radical Islamism and the Jews: The View of Sayyid 
Qutb," in Leonard Jay Greenspoon and Bryan F. Le Beau, eds., Representations o f the Jews trough the 
Ages (Omaha: Creighton University Press, 1996) 213-29.
31 Qutb, FTZilal, voL 4,1902.
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th e  saxophone,, a n d  o th er instrum ents.32 To p lay  th em  is  a  fo rm  o f w orship . These 

in strum en ts are  seen  as h o ly  an d  serve a  key re lig ious function  in  the  eyes o f th e ir 

follow ers.33 This is h o w  Q u tb  tries to p lace CAd's sto ry  w ith in  a m odem  context an d  to  

include m odem  W estern  tra its  in  the character o f the la tter.34

CAd d isobeyed  G od an d  H is m essenger th ro u g h  th e ir ig n o ran t d eed s— as w ell as 

b y  ty ranny , arrogance, im pudence, an d  in iqu ity . W hen o n e  such  m essenger, H ud, gave 

them  w arning . CAd called  h im  a  fool, especially  condem ning  h is statem en t th a t they  

w ere lack ing  in  p ie ty  (taqwa) tow ards G od. CAd w ere so  b o ld  as to  say  to H ud  "Lo! W e 

su re ly  see thee in  foo lishness, an d  lo! w e deem  thee o f foe liars" (Q. 7: 66).35 H ud  rep lied  

to  these accusations, s a y in g  "O m y people; T here is n o  foolishness in  m e, b u t I am  a 

m essenger from  foe  L o rd  o f foe W orlds"(7: 67).36 CAd re fu sed  to  acknow ledge th e ir ow n 

im pudence, ju s t as th e y  d en ied  hav in g  gone astray . In d o in g  so , CAd becam e jahiE?* and  

p ositioned  them selves on  foe negative pole opposite  foe positive pole w hich H ud  

occupied.

32 See also Adnan A. Musallam, "The Formative Stages" 158.
33 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 1897.
34 That this ideology is anti-Western is clear, as is the fact that he maintains a fundamentalist position on 
Islam. For a  discussion o f the term fundamentalism see, for example, Abdel Azim Ramadan, 
"Fundamentalist Influence in  Egypt: The Strategies o f the Muslim Brotherhood and the Tokfir Groups,” in 
Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appely, eds., Fundamentalism Observed, vol. 3 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993) 152-60; Ahmad S. Moussalli Radical Islamic Fundamentalism: The Ideological and 
Political Discourse o f Sayyid Qutb, 2nd ed. (Beirut: American University o f Beirut, 1992) 126-40 and 213- 
30 passim. However, Calvert disagrees with the use of fundamentalism' in Islam and prefers to use 
Islamism, in order to avoid the ambiguity o f its use by Protestants and Roman Catholics, see his 
"Discourse, Community and Power" 1.
35 Trans. Pickthall, The Meaning 126.
36 Ibid.
37 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 3, 1311.
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3. CAd as Q uraysh

In Q utbian d iscourse, th e  tw o opposite poles, recognizable in  th e  sto ry  o f CAd

h av e  a  parallel in  M uham m ad 's tim e. H ud  versus A d sym bolizes M uham m ad versus

Q uraysh . This is a p p a ren t from  Q utb 's discussion o f Q . 38: 12-6, w here  the  struggle

betw een  H ud an d  CAd is referred  to  as h av in g  a bearing on th e  situ a tio n  o f M uham m ad

vis-d-vis the  unbeliev ing  M eccan Q uraysh.3* Q utb, in  the  lig h t o f Q . 22:42, com m ents:

It is a  p a tte rn  rep eated  in  a ll p rophethoods, p rio r to  d ie  la s t one [M uham m ad's], 
th a t w hen m essengers cam e w ith  signs {ayahs) th e  liars rejected  them . W hat 
happened  to  d ie  P ro p h et {M uham m ad]—blessings an d  peace be u p o n  him —is 
no th ing  new , [even] w h en  poly theists denied h im . The consequence [of their 
denying] is w ell-know n, the  ru le  is ju s t repeated : "If th ey  deny  thee 
(M uham m ad), even  so  th e  fo lk  o f N oah, and  (the tribes of) CAd an d  Tham ud, 
before thee, d en ied  (O ur m essengers)" (Q. 2 2 :42).39

Q utb em phasizes th e  u n ity  o f th e  prophetic office in  accordance w ith  his 

p rincip le  th a t Islam  is fu lly  in teg ra ted  (shum ul). For h im , belief in  th e  m essages o f all 

G od 's m essengers are  collectively taw hid. This taw hid  is  d irected  ag ain st shirk. H ud's 

strugg le  is therefore th e  sam e as M uham m ad's—Islam  versus ignorance, taw hid  versus 

shirk. A ll prophecies are  one a n d  linked  w ith  each other, as is ev id en t from , fo r exam ple, 

h is  explanation of Q . 50: 13.40 L ikew ise, th e  challenges to p rophecy , in  d ifferen t tim es 

a n d  places, are  the sam e too. T herefore, w ith  respect to  Q. 25: 38, fo r exam ple, CAd's 

d ism issal of H ud  m eans d isavow ing  all th e  m essengers o f G od together,41 because the 

m essengers cam e w ith  th e  sam e essen tial m ission, i.e., to  m ake kn o w n  th e  taw hid  of

38 Qutb, FTZildl voL 5, 3014.
39 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 2429; trans. of Q. 22:42 by Pickthall, The Meaning 245.
40 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 6, 3361.
41 Qutb, FTZildl vol. 5, 2563
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G od an d  o f Islam-42 T his m ean t obeying the m essenger and denying  the ty ran ts and  

exploiters (Q. 22: 42).43

In Q. 46: 25** an d  3 8 :1245 Q utb alludes to  th e  brotherhood of the  peop le  o f CAd, 

ju s t as it w as m entioned  earlier th a t H ud w as CAd's brother. This, he  claim s, also  fits the 

situation  o f th e  P rophet M uham m ad, w ho w as Q uraysh 's brother. Thus, Q utb  in  these 

verses d raw s a  parallel betw een the situa tions o f M uham m ad and  H ud, on  the one 

hand , and  "CAd an d  Q uraysh  on  the other. O ne can therefore conclude th a t in  Q utbian 

discourse (he H u d  versus A d  m odel appeared  for a  second tim e as M uham m ad versus

representing  h is enem ies an d  H ud  as stan d in g  for him self. Thus, the battle  betw een CAd 

an d  H ud sym bolizes Q utb 's ba ttle  w ith  h is opponents. He perpetuated  th is conflict and  

b rough t it in to  h is ow n era. It w as in  accordance w ith  Q utb 's p rincip le  o f thabat 

(stability), th a t tim e an d  place d id  n o t lim it th e  CAdian pattern .

42 This might include Qutb's concept o f shumttltyah (inclusiveness), an important Islamic concept for him 
See Moussalli, Radical Islamic 109; William Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic Activism: A Translation 
and Critical Analysis o f Social Justice in Islam (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996) xxxviii, 24-26-7. In his book 
Shepard translates and analyzes Qutb's al-<Adalah al-IjtimaQyah JTal-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1983), 
also translated by John B. Hardie as Social Justice o f  Islam  (New York: Octagon Books, 1980). See also 
Qutb's FTal-Tarikh: Fikrah wa Manhaj (Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1974) 22.
43 Qutb, FTZildl vo1.4.2429.
44 Qutb, FTZildl voL 6, 3265-6.
45 Qutb, FTZilal voL 5,3014.

Q uraysh.

4. CAd as a  C ontem porary  Phenom enon

A fter d iscussing  CAd as a  real an d  h istorical tribe an d  then  again  in  their

m anifestation as sym bolic o f th e  M eccan Q uraysh, w e find th a t CAd's characteristics

app ly  also to  m odem  tim es. The opposition rep resen ted  by the A d versus th e  H ud

m odel h a d  a  contem porary  significance for Q utb, w ho m ay have seen  CAd as
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Q u tb 's application  of th e  (A dian p a rad ig m  to  m odem  conditions can  be seen  for

in stance  in  h is  descrip tion  o f (A d's choice to  fo llow  ty ran ts, explo iters, an d  in iquitous

ru le rs , ra th e r th an  P rophet H ud 's call to  taw hid.

"A nd su ch  w ere CAd. They den ied  th e  revelations o f their L ord a n d  flou ted  His 
m essengers a n d  follow ed th e  com m and  o f ev ery  frow ard  po ten tate" (11: 59).46 
T his is d isobedience to  th e  com m and o f m essengers an d  choosing  to  follow  
in iq u ito u s exploiters! Islam  consists in  obey ing  th e  com m and o f m essengers—for 
i t  is G od 's com m and—an d  to  d isobey  th e  com m and of in iqu itous explo iters. This 
is th e  difference betw een th e  w ay  o f jahiE yah an d  Islam , ku fr (infidelity) and  
Iman (fa ith )...[w ith  respect to] every  p ro p h e th o o d  and  m essenger. I t is obvious 
th a t d ie  call o f taw hid m eans to  reject th e  lo rd sh ip  o f anyone o th e r th a n  G od, to 
d isreg ard  the  hegem ony o f ty ran ts. I t is to  a tta in  the level o f h u m an ity  and  
liberation . To follow  d ie  ty ran ts is s in , sh irk, kufr, m eriting  p e rd itio n  in  this 
w o rld  an d  th e  hereafter. G od created  h u m an  beings to be free fro m  an y  lo rdsh ip  
o f c reated  th ings, [to actuate] p e rp e tu a l liberation  from  exp lo iters, such  as 
leaders o r politicians. (To free from  a n y  w o rsh ip  o th er than  o f G od] is  [a path] of 
h u m an  d ig n ity  and  a  secure w ay  [of life]. It is  possible for m en to  lose their 
d ig n ity  b y  accepting th e  lo rd sh ip  o f c rea tu res o th e r than  G od.47

Q utb  in jects m ore m eaning in to  sh irk and k u fr in  v iew  o f the E gyptian po litical co n tex t

Shirk  an d  ku fr a re  tw o im portan t w ords w h ich  a re  found  on th e  n egative  pole. They

ap p ea r h ere  to  m ean  Q utb 's enem ies. For h im  th is m ean t som e o f the  E gyptian  people,

w ho  em bodied  th e  m odel of jahiEyah v ersu s Islam . T he people o f E gypt, rep resen ting

CAd, follow  th e  lo rd sh ip  o f in d iv iduals o th e r th an  G od, here defined  as ty ran ts and

explo iters. Exploiters an d  ty ran ts ap p ea r to  rep resen t for h im  W estern  colonialism ,

in c lu d in g  th e  B ritish, French an d  A m erican varieties.48 The ru ler-po litician-leader

sym bolizes o n  th e  o th er hand  th e  E gyptian  governm ent, m ore specifically  Jam al (A bd

al-N asir. In  o th er w ords, it  is ap p aren t th a t CAd serv ed  as a  sym bol fo r Q utb in

p ro jecting  h is  political and ideological id eas, in  s ta tin g  his opposition  to  N asir, in

46 Trans. Pickthall, The Meaning 169.
47 Qutb, FTZildl, voL 4,1901.
48 Musallam, The Formative Stages 161-171.
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stru g g lin g  ag ain st colonialism  a n d  im perialism , an d  in  expressing  h is  h a tred  for th e  

W est. These sym bols con tribu te  to  h is  read ing  o f th e  CAd narra tiv e .

In  Q. 9: 70 Q utb describes an o th er tra it o f CAd's w h ich  sym bolizes th e  m odem  

c o n te x t CAd enjoyed an  easy  life, seldom  engaging  in  con tem plation , abusing  th e ir 

p o w er, and  learn ing  no  lessons from  th e  p a s t since in  th is  verse  CAd are  m entioned 

to g e th er w ith  th e ir predecessors, th e  peop le  of N uh. The generation  th a t follow ed CAd, 

th e  people o f M adyan an d  th e  peop le  o f Ibrahim , a re  also m en tio n ed  fo r good m easure. 

CAd w ere m isgu ided  in  th e ir deeds, particu larly  because th ey  w ere tem p ted  by th e ir 

ow n  streng th  an d  failed to  rem em ber G od. "Their com fortable life m ad e them  blind." 

T he lessons o f th e  p a st w ere therefo re  useless to  them . T hey closed  th e ir eyes and  d id  

n o t contem plate the  norm s s e t by  G od  w hich no  one can  alter.49 T heir com fortable 

lifesty le d istracted  them  from  m ed ita tin g  on the  d estruction  o f stro n g er generations 

p reced ing  them  an d  on th e  co llapse o f tyrant-exploiters. T his is p u re  forgetfulness 

(ghaHah), ignorance, and  b lindness.50

The com fortable life, in  Q utb 's tim e, m eant the  m ateria l w elfare p rov ided  by 

W estern  countries, w hile th e  s tren g th  o f CAd likely sym bolized th e  hegem ony of Egypt's 

ru le rs. This is m ay be m ean t to  rep resen t both W estern  coun tries an d  th e  Egyptian 

g o v ern m en t H ow ever, th e  lack o f m ed ita tin g  refers m ore likely  to  th e  W est, w hich Q utb 

perceived  as hav in g  no sp iritu a l d im ension, and  w here th e  em phasis w as perceived to 

b e  on  the m aterial values. H ence, in  th is passage CAd rep resen ts W estern  m aterialism . 

T his is reinforced by Q utb 's fu rth e r a ttack  on m a t e r ia l i s m  in  an o th er passage of his 

in terp reta tion , th is tim e a t Q . 14:18: "Those w ho base them selves on  a m aterialism  called

49 This includes Qutb's important doctrine o f thabdt (stability). See his KhasePis al-Tasawwur al-Islami 72, 
83; Shepard, Sayyid Qutb xxxiv; Moussalli, Radical Islam 94; Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb: Ideologue" 75.
50 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 3,’ 1674-5.
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"scientific m ethod" are  lia rs ... science does n o t agree w ith  rea lity  because it destroys the 

fu tu re  o f innate n a tu re  an d  d estroys h um an  re la tions—[these people] are  called  b lind  by  

th e  Q u r’an."51

The m odem  H u d  seem s to  be Q utb 's projection o f him self. In  o th e r w ords, H ud  

versus CAd, in  the  m odem  context, becom es Q utb versus th e  E gyptian  and  W estern 

governm ents.

In  his account o f H ud, Q u tb  describes his m ost im p o rtan t ta sk  as being to call h is

peop le  to  God—nam ely, taw hid. H ud 's ta sk  w as n o t easy, b e in g  th a t o f one m an striv ing

ag a in st a ll those w ho fig u red  as m em bers o f CAd. A s Q utb explains:

People m ay  be asto n ish ed  to  see  how  boldly  a single m an  can  face a  com m unity' 
in  deep error. D ue to  ignorance th ey  believe [the claim  of] th o se  [false] lords th a t 
th e  call to  one G od is in  erro r! I t  is am azing th a t only one m an  faces those people 
w ho hold firm ly  to  th e  opin ion  o f th e ir lo rd s...P eo p le  m ay  be aston ished  a t die 
courage o f a single m an  striv in g  against people in  such  deep  error. But th is 
astonishm ent d isap p ears w hen  th ey  know  the causes [of h is courage].... I t is 
faith, confidence, a n d  optim ism . To believe in  G od, to  h av e  confidence in  H is 
prom ises and  to  be o p tim ist ab o u t H is v ic to ry ...T he h e a rt is filled w ith  solid  
faith, w ith o u t even  th e  slig h test d o u b t w hen G od prom ises victory. For it is in 
both h is hands, w ith in  him self; th e  prom ise is n o t fo r an  unseen  fu ture, it  is 
p resen t in  reality  c learly  in  h is eyes and  h e a rt.52

The call to  G od, rep resen ted  by  H ud, is Q utb 's ideal im agery. H ud  is the brave 

an d  sing le courageous m an w h o  felt no  doub t as h e  faced a com m unity  deep  in  error. 

H e is a  tranquil m an filled w ith  faith , fearing  nothing, even the exp lo iters, since these are 

m erely  G od's creatures. T here is no streng th  except th ro u g h  G od, includ ing  an 

exp lo iter's energy. H ud  also h as istiqam ah  (persistence).53 Seem ingly, these w ere Q utb 's 

tra its  as w ell, since Q utb d id  n o t fear facing his enem ies, e.g., th e  E gyptian  governm ent, 

an d  h e  endured  m any years in  jail. H e even refused  to  ask  cA bd al-N asir for pardon

51 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 2095.
52 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 1899.
53 Qirtb, FTZilal, vol. 4, 1899.
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w hile in  prison.54 H e fe lt s tro n g  an d  w as fearless w ith  G od on  h is  side. H e  refused all 

cooperation w ith  the  enem y.

Q utb depicts th e  h a rd  stru g g le  betw een th e  p ro p h e t H u d  an d  h is p eo p le , CAd, 

w hich sym bolizes the con tem porary  stru g g le  against W estern colonialism , a n d  also the  

strugg le  against th e  E gyptian g o v ern m en t Just as H ud, faced alone a  p e o p le  w ho w ere 

stro n g  an d  pow erful, so Q u tb  alone opposed  the Egyptian g o v ern m en t w h ich  unfairly 

im posed  hegem ony. H ud  s to o d  fo r Q utb him self, an d  o th e r ashab al-da^wah 

(m issionaries), w hile CAd rep resen ted  W estern colonialism , th e  E gyptian  governm ent 

an d  th e  people w ho cooperated  w ith  them .55

Q utb 's m ost im p o rtan t a im  in  re la ting  the tale o f CAd versus H u d  is  to develop 

w h a t m ig h t be called a  theo logy  o f "liberation" {bam*ah).56 Q utb  p o in ts  to  th e  distinction 

betw een tru th  an d  evil, Islam  an d  ignorance, H ud an d  CAd, sym bolized  in  h im self and  

h is enem ies. H ud 's task  w as to  liberate  people from  tyran ts, to  d is tin g u ish  betw een  the 

people o f Islam  an d  ignorance, an d  to  cleanse the earth  o f p o ly theists, exp lo iters, the 

in iqu itous, and  all o ther expressions o f jah ifi values. It is tru e  th a t su fferin g  h a s  religious 

m eaning57 and  th a t Q utb 's su fferin g  in  th e  form  of political o p p ressio n  a n d  especially 

d u rin g  h is prison  days, relates to  th is concept of liberation. L iberation im p lies n o t only 

to  th e  sp lit of H ud from  CAd o r th e  righteous from  th e  evil ones, b u t also sym bolically 

rep resen ts the liberation of h im self from  suffering d u rin g  h is p riso n  days a n d  political 

oppression  by the Egyptian g o v e rn m en t

In Q. 11: 50, Q utb  d ep icts th e  sp lit betw een H ud an d  CAd as follow s:

54 M. M. Siddiqui, "An Outline of Sayyed Qutb's Life," in his translation o f Sayyid Quib, Islam and 
Universal Peace ([ap.]: American Trust Publications, 1977) xii.
55 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4,1675.
56 BartPah is an important concept in  his scheme; see his MaCdlim 83; Yvonne Y. Haddad, ”Sayyid Qutb”
81-3.
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The call o f th e  m essenger begins w hen  th e  u n ity  o f one com m unity, th e  
m essenger a n d  h is  people, is b o u n d  by  u n ity  o f fam ily, blood, descent, a n d
h u m an ity  everyw here  on  earth   The call en d s  w ith  their sp littin g  in to  tw o
d ifferen t basic com m unities Islam ic an d  m ushrik ...th e re  is a  la rge  g ap
betw een  b o th .. .T h rough  this, an d  based  o n  th is  separation , G od's prom ise is  
fu lfilled  w ith  th e  v ic to ry  o f the believers a n d  th e  d estru ctio n  of the  poly theists.58

H u d 's  responsib ility  e n d e d  w ith  the co in ing  o f a  d em o lish in g  w ind, w hich an n ih ila ted

th e  unbelievers. A fter th e  d isaster, those w ho h a d  se rv ed  th e  m essenger an d  obeyed h is

advice w ere saved, w h ile  those w ho d id  n o t follow  h im  b u t chose to su p p o rt exp lo iters

an d  unbelievers p e rish ed .

The idea o f lib era tio n  is also found  in  Q. 11: 50, w here  Q utb stresses th a t th e

liberation he  is  re fe rrin g  to  is freedom  from  any  po ly theism . In terp reting  p a rt o f Q. 11:

54, Q utb paraphrases it, em phasizing  th a t H ud  seem ed  to  achieve this for h im self since

h e  said, "Indeed I b ear w itn ess to  m y liberation  from  th e  po ly theists w ho associate G od

w ith  others. You a ll w itn ess m y  liberation an d  th is  is evidence for you: th a t I am  a

liberator from  anyone w ho  associates G od w ith  o thers."59

The key to  lib e ra tin g  H ud  from  CAd, taw h id  fro m  th e  polytheists, Islam  from

jahiEyah, Q utb  from  h is  enem ies, and the positive po le  from  the negative one, h im self

from  suffering and  o p p ression , lies in independence. O nce liberated , each is forever free

o f its form er opponents. This is especially clear in  th e  case o f Islam , w hich has to free

itse lf of dependence on  its opposite—tyran ts, ex p lo iters, an d  oppressors. Q utb 's

illu stra tion  in  Q. 14:13-4 m akes it ap p aren t th a t igno rance  a n d  Islam  can never coincide

an d  are never in  agreem ent. In  fact, an  igno ran t society  n ev er allow s Islam  to  grow  an d

develop as it shou ld . T he tw o are  essentially in  conflict. A n igno ran t society never g ran ts

safety  to Islam . A n ig n o ran t people is never satisfied  w ith  its  m ission, and  w ill alw ays

37 Clifford Geertz, "Religion as a Cultural Sytem" 98.
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try  to  exploit Islam , h o p in g  to  m elt in to  a society  w hich w ill never allow  M uslim s to  

becom e in d ep en d en t The p rin c ip a l m ission o f such people is  to  develop its ignorance. 

A nyone w ho w orks w ith in  an ig n o ran t society  m u st m erge w ith  it, cooperate w ith  it, 

a n d  develop an d  help  th a t society to  becom e m ore ig n o ra n t n o t m ore Islamic. T here is 

n o  benefit or advantage a t  a ll in  w ork ing  w ith  th is k in d  o f society. T hat is w hy  the 

p ro p h e t H ud cam e to  sep ara te  th e  tw o tendencies. H e m ade it clear w hich w as Islam  

an d  w hich  ignorance. T his sep ara tio n  w as realized  w hen G od p u n ish ed  CAd's ignorance 

th ro u g h  a destructive w in d . A fterw ards, M uslim  society rem ained  w ith  its ow n values. 

M uslim s clearly d istin g u ish  betw een the Islam ic minhaj,60 faith , and  rules and  those o f 

an  ig n o ran t society.61

Q utb 's search fo r a  n a tio n a l and  an  Islam ic identity ' w as an im portan t them e in  

h is w ork. For h im , an  Islam ic iden tity  an d  nationhood, free o f foreign (especially 

W estern) values, w as essential, h i h is day , in  fact, th e re  w as a trend  tow ards 

"Eastem ism ," a  tren d  to  con fron t th e  W estern hegem ony an d  to  su p p o rt the notion  th a t 

E astern  countries are n o t in ferio r to  W estern ones. In response to th is, Q utb, how ever 

saw  Islam  as being unab le  to  cooperate w ith  any th ing  b u t Islam  itself. This m ean t 

independence in  every  asp ec t o f life; in  practical term s it m ean t refusing the  A nglo- 

E gyptian  Treaty o f 7 Ju ly  1954.62 Q utb 's rejection o f to ta l in teg ration  on the practical 

level is reflected in  his unw illingness to  com prom ise w ith  CAbd al-N asir or the M inistry

58 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 4, 1896.
59 Qutb, FTZilal, vol. 4, 1899.
60 Qutb uses minhaj (system or program) often throughout his works, see William E. Shepard, "Islam as a 
'System' in the Later Writings o f Sayyid Qutb," Middle Eastern Studies 22 (1989) 31-50; Dale F.
Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996) 42; Syahnan, 
"A Study o f Sayyid Qutb" 25.
61 This doctrine is discussed in Qutb's (Adalah. See Shepard, Sayyid Qutb 105-7, and its introduction xlii- 
xlvii; Qtrtb, FiZildl, vol. 4,2093.
62 M. M. Siddiqui, "An Outline of Sayyed Qutb's" x; for his anti-British stance see also Musallam, "The 
Formative Stages" 163-5.
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o f Education, w hich u ltim ate ly  led  to  h is resignation  from  i t 63 This act w as sym bolized 

b y  H ud 's decision to  q u it CAd.

B. Thamud

1. Tham ud in  Tim e an d  Space

A s in the case o f CAd, Q utb  explains th a t T ham ud w ere th e  people o f th e  P rophet 

Salih, and  th a t Salih m ay w ell have been bro ther to  T ham ud. In Q . 11: 61-8 Q utb 

com m ents th a t T ham ud w ere descended from  "M uslim s" w ho h a d  been sav ed  by  N uh 

from  destruction. T heir ancestors w ere therefore o rig inally  "M uslims." A fter a  tim e, 

how ever, their descendants w ere tem pted  by  Satan to  re tu rn  to  ignorance and  

polytheism .64

A ccording to  Q utb, T ham ud w ere w idely d isp ersed  th roughou t the  H ijaz. In 

com m enting on Q. 11: 61, for instance, Q utb  says th a t T ham ud lived  in  d ie  n o rth  o f the 

A rabian  Peninsula, betw een Tabuk and  M edina.65 h i in terp reting  Q. 69: 4-S66 and  

especially  Q. 26: 141, Q utb  ad d s th a t Ih am u d 's  hab itations, w hich w ere b u ilt o f stone 

(hajai), w ere located betw een the Hijaz an d  Syria. T he P rophet M uham m ad an d  h is 

C om panions saw  the vestiges o f these structu res on  th e ir w ay to figh t th e  battle  of 

T abuk.67 In his analysis o f Q. 54: 23 he inform s us th a t T ham ud w ere a  tribe as stro n g  as 

CAd. CAd inhabited the  so u th ern  region of th e  A rabian Peninsula, w hile T ham ud lived  

in  th e  n o rth 68 In Q. 29: 38 Q utb repeats th a t Tham ud lived  in  stone build ings in  the

63 Ibrahim Abu RabiC, "Intellectual Origins" 102; Mousalli, Radical Islam  42.
64 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 1909.
65 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 1895.
66 Qutb, FTZilal, vol. 6, 3678.
67 Qutb, FTZilal, vol. 5:2611.
68 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 6, 3432.

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



www.manaraa.com

58

n o rth  o f the A rabian Peninsula, lo cated  in  w ad i al-Q ura.69 In  Q. 89: 9, Q u tb  explains th a t 

T ham u d  b u ilt co lum ned  stru c tu res, c u t th e  valley rock fo r th e ir p alaces, a n d  d u g  in to  

th e  m ountains for th e ir houses.70

T heir caravan  trad e  a llo w ed  T ham ud  to atta in  com fortable life (rizq ) from  G od. 

U nfortunately , they  d en ied  taw tud, as m entioned in  Q. 11: 61.71 T heir civ ilizational 

achievem ents w ere, how ever, com parab le to  those of CAd.72 In  sp ite  o f th e ir con tem pt for 

o th ers.

T hey lived w ith  th e  com forts o f life an d  [in opposition  to] th e ir b ro th e r Salih w ho 
rem inded  them  [of G od 's b lessings]. H ow ever, they  liv ed  in  forgetfu lness 
(ghaflah), fa iling  to  co n sid er th e  one w ho gives these  [benefits], n o t th in k in g  o f 
th e  source o f these com forts, n o t-thank ing  th e  one w ho g ran ts  th e ir easy  life. 
T heir m essenger rem in d ed  th em  to  contem plate these  tru th s. K now ing th e  cost 
o f p rosperity  shou ld  h av e  m ad e  them  afraid  o f lo sin g .73

T his civilization m et th e  sam e fa te  as th a t o f CAd. CAd w as d estro y ed  by  a 

d re a d fu l w ind, T ham ud by  a  m y sterious scream  {sayhah). A fter com m itting  som e 

ig n o ra n t deeds, the  p eak  o f w h ich  w as th e ir slaughter o f a she-cam el, G od  v isited  th is 

fa te  on  th e m

Q utb  refers to  th e  m ysterious scream  in his in te rp re ta tio n  o f Q . 9: 71.74 G od's 

w ra th  v isited  u p o n  T ham ud is  m o st fu lly  depicted  in  Q. 91: 11, ho w ev er, w here  it  is 

described  as the so u n d  of a  scream . In  sp ite  o f describ ing th e  scream  as a n  ex trao rd inary  

e v en t o r pun ishm ent g iven  by  al-Kisa>i, al-Tabari, o r al-ThaClabx, Q u tb  sim p ly  states th a t

69 The Arabs saw the remnants since they traveled to many surrounding areas, as it is claimed by the 
Qurian, "for their taming (We cause) the caravans to set forth in winter and summer (Q. 106: 2)." Qutb, FT 
Zilal, vol. 5,2735; For 106: 2 trans. Pickthall, The Meaning 451.
70 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 6, 3904.
71 Qutb, FTZilal, vol. 4, 1895.
72 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 6, 3432.
73 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 5, 2611.
74 Qutb, FTZildl, vol. 4, 1674.
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it  is an expression  o f th e  devastation o f T ham ud.75 E xplain ing  the n a tu re  o f th is 

phenom enon in  connection  w ith  Q. 51: 43-4, Q utb  claim s th a t th e  scream ing refers to  a 

th u n d e rb o lt This th u n d e rb o lt cam e three days after th e  k illing  o f the she-cam el, an d  

w as done according to  H is sunnah. Q utb refers to  the th u n d e rb o lt as "one o f th e  arm ies 

o f God."76 Furtherm o re , Q utb  theorizes the possib ility  th a t th e  th u n d er and  the  scream  

m ay hav e occurred  a t  th e  sam e tim e, or th a t th e  scream  w a s  an  effect of the  th u n d er. The 

Q ur^an 54: 31 m en tions one scream , w hich w as sufficien t to  devasta te  the tribe.77

In  Q utb 's re a d in g  o f th e  contem porary context, th e  h ig h  level o f civ ilization, 

attained  b y  T ham ud, recalls th a t o f the W est, as does th a t o f CAd. Q utb 's critique o f th e ir 

p rosperity , w on  a t th e  co st o f their sp iritu a l d ev elo p m en t is also fam iliar. Q utb 's 

em phasis on  th e  co lu m n ed  structu res bu ilt b y  T ham ud is  fu rth e r evidence of th e  p ara lle l 

w hich he a ttem p ts to d ra w  w ith  th e  W est.

2. T ham ud as Sym bol

U sing  Izu tzu 's sem antic m ethod, w e can  see th e  p arad ig m s o f Salih an d  T ham ud 

as being n o t very  d iffe ren t from  that o f H ud  an d  CAd. W e can  classify th is p a irin g  

according to  tw o o p p o site  poles, ju st as w e d id  for CAd. CAd versus H ud m odel is 

sim ilar to  th a t of T ham ud  versus Salih, in  th a t bo th  CAd an d  Tham ud occupy the 

negative po le, w hereas H u d  an d  Salih are on  th e  p o sitiv e  one. Hence, Salih rep resen ts 

Islam  an d  T ham ud ignorance. This d istinction is re in fo rced  by the fact th a t Q utb  

em ploys on ly  positive  w ords to  describe Salih 's action: Islam , taw tiid, da^wah, Iman, 

wahy, rasul, naldy, ta(ah, du<aT, huda, nasihah, shukr, e tc . O n th e  other hand, T ham ud

75 Qutb, FTZilal, vol. 6, 3918.
76 Quito, FTZildl, vol. 6, 3384.
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is identified  w ith  such  negative term s as jahiE , sh irk, fasad, tughyan, zulm , qatl, <aqr, 

juhud, kufr, inkar, ghaflah, takabbur, khurafat, etc.

O f all T ham ud 's faults, it is th e ir ignorance th a t earns them  identification w ith 

th e  negative pole, as Q utb  states in  h is in te rp re ta tio n  of Q. 7: 73-9. Q utb dep icts h ere  the 

conflict betw een vice an d  v irtue, betw een falsehood and  the tru th . This is rep resen ted  by 

the  m odel o f th e  stru g g le  of Tham ud a n d  Salih.78 Q utb  repeated ly  refers to th e  ignorance 

o f Tham ud, p articu larly  in  h is rem arks o n  Q . 11: 61-879 and  especially Q . 9: 73, w here 

T ham ud is said  to  have been as igno ran t as CAd.

O ne of the  practices o f T ham ud w hich b red  ignorance w as their adherence to 

polytheism . This goes ag ain st the  innate  n a tu re  o f hum an beings, w hose o rig inal faith  is 

taw hid, according to  Q utb.80 Thus, T ham ud h ad  originally  recognized taw hid, b u t had  

since dev iated  from  their origins. T ham ud th u s d en ied  both their orig inal faith  an d  their 

ow n natu re , since the  hum an sou l is c rea ted  in  taw hid, as Q utb com m ents in  d iscussing  

Q . 14: 9.81 T ham ud failed to listen  to th e  call to  re tu rn  to their orig inal n a tu re , their 

o rig inal faith. T ham ud never tried  to o p en  their hearts, show ing only arrogance in 

believing them selves self-sufficient. "They su p p o sed  th a t they  created  every th ing  by 

them selves. In fact, they  w ere n o t e te rn a l T hey d id  n o t obtain the  com forts o f life by 

them selves..." They w ould  never be self-sufficient even  in term s of m aterial th ings.82

77 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 6, 3433. In Q. 69:4-5, the scream is referred to astaghiyah. This new term may have 
been substituted for sayhah in Q. 69 when it tells of the day o f qiyamah. Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 6, 3678.
78 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 3, 1312.
79 Quito, F f Zilal, vol. 4, 1895.
80 Quito, FTZilal, vol. 5, 2611.
81 Qutb, F f Zilal, vol. 4, 2090. See the similar discussion of Qutb's concept offitrah  in Moussalli, Radical 
Islam 87-94. Qutb repeats many times in the course of relating this story the two important principles of 
tawhfd in his eyes, i.e., to worship one God and to admit God's lordliness in every matter. These two points 
o f tawhfd are universal apply to all times and are essential to success in this world Qutb then, derives 
these two principles from the tale of Thamud and Salih, and argues that they have inspired every aspect of 
Islam (Qutb, FTZilal, vol. 4. 1910).
82 Qutb, FT Zilal, vol. 4. 1910.
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C om m enting on Q. 11: 61-8,83 an d  especially Q. 11: 61, Q utb gives exam ples o f 

T ham ud 's practice o f shirk. T ham ud o p ted  to believe in  w h a t their ancesto rs h a d  

practiced  instead  o f follow ing S alih 's call to believe in  G od. T ham ud 's s tu b b o rn  

adherence to th e ir ancestors' beliefs w as so firm ly held  th a t it  w as an  obstacle to  

accepting  the ev id en t tru th  o f taw /ud.M

O n the o ther hand , Salih w as chosen by  G od for a special c a l l in g .  Q u tb  describes 

Salih 's personality  as follow s. A ccording to  him , Salih h ad  a clean h eart w hich  a llo w ed  

h im  finally to learn  the  tru th  o f G od 's proof. H is clean h eart w as a  ligh t to rea lity , as h e  

is p o rtrayed  in  Q. 11: 61-8.85 A  m essenger, according to  Q. 26: 154, is a  m an  like an y  

o ther. But he is d ifferen t from  o th er hum ans in  som e respects. H e is chosen  fo r h is 

excellence by  G od an d  charged  w ith  th e  ta sk  o f rem ind ing  all hum ans to re tu rn  to  lig h t 

an d  guidance. A  m essenger's d u ty  is to  g ive new s from  heaven  about th e  u n seen  w o rld , 

th e  w o rld  th a t canno t be perceived  by  o rd in ary  hum an beings. H e is g iven  th e  ab ility  to  

com m unicate w ith  the  w orld  above. In  sp ite  of being so exalted  he still sleeps, m arries, 

w alks, and  perform s o ther hu m an  functions. Salih em bodied a ll this.86

In Q. 27:45 Q utb focuses on Salih 's call to tawhid, h is p rim ary  concern: "W e sen d  

for T ham ud th e ir b ro ther Salih to  w orsh ip  G od." Q utb then  po in ts to the  u n iv ersa lity  o f 

tawhid:

This p rincip le is passed  dow n by  prophecy from  heaven to ea rth  for every  
generation an d  every  m essenger. Those w ho ho ld  to their faith, g en eratio n  afte r 
generation, tru s t in  G od. T hose w ho deny  this tru th , lie. U ntil now , th is  fo rm ula 
has been endlessly, in  various fo rm s....87

83 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 4, 1909.
84 Qutb, F f Zilal, vol. 4, 1907.
85 Qutb, F f Zilal, vol. 4, 1909.
86 Qutb, F f Zilal, vol. 5, 2612.X U ,  » T  M  » V U 1 ,  - S

87 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 5, 2644. In his interpretation of Q. 11: 60-8 {FfZilal, vol. 4, 1909) and 26: 141 {FT 
Zilal, vol. 5, 2611), Qutb repeats this message. This implies the two principles, thabdt and shumul„ see 
Shepard, Sayyid Qutb xxxiv, xxxviii; Moussalli, Radical Islam 94, 107.
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O n th e  o ther h and , the  challenge o f th e  call to taw hid  aw aits every  generation . 

People constan tly  deny  th e ir m essenger, like T ham ud did. The p a tte rn  rem ains th e  sam e 

even though  th e  m ethods a re  d ifferen t.88

The m ost im p o rtan t aspect o f T ham ud  versus Salih th e  tale  is the trag ed y  o f the 

slaugh ter o f the she-cam eL W hen T ham ud  dem an d ed  proof o f S alih 's p ro p h e th o o d  (Q. 

26:155-7.),89 G od sen t the  she-cam el. H ow ever, the  tribe m istreated  th is d iv ine g if t

S ending  the she-cam el to  T ham ud  w as significant in  tw o w ays. F irst i t  w as a 

tria l, and  second a Gtnah. Salih ta u g h t th em  th a t they  h ad  to  be p a tien t in  b ea rin g  the 

tria ls sen t by  G od; o therw ise, Gtnah w o u ld  re s u lt They h a d  to dem onstrate  su ffic ien t 

patience, for exam ple, to  share  th e ir w a te r w ith  the she-cam el. H ow ever, som e o f them  

w ho h ad  w icked hearts, caused  m u ch  destruction . It is said  th a t one o f th em  even 

becam e d ru n k  an d  th a t he w as responsib le  for k illing  the she-cam el. In  k illing  th e  she- 

cam el they  failed  G od's tria l and  th e  Gtnah fo llow ed (Q. 54: 27).90

Q utb offers th ree  possible in te rp re ta tio n s of Q. 51: 43, concerning  T ham ud 's 

slaugh ter o f the she-cam eL O ne in te rp re ta tio n  is th a t only th ree  days after G od h a d  sen t 

th e  beast, T ham ud k illed  it. The seco n d  is th a t they  killed it th ree days after Salih  h ad  

w arned  them . The th ird  is th a t o n ly  th ree  days after they killed  th e  she-cam el, G od  sen t 

th e  m ysterious scream  to destroy  them .91

Killing  th e  she-cam el m ean t T ham ud h ad  rejected the  prophecy  o f Salih , as 

po in ted  o u t in  o ther verses, like Q. 91: 11-592 and  26: 153.93 T hus, T ham ud w ere  in

88 Qutb, FFZilal, vol. 5, 2644.
89 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 5, 2612.
90 Qutb, F f Zilal, vol. 6, 3432-3.
91 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 6, 3384.
92 Qutb, FfZilal, vol. 6,3919.
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tughyan (in deep erro r), an  exam ple o f this being th e ir killing  of th e  she-cam el. Salih h ad  

perform ed his d u ty  in  g iv in g  h is  call. Salih asked them  to  share their w ater w ith  th e  she- 

cam el, allo tting  one d ay  fo r them  an d  another for the  she-cam el. They rejected Salih's 

advice an d  killed th e  anim al. For Q utb, although only a po rtion  o f T ham ud's 

m em bership partic ipa ted  in  k illing  th e  anim al, the  w hole com m unity  h ad  to  suffer the  

consequences.94 To those  w ho w ou ld  object th a t this action contradicted  the idea o f 

indiv idual responsibility , Q utb  a rg u ed  th a t as ind iv iduals they  h a d  neglected the 

im portan t task  o f being  a  com m unity , o f advising an d  g iv ing  advice to  each other.95

In  Q. 11: 60 Q utb a llu d es to  the  fact th a t the Q ur'an  does n o t m ention  any details, 

such  as w h at k in d  o f she-cam el th e  beast w as, n o r its character. T his she-cam el w as

m erely one of tire signs o f G od. The Qur>an sim ply says th a t the  she-cam el w as a sign of

G od {ayah). Therefore, sh e  h ad  to  have been special.96

"Lo! th is is the  cam el o f A llah, a token unto  y o u ;..."(7: 73).97 The context is to 
show  the call an d  th e  consequences of believing and  denying. There is no 
m ention o f the  d e tails o f th e  m iracle; ra ttier, it is in ten d ed  to show  the 
consequence after th e  call. It is n o t m entioned in  detail w h a t k in d  of she-cam el it 
is, it is m erely  a  p ro o f from  G od [to prove Salih's p rophethood]. The beast 
b rough t H is sign. S im ply, it is an uncom m on cam el, for it w as bom  from  
som ething-uncom m on [rock?]. The she-cam el is an  explanation  o f G od [for 
Tham ud], th e  rea l tru th  is only know n by Him. It functions to show  the 
tru th fu lness o f H is m essenger...W e are supposed  n o t to a d d  any th ing  th a t is n o t 
m entioned in  [the Q ur>an itself] — [we have to  be content] n o t to  p rov ide any 
fu rther d e ta il...98

Q utb stresses th a t th e  read er m u st be content w ith  the  inform ation p rov ided  regard ing  

th e  she-cam el, and  n o t seek  o u t alternative explanations—such as anecdotes from

93 Qutb, FF Zilal, vol. 5, 2612.
94 Ib is includes the jamaQih principle, a concept of Qutb's mentioned in his <Adalah; see the translation by
Shepard, Sayyid Qutb 68-83; Boullata, Trends and Issues 61; Yvonne Y. Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb" 87-8.
95 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 6, 3919.
96 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 6, 3919.
97 Trans. Pickthall, The Meaning 127.
98 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 3, 1313.
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isriPTEyat tales, as p rev ious in terp reters h ad  done. In s h o r t T ham ud in ju red  the she- 

cam el sim ply o u t o f w ickedness. In  fa c t based  on Q. 11: 60 w e can assum e from  the 

Q ur^an itself th a t they  probab ly  slaugh tered  th e  anim al w ith  a  sw ord.

N evertheless the k illin g  and  to rtu rin g  o f the she-cam el is a  m edium  for Q utb to 

condem n sym bolically th e  Egyptian governm ent's a rrest o f m em bers o f the M uslim  

Brethren and  especially th e  p o in t th a t th is action, like the k illing  of the she-cam el, w ould  

lead to a Etnah. W e could  assum e, accordingly, based on Q utb 's discourse, th a t there is a 

d irect parallel betw een th e  a rre st an d  k illing  of his com patriots an d  the  decision of 

T ham ud to kill the  beast fo r w hich they  h a d  been m ade responsible.

3. Tham ud as Q uraysh

The m odel o f Salih  versus T ham ud sym bolizes as w ell the  struggle of 

M uham m ad against Q uraysh , ju s t as th e  H ud  versus <Ad m odel does. Thus, we can  see 

the sam e basic sim ilarities betw een T ham ud an d  Q uraysh in  Q utb 's discourse. Tham ud 

is a m anifestation of Q uraysh , for bo th  com m itted jahiE  deeds. By the sam e token, 

M uham m ad, m ain tain ing  th e  oneness o f prophecy, is represen ted  by Salih.

We can find  a num ber of sim ilarities betw een Q uraysh and  Tham ud in Fi Zilal. 

In Q utb's in terpretation  o f Q . 27: 45-7, fo r exam ple, the stubbornness o f Tham ud, w ho 

prefer to endure the pu n ish m en t of G od ra ther than accept H is guidance is the  sam e as 

th a t dem onstrated by  Q uraysh . Q utb  then  explains to som e ex ten t Tham ud's 

recalcitrance. W hen the P ro p h et Salih cam e to rem ind them  of G od's m essage, Tham ud 

answ ered him  w ith  defiance, say ing  "O G od, if Salih b rough t the tru th  from  You, 

show er us w ith stones," in stead  of, "Oh G od if Salih b rough t the tru th  from  You, guide
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us to faith and  th e  righ teous way."99 In Q. 17: 59, Q u tb  p o in ts o u t th a t T ham ud's

stubborn  a ttitu d e  is sim ila r to th a t o f Q uraysh w hen  P rophet M uham m ad inform ed

them  abou t h is israi (n ig h t journey). T he M eccan Q uraysh  re fused  to  believe h im  an d

even dem anded th a t h e  p ro d u ce  a  m iracle as evidence. T he re su lt of th e ir dem ands w as

th e  sam e, for bo th  T ham ud  an d  Q uraysh  rem ained unconvinced  a lthough  the m iracle

h ad  been perform ed. Som e M eccan M uslim s even  ap o sta tized  a fte r the  isra>. h i this w ay

th e  isra> d id  n o t p ro v e  th e  p ro p h eth o o d  of M uham m ad for Q uraysh , b u t becam e a

source of fitnah, as d id  th e  she-cam el.100

In in te rp re tin g  Q . 22: 42101 an d  Q . 11: 62 Q utb  com pares th e  rejection of taw hid

by  both T ham ud an d  Q uraysh . Q uraysh  ignored  the  tru th  o f M uham m ad, ju s t as

T ham ud d id  w ith  Salih. Q uraysh  accused M uham m ad o f b ein g  a  soo thsayer an d  a

fabricator of th e  Q ur^an. Both T ham ud and  Q uraysh  forgo t th e ir in n ate  n atu re  in

tawhid. "They are th e  sam e tale, rep eated  m any tim es in  h istory ."102 They are alike in

h av ing  asked fo r a  proof.

Then w e fin d  a  people w ho faced the m iracle w hich  they  h a d  asked for, 
accepting n o t w ith  fa ith  an d  belief, b u t rejecting an d  slau g h terin g  th e  she-cam el! 
The po ly th eist A rabs asked  M uham m ad (peace an d  blessings be u p o n  him ) for a 
m iracle, sim ilar to  m iracles p rio r to  them , to  h av e faith . They w ere th e  people of 
Salih w ho h a d  g o tten  the  m iracle th a t they  asked  for. This d id  n o t have any effect 
on them . Faith does n o t n eed  m iracles. The call is to be con tem plated  by the  h eart 
and  the  m ind. But, jahiEyah h a d  m astered th e ir m inds an d  hearts!!!103

Both denied th e  m iracles offered them , Tham ud by  slau g h terin g  th e  she-cam el, and

Q uraysh  by rejecting th e  tru th  o f th e  isra> and  the  Qur>an.

99 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 5,2644.
100 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 4, 2237.
101 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 4, 2429-30.
102 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 4, 1908. This includes Qutb's principle o f thabdt (stability), see Moussalli, Radical 
Islam 94; Shepard, Sayyid Qutb xxxiv.
103 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 4, 1909.

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



www.manaraa.com

66

Q utb reem phasizes th e  sim ilarity  betw een  T ham ud an d  Q uraysh  based  on Q . 22: 

42, h e  explains th e  con tinu ity  o f the sam e problem : the  challenges a n d  fate of th e  tw o 

tribes, and  the  m issions of the P rophets sen t to  them . M uham m ad m erely  continued 

w h a t h ad  already  been  b ro u g h t by Salih.104 In com m enting  on  Q. 26:141, Q utb  links both 

ta les by  m ention ing  th a t M uham m ad h im self w itn essed  th e  vestiges o f T ham ud w hen 

h e  a n d  the M uslim s w en t to figh t a t Tabuk.105 Q u tb  says th a t th e  question  "do you know" 

in  Q . 89: 6 is ad d ressed  to  Q uraysh, w ho knew  o f th e  h isto ry  o f th e  ru in s, in  o rder to 

show  them  w h at aw aited  exploiters an d  p o ly th eists w ho w en t ag ain st th e  call of one of 

th e ir ow n kin.106In  com m enting  on Q. 38: 16, Q u tb  show s how  T ham ud an d  Q uraysh 

sh a red  th e  sam e charac ter in  th a t they bo th  in v ited  p u n ish m e n t refu sed  to  believe in  the 

prom ises o f G od a n d  d en ied  H is grace (rahmah).ia7

4. T ham ud as C on tem porary  Phenom enon

O ne illu stra tio n  of Q utb read in g  o f th e  con tem porary  situ a tio n  is his 

in terp re ta tio n  o f Q . 27: 47. In  th is passage h e  exam ines th e  sh irk  in h eren t in  T ham ud's 

jahiEyah. T ham ud practiced  khurafat an d  believed  in  om ens (Grah). W henever they 

faced a  problem , th ey  consu lted  om ens to fo retell th e  fu tu re. T hey d id  th is especially 

w hen  they h ad  felt d o u b t, an d  they accepted w h atev er the  om en ind icated . For exam ple, 

if th e  object (a b ird) tu rn ed  from  left to  rig h t th ey  rejoiced an d  considered  the  problem  

so lved . W hen the om en m oved from  rig h t to  left, th ey  su pposed  th a t a  problem  m ight 

occur. A ccording to  Q utb th is irrational practice o f seek ing  an  om en indicates that they 

can n o t deny the n eed  of their sou l fo r m etaphysical guidance. T hey practiced

104 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 4, 2429.
los Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 5, 2611.
106 Qutb, F f Zildl, vol. 6, 3903.
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unconsciously the m etaphysical action beyond the rea l an d  seen  w orld . A nother

evidence of th e  need  for th e  m etaphysical w orld  is th a t people w ho d o  n o t believe in  the

unseen  w orld because they  th in k  it canno t be treated  by  science, s till believe in  unlucky

num bers, such as num ber th irteen , o r b ad  fortune like a black ca t cro ssing  one's path.108

The above passage indicates Q u tb 's criticism  of h is society, the p ractice  o f seek ing  omen,

especially  am ong the E gyptian people. W estern people, too, w ho d isbelieve in  religion,

s till h o ld  to these practices. T hus, bo th  are  contem porary Tham ud.

The contem porary  T ham ud  is m anifested  in  an o th er of Q u tb 's sym bols, nam ely,

th e  conspiracy to kill Salih. I t is  ev id en t in  h is in terpretation  of Q. 27:48:

The n ine g roups h av e  ev il hearts w illing destruction . T hey n ev er desire  islah 
(reform ). They opposed  Salih 's call w ith  their argum ents, ev en  sw earing  w ith 
each o ther to do  som eth ing . W hat is su rp rising  is th a t th ey  sw ear by  G od w ith 
th is evil deed, kill Salih  a n d  h is fam ily.109

In Q. 17: 59 Q utb describes th is  contem porary  T ham ud as xalhn for their other

destructive deeds.110 Zalim  h as a b roader m eaning beyond killing. Thus, this

contem porary  Tham ud, besides consp iring  to kill Salih, perform s o th e r ev il deeds as

w ell. Speaking of killing, there  a re  tw o killings in  the T ham ud tale. F irst is th e  slaughter

o f th e  she-cam el and  second th e  conspiracy to kill Salih. Both th e  conspiracy  and  the

slaugh ter, in Q. 91:11, are tughyan.

The im portan t tragedy  in  th is ta le  is killing (faqr and qatl). T hese key w ords have

a  function in  Q utb 's sym bolization. O ne is in  the slaugh ter of th e  she-cam el com m itted

by Tham ud. This, in  Q utb 's rea l life, sym bolizes the Egyptian g overnm en t's oppression

107 Qutb, FfZildl, vol. 5, 3014.
108 Qutb, F f Zildl, vol. 5, 2645.
109 Qutb, F f Zildl, vol. 5, 2645-6.
110 Qutb, F f Zildl, vol. 4, 2237.
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of th e  M uslim  B rethren.111 T ham ud represen ts the E gyptian  governm ent, w hereas the 

she-cam el the M uslim  B rethren. T he key  w o rd  link ing  bo th  is th e  action  o f slaughtering, 

as Q utb alw ays stresses, fo r bo th  th e  E gyptian governm ent a n d  T ham ud  hav e blood on 

th e ir hands. Both slau g h terin g  th e  she-cam el and abusing  th e  M uslim  B rethren m em bers 

have led  to fitnah. The M uslim  B rethren, as a  fu n d am en ta list o rganization , w ere 

com m itted  to Islam , an d  th is o f course w as because th ey  considered  them selves 

"defenders of G od."m  The sam e tilin g  happened  to th e  she-cam el, for it  w as from  God, 

an d  functioned to prove Salih 's p roph eth o o d . A nother para llel is th a t bo th  the  Egyptian 

governm ent and  T ham ud failed  th e  tria l o f G od, for n o t being  p a tien t, a n d  fo r k illing the 

object finally.

Q utb is m anifested  in  Salih . For bo th  perform  th e  call o f G od. Q utb  cam e w ith  

the M uslim  B rethren an d  Salih w ith  th e  she-cam el to p rove th e ir tru th  from  G od. Their 

people w ere against them . The key  p o in t is th a t for bo th  Salih a n d  Q utb, a  conspiracy 

w as hatched  to k ill th e m

In the qisas, tankh o r classical tafsir literatu re, w e fin d  th a t in  th e  m yth , legend or 

tale o f th e  she-cam el, its m u rd er o r ham string ing  caused  the d estru ctio n  o f Tham ud's 

city  o f H ijr, since the she-cam el functioned  as a totem ic a n im a l T here is a  prohibition to 

kill o r even ham string  the to tem ic anim al, according to  D urkheim , Freud, or 

Stetkevych.113 H ow ever, T ham ud d id  th a t w hich occasioned th e ir p u n ishm en t from

111 For the torture of Qutb and his colleagues during their imprisonment, see our discussion in Chapter One, 
and for further details see for instance, Gilles Kepel, M uslim  Extrem ism  28-9; Carre, "Le Combat pour 
Dieu et fEtat islamique chez Sayyid Qotb, l'inspirateur du radicalisme actuel" R evue Frcmgaise de science 
politique 33 (1988) 681; Salah CAbd al-Fattah al-Khalidi, Sayyid Qutb: al-Shahid al-H ayy (Amman: 
Maktabat al-Aqsa, 1981) 145-7.
112 This echoes the title o f Bruce B. Lawrence's D efenders o f  God: The Fundam entalist R evolt A gainst the 
M odem  A ge  (New York: Harper and Row, 1971).
113 Jaroslov Stetkevych, M uham m ad and the G olden Bough: Reconstructing A rabian M yth  (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1996) 133; Emile Durkheim, The E lem entary Form s o f  the R eligious Life, trans. 
Joseph Ward Swain (New York: Free Press, 1965) 150-1; Sigmund Freud, Totem  and Taboo: Resemblance
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G od. Q utb, on th e  o th er hand , so u g h t fo r m yth114 to  express h is ideological and  relig ious 

experience. In th is case he  found th a t to  ham string  th e  M uslim  B rethren is as sin fu l as to 

h am strin g  the she-cam el o f Salih. H ow ever, T ham ud, as  th e  b reaker o f taboo, w as finally  

d estro y ed  by G od, w hereas Q utb an d  h is follow ers, as proclaim ers o f the tru th , w ere 

d efeated  by  N asir's governm ent even  fin a lly  hanged.

betw een the Psychic L ives o f  Savages and N eurotics, trans. A. A. Brill (New York: Vintage Book, 1946)
39.
114 Calvert, "Discourse, Ciimmunity and Power" 225. He may be in agreement with Raphael Patai's saying 
that myth "must be judged as means of acting upon the present" See Patai's M yth and M odem  M an 
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1972) 2-3. Also, Ninian Smart observes that seeking for myth in 
awakening modem nationalism is common, especially in order to gain power to face the oppressors. See his 
"Religion, Myth and Nationalism" in Peter H. Merkl and Ninian Smart, eds., Religions and Politics in the 
M odem  W orld (New York: New York University Press, 1983) 15-23. This also may fit Qutb's oppressed 
condition and seeking for a myth with which to overcome, at least symbolically, his more powerful 
enemies.
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Chapter Three 

Com m enting on Qutb's H erm eneutic

T here Is m ore w ork  in  in terp reting  
in terp re ta tions than  in  in terpreting  
things, an d  m ore books abou t books 
than  on an y  o ther subject; w e do 
no th ing  b u t w rite  w ith  glosses on one 
another.

M ichel Foucault.1

H aving  explored in  th e  p rev ious ch ap ter the factual basis a n d  sym bolic value given to 

(A d an d  Tham ud by  Sayyid Q utb, in  th is chap ter w e focus on th e  herm eneutical 

app roach  th a t he takes in  analy zin g  th e  Q u rian 's trea tm en t o f th e  subject. To accom plish 

th is w e w ill present; deconstruct an d  appraise Q utb 's herm eneutic respecting  (Ad and  

T ham ud.

A. T he Features o f (A d an d  T ham ud in  th e  Zilal

G enerally sp eak in g  Q utb 's system  in com m enting on (A d an d  T ham ud applies 

to th e  w hole of the  Zilal, since h is trea tm en t of this them e is n o t very d ifferen t from  his 

trea tm en t of o thers in  its pages. W hile discussions o f (A d an d  T ham ud are  often 

confined to particu lar sections o f som e w orks like the Qisas al-Anbiya> o f al-ThaQabi, al- 

K isari, Ibn K atlur, an d  sections o f al-T abari's histories, Q u tb 's treatm en t of (A d and 

T ham ud follows in  the footsteps of o ther conventional exegetes, bo th  classical and 

m odem , such as al-Tabari, Ibn K athir, al-Tabarsi, Rashid R ida, al-M araghl, an d  Bint al-

1 See his The Order o f  Things, an Archeology o f the Human Sciences (New York: Vintage Books, 1994)
40.
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ShatP . Thus, like h is fellow  exegetes h e  discusses (A d an d  Tham ud as they  h ap p en  to 

ap p ear in  the tex tual sequence o f the  surahs an d  verses.

The general s tru c tu re  o f Q utb 's tafsir has a  bearing  on  his in terp re ta tio n  o f cA d 

an d  Tham ud. Let us tak e  for exam ple h is trea tm en t o f Q . 11: 50-68, w hose m ihwar o r 

mawduC (p ivot o r cen tra l thesis) is these very tw o tales. Q u tb  begins by  p resen ting  the 

tex t o f these verses in  a  g roup . This group, m oreover, h e  subdiv ides into  several sm aller 

ones (ashwai).2 For instance, Q. 11: 50-68 is d iv id ed  as follow s: 50-57, 58-60, 61-65, and  

finally  66-68. This m ethod  is a com m on feature th ro u g h o u t the Zilal. A nother exam ple is 

th e  long group o f Q. 41:1-36, w hich he fu rther d iv ides as follows: 1-8, 9-12,13-25, 26-28, 

29-32, and  33-36.

A fter p resen ting  the text, Q utb su p p lies a  b rie f in troductory  p arag rap h  

estab lish ing  its connection to  the previous verses. Then, h e  offers a sum m ary  o f the 

general m eaning o f Q. 11: 50-68, in troducing  a t th is p o in t th e  them e of (A d an d  T ham ud. 

This approach is rem in iscen t o f al-hujjah (argum entation) o f al-Tabarsi and  al-M araghi's 

al-ma^na al-jumali (general m eaning). A fter th is w e encounter the m ore conventional 

m ethod  of in terp reta tion  w herein  the verses a re  enclosed in  brackets follow ed by  the 

tex t o f the com m entary. Q utb  adds one m ore exp lanation  regard ing  his opin ion  on  the

2 The concept of the unity of theme in the surahs of the Qur>an was not discovered by Sayyid Qutb, rather 
it has been addressed by many exegetes prior to him. Mustansir Mir discusses it in his "The Sura as a 
Unity: a Twentieth Century Development in Qur^an Exegesis" in Approaches to the Qur->dh, eds. G.R. 
Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993) 211-24; idem, Coherence in the Our)an: 
A  Study oflslahP s Concept o fN azm  in Tabbur-i Q ur^m  (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1986). 
In his article he shows that the idea is not new, for it is found in early QJlum al-Qur^ah such as those of al- 
Suyuti (al-Itqah JT <XJlum al-Q ur)ah, 3rd ed. Cairo: Dar al-Turath, 1985) and al-Zarkashi (al-Burhan Jt 
(Ulum al-Q ur)m . Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-dlnuyah, 1988). Mir finds, however, that some recent exegetes 
pay particular attention to the concept, including Ashraf (Ali Thanavi (Bayan al-Q ur)tm ), Izzat Darwazah 
(al-TafsTr al-Hadith), TabatabiPi (al-M aan JT Tafsir al-Qur)<m) and many others. Almost all of them 
defend the idea that each surah  has general themes (mihwar [Qutb], gharad  [TabatabtPT], rabt [Thanavi]). 
This lends coherency (irtibdt) to each verse in the surah. However, Mir notes "it is remarkable that there is 
hardly any evidence that, in holding this view, some of the exegetes have been influenced by others. Rather 
it is almost certain that each one of them arrived at the view independently" ("The Sura as a  Unity" 217).
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CAd, in th is section , re la tin g  the  tribe to contem poraiy  situ a tio n . In ad d in g  th is section, 

Q utb 's tafsir is d istin g u ish ed  from  all o thers, for a lth o u g h  h e  h a d  already given an  

explanation of th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een CAd an d  con tem porary  issues in the  prev ious 

section, th is section  serves to  strengthen h is previous a rg u m en ts. H e then  proceeds to an 

in terp reta tion  o f T ham ud  in  the  sam e w ay.

C om paring  th ese  features in the Zilal to those fo u n d  in  o th e r exegetical w orks is 

interesting. Indeed , w h ile  there is m uch th a t is un ique ab o u t Q u tb 's organization  of h is 

m aterial, w e fin d  th a t h e  resem bles o ther exegetes in  h is o v era ll approach. Thus, w e find  

th a t al-T abari ap p ea rs  to  have follow ed the sam e p a tte rn  o f in terspersing  com m entary 

w ithin  th e  sec tio n ed  tex t of the Q ur^an.3 Both c lassical an d  m odem  in terp re ters 

com m only u se  th is  system . Q utb him self em ploys th is m eth o d  as m entioned above. 

A m ong classical exegetes, the m ost d istinguished  tafsir in  te rm s o f system atization is 

th a t of Fakhr al-D in al-R azI.4 H e gives his extensive com m ents w hich  he arranges u n d er 

th e  headings: "The firs t p roblem  {al-mas^alah al-ula)," "The second  problem  {al-mas>alah 

aJ-tharv),” an d  so fo rth . T he im m ense details of his w o rk  m ake it possible for h im  to  

com m ent a t len g th  o n  a  particu lar m atter, an d  then offer so lu tions.5 A l-Tabarsi6 on the  

other h an d  begins each  o f h is com m entary un its w ith  th e  selected  text of the  Qur>an,

3 For more about al-Tabari's method, see Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Q urlan ic Christians: A n  A nalysis o f  
Classical and M odem  E xegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 24-45; idem, "Qurianic 
Hermeneutics: The Views o f al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir," in Andrew Rippin, ed., Approaches to the H istory  
ofInterpretation o f  the Q urlah  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988) 47-54; Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The O ur)an 
and its Interpreters (Albany: State University o f New York Press, 1984) 3-4; al-Tabari, Ja m iI al-Baydh JT  
Tafsir al-O ur)an  (Beirut: Dar al-MaTifah, 1986-7).
4 AI-Razi, al-Tafsfr al-K ablr (Beirut: Dar Ihya> al-Turath al-CArabi, [n-d.]).
5 For instance see his treatment of Ibrahim and Free will issues, in Anthony H. Johns in his "Al-Rari's 
Treatment o f the Qur>anic Episodes Telling of Abraham and his Guests: Qur>anic Exegesis with a Human 
Face," In stitu t D om inicain D ’etudes Orientales du Caire M elanges (M1DEO) 17 (1986): 81-114; A1 Makin, 
"Free Will Issues in Fakhr al-Din al-Rad's and al-Zamaksharfs Interpretations of Verses 17: 15 and 28: 59 
o f the Qur>an: A Comparison," a paper presented at the Middle East Studies Association of North America 
meeting, Chicago, December 5 1998.
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follow ed by  al-hujjah (argum entation), al-lughah (language), al-frab  (gram m ar), and  

finally  al-ma^na (m eaning). H e includes po rtions of Q u ra n ic  tex t again  in  the ma<na 

section. In  p resen ting  the s to ry  o f CAd a n d  T ham ud, he gives a  special h e ad in g  qissat 

H ud  an d  qissat Salih. H ow ever, th e  m o d ern ist exegete CAbduh in  h is TafsirJuz? (-Amina 

em ploys the  m ore conventional sy stem  o f al-Tabari, sim ply in c lu d in g  th e  Q urian ic  tex t 

b racketed  w ith in  h is com m entary. <Abduh an d  R ashid R ida7 a d o p t on  th e  o ther h an d  

th e  fo llow ing arrangem ent in  th e ir Tafsir al-Manar w hen dealing  w ith  <Ad an d  Tham ud: 

these  sections a re  headed  w ith  th e  title s qissat H ud (alayh al-salam  and  qissat Salih 

(alayh al-salam. A fter w hich th e re  is a  sh o rt sum m ary, telling  th e  general ta le  o f <Ad o r 

T ham ud. This is then su p p lem en ted  by  add itional com m entary  in  the m ore u su al 

a rran g em en t A m ong th e  m o d em  exegetes, the  tafsir o f al-M araghi8 is  th e  m ost 

system atic of all, an d  show s som e sim ila rity  to  th a t o f al-Tabarsi. H e p resen ts first o f all 

the  tex t o f the Qur>an, w hich is th en  follow ed by  tafsir al-m ufradat (explanation o f the  

vocabulary), al-ma(na al-fumE (the  overall m eaning), an d  al-idah  (clarification). In the  

la tte r section  al-M araghi re tu rn s to  th e  conven tional m ethod  o f c iting  bracketed  verses 

in side th e  tex t o f the  com m entary. A l-M araghi1 s tafsir has sim ilarities w ith  R ida's w ith  

th a t o f al-Tabarsi, in  the sense th a t there  is a  special title g iven fo r th e  certain  narratives, 

for instance qissat Salih an d  qissat Hud.

6 Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur^ah a n d  its Interpreters 6-1', al-Tabarsi, M ajm a (  a l-B aydhf JT Tafsir al- 
Q urH n  (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1957).
7 For more discussion on the method of exegesis adopted by (Abduh/Rida's Tafsir al-M anar's see, Dammen 
McAulifFe, Q u ra n ic  Christians 78-85; Jacques Jomier, Le commentaire coranique du M anor: tendances 
m odem es de Texegese coranique en Egypte; Charles C. Adams, Islam  and M odernism  in Egypt (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1933) 111; Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur>an al-H akim  [Tafsir al-Mandr] (Cairo: 
MatbaCat Muhammad cAIi Subayh wa Awladuh, 1954).
8 Ahmad Mustafa al-Maraghi, Tafsir a l-M araghi (Cairo: Sharikat Maktabat wa Matba<at Mustafa al-Babi 
al-Halabi wa Awladih, n.d.).
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The arran g em en t o f Q utb 's tafsir is therefore a  k in d  o f synthesis o f the attem pts 

m ade by al-T abarsi, cA bduh/  Rida in  their Tafsir al-Manar, an d  al-M araghi. The m ost 

obvious resem blance is in  Q utb 's in troductory  parag raph , w hich is sim ilar to al-huffah in 

al-Tabarsl's te x t al-ma(na al-jum ali in  al-M araghTs, an d  th e  in troducto ry  paragraph  to 

each section of CAbduh's an d  R ida's Tafsir al-Manar. Likew ise, the  explanatory  section is 

sim ilar to th a t found  in  th e  w orks o f <Abduh, al-M araghi (al-idah), an d  al-Tabarsi (al- 

maCna). The m ost obv ious difference on the o ther h an d  is the  fact th a t Q utb never adds 

titles to each section  o f th e  discussion o f <Ad an d  T ham ud, w hich al-M araghi, 

cAbduh/  R ida, an d  al-T abarsi do.

B. U nity o f d ie  M essage

Q utb 's trea tm en t o f <Ad an d  Tham ud is restric ted  in  the p a rt they  play in  the 

Q ur'an , hence, g a th erin g  h is m aterial, he draw s upon  m any o ther verses of the Qur>an 

located in d ifferen t surahs. U nderlying this practice is th e  doctrine o f the unity o f the 

m essage of the  Q u r’an  in  Q utb 's herm eneutic. W hat Q utb does in  h is Zilal is d ifferent 

from  w hat h e  a ttem p ted  in  tw o earlier w orks, al-Taswir al-Fanni fi a l Qudan and  

M ashahid al-Qiyamah, in  respect to  the basic g roup ing  o f verses, even though in term s 

o f size neither o f th e  la tte r can be com pared to the im m ensity  o f his Zilal. Parts o f the 

Taswir w ere first p u b lish ed  in  1939,9 the  Mashahid in  1947.10 In these tw o w orks Q utb

9 This appeared in al-M uqta ta f 94, 2 (February 1939): 206-22; Issa J. Boullata, "The Rhetorical 
Interpretation o f the Qur’an: I<jaz and Related Topics," in Andrew Rippin, ed , Approaches to the H istory 
o f  the Interpretation 150, note. 38; Adnan A. Mussallam, "The Formative Stages of Sayyid Qutb's 
Intellectual Career and His Emergence as an Islamic DaQyah, 1906-1952 (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Michigan, 1983) 130; Mhd. Syahnan, "A Study of Sayyid Qutb’s Qur’an Exegesis in Earlier and Later 
Editions of his F i Z ilal al-Qur>an (MA. thesis, McGill University, 1997) 31; Sayyid Qutb, al-Taswir al 
F a n n ifi al-QurJah, 14th ed. (Beirut: Dar Shuruq, 1993).
10 Musallam, "The Formative Stages" 144; Issa J. Boullata, "The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an" 
150; Sayyid Qutb, M ashahid al-Qiyam ah f i  al-Q urlan, 7th ed. (Cairo: Dar al-MaQirif, 1981).
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collects verses w hich touch on th e  sam e them es, th en  h e  com m ents on  them , focu sin g  in  

particu lar on th e  re la tion  betw een th e ir artistic  b e au ty  an d  religious im port. For exam ple 

in  h is al-Taswir, h e  tries a t p re -p o in t to exp lain  various narratives in  su p p o rt o f his 

argum ent ab o u t th e  Q u r’an 's a im  in  p resen ting  th em . O ne reason p rop o sed  b y  Q utb  is 

th a t the tales serve to  streng then  th e  tru th  o f th e  revelation  of P rophet M uham m ad. 

A ccording to h im , M uham m ad's illiteracy p reserv ed  h im  from  read in g  an y  o ther 

scrip tu res, w hich m ean t th a t h e  m u st have received  these narratives as revelation  from  

G od. Q utb cites Q. 12:1-3 an d  o th e r re la ted  p assages.11 Likewise, in h is M ashahid, Q utb  

collects verses w hich  discuss th e  D ay  of R esurrection , th en  com m ents upon  them . H e 

p resen ts m aterial from  som e 80 surahs of th e  Q u r’a n  choosing only those verses w hich  

d iscuss various aspects o f th e  d o c trin e  o f the  resu rrection .

O n the o th er hand , Q utb , in  dealing  w ith  (A d  an d  Tham ud in  h is Zilal, chooses 

n o t to  em ploy the them atic app roach , and  thus d o es n o t collect references to  th ese  tw o 

top ics in a  particu la r chap ter o r section , as he  d o es in  h is  Mashahid. H ow ever, th is  is 

sim p ly  because he  follow s conven tional exegesis in  th is case, g iving h is in te rp re ta tio n  

sequentially  surah by  surah a n d  verse  by verse, a s  h e  does in the re s t of Zilal. T hus, 

Q u tb 's in terp re ta tion  o f the n arra tiv es o f (Ad an d  T ham ud  in  the Q ur’an  m ust be so u g h t 

in  th e  scattered references to  them  an d  according to  th e  sequence in  w hich they  occu r in 

scrip tu re. In  fo llow ing this conventional m ethod, Q u tb  cannot avoid one o f th e  m ain 

sty listic w eaknesses o f his predecessors, nam ely, red u n d an cy , since h e  tends to  rep ea t 

th e  sam e in te rp re ta tio n  in d ifferen t places. Q utb  is in  fact qu ite  repetitive in  exp ressing  

h is  em otional, poetic, and  som etim es long-w inded  argum ent concerning (A d and  

T ham ud.

11 Sayyid Qutb, al-Taswir al Fanrii 145.
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N onetheless, th e  u n ity  o f th e  m essage o f th e  Q ur^an, w h ich  Q utb  links w ith the

doctrine of artistic  p o rtray a l, is in teresting . In h is Taswir h e  devo tes h is d iscussion to

th is artistic im agery. Q utb  v iew s th e  Q urJan as hav ing  tw o  com plem entary  aspects:

artistic  expression an d  re lig ious doctrine. The Qur>anic sty le  is u n ited  by  its  harm ony

a n d  in tegral form . This ren d ers th e  Q ur>an a  sihr (charm ) to anyone w ho read s o r listens

to  it; an  aspect re la ted  to th e  d o ctrin e  o f the in im itability  o f the Q ur>an, as Boullata

p o in ts o u t in  his article.12 B efore go ing  any fu rth er in  describ ing  th is  u n ity , Q utb 's

defin ition  o f im agery an d  a rtis try  is w o rth  noting. H e states:

We w an t to  w iden  th e  m ean ing  o f im agery, to  know  th e  p eak  o f im agery  in the 
Qur>an. I t is a  p ic to ria l rep resen ta tio n  of color, m ovem ent, im agination , as w ell 
as w ith  tone in  person ification . I t is m anifested in  characteristic , d ialogue, sound 
of sentence, rh y th m  o f expression , m usic o f discourse, sh o w in g  o f personification 
after personification, te sted  by  eyes an d  ears, sen so ry  percep tion  an d  
im agination, m in d  a n d  consciousness.13

H ence, the u n ity  o f th e  m essage o f th e  Q ur)an as expressed  by  Q utb  in  h is Zilal is

essentially  based  on  these  considerations. Q utb relates one v erse  to  an o th er based on

sen su al dram atization , d ialogue, im agery, tone, m usical d iscourse , rhy thm , and  other

a rtistic  aspects. In Q utb 's d iscu ssio n  o f (A d and T ham ud in  h is  Z ilal th is  approach  is

p articu larly  ev id en t in  th e  w ay  h e  presents the beau ty  o f these  tw o narratives.

N evertheless, there is a  clear d ifference in  Q utb's trea tm en t o f th e  n arra tiv e  o f (A d an d

T ham ud  in his Z ilal and in h is  tw o earlier w orks al-Taswir an d  Mashahid. in  th e  form er,

w e find  an abundance o f political, social, o r ideological them es, w hereas in  th e  latter tw o

Q u tb  is m uch m ore concerned  w ith  poetic expression as such.

12 Issa J. Boullata, "The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur^an" 34-5; Encik Othman Bin Muhamed, 
"Pendekatan Sayyid Qutb dalam Tafsiran Qur^an" in Mohd. Asin Dollah and Zakariya Stapa, al-Qur>dn 
dalam Beberapa Perspektif (Kuala Lumpur: Penerbitan Pustaka Antara, 1992) 106-8.
13 Qutb, al-Taswfr al Fannf 37; Issa J. Boullata, "The Rhetorical Interpretation o f the Qurian" 151.
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Q utb sees the them es o f (A d an d  T ham ud as form ing an  in teg ra l p a rt o f the 

Qur>an. W hile subord inate to the  overall them es o f each surah o f th e  Qur>an, the CAd 

an d  T ham ud narratives are  in teg ral to  th e ir surah's context. These connections are based 

on them es, style, d ram atization, tone, color, an d  rhythm . Q u t thereby  rejects the notion 

th a t any  one p a rt o f th e  Qur>an is in d ep en d en t o f th e  rest.14

These therefore w ere  som e of th e  considerations th a t p e rsu ad ed  Q utb  to divide 

th e  surahs into groups o f verses. T he CAd an d  T ham ud them es fall in to  these groups, 

som e of them  stand ing  alone as dealing  uniquely w ith  one o r th e  o th e r narrative, b u t 

m ost o f them  ju st subord inate to  the m ain  them e of th e ir group . T he g roup ings in  w hich 

(A d an d  T ham ud figure axe scattered  th ro u g h o u t th e  Zilal as follow s:

Q. 7: 59-93: 34 verses
59-63 (N uh), 65-72 (CAd), 73-79 (Tham ud),
80-84 (Lut), 85-87 (ShuCayb), 88-93 (ShuCayb).

Q. 9: 42-92: 50 verses
42-48, 49-52, 53-57,58-60, 61-66, 67-70 
(67-69: hypocrisy, 70: (A d-Tham ud), 71-72,
73-74, 75-78, 79-80,81-85, 86-89,90, 91-92.

Q. 11: 50-68: 18 verses
50-57 (cA d), 58-60 (their destruction), 61-65 
(Tham ud), 66-68 (their destruction).

Q. 14:1-27: 27 verses
1-8, 9-14 (9: N uh, CAd, Tham dd), 13-14,15-17,
19-20, 21-22, 23,24-27.

Q. 17: 58-72: 14 verses
58-60 (punishm ent, 59: Tham ud), 61-65, 66-69,
70-72.

I4_Yusuf al-CAzm, RaQd al-F ikr al-IslamTal-MuCdsir: al-ShahidSayyid Qutb, Haycduh wa M adrasatuh wa 
Atharuh  (Beirut: Dar al-Qalam, 1980) 265. Furthermore, Qutb's doctrine is also counter-argument to 
Richard Bell's assumption. For Bell relates this interchange of themes to the chronology of the revelation. 
His theory holds that each verse within a given surah has a different theme which may be revealed at 
different times from the others. See his The Qur^an Translated with C ritical Re-arrangem ent o f  Surahs 
(Edinburgh: T.T. Clark, 1960) and A Com m entary on die Q ur^m  (Manchester. Manchester University 
Press, 1990).
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Q. 22:42-57: NOh, CAd, T ham ud (42). 15 verses
42-48 (42: N uh, CAd, T ham ud, 43: Ibrahim ,
Lut, 44: M adyan, M usa), 49-51,52-54, 55-57.

Q. 25: 21-44: CAd,Thamud (38). _ 23 verses
21-29, 30-34,35-40 (M usa, N uh  38: CAd, T ham ud,
A shab al-Rass), 41-44.

Q. 26:123-139: CAd. 16 verses
123-135 (CAd), 136-140 (their destruction)

Q. 26:141-159: Tham ud. 18 verses
141-152 (Tham ud), 153-154 (th e ir challenge 
to Salih), 155-159 (their destruction)

Q. 27: 45-53: (T ham ud all) 9 verses
45-47,48-49,50-53

Q. 29:14-54: 40 verses
14-15,16-18,19-23,14-25,26-27,28-30,
31-32 (Ibrahim ), 33-35 (Lut), 36-37 (M adyan),
38 (CAd, Tham ud), 39-40 (Q arun , FirCawn),
41-43, 44-45.

Q .38:1-16: _ 16 verses
No grouping. (12: N uh, CAd, FirCawn, 13: Tham ud, Lut, 
A shab al-A ykah).

Q. 40: 21-55: 34 verses
21-25, 26-34 (31: N 0h, CAd, T ham ud),
35-37, 38-40,41^6,47-52, 53-55. (all ab o u t M usa)

Q- 41:1-36: _ 36 verses
1-8, 9-12,13-25 (13-18: CAd-Tharmld), 26-28,
29-32, 33-36.

Q. 46:21-28: _ 7 verses
21-23 (CAd), 24-25 (destruction), 26 (place),
27-28 (destruction).

Q. 50:1-45: _ 45 verses
1-11,12-35 (12: N uh, A shab al-R ass, 13: CAd,
FirCawn, Lut, 14: A shab al-CAykah, Q a w m T u b b a C ).
36-37, 38-45.

Q. 51:1-60: 60 verses

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



www.manaraa.com

79

1-6, 7-9,10-14,15-23, 24-34 (Ibrahim ), 35-37,
38-40 (M usa), 41-42 (CAd), 43-45 (T ham ud),
46 (N uh), 47-51,52-55, 56-8, 59-60.

Q. 53:1-62: 62 verses
1-18,19-28, 29-32,33-62 (50: CAd, 51: T ham ud,
52: N uh, 53: M u>tafikah).

Q. 54:1-55: 55 verses
1-8, 9-17 (N uh), 18-22 (CAd), 23-32 (T ham ud),
33-40 (Lut), 41-42 (FirCawn), 43-53, 45-55.

Q. 69:1-21: 21 verses
1-12 (4-8: CAd, T ham ud, 9-12: FirCawn, M u^tafikah),
13-18,19-5Z

Q. 89:1-30: 30 verses
1-14 (6-8: CAd, 9: T ham ud, 10-11: FirCawn), 15-30.

Q. 91:1-15: 15 verses
1-15 (10-15: T ham ud).15

T he verses concern ing  CAd an d  T ham ud are an  in teg ra l p a r t o f each grouping. Q utb

in sists on th e  links betw een th e  verses. Those d ealin g  w ith  CAd an d  T ham ud are  n o t

in d ep en d en t from  th e  cen tra l them e o f th e  surah, b u t are  connected  to  the verses before

o r after. Q utb tries to  link  th e  verses o f CAd an d  T ham ud w ith  the  re s t of the verses

w ith in  a surah . For exam ple, in  Q. 11: 50-68, as h e  beg ins to  com m ent on CAd an d

T ham ud, in  the  in troduction  p arag rap h  he  connects these  verses w ith  th e  previous sto ry

of N uh  in  the p reced ing  verses, as follow s:

The people o f N uh h av e  d isappeared  from  histo ry ; m o st o f them  w ere liars to be 
destroyed  by  th e  w in d  an d  b u ried  by h isto ry . T hey w ere  far rem oved from  the 
rahmah (m ercifulness) o f G od, [w hile th e  re st o f them  w ho] w ere believers 
occupied the  earth  in  accordance w ith the norm s o f G od "the rew ards for 
muttaqin." The p rom ise o f G od to  N uh w as "O N oah! G o th o u  dow n (from  the 
m ountain) w ith  peace from  Us an d  blessings u p o n  th ee  an d  som e nations (that 
w ill spring) from  those w ith  thee. (There w ill be o ther) nations un to  w hom  W e 
shall give enjoym ent a  lo n g  w hile and then  a p a in fu l doom  from  Us w ill overtake

is The numbering of the verses is based on that found in the Zilal itself.
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them  (11: 48).1,16 A s tim e w en t on  so  d id  h istory, an d  the  prom ise o f G od w as 
fulfilled. W hen CAd, w ho  w ere descendants o f N uh, a n d  sp read  in  th e  co u n try — 
after them  T ham ud—th ey  deserv ed  to  be included in  th e  w ords o f G od, "nations 
un to  w hom  W e sh all g iv e  en joym ent a  long w hile a n d  then  a pa in fu l doom  from  
Us w ill overtake th em  (Q. 1 1 :48)."17

The interconnection o f th e  verses an d  stories w ith in  th e  Qur>an is em phasized  by

Q utb . The link ing  o f a ll figu res an d  characters is ev id en t from  the follow ing

in tro d u cto ry  com m ent on  Q .ll :  69-73:

The context [of these verses] lies in  th e  history  o f successors o f N uh, the  nations 
w ho deserved  to  be b lessed  an d  those w ho deserved  to  be p u n ish ed ... th e  story  
o f Ibrahim , w ho d ese rv ed  to  be b lessed , w hereas in  th e  sto ry  o f the  people o f Lut 
they  receive p u n ish m e n t In  b o th  sto ries of Ibrahim  a n d  Lut, th e  prom ise o f G od 
com es tru e , as it is sa id : "O N oah! G o th o u  dow n (from  th e  m ountain) w ith  peace 
from  Us an d  b lessings u p o n  th ee  an d  som e nations (th a t w ill spring) from  those 
w ith  thee. (There w ill b e  o ther) na tio n s unto w hom  W e shall give en joym ent a 
long w hile  an d  then  a  p a in fu l doom  from  Us w ill overtake them " (11: 48). The 
blessings fo r Ib rah im  a n d  th e  rew ards fo r his descendents, w ere for Ishaq  an d  his 
offspring the  p ro p h e ts  o f B anu Israfil, and for Ism aQ l and  h is offspring  from  
w hom  la ter bom  the sea l o f P rophets [M uham m ad].18

Q utb is n o t the  only exegete w ho favored  this techn ique of g rouping . It is also 

em ployed  by bo th  classical a n d  m o d em  exegetes w hen try in g  to  relate each verse w ith in  

a  surah to  th e  one before o r a fte r in  o rd e r to  establish th e ir connection to each other.

M ustansir M ir has observed in  h is  article on  th e  doctrine o f th e  un ity  of th e  verses in 

each  surah th a t since o f th e  la tte r has a  cen tra l them e, i t  is im portan t to connect one 

verse  to  ano ther w ith in  th a t surah. M ir w as o f course concerned  w ith  the  cen tral them e 

o f each  surah, w hereas w e d e tec t a  com m on them e involving CAd and T ham ud scattered  

th ro u g h o u t the Qur>an. H ow  Q utb  g ro u p s the verses d ealing  w ith th is subject is 

in structive , particu larly  w hen  com pared  to  sim ilar a ttem pts a t organizing them  o n  the 

p a rt o f o ther com m entators.

16 Trans. Marmaduke PictkthalL, The Meaning o f the Glorious Koran: An Explanatory Translation (New 
York, Dorset Press, [red.]) 169.
17 Qutb, FTZUdl, vol. 4, 1895.
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The clearest g roup ing  o f th e  verses on CAd an d  T ham ud in  classical exegesis m ay

be found  in  Ibn K athir's tafsir. 19

Q. 7: 65-69: CAd 4 verses
Q. 7: 70-72: CAd 2 verses
Q. 7: 73-78: Tham ud 5 verses
Q. 7: 79: T ham ud 1 verse
Q. 9: 70: N uh, CAd, T ham ud, Ibrahim , M adyan 1 verse
Q. 11: 50-52: CAd 2 verses
Q. 11: 53-56: CAd 3 verses
Q. 11: 57-60: CAd 3 verses
Q. 11: 61: T ham ud 1 verse
Q. 11: 62-63: T ham ud 2 verses
Q. 11: 64-68: T ham ud 4 verses
Q. 14: 9: N uh, CAd, T ham ud 1 verse
Q. 17: 59: T ham ud 1 verse
Q. 22: 42-46: N uh, CAd, T ham ud 4  verses
Q. 25: 35-40: M usa, N uh, CAd, T ham ud (38) 5 verses
Q. 26:123-135: CAd 12 verses
Q. 26:141-145: T ham ud 4  verses
Q. 27: 45-47: Tham ud 2 verses
Q. 29: 38-40: CAd, T ham ud (38) 2 verses
Q. 40: 30-35: N uh, CAd, T ham ud (31) 5 verses
Q. 41:13-18: CAd, T ham ud 5 verses
Q. 46: 21-25: CAd 4 verses
Q. 46: 26-28: CAd 2 verses
Q . 50:12-15: CAd, T ham ud (12-13) 3 verses
Q. 51: 38-46: CAd, T ham ud (41-45) 8 verses
Q. 53: 42-55: CAd, T ham ud (50-51) 13 verses
Q. 54:18-22: CAd 4 verses
Q. 54: 23-32: T ham ud 9 verses
Q. 69: 69:1-12: A d, T ham ud 12 verses
Q. 89:1-14: CAd, T ham ud (6-9) 14 verses
Q. 91:11-15: Tham ud20 4 verses

A l-Tabarsi on the  o ther h an d  g roups them  as follow s:

Q. 7: 72-78: CAd, T ham ud 6 verses
Q. 9: 67-70: CAd, T ham ud 3 verses
Q. 11: 50-60: CAd 10 verses
Q. 14: 7-10: CAd, T ham ud 3 verses

18 Qutb, FT Zilal, vol. 4, 1911.
19 For more on Ibn Katlur, see McAulifFe, Q ur^dnic Christians 74-6', idem, "Qur^anic Hermeneutics" 54- 
62; Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur^an and  its  Interpreters 4; Ibn Katbir, Tafsir al-Q ur^an al-Azim, ed. 
Khalid Muhammad Muhammad (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-Asnyah, 1997).
20 The numbering of the verses is based on the ta fsir of Ibn Kathir itself
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Q. 17: 58-60. T ham ud 2 verses 
4 verses 
8 verses 
18 v erses
8 v erses 
4  verses
9 v erses 
4  verses 
4 verses 
4 verses 
4 verses 
8 verses 
8 verses 
20 v erses
10 v erses 
8 verses 
10 v erses 
30 v erses 
15 v erses

Q. 22:41-45: CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 25: 32-40: CAd, T ham ud
Q. 26:141-159: CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 27: 45-53: T ham ud 
Q. 29: 36-40 T ham ud
Q. 38 :11-20  CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 4 0  31-35: CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 41:11-15: CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 46: 21-25: CAd
Q. 46: 26-30 CAd
Q. 5 0  12-20 CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 51: 38-46: CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 53:42-62: CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 54:11-21: CAd
Q. 54: 23-31: T ham ud
Q. 69 :1-10  CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 89 :1 -30  CAd, T ham ud 
Q. 91:1-15: T ham ud21

The practice o f g ro u p in g  a n d  d iv id in g  verses o f th e  Q ur^an  in to  sections is found 

also in  m odem  exegesis, such  as in  th e  com m entaries o f R ashid R ida/C A bduh an d  of al- 

M araghi. P revious to th is , how ever, CAbduh com m entaries h a d  n o t b o th ered  to do the 

sam e. Thus, in  in te rp re tin g  CAd a n d  T ham ud in  Q. 89: 6-9 CAbduh sim p ly  trea ts these 

along  w ith  o ther verses from  Q. 89 in  the norm al w ay, Le., q u o tin g  th e  text and  

p rov id ing  a ru n n in g  com m entary. In  R id a 's/ CAbduh's Tafsir al-Manar, on  th e  o ther 

h an d , w e find  g ro u p in g  o f verses, b ased  on them e, especially  in  th e  case o f CAd and  

T ham ud. U nfortunately , because th is  tafsir extends on ly  u p  to  Q. 12, w e have only  a few  

exam ples from  w hich to  d raw  a com parison:
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Q. 7: 64-71: CAd 
Q. 7: 72-78: T ham ud
Q. 9: 68-70: N uh , CAd, T ham ud, Ibrahim , M u>tafikat (Q. 70)

7 verses 
6 verses 
2 verses 
2 verses 
4 verses 
2 verses

Q. 11: 50-52: CAd 
Q. 11: 53-57: CAd 
Q. 11: 58-60: CAd

21 The numbering o f the verses is based on the tafsir of al-Tabarsi itself.
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Q . 11: 61-63: T ham ud 
Q . 11: 64-66: T ham ud22

2 verses 
2 verses

A l-M araghi fo r h is  p a rt offers an o th er arrangem ent, g ro u p in g  th e  verses o f the

Q ur>an concerning CAd a n d  Tham ud as follow s:

Q . 7:65-72: CAd 7 verses
Q . 7: 73-79: T ham ud 6 verses
Q . 9: 68-70: CAd, T ham ud 2 verses
Q . 11: 50-52: CAd 2 verses
Q . 11: 53-57: CAd 4 verses
Q . 11: 58-60: CAd 2 verses
Q . 11: 61-63: T ham ud 2 verses
Q . 11: 64-68: T ham ud  4 verses
Q . 14:9-12: CAd, T ham ud 3 verses
Q . 17: 56-60: T ham ud  4 verses
Q . 22:42-46: CAd, T ham ud 4 verses
Q . 25: 38-40: CA d,Tham ud 2 verses
Q . 26:123-140: CAd 17 verses
Q . 26 :14L-159: T ham ud 18 verses
Q . 27: 45-53: T ham ud 8 verses
Q . 29: 38: T ham ud 1 verse
Q . 38:12-15: CAd, Tham ud 3 verses
Q . 40: 30-35: CAd, T ham ud 5 verses
Q. 41:12-18: CAd, T ham ud 6 verses
Q . 46: 21-28: CAd 7 verses
Q . 50:12-15: CAd, Tham ud 3 verses
Q . 51: 38-46: CAd, T ham ud 8 verses
Q . 53: 33-54: CAd, Tham ud 21 verses
Q . 5 4  18-22: CAd 4 verses
Q . 54: 23-32: T ham ud 9 verses
Q. 69:1-12: CAd, T ham ud 12 verses
Q. 89: 6-32: CAd, T ham ud 26 verses
Q. 91:11-15: T ham ud23 4 verses

W hen w e com pare the g ro u p in g  o f verses of CAd an d  T ham ud  in  the Zilal of 

Q u tb  w ith  those o f o th e r exegetes listed  above, it is obvious th a t Q u tb 's d iv isions are  the 

la rg est in  term s of the  sh eer num ber o f verses included, rang ing  from  7 to 62, depend ing  

on th e  group. By con trast, th e  few est verses in  any given g roup  are g iven  by Ibn K athir,

22 The numbering of the verses is based on Tafsir al-Manar itself.
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w ho som etim es includes only a single verse  in  h is grouping. A l-T abarsi's selection is in  

m any  respects sim ilar to  th a t of al-M araghi, a lthough  in  som e cases th e  fo rm er m ixes the 

n arra tiv e  of CAd an d  T ham ud w ith  o th e r them es due to th e  m any verses found , for 

exam ple in  Q. 89 o r 91. The m ost system atic in  term s of topic is p robably  al-M araghi's, as 

h e  is  q u ite  consistent in  g roup ing  verses accord ing  to  the  them e of CAd an d  T ham ud and  

in  n o t m ixing these w ith  o ther topics. Ibn  K attur's selections are also m inim al, as are 

R ida's; another sim ilarity  betw een the tw o is th a t they often  tre a t CAd a n d  T ham ud 

separate ly , confining the applicable verses for each  in  a  d iscrete g roup , as in  the case o f 

Q . 11. This a t least appears to be the  case, g iven  th a t R ashid R ida does n o t cover the 

w hole Qur>an.

M oreover, based on  the  above com parisons, one m ay conclude th a t Q utb 's 

app ro ach  w as unlike those o f the o th e r exegetes, w hose ow n approaches varied 

considerably. The uniqueness o f Q utb 's g ro u p in g  o f verses lies in  th e  fact th a t h e  divides 

each o f these into sm aller g roups. W e can n o t fin d  this system  of d iv ision  in  any o f the 

w orks o f previous exegetes. In  so do ing , h e  m akes up  for th e  w eakness o f his 

predecessors' groupings w here each sm aller g roup  of verses appears d isconnected  from  

the g ro u p  before o r after i t  This is d u e  to  the  d ifferen t them es of each  g ro u p  of verses. 

This m ay  be illustrated  by the exam ple o f Q. 54: 1-55, consisting o f 55 verses, w hich he 

fu rth er d ivides as follows: 1-8, 9-17 (N uh), 18-22 (CAd), 23-32 (Tham ud), 33-40 (Lut), 41- 

42 (FirCawn), 43-53, 45-55. Q utb show s in  th is w ay th a t the stories o f CAd an d  T ham ud 

are  closely connected to those o f N uh, L ut, an d  FirCawn. This certain ly  con trasts w ith  the 

practice o f Ibn al-K athir, al-Tabarsi o r al-M araghi, each of w hom  places stories in 

sm aller, d ifferen t groups. In  separating  th e  discussion o f N uh, CAd, T ham ud, Lut, and

23 The numbering of the verses is based on the tafsir o f al-Maraghi itself.
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FirCawn, they fail to show  th e  coherency an d  in terconnectedness o f the verses in  the 

surah. Q utb 's broader g roup ings allow  h im  to show  the re la tio n sh ip  o f the verses in  a 

surah w ithou t confusing the  them es by  m aking ind iscrim inate selections. In al-Tabarsi's 

g roup ing , for instance, w e find  a  large g roup  of verses touch ing  o n  various them es, b u t 

Q u tb  refines these by re-d iv id in g  them . For exam ple in  Q . 53: 42-62 (20 verses), al- 

T abarsi seem s to m ix the verses o f CAd a n d  T ham ud w ith  o th er -topics, w hereas Q utb 

expands the g rouping  (Q. 53:1-62: Le., 62 verses) b u t re-d iv ides it  a s  follows: 1-18,19-28, 

29-32, 33-62 (50: CAd, 51: T ham ud). H ence, the  stories o f CAd a n d  T h am u d  are trea ted  as 

in teg ra l to the them e of these verses.

H ow ever, there is a  p o in t o f sim ilarity  am ong a ll the  exegetes, including  Q utb, in  

th a t th e ir grouping of the verses is based  on  their ow n analysis, m ot o n  any trad ition , 

P rophetic o r otherw ise. They also base th e  connections betw een e a c h  verse on them atical 

considerations.

There are, how ever, som e w eaknesses apparen t in  Q u tb 's m ethod . For exam ple, 

once h e  is convinced of th e  cen tra l them e of a  group of verses., Q utb  dissolves h is 

in terp re ta tion  of CAd an d  T ham ud in  th a t them e. In the case o f ce rta in  groups of verses, 

such  as Q. 11: 50-68, the cen tra l them e is CAd and  T ham ud, a n d  so  th roughou t th is 

in terp re ta tion  of these verses h e  focuses on this very them e. H ow ever, in o ther cases, 

w here  the central them e app ears n o t to  be CAd or Tham ud, an d  th e ir  appearance m ay be 

a ttrib u ted  to the su p p o rt they  len d  to  the  m ain poin t being  m ark ed , Q utb som etim es 

neglects to  com m ent For exam ple, Q utb  passes over in  silence on  th e  story  o f CAd and  

T ham ud m entioned in Q. 14: 13-17, since he w ants instead  to  d iscu ss the overall them e 

of Q. 14:1-36, nam ely, the  m ig h t o f G od and  n a tu ra l phenom ena. H e  believes th a t Q . 14: 

1-36 represents a unity , and  th a t the  account of CAd an d  T h am u d  in  verses 13-17 is
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incidental to th is, since th e  narratives m erely  serve  as exam ples of generations 

p reviously  destro y ed  fo r ig n o rin g  the signs co n tain ed  in  n a tu ra l phenom ena. Q utb  

therefore does n o t ex trac t an y  inform ation o f CAd a n d  T ham ud from  Q . 14: 13-17 

although it  contains w o rth w h ile  inform ation.24

O ne can also see a  difference betw een Q u tb 's  g ro u p in g  o f verses in  th e  earlier 

surahs, w here few er verses a re  involved an d  g rea te r them atic  consistency m ain tained , 

an d  the  later surahs, w h ere  th e  g roups are  la rg er an d  h av e  a g reater variety  o f topics 

covered. Thus w e find  th a t th e  g ro u p s analyzed  in  Q . 7 to  27 (w ith  the exception o f Q. 9) 

contain  few er verses on  average. W hereas in  surahs Q . 29 to  91 (except for Q. 46) th e  

quan tities are  greater. W e m ay  speculate th a t w hen  h e  began  w ritin g  of Zilal, Q utb  w as 

m ore system atic an d  th a t over tim e h e  becam e less so. W e fin d  particu larly  h ap h azard  

g roupings in  th e  la st surahs especially  in  Q. 50 to  91, w h ere  Q utb begins the g ro u p in g  

from  verse num ber 1 an d  en d s w ith  verse num ber 15 to  60.

C . Positioning Q utb

Q utb 's position  as h e ir to  the in terp re ters o f CAd an d  Tham ud is th a t o f a  

m odern ist exegete. F ollow ing th e  rationalization  an d  dem ythologization  o f CAd an d  

T ham ud by  th e  W est an d  th en  its synthesis by  M uham m ad  CAbduh and h is successors 

(as w e d iscussed in  C h ap ter O ne), Q utb takes a  sim ilar critical approach, y e t differing  

from  other m odem  com m entators in m any respects. Thus, w hile he agrees w ith  

CAbduh's decision to d isca rd  a ll isra>iEyat an d  d e ta iled  description (so often 

encountered  in  classical tafsir, as w e discussed in  C h ap ter O ne), Q utb stresses in  tu rn  

th e  m oral lesson con tained  in  these narratives, in ad d itio n  to  th e ir sem iotic content.

24 Qutb, FfZildl 5, 3103-31.
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Q utb  successfully accom plishes tw o im portan t tasks. F irst, in  continuation o f CAbduh's 

approach, he d econstructs th e  classical position  an d  d iscards any extra-Q ur>anic 

sources; an d  second, h e  d iscovers th e  m oral lessons a n d  th e  significance of CAd an d  

T ham ud for h is ow n tim e an d  particu larly  in  th e  m odem  Egyptian context. By 

h igh ligh ting  th e  CAd an d  Tham ud narratives, h e  analyzes the m oral s ta te  o f 

contem porary  society, d iv id in g  it in  term s o f such  Q ur^anic designations as CAd, 

T ham ud, JahiEyah, an d  sh irk  on  the  one hand , rep resen tin g  its negative po le o r 

tendency, an d  as H ud , S alih , Islam  and  tawhid, on th e  o ther, em phasizing the positive. 

In  th is w ay he  com pletes CAbduh's m ission of fin d in g  th e  Q ur>an's m oral significance 

for today 's w orld . M oreover, he  sets an  exam ple th a t is fo llow ed to d ifferent ex tents by  

B int al-Shafi), for instance, w ho insisted  on  allow ing th e  Q ur^an to speak for itself, an d  

by  Izzat D arw azah, w ho  w ish ed  to disconnect the lin k  betw een  Qur>anic an d  B iblical 

narrative.25

In the en d  ev ery th in g  com es dow n to Q u tb 's sources, w hich, based  on  o u r 

analysis, w ere o f th ree  k inds. F irs t there is, o f course, the  Qur>an itself. M ahm oud 

A youb for one has s ta ted  th a t "tire au thor [Qutb] is carefu l n o t to d ep art from  the Q ur>an 

in  in terp reting  it," all th e  w hile  m aking  "a conscious e ffo rt to  rem ain  w ithin the p u rv iew  

o f th e  Qur>an."26 Second, th ere  is the in terpretation  of Q utb 's predecessors, am ong th e  

exegetes, w hom  Q utb  by  n o  m eans abandons entirely , w h eth er classical or m odem . T his 

type o f source com es in to  p lay  especially w hen he tries to  situ a te  CAd and  T ham ud in  

term s of tim e an d  place. T his m ay be seen in  h is locating  CAd in  A hqaf, near H adrm aw t, 

an d  Tham ud in  H ijr, betw een  th e  H ijaz and Syria. S ignificantly , though, Q utb does n o t

25

26
See our discussion in chapter one.
Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qurlan and its Interpreters 7.
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ad d  anyth ing  new  in  th is case. H is m ost im portan t d eb t to  CAbduh an d  his supporters, 

an d  to such  as R ashid R ida an d  al-M araghi, is in  the  p rin c ip le  o f m oral teaching. The 

th ird  and  final source is  Q utb 's ow n experience in  relig ious, ideological, and political 

life, w hich led to  h is in tro d u cin g  th e  contem porary situ a tio n  in to  narratives. Thus, his 

experience in  every th ing  from  literary  criticism , political activ ism , the M uslim  Brethren, 

even his liv ing  in  th e  U nited  States, as w ell as his anti-W estern  ideology an d  his 

suffering in  p rison  co n trib u ted  h is reading of the Qur>anic verses dealing  w ith CAd and  

Tham ud. In  o ther w ords, w e m ay say  th a t h is ow n life-experience p rov ided  one of the 

m ain  sources fo r h is in te rp re ta tio n  of these narratives.

W hen w e jux tapose Q utb 's in terpretation  of CAd a n d  T ham ud and th a t of 

W estern scholars, it  becom es im m ediately ap p aren t th a t h e  is n o t responding to 

W estern findings ab o u t CAd an d  Tham ud. He acknow ledges n e ith er W estern skepticism  

regard ing  the existence o f CAd n o r W estern scholarship o n  th e  evidence of N abateans 

inscriptions re la ted  to  T ham ud, w hich we m entioned in  C h ap ter O ne. W hether this w as 

d u e  to  stubbornness o r ignorance, it  is difficult to  say; a ll th a t is certain  is that there is a 

disconnection betw een Q utb 's in terpretation  an d  W estern find ings on  th is topic.

In consequence o f th is, Q utb lim its h im self to  seeing  CAd an d  Tham ud from  the 

perspective o f the  Q urJanic tex t literally. This resu lts in  h is achieving a certain  

consistency in  his use  o f sources. On the o ther hand , he  is inconsistent in  his 

in terpretation  o f data, s ta tin g  for instance th a t bo th  CAd an d  T ham ud w ere historical 

phenom ena, w hen in  fact does n o t have the historical ev idence to back u p  this claim . A t 

the  sam e tim e h is insistence th a t it is unnecessary to go in to  th e  details o f the tales is an

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



www.manaraa.com

89

obstacle to fu rth er investigation  o f the  historical reality  o f  CAd an d  Tham ud. This is a 

perfect exam ple, in  fact, o f w h a t Boullata calls Q utb 's "ahistoric" approach .27

In add ition  to  Q utb 's lack o f historical perspective in  h is  tafslr on CAd and  

T ham ud, it  can also be  sa id  that, if  w e  apply  Fazlur R ahm an's double  m ovem ent theory 

in  in terpreting  th e  text,28 Q utb  m isses one essential step. This is to  d iscover the h istory  of 

the  tex t Q utb 's em phasis is o n  another step, Le., th a t o f in terpreting  the text 

pragm atically  in  accordance w ith  the  present condition. It is tru e  th a t the  in terpretation 

m ay  be different from  th e  orig inal text, indeed; i t  m ay n o t ev en  be necessary to re tu rn  to 

th e  original m eaning, as G adam er states.29 But Q utb 's m ora l lessons a n d  his interest in  

app ly ing  these  tales to  h is  ow n situation  an d  tim e seem  to  concentrate  only  literally on 

th e  te x t This results in  a  break w ith  the  historicity o f the p a st tex t a n d  the data  outside 

it, bo th  of w hich are necessary  for understand ing  such  a tex t a n d  c o n tex t

Q utb 's d isreg ard  of the historical context of CAd a n d  T ham u d  a n d  his reliance 

m erely  on the Qur>an as his only  source have tw o im portan t consequences. First, the 

en igm a of the circum stance w hen  the stories o f CAd an d  T ham ud  w ere  retold by  the 

Q ur^an is n o t uncovered , in  w hich  w e m ay raise som e questions an d  consider a 

probability. C oncern ing  the tim e o f revelation o f CAd a n d  T ham ud, w hat is the

27 Boullata designates Qutb's thinking as ahistoric, in the sense that he embraces self-constructed 
monolithic dogmatism and persists in applying his own thought, not tolerating pluralism, disregarding the 
effects o f place and time. In  agreement with Boullata, we may also view him as ahistoric in his failing to 
prove the historicity o f CAd and Thamud. See Issa J. Boullata, Trends and  Issues in Contemporary Arab  
Thought (Albany: State University o f New York Press, 1990) 62.
28 We simplify Rahman's hermeneutical theory to two important aspects: presenting the historical text of 
the past and finding its affinity to the present condition. Although Rahman's theory is originally for the 
purpose of studying legal texts, we are right to apply it in treating narrative texts for both are texts of the 
Qur^an. Fazlur Rahman, Islam  and M odernity, Transformation o f  Islam ic Intellectualism  (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1982) 6; Tamara Sonn, "Fazlur Rahman's Islamic Methodology” M uslim  
W orld, vol. 18 (1991) 212-30; Richard C. Martin, "Understanding the Qur>an in Text and Context," H istory 
o f  Religions, vol. 21 (1982) 362-4; Ambar Rasyid, "Some Qur^anic Legal Texts in the Context of Fazlur 
Rahman's Hermeneutical Method" (M A. thesis, McGill University, 1994) 35-7.
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significance of retelling  the  stories o f CAd and  T ham ud? They are  n o t s im ply  offering a 

m oral lesson, b u t they  also contain ideological m eaning, as  they  do  for Q utb  him self (we 

d iscussed  in  the  Second C hapter). In  attem pting  to  fix the ir tim e o f revelation, for 

exam ple, Izzat D arw azah30 theorizes th a t the tales m u st have  a t  least been know n to  the 

original audience o f the  Q u rian  an d  circulated am o n g  th em  after th ey  h ad  been 

revealed. To w h a t ex ten t th e  popu lar version o f th e  narra tives d iffered  from  the 

Q urianic one, and  thus to w h a t ex ten t the Q u rian  changes the tales, b y  ad d in g  or 

reducing  m aterial, is o f course o f g rea t in te re st b u t i t  goes beyond Q utb 's in terpretation  

in  h is  Zilal.

Second, Q utb 's a lm ost exclusive reliance on  the Q u ria n  in  his in terpreta tion  and  

h is rejection o f m uch  of w h a t is p reserved  by classical in terpreters such  as al-Kisafi, al- 

Tabari, Ibn Kathir, al-ThaQabi, m eans tha t Q utb loses significant data. Al-Tabari an d  

o ther M uslim  scholars discuss CAd a n d  Tham ud in the ir historical, exegetical and  qisas 

w orks, w here they  offer fuller versions. This is far from  b e in g  a question  of w hether they  

recorded the inform ation correctly o r not, b u t ra ther one o f w h a t it  tells us of the 

po p u la r u nderstand ing  of CAd an d  T ham ud in  their tim e. M oreover, for th e  purpose of 

fu rther investigation, the  d a ta  preserved by al-Tabari a n d  o thers is im portan t in  itself 

an d  ought no t to be d iscarded  or judged  in the ligh t o f m o d em  rationalism . From this 

perspective, finding n ew  m eaning  for classical exegesis is one solution, ra ther than  

blam ing it for contain ing  isrz&HIyat an d  non-Q urianic m aterials. For these m aterials 

represen t their age, so  th a t to judge  their rationality based  on  m odem  logic is irrelevant

29 Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed. trans. by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall 
(New York: Continuum, 1997) 140.
30 See his Al-Qur Jan al-Majld (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-CAsnyah, [n.d.])166-85.
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an d  red u c tio n is t to trea t their description o f CAd a n d  T ham ud as a  m yth  on  the  o ther

h an d  is a  m uch m ore  reasonable solution.

Q utb  often takes issue w ith  classical scholars accusing them  of injecting non

insisting  th a t the  Q u rian  alone be appealed to. H ow ever, w hile i t  is true  th a t al-Tabari

Tham ud, it  is also the case th a t Q utb  him self applies new, non-Q ur>inic sources, 

particularly  in the form  of his ow n experience in  his Egyptian contem porary co n tex t O n 

the  one hand , Q utb  rejects the m ythical in terpretation  favored by his predecessors, b u t

is little to choose from  in  try ing to determ ine w hich app roach  is the m ore Q urian-based.

A bu RabiC describes Qutb as "constantly shift[ing] from the theological to the 

ideological or from  the  doctrinal to the w orld  of realpolitik  in  his Q urianic exegesis."31 

H e is righ t in say ing  that. In term s o f their exegetical m ethod, Q utb 's predecessors 

indiscrim inately m ixed  legends, m yths, a n d  tales, w hereas m odem  exegetes have 

tended  to d iscard  these m yths and  instead extract the  m oral lesson from  the narrative. In 

h is ow n w ay  Q utb brings these tales into his ow n  life, and gives them  practical 

significance. H ow ever, ju s t as classical exegetes m ythologized the narratives, W estern 

scholars dem ythologized them, and  m odem  exegetes rationalized them , Q utb  seem s to 

have  tried to theologize his ideological beliefs a n d  political experience. In classical 

exegesis, the  tendency to sacralize CAd an d  T ham ud is m ore pronounced, consisting as it 

does in  em phasis on extraordinary events and  m iracles; nevertheless, Q utb is no  less

31 Abu Rabi, Intellectual Origins 214.

Q urianic m aterials in to  their in terpretation of the  narra tive  of CAd an d  T ham ud, and

a n d  o ther classical scholars inject non-Q urianic m yths into their analysis o f CAd an d

o n  the o ther h e  creates new  m aterial o f his ow n  w ith  regard  to CAd a n d  Tham ud. There
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com m itted  to sacralizing an d  m ytho log iz ing  his political ideology, w hich h e  achieves by 

highlighting the dichotom y b e tw een  Islam  and jahiEyah.

D. Triangular A rgum ent

Using C lifford G eertz's th e o ry  "m odel of" a n d  "m odel for" reality,32 w e show ed in  

C hapter Two that the  m odel o f CAd versus H ud a n d  o f T ham ud  versus Salih stand  for 

sym bols in  Qutb's thought. T h is  is ev iden t if we look a t  Q u tb 's  p o in t o f view  in seeing 

historical conflict phenom ena am d his contem porary situation. Thus, the  m odels also 

rep resen t Qutb's w orld  view33 a n d  the  order of reality. A ccording  to Q utb, the latter 

alw ays follows this pattern: CAd-Hud, Thamud-Salih, negative-positive, evildoers- 

virtues, challengers-prophets. A s  w e poin ted  o u t earlier, b y  em ploying  Toshihiko 

Izutsu 's theory,34 Q utb 's co n ce p t of positive and  negative po les sets CAd, Tham ud, 

Q uraysh, Nasserism, the W est on  the  negative side, a long  w ith  challengers of their 

prophets, evildoers, com m itting  jah iE deeds, mushrikun, a n d  o th e r related  term s. On the 

positive side w e find H ud , S alih , M uham m ad, Q utb  him self, the  M uslim  Brethren and  

other Islamist defenders of p o s itiv e  values, such as prophets, Islam , tawhid, and  other 

related  terms.

In seeing the p a tte rn  o f tfie  tw o tendencies, positive a n d  negative, w e can relate 

this to the  problem  of suffering. His suffering in real life, d u e  to  the oppression of both 

the Egyptian governm ent a n d  W estern  colonialism, p ro duced  in  Q utb  the  concept of 

evil. The concept of evil, CAd a n d  Tham ud, appeared together w ith  its opposition, being

32 Clifford Geertz, "Religion as a  Cultural System," in his The Interpretation o f  C ultures (Princeton: 
HarpeiCollins Publishers, 1973) 93.
33 For more account on ethos and w orld view according to Geertz, see his "Ethos, World View and the 
Analysis o f Sacred Symbols," in his T he Interpretation o f  C ultures, idem, Islam  Observed: Religious 
D evelopm ent in M orocco and Indonesiar (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1971).
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H u d  a n d  Salih. This concept functions as a  vehicle a n d  a m odel for Q utb  to express the  

oppression  of the  pow erfu l Egyptian gov ern m en t a n d  th e  W est Following the analysis 

o f bo th  Foucault an d  Sangren, Quito can  be seen  as an  agen t and  p roducer o f p o w er 

th ro u g h  his interpretation of the  narrative.35 T h is p o w er is im portant, for h im  a t least, to 

face th e  pow erful Egyptian governm ent w ho  o p p ressed  an d  jailed him . Therefore, the  

correspondence of Q utb 's ideological an d  relig ious experience is clear. Thus, it follow s 

G eertz 's theory tha t both  ideological a n d  relig ious experience are p a rt o f "cultural 

system " a n d  they can  be identified th ro u g h  fin d in g  their significance from  in te rp re tin g  

sym bolical m eaning.36

Q utb 's form ula can be illustra ted  by  m ean s o f triangles, in  w hich o p p o sin g  

theories o f good a n d  evil form  the angles a t  its b ase  a n d  the victor in this struggle form s 

the  apex. The pa ttern  repeated  in  h isto ry  a n d  scrip tu re  w as supposed to repeat itself 

once again  in Q utb ow n encounter w ith  the  forces o f ignorance.

Victory o f Islam

JamByahIslam

Good Evil

Mo. 1

Victory of Hud

H ud

Good

No. 2

Evil

34 See our discussion in Chapter Two page 44-5.
35 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth o f the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1979) 29, Steven P. Sangren, ""Power" against Ideology: A Critique of Faucoultian
Usage," Cultural Anthropology 10 (1995) 22.
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Victory o f Salih Victory o f M uham m ad

Salih Tham ud M uham m ad Quraysh

Good Evil Good Evil
No. 3 No. 4

Qutb The W est/ the  Egyptian governm ent

Good Evil
No. 5

Looking a t each of these triangles in  tu rn  w e can observe the  following. In the first the 

basic form ula is th a t Islam  is opposed  to  Jahiliyah, a confrontation w hich  alw ays ends 

w ith  the victory of Is lam  In the second, CAd challenges H ud, their prophet, b u t they are 

destroyed  instead by a  w in d  (sarsar o r  Caqlm ). Tham ud disobeys Salih, killing the she- 

cam el sen t as proof from  God, w hich  leads to Salih's victory and T ham ud's destruction 

by  a  divine "scream" (sayhah). In th e  fou rth  M uham m ad struggles against Q uraysh  and  

w ins o u t a t the end. Finally, in the fifth triangle w e see the pattern  of Q utb  as defender

36 Geertz, "Religion as a Cultural System" 87-125; idem, "Ideology as Cultural System" in his The
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of the tru th  and  positive values opposing  the  W est and  the Egyptian governm ent, w ho 

represen t all tha t is w rong  in  the  w orld. However, the apex  of the fifth triangle differs 

from  the  others in  th a t no clear victory can be described. W hether Q utb  saw  his victory 

as im m inent or as hav ing  to  be  b o ugh t w ith  his own life, is difficult to say. Y et the fact is 

th a t N asir is in a position o f pow er.

Q utb contributes, it  m u s t be adm itted , alm ost noth ing  to ou r know ledge of the 

historical CAd an d  Tham ud, lim iting him self instead to a  sim ple descrip tion of the 

period  and  geographical location of these tribes. N or does he break n ew  ground in 

d raw ing  a  parallel betw een the  C A d/H ud, Tham ud/Salih  and  Q uraysh/ M uham m ad 

paradigm s, for this h a d  been  an ticipated  by  al-Tabari, al-ThaClabi, al-Kisafi, for example, 

in  their qisas w orks, a  p o in t w e  m ade in  C hapter One. There w e saw  h o w  classical 

au thors w ere struck  b y  the fact th a t H u d  a n d  Salih w ere chosen by G od as prophets a t 

the  age o f forty, as w as M uham m ad. Salih's father passed aw ay before his birthday, as 

d id  M uham m ad's. The nam e o f H ud 's fattier was CAbd Allah, the sam e as that of 

M uham m ad. The situations of CAd an d  Tham ud a t the tim e of the revelation of their 

prophets w ere the sam e as the  situation  o f Quraysh in  tha t they w orsh ipped  certain 

idols an d  surrounded  them selves w ith  m any  others (see ou r discussion in C hap ter One). 

In  the m odem  exegesis, a ttem pts to link  the  story of CAd to M uham m ad's era are also 

found. Khalaf Allah37 suggests th a t the sto ry  of CAd is a  w arning  for Q uraysh  no t repeat 

the  sam e deeds. A ny stubbornness on their p a rt w ould  also be punished as w as that of 

the  CAd. Qutb m erely expressed all these points triangular paradigm s, w herein  he uses

Interpretation o f Cultures 193-233.
37 See bisAl-Fann al-Qasasi fi al-Qur>dn al-Karfm (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahdah al-Misnyah, 1950-1) 138-
9.
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CAd a n d  Tham ud as m ed ia  for expressing  his a ttitude  tow ards contem porary  issues. In 

o ther w ords, the contem porary  CAd a n d  T ham ud  have  a  contem porary  role in  Zilal.

W e m ay describe th e  em p h asis  th a t Q utb  places on CAd a n d  Tham ud in  the three 

parad igm s of rem ote past, m ed ia te  p a s t  a n d  p resen t in  a d iagram  as follows:

CAd a n d  Tham ud in  the past

CAd an d  T ham ud  a t  th e  tim e of M uham m ad

CAd and  Tham ud in  Q utb 's tim e

Q utb  em ploys the sam e m ethod , approach, style, rhetoric and  even com m ents in 

m o st o f the instances w hen  h e  add resses CAd an d  Tham ud. Therefore, it  is reasonable to 

describe Q utb as repetitive an d  often re d u n d a n t in  h is  interpretation o f bo th  tales. Since 

th e  tales seem  identical, he  repeats som e argum ents for both narratives. Leonard Binder 

no tes th a t this is alm ost to be expected  since h is w riting style is repetitive and 

em otional,38 and  contains seem ingly  contradictory  and inconsistent statem ents. 

N evertheless, we have  po in ted  o u t th a t  Q utb 's style in  in terpreting the Qur>an is poetic
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an d  stresses its artistic aspects. H is w riting  is n o t for an academ ic aud ience  b u t for the 

com m on Egyptian people. In  the  ligh t o f this consideration i t  is understandab le  that 

Q u tb  should  stress the  literary  a n d  artistic aspects o f the  tex t ra ther th a n  its merely 

factual aspects. This, how ever, does n o t obviate the m onotony of h is presen tation . Nor 

does i t  reduce the repetitiveness th a t characterizes his presen tation  o f th e  m aterial on 

CAd a n d  Tham ud. W hile it  is noticeable th a t he  devotes m ore a tten tion  to  th e  form er of 

the  tw o tribes, it  is also clear th a t h is rem arks on CAd are m ean t to  serve for T ham ud as 

well.

The fact th a t bo th  CAd a n d  T ham ud w ere products o f the  age o f  jahiEyah was

significant for Q utb 's concept o f a  contem porary  jahiEyah.M In fact, w h a t em erges from  a

read in g  of Q utb is n o t confined to  e ither the  p a st or the p re se n t Q utb  h im self states:

JahiEyah is n o t a  p e rio d  in  time. It is a  condition th a t is repeated  every  time. It is 
a  condition th a t is repeated  every tim e society veers from  th e  Islamic w ay 
w hether in  the past, th e  p resen t o r the future.40

Boullata rightly concludes that- for Q utb, jahiEyah.

.. ..ceases to be only  a  past, historical period  of ignorance of G od before Islam  and 
becomes, in  pejorative usage, a hum an  condition, a state  o f m ind , a  quality  of 
society, a  w ay o f life w hereby  th e  Islamic system  in  any  age o r lan d  is ignored 
a n d  w hereby h u m an  beings, even  if they call them selves 'M uslim 1, dev iate  from 
the Islamic w ay prescribed  by  the Q u rian  and  the  Prophet's teachings.41

JahiEyah transcends tim e an d  space. JahiEyah existed even before the tim e of pre-Islamic

Q uraysh . Thus, w e have  th ree d ifferent expressions of jahiEyah over tim e. The first of

38See Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalism 171, 175; Moussalli, Radical Islamic 40-2.
39 Emmanuel Sivan, Radical Islam 179; Ibrahim M. Abu Rabi<, Intellectual Origins 180, for stating that "in 
his evaluation of the meaning and historical implications of jahilfyah in the Zilal, Qutb refers to the spread 
o f political and social division, the ascendance o f the tribal and regional mentality, and the prevalence of 
social and moral malaise in modem Muslim societies"; Kenneth Cragg, Pen and Faith 59-61; John Calvert, 
"Discourse, Community and Power: Sayyid Qutb and the Islamic  Movement in Egypt" (Ph.D. dissertation, 
McGill University, 1993) 207.
40 Sayyid Qutb, MaQilim j t  al-Tariq 224; trans. Yvonne Haddad, "Sayyid Qutb" 87.
41 Boullata, Trends and Issues 58.
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these p redated  considerably  the com ing o f Islam; this w as the  era o f (A d a n d  Thamud. 

The second is m anifested in  the  behavior o f Q uraysh ju s t p rio r to Islam, w hich  furnishes 

us w ith  our com m on understand ing  o f the term. The last is m o d em  jahiEyah, the 

version which Q utb scholars usually  focus on, represented by  the W est and  the  Egyptian 

governm ent in  the tim e of Qutb. Thus Q utb 's m odel o f cA d and  T ham ud  becomes "in 

pejorative usage, a  h u m an  condition, a  sta te  o f m ind, a  quality  o f society, a  w ay  of life," 

an d  can  therefore be ap p lied  a t  each stage in  the continued  existence of jahiEyah. in  pre- 

Q uraysh, Q uraysh, a n d  m odem  periods. The close link  betw een CAd-Thamud and 

jahiEyah renders th em  interchangeable: (A d and T ham ud w ere jahiE, w hile conversely 

anyone w ho behaves in  a  jahiE  m anner is CAd and  Tham ud.

Thus Q utb w id en s the  Islamic concept of CAd a n d  Tham ud, m aking  its abstract 

enough  tha t it can be app lied  m  theory to anyone evil, fitting  a certain  definition of jahiE. 

A t the  sam e time, how ever, he is too free in  app ly ing  the  term. Thus, he  uses it to 

designate no t only the  W est and  the Egyptian governm ent (i.e., Nasserism ) but is 

trap p ed  into app ly ing  it to all his enem ies, real and  perceived, a n d  in to  ju d g in g  others 

by  his ow n standards. Q utb  therefore ultim ately gives in  too easily to the  practice of 

takffr, as d id  the Kharijites o f old.42

Kenneth C ragg  has described the  Zilal as "a com m entary  given in a 

personality."43 It is ev id en t tha t Q utb's retelling of the sto ry  of CAd versus H ud  and  of 

T ham ud versus Salih is largely a  self projection vis-^-vis h is  political environm ent, as we 

poin ted  o u t above in  th e  C hapter Two. Q utb  tries to  tell us o f h is  ow n experiences 

th rough  the tales o f CAd and  Tham ud: h is opposition to the W est an d  its cultural

42 Emmanuel Sivan, Radical Islam  110; Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalism 172 and 185.
43 Kenneth Cragg, The Pen and the Faith: Eight Modem Muslim Writers and the Qur^an (London: George 
Allen and Unwin, 1985) 70.
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tendencies,, his antagonism  tow ards <Abd al-Nasir, an d  h is ideological stance as a 

p rom inen t m em ber of M uslim  Brethren. Since h is  account of CAd an d  T ham ud  is 

personal, his interpretation m ay be re levan t for h im  firs t o f all, for his tim e a n d  location. 

H ow ever, it m ay  be irrelevant to o thers w ith  different experiences. But then, all tafsir 

reflects in  some w ays the experience o f its w riter, w h ich  in  itself is a contribution to  our 

overall know ledge of the Q urian.
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C onclusion

The simplistic, enigm atic style o f the Q ur^an in  referring  to the tales o f CAd and  

T h am u d  casts doub t on  the  very existence an d  h isto ric ity  of CAd an d  Tham ud, 

irrespective o f the value o f th e  narrative an d  its role in  relig ious teaching. To fill th is gap 

classical haggadic exegesis, offered a m ore com plete version  o f CAd an d  T ham ud 

legends, as m ay be seen  in  al-Tabari's tafsir a n d  tankh, o r in  Qisas al-Anbiya> o f al- 

Kisa>i, o r al-ThaQabi. This often  involved relying on  isra>lEyat transm issions. O n  the 

o th e r hand , from  the W estern  scholarship perspective, the  im portance of CAd and  

T h am u d  lies n o t in  w h a t ro le  these p lay  in  the  Q urian , b u t  in  h o w  they m igh t confirm  

research  o r excavations w hich  po in t to  the  existence of ac tu a l tribes bearing these nam es.

For m odem  M uslim  exegetes, therefore, ded ica ted  to  defending  the tru th  o f the 

Q u rian , the aim  of the scrip tu re  in telling of CAd a n d  T ham ud  consists in n o  other 

p u rp o se  than  to extract a  m o ra l lesson. They offer th e ir in terpreta tion  by sim plifying, 

rationalizing, and  dem ytho log iz ing  th e  latter concerned  in  particu lar w ith  d iscarding 

th e  non-Q ur) anic m ateria ls—m yth, legend an d  ex trao rd inary  tales provided  by  classical 

exegetes. However, to u n d ers tan d  CAd an d  T ham ud in  th is w ay, is to depreciate the 

qisas recorded  by al-Tabari, al-Kisa^i, al-ThaQabi, Ibn K athir, an d  m any others. To judge 

m y th  based  on  "w hat is true" is inappropria te  a n d  leads to  reductionism . For o u r task  is 

n o t to  judge the m yths w ith  the tools of m o d em  logic b u t  to find  a  w ay to u n d erstand  

them , to show  the significance o f the m yths for the tellers.

Based on our analysis in  this thesis, w e find  th a t th e  tw o narratives have a  clear 

significance for Sayyid Q utb. In our close read ing  of F i Z ilal al-Qufian, by connecting
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CAd and  Tham ud to Q utb  n o t only as the  heir of p revious in terpreters, b u t also as a m an 

w ho  occupied tim e an d  space, w e find th a t the tw o tales serve for Q utb as a response to 

the  m odem  situation su rround ing  him . Q utb  uses the  tw o tales to  express himself vis-&- 

vis his environm ent; thus the affinity am ong m an y  aspects; political suffering, 

ideological conflict, an d  religious experiences can be traced  by read ing  his interpretation 

o f the  two narratives. Thus, the m odel of the narratives is operative and  they become 

sym bols for Qutb. W e have seen the triangular m odel w hich represents Qutb's w orld 

view  and  the order o f reality according to him: negative versus positive, an d  ending  

w ith  the victory of positive—H ud in  the case o f CAd, Salih in  the case of Tham ud, 

M uham m ad in his confrontation w ith  Quraysh. This m ay  be ex tended  to include Q utb 

him self in  his encounter w ith  the negative forces o f h is  age: N asserism  and W esternism; 

materialism ; com m unism ; etc. H ud  an d  Salih function as a  projection and  a 

representation of Q utb him self, a n d  CAd an d  T ham ud  as his enemies. Interestingly, 

Q utb 's concept of liberation as the outcom e of the sto ry  of CAd versus H ud no t only 

im plies the liberation of righteousness from  evil, Islam  from  jahiEyah and H ud from  

CAd, bu t also Q utb him self from  his suffering a t th e  hands o f his more pow erful 

enem ies—the Egyptian governm ent a n d  W estern im perialism . Also, in  the case of the 

ham stringing and  slaying of the she-camel by Tham ud (a rebellious act against prophet 

Salih) represents symbolically the oppression and  to rtu re  o f the  M uslim Brethren by 

Jam al CAbd al-Nasir's regime. Q utb's assum ption of the  role of H u d  and  Salih, and  his 

designation of his enem ies as Tham ud an d  CAd, gave Q utb  the  m oral strength he needed 

to face the more pow erful Egyptian governm ent and  W estern hegem ony. Therefore, we 

find tha t the paradigm  of CAd and  T ham ud in Q utb 's triangle ends w ith the victory of 

positive pole. This m odel em bodied for Q utb the ideological and  political conflict raging

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



www.manaraa.com

102

in the  Egyptian con tex t nevertheless, in  con trast to the victory for H u d  an d  Salih or 

even M uham m ad, Q utb and  other m em bers o f the M uslim  Brethren w ere  politically 

defeated by Jamal <Abd al-Nasir, jailed an d  even ultim ately hanged.

In evaluating the structure o f Q utb 's Zilal, w e find  tha t he  follows the 

conventional structure of tafslr, in terpreting  the  verses of (A d an d  T ham ud based  on the 

sequence of the surah and  verses. Thus, the  interpretation of the  two tales is to be found 

scattered in different passages o f the Q urian. H owever, Q utb offers ano ther 

system atization, nam ely groupings o f verses w ith in  each surah, arranged them atically. 

This idea is found in the tafslrs of h is predecessor's particularly  those o f Ibn Kathir, al- 

Tabarsi, (Abduh's/  Rida's Tafslr al-Manar, an d  al-MaraghL Sayyid Q u tb  follows this 

trend. However, Q utb is unique in  h is groupings, which consist of a  large num ber of 

verses which is then divided again into sm aller groups. In doing so, the  connection of 

each verse, theme, large g roup and  sm aller g roup  w ithin surah is em phasized, an d  w ith 

the help of aesthetic principles, he tries to connect verses to one another. Therefore, he 

offers a  solution to counter the idea o f d isunity  of the verses of the Q urian , although in 

som e cases Q utb is n o t entirely successful in  applying this idea, d u e  to his lack of 

consistency an d  systematization.

Nevertheless, Qutb sought a n ew  dim ension to the in terpretation of CAd and 

Tham ud by assigning new  m eanings and  system s to fam iliar structures. He follows 

CAbduh's lead in  discarding non-Q urianic materials, e.g. isra>iliyat m yths, and  goes a 

step further in trying to extract m oral lessons in  accordance w ith the contem porary 

con tex t A t the cost of the historicity an d  original m eaning of the  two tales, Q utb  proved 

they belong n o t only to the past or to the  w orld  in theory, b u t are a p a rt of practical daily 

life, they are as operative as his fam ous concept of jahiEyah. Thus, in  w idening  the
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m eaning  of the tw o tales, he  identifies certain  contem porary  people as CAd a n d  T ham ud, 

a perspective tha t leads to  subjective a n d  personal judgem ent. A lthough Q utb  agrees in  

theory  w ith  CAbduh's advice, to  d isca rd  non-Q ur) anic m aterial, such as isrePlEyat 

m yths, in  practice he  recreates an o th er k in d  o f non-Q ur)anic m aterial in in te rp re tin g  

CAd an d  Tham ud, nam ely, h is ideological an d  political experience. Hence, Q u tb  in  tu rn  

sacralizes, theologizes, an d  m ythologizes th e  latter.
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